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VoorWoord

Deze promotie begon met een fascinatie voor politieke incidenten. Niet vanwege 
het spektakel, de dramatische wendingen, de ‘valt-ie-wel-of-valt-ie-niet’ vraag, 
hoewel deze het onderzoeksproces zeker levendig maakten. De fascinatie was 
vooral de positie van ministers. Ministers dragen verantwoordelijkheid voor 
hun departement en hun aftreden kan soms het voortbestaan van de coalitie 
in gevaar brengen. Ze willen over het algemeen graag in hun post blijven, 
maar kunnen niet de indruk wekken dat hun overleven belangrijker is dan het 
afleggen van verantwoording. Hoewel er veel tegenover staat (invloed, salaris, 
e.a.), laat mijn onderzoek zien welke druk er ligt op ministers: oppositieleden die 
op zoek zijn naar een verspreking, journalisten die op zoek zijn naar een scalp, 
partijgenoten die je soms openlijk afvallen, scepsis bij veel toeschouwers. En 
minister zijn net mensen: soms maken ze stomme fouten, laten ze steken vallen 
in een debat, of maken ze slechte keuzes. Soms zijn ze goed in balans, soms 
wankelen en soms vallen ze diep naar beneden. Het doel van dit proefschrift 
is niet om een waardeoordeel te vellen, maar om een beeld te geven van hoe 
ministers (kunnen) laveren tussen schuld en verantwoordelijkheid, tussen 
witwassen en de zondebok worden en (on)recht doen aan hun positie als politiek 
verantwoordelijke voor hun portfolio.

Het voltooien van een proefschrift is ook een balanceer act, maar dan op 
een veel kleinere schaal. Als het mislukt vallen er geen coalities, gaan er geen 
miljoenen verloren en lopen beleidsprocessen geen schade op. Toch heeft een 
promovendus dezelfde balanceervaardigheden nodig. Je moet laveren tussen 
verschillende theorieën, rijke data en een duidelijke boodschap, verschillende 
normen en verrassende overeenkomsten. Hierbij geen ambitieuze partijgenoten 
of een kritische pers die je proberen te laten wankelen, maar innerlijke twijfel, 
zelfopgelegde (en gemiste) deadlines en jetlags die tegenwind boden. Op dit 
soort moment gaat de energie vooral op aan het blijven staan dan aan het 
vooruit komen. Maar ook al is het leven op het koord niet altijd even stabiel, de 
weg erover is het waard geweest en ik heb veel geleerd in dit traject, zowel op 
wetenschappelijk als op persoonlijk vlak.

Het belangrijkst was voor mij de ontdekking dat je niet alleen op het 
onderzoekskoord staat, maar dat je steun heb van anderen die je naar de 
overkant begeleiden (en soms sleuren). Graag wil ik hen bedanken: zonder hun 
bijdrage was er nu geen proefschrift om een voorwoord voor te schrijven. In de 
eerste plaats wil ik graag mijn begeleiders Paul en Sanneke bedanken. Sanneke, 
jij hebt mij gemotiveerd om dit promotietraject te doen en door jou ben ik mij 



gaan focussen op ministers. Ik heb veel gehad aan je kritische blik, je scherpe 
pen, maar ook vooral aan je no-nonsense houding en je doorzettingsvermogen. 
Jij weet als geen ander om mij uit de sleur te krijgen met je combinatie van 
aanmoedigingen en aanpakken. En het belangrijkst: ik begin mijn mailtjes nu 
minder vaak met: Sorry dat ik . Paul, bedankt voor de steun in dit traject. Jij 
voelde als geen ander aan wanneer ik weer eens in een dal zat. Jouw hoognodige 
stok achter de deur en scherpe inhoudelijke commentaar (met edits!) hielden mij 
op de rit en zorgden ervoor dat ik niet verzandde in ellenlange mitsen en maren. 
Daarnaast was jij de inspiratie voor Australië als casus en kan ik je dus indirect 
bedanken voor mijn verhuizing naar een nieuw en spannend hoofdstuk in mijn 
leven  (mijn ouders zijn je daar iets minder dankbaar voor). Thank you Allan, for 
your hospitality during my stay at the University of Sydney and your thoughtful 
feedback on my vague ideas. 

Daarnaast wil ik alle geïnterviewden bedanken die ruimte hebben gemaakt in 
hun drukke schema om mij iets over hun werk te vertellen en mij mee te nemen 
in hun wereld en gedachtegangen. Met name dank aan de politieke redactie 
van Trouw, dat ik daar in mijn eerste jaar een kijkje in de keuken mocht nemen. 
Zonder jullie was dit proefschrift niet tot stand gekomen en zeker niet met zulke 
rijke citaten. 

 Als groentje uit de provincie begon ik meer dan 10 jaar geleden mijn studie 
bij het departement Bestuurs- en Organisatiewetenschap en sinds die tijd is de 
Bijlhouwerstraat een inspirerende en vertrouwde plek geweest. Graag wil ik alle 
(oud)collega’s bedanken voor de plezierige werkomgeving. Kutsal, bedankt dat 
je mij aannam als groentje en mij wegwijs maakte in de academische wereld. 
Lieve promovendi, jullie hebben mij veel geholpen met feedback, steun en ook 
veel gezelligheid. Met name wil ik vier collega’s bedanken, zonder hun was dit 
proefschrift er niet geweest. Ulrike, al sinds de bachelor ben jij een geweldige 
sparringpartner, steun- en toeverlaat en vriendin. Dat jij je proefschrift afgerond 
had, heeft mij de energie gegeven om er ook een punt achter te zetten! Marij, 
sinds onze eerste koffie kan ik niet meer zonder ons koffiemomentje en onze 
inhoudelijke discussies. Jouw enorme energie, geniale invallen (ik kan nooit 
meer naar een conferentie zonder aan toiletpapier te denken) en optimisme zijn 
ongekend. Ik ben er trots op dat je mijn paranimf bent. Marlot, Judith en Ulrike: 
2.24 was een bijzondere PhD-kamer: gezamenlijk meezingen op muziek (van Let 
it Go tot Brigitte Kaandorp), samen angsten delen (wat als het niet goed genoeg 
is), fijne koffies, lunches en etentjes. 

Tot slot wil ik mijn vrienden en familie bedanken. Meiden, jullie hebben ervoor 
gezorgd dat ik nooit opgeslokt ben door mijn onderzoek en we konden samen 



lachen over mijn onderzoekperikelen. Zonder jullie was het promotietraject niet 
zo leuk geweest en vooral het feest een stuk saaier! Pap en mam, het was soms 
even wennen voor jullie wat dit traject, oh nee scriptie, studie, oh nee, proefschrift, 
nu altijd inhield en waarom het toch zo lang duurde. Jullie onvoorwaardelijke 
steun EN de nodige schoppen onder de kont (niet zeuren: schrijven!) hielden me 
overeind. Atie, de wijntjes, de overnachtingen en de goede gesprekken over het 
politieke proces hebben een onmisbare rol gespeeld. Je bent zowel een geweldige 
zus als een inspiratiebron. Met jouw vechtlust kan ik elke verdediging aan, dus ik 
ben blij dat je achter mij staat. Last, Dr. Crosato, our relation is an unanticipated 
result of my thesis and also the most important one. Your presence (watching 
basketball matches on Youtube) in the evenings, while I was grumpily writing the 
last part of the thesis, was invaluable. 2019 will be the year we can harvest our 
hard work together. Te me piasi tanto e te vojo un mondo de ben! Uno solo no 
sta ben gnanca in paradiso, so thank you for being here with me.

 



Pay attention to how things end and take greater care to make a good exit 
than a widely applauded entrance. It’s common for lucky people to have very 
favourable beginnings and truly tragic ends. The aim is not to have your entrance 
applauded by the mass, for everyone’s is greeted this way. What matters rather is 
the general feeling your exit arouses, for few are missed once gone. Good fortune 
rarely accompanies those on their way out; she is as polite to those arriving as she 
is rude to those who are leaving
– Balthasar Gracian, 1647, The art of prudence, p. 12

The wish to acquire [power] is no doubt a natural and common sentiment, and 
when men attempt things within their power, they will always be praised rather 
that blamed. But when they persist in attempts that are beyond their power, 
mishaps and blame ensue.
– Machiavelli, 1515, p. 22
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‘[E]very politi cal leader faces the challenge of how to hold on his or her 
job. The politi cs behind survival in offi  ce is, we believe, the essence of 
politi cs’
– Bueno de Mesquita et al, (2005, p. 8)
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Political responsibility and ministerial 
resignations

chapter 1
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1.1 the politic al hUnt 

We warn the minister that, in the next parliamentary debate about the 
issue (…), he will be assigned the unenviable role of wounded game
- Reformed Party MP van Rossum in debate with minister Van Aardenne 
(19 December 1984) 

But wounded game can recover if the bullet is not deadly
- Van Aardenne in response in TV new program ‘The Hague Today’ 

I did not want to be wounded game. If I had waited for the next term of 
the debate [before resigning], no-confidence motions would have been 
proposed. The coalition parties would not have supported them for 
political reasons, but my credibility would have been destroyed. Without 
it, you cannot function as a politician. Furthermore, it would have been 
detrimental for the standing of politics. 
- Junior minister Van Linschoten explaining his resignation 12 year later1 
(1996) 

A political drama is often guaranteed when incidents occur in the portfolio of 
a minister or when a minister is caught in financial or sexual wrongdoing. The 
drama can take many forms depending on the type of incident and the standing 
of the minister. Ministers, parliamentarians, and journalists have labelled them 
blood sports, gladiator battles, witch-hunts, and tragedies. Whatever form, these 
incidents are major political events and invariably give rise to heightened public 
and parliamentary scrutiny. They are on the front pages of national newspapers, 
leading items in current affairs shows, and hotly debated topics in parliament. 
“Off with their heads”, a public call for the minister to resign, is an oft-heard 
sentiment, although one that is rarely observed in practice (Bovens, 2007; Dewan 
& Dowding, 2005; Dowding & Lewis, 2012). The political outcome of the drama 
will depend on how ministers account for their behaviour and those under their 
responsibility, on the judgment of their account-holders, and on the political 
circumstances. Not only can these incidents lead to the forced resignation of 
the minister caught up in one, they can potentially threaten public trust in and 
survival of the government of the day. 

In debating such incidents, sooner or later someone will inevitably refer to 
an era when ministers who were held to account for serious mistakes did the 
‘honourable’ thing and resigned (Bovens, Brandsma, & Thesingh, 2015; Dowding 
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& Lewis, 2012). For example, former Australian prime ministers Malcolm Fraser 
and Gough Whitlam argued during the national elections of 2007 that: 

In the last two decades the constitutional principle that ministers should be 
held accountable for the failings of their policies or administration has been 
seriously undermined. No matter how grave their failings may be, ministers no 
longer resign (in: Dowding & Lewis, 2012, p. 237). 

Former Dutch cabinet minister Ed van Thijn even coined the label ‘sorry 
democracy’ to denote the trend he observed during the mid-1990s by which 
ministers only needed to apologise for past failures and then could simply go on 
with their jobs, secure as they were in their posts by coalition discipline and a 
steely determination of coalition leaders to keep the show on the road no matter 
what (Bovens et al., 2015, p. 128; Van Thijn, 1998). 

Commentators often point towards ministerial responsibility as a yardstick to 
explain why some ministers (should) survive a certain accountability episode and 
others not. Ministers are formally responsible and accountable to parliament for 
their activities and their department’s activities, and informally to other actors 
(Woodhouse, 1994, pp. 27-39). However, a study on German resignations, Fischer 
(2012, p. 616) concluded that ministerial responsibility as a formal principle is ‘too 
vaguely standardized to be used as a gauge’  for when ministers should resign’. 
Furthermore, ‘its use is solely incumbent on its interpretation by those involved’ 
(Fischer, 2012, p. 616). It seems like ministerial responsibility and propriety rules 
can be both used and abused as a stick to beat the minister, or as a shield to hide 
behind. Fischer is not alone. Political scientists of different stripes have shown 
that political accountability and blame processes entail more than applying a 
formal responsibility lens (Boin, ‘t Hart, & McConnell, 2009; Brändström, 2016; 
Fischer, 2012; Fischer, Kaiser, & Rohlfing, 2006; Hood, Jennings, Dixon, Hogwood, 
& Beeston, 2009). The question is thus how we can explain the course and 
outcome of these accountability episodes in different political contexts. 

Studies on ministerial durability expect considerable differences in ministerial 
survival patterns in systems with single-party governments, compared to those 
with coalition governments (Berlinski et al, 2012). They reason that differences 
in government composition influence the clarity of responsibility for certain 
policies and the ability of prime ministers and party leaders to both sack cabinet 
ministers (Budge, 1985; Huber & Martinez-Gallardo, 2008). Prime ministers in 
coalition governments are more constrained to sack or reshuffle ministers after 
failing performance, because such a move might upset the coalition partner 
and would trigger a complex negotiation processes about portfolio allocation 
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in the coalition (Fischer, Dowding, & Dumont, 2012, p. 506). To date there has 
been little robust examination of these expectations cross-system comparative 
studies, however (except Huber & Martinez-Gallardo, 2008). 

On the other side of the spectrum, studies on blame avoidance expect that 
how ministers avoid blame explains whether ministers survive or not. Blame is 
defined as a combination of perceived harm or loss and perceived responsibility 
for that harm at any given point in time (Sulitzeanu-Kenan & Hood, 2005, p. 2). 
These studies focus on explaining and testing the behaviour political executives 
use to avoid blame in accountability processes, which they label ‘blame games’ 
and (Hinterleitner, 2017, p. 243; Brändström & Kuipers, 2003; Hood et al., 2009).  
One of the best-known scholars in this stream is Christopher Hood (2002, 2011). 
According to Hood  and colleagues (2009, p. 697), political officeholders will 
generally follow a ‘staged retreat’ response when they are confronted with 
blame. A staged retreat implies that ministers will choose defensive behavioral 
options first, such as denying failure and responsibility, and only move towards 
more blame admitting stances if they have no other option (Hood, Jennings, & 
Copeland, 2016). Hood and colleagues found such similarities in ‘officeholder 
responses, even in very different political systems’  (Hood et al., 2016, p. 558). 
However, studies in this vein are often criticized for neglecting the institutional 
and political-cultural (macro)context in which BAB is studied (Hinterleitner 
& Sager, 2015). Yet, as we saw, ministerial careers studies have theorized that 
such systemic features have considerable influence on the course and outcomes 
of accountability episodes. Moreover, the ‘effectiveness’ of ministers’ blame 
avoiding behavior depends on whether account-holders agree with ministers’ 
blame avoidance arguments. This has led some to conclude that the explanatory 
power of blame avoidance studies has been limited (Hinterleitner, 2017; 
Hinterleitner & Sager, 2015). 

What both streams neglect is that pivotal to these accountability episodes 
is that ministers, prime ministers, civil servants, and their critics in parliament 
and the media are all connected through the institutional norm of ministerial 
responsibility and the day-to-day practices of ministerial accountability to which 
this gives rise. Ministers argue with these actors which information they should 
provide, discuss how to interpret their involvement in the incident and contest 
which sanctions need to be imposed. Connaughton (2006, p. 273) showed, in the 
Irish context, that: 
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Translating the doctrine of ministerial responsibility into practice is highly 
complicated. It cannot satisfy fully all the demands placed on it by various 
political actors, in large part because these demands are often in tension with 
one another.

A fuller understanding of the course and outcomes of accountability episodes 
requires us to go beyond the two strands of existing research by occupying 
the empirical middle ground between formal institutional studies (ministerial 
responsibility) and purely behavioural studies (blame avoidance). We should 
examine how embedded norms and informal rules of the game shape the 
expectations and actions of the elite actors that affect how ministerial 
accountability is enacted in practice. That is what this study sets out to do. 

1.2 research qUestions 

The focus of this study is on how the social relationships between ministers 
(and civil servants) and their formal and informal account-holders affect the 
course and outcome of accountability episodes. Specifically, this study focuses 
on Olsen’s thesis that account-holders and -givers within a certain political 
environment have established formal and informal practices of what are 
appropriate and legitimate responses (Olsen, 2017, p. 18). Olsen poses that these 
informal practices could explain why actual accountability processes often do 
not follow principal-agent explanations. 

Political accountability practices are grounded in formal and informal ‘‘shared 
rules’ which regulate how the individual players relate to each other’ (Benson, 
2006, p. 188;  cf.Olsen, 2013). In other words, these actors recognize, if not always 
follow, certain ‘rules-in-use’ in accountability episodes (Lowndes, Pratchett, 
& Stoker, 2006). Olsen refers to these ‘rules-in-use’ as ‘repertoires of socially 
constructed and validated accounts and responses to accounts exist, influenced 
by what is intelligible, expected and anticipated, appropriate and legitimate in 
specific political-cultural contexts’ (Olsen, 2015, p. 459; cf. March and Olsen, 
1995; Thompson 1987). Institutional practices could regulate when, where and 
how political accountability discussions take place. 

When an accountability episode plays out, actors will weigh what is considered 
to be appropriate ministerial behaviour in light of the general doctrines, which 
rules-in-use apply and how they are to be interpreted (Olsen, 2017, p. 21). 
According to Djerf-Pierre and others (2013, p. 963) rules-in-use are socially 
reproduced and modified as they are applied to, challenged by and renegotiated 
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in concrete cases. Furthermore, these political institutions, consisting of both 
formally codified rules and informal rules-in-use2, are backed up by narratives 
which elaborate “the ‘reasons why’ institutions operate as they do” (Lowndes & 
Lemprière, 2017, p. 320; Lowndes & Roberts, 2013).

Our focus in this study is on what I call ‘high-stakes accountability 
episodes’: moments when a minister faces significant charges that may 
jeopardize their political standing and indeed their survival in the role. These 
allow us to analyse how, when push comes to shove, the principle of ministerial 
responsibility is interpreted, negotiated, and applied in political accountability 
relationships. If the accounts that ministers offer and the way in which they 
conduct themselves during the accountability process are widely depicted as 
falling short of the mark, they are likely to face adverse consequences – including 
possible forced resignation. The role of formal and informal rules for allocating 
blame has been well studied in other types of social relations (Tilly, 2008), but not 
so for explaining patterns of ministerial survival and resignation. This dissertation 
aims to fill this gap by assessing how formal and informal accountability rules 
affect the course and outcome of high-stakes accountability episodes.

The major empirical aim of this research is to probe into the shared 
perceptions of political actors who are regularly active in political accountability 
discussions. Elite actors in this study are the players in the political process 
that have the capacity to influence the course and outcomes of high-stakes 
accountability episodes by virtue of their formal or de facto positions or 
influence. In this study, I have focused on five categories of such elite actors: 
ministers, parliamentarians, journalists, ministerial advisors and senior civil 
servants (Bovens, 2007; Djerf-Pierre, Ekström, Håkansson, & Johansson, 2014; 
Salomonsen, Frandsen, & Johansen, 2016; Tiernan, 2007). The overall research 
question of this study is therefore:

How do formal institutional rules and actors’ rules-in-use affect the course and 
outcome of high-stakes ministerial accountability episodes in two opposite 
systems? 

The central research question can be specified into several sub-questions, 
each ‘zooming in’ on a different aspect of the research model as described in 
Figure 1.1.   
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1. How do formal rules and conventions concerning ministerial responsibility and 
propriety affect processes and outcomes of high-stakes accountability episodes 
in two opposite parliamentary systems?
This sub-question focuses on exploring the role of relation A in the model.  I will 
compare both constitutional and conventional (written) differences regarding 
ministerial responsibility and accountability rules in the Netherlands and New 
South Wales. Specifically, I will compare the formal rules governing account-
holding and account-giving relations. In the second part of this chapter I describe 
patterns of ministerial survival and resignation (1946-2017). The question is 
to what extent these resignation patterns reflect formal accountability rules 
and conventions in both systems. This question is answered through a content 
analysis of discussions about ministerial responsibility and propriety in both 
systems and through a quantitative (descriptive) analysis of all ministerial 
resignations between 1946 and 2017. 

2. Which rules-in-use do elite actors express concerning ministerial accountability 
and how do these rules-in-use affect the course and outcome of high-stakes 
accountability episodes in two opposite parliamentary systems?  
This question explores relation B in the model. The first part of the sub-
question explores the nexus between formal institutional characteristics and 
the beliefs and practices of elites regarding ministerial accountability and 
blame. According to Tilly (2008, p. 22), ‘stories lend themselves beautifully 
to judgment of the actors and to assignment of responsibility [and] provide 
marvellous vehicles for credit and blame’. Thereby, narrative analysis gives 
a unique insight into the informal processes at play when actors blame and 
try to avoid blame in frontstage and backstage settings. This question will 
be answered by a narrative analysis of 31 political elite interviews in the 
Netherlands and 31 political elite interviews in New South Wales. 

3. How do actors’ expectations about ministerial blame avoidance affect the 
course and outcome of high-stakes accountability episodes in two opposite 
parliamentary systems? 
This question explores relation C in the model. The question examines: (a) how 
elite actors expect ministers to behave in specific accountability episodes, in 
particular whether ministers in majoritarian and consensual political cultures 
are inclined to use different tactics for avoiding blame; and (b) how they assess 
the effectiveness and appropriateness of these tactics. Both parts of this sub-
question will be investigated through an analysis of the answers to hypothetical 
accountability episodes in 31 political elite interviews in the Netherlands and 
31 political elite interviews in NSW politics. 
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4. To what extent can these formal rules and informal practices help us explain 
the course and outcomes of four high-stakes accountability episodes in two 
opposite parliamentary systems?    
This sub-question focuses on relation D in the research model. It assesses 
whether the answers to sub-questions 2 and 3 can help to explain outcomes 
of ministerial survival and resignation in accountability episodes. To examine 
this final sub-question, I will conduct a process-tracing analysis of four high-
stakes accountability episodes, two related to one minister in each polity. 

1.3 research design: a tale of t Wo systeMs

In the empirical part of this study we will investigate a number of  expectations 
about the course and outcomes of accountability episodes that we derive from a 
review of three key bodies of existing research: studies of ministerial durability, 
blame avoidance, and accountability relations. Regarding the course of 
accountability episodes, consensus cultures could demand more accommodative 
account-giving behavior from ministers, restraining the blame avoidance options 
of ministers. Coalition governments are less dominant in parliament and cannot 
summarily dismiss opposition critcism, since today’s opposition parties may well 
need to be tomorrow’s coalition partners. These constraints are not expected to 
apply to the same extent in adversarial cultures. 

Regarding the outcome of accountability episodes, we expect that ministers in 
consensual systems resign less often. In coalition governments, the formal power 
of the PM to sack a minister is often constrained (Huber & Martinez-Gallardo, 
2008). Reshuffles are also harder to implement in coalition systems as this would 
spark new coalition negotiations regarding portfolio allocations (Budge, 1985). In 
single party governments, the formal sacking and reshuffling power of the PM is 
not restrained by these pressures (Huber & Martinez-Gallardo, 2008). 

Systematic comparison across different types of parliamentary system can 
reveal these institutional differences conduce towards different ‘rules of the 
game’ concerning ministerial responsbility and its enactment in high-stakes 
accountability episodes. To meet our needs the systems to be studied should 
vary on dimensions that are likely to impact parliamentary accountability 
processes. One of the best-known typologies of parliamentary democracies is 
the majoritarian vs consensus distinction developed by Lijphart (1999, 2012). 
Lijphart’s typology is appropriate for this purpose because its distinction 
between consensus and majoritarian systems encompasses both formal 
(coalition vs. single-party government majorities and subsequent government 
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domination of the legislative) and informal institutional dimensions (the ‘spirit 
of accommodation’ in elite practices vs adversarial practices). Ministerial 
resignation studies have suggested that such formal institutional differences 
affect the outcome of accountability episodes. 

Specifically, this study focuses on two established parliamentary systems with 
similar constitutional rules for individual and collective ministerial responsibility: 
the Netherlands and the Australian State of New South Wales (Blunt, 2004; 
Visser, 2008). In both systems, the Lower House can sanction ministers who are 
found wanting in the execution of their ministerial responsibilities, with the use 
of a vote of no-confidence or a censure vote directed at an individual minister. 
However, the Netherlands and New South Wales are opposites in the way 
they score on the majoritarian-consensual democracy scale of Lijphart (1999, 
2012), particularly on two characteristics that are vital for this study: a) the 
composition of their government majorities (single party vs coalition majorities) 
and resulting government dominance of parliament and b) the nature of political 
elite interactions (adversarial vs consensual). A detailed rationale for the study’s 
design and case selection is provided in Chapter 3.

1.4 ac adeMic and pUblic releVance 

This study provides an in-depth view of ministerial accountability and survival 
in two opposite political cultures. The academic relevance of this dissertation is 
twofold. First, Hood (2014) called for a ‘marriage’ of blame and accountability 
research to better understand how executives manage blame for adverse events. 
This book heeds that call and is the first book-length study connecting these 
hitherto unrelated strands of research. This study thus complements existing, 
mostly actor-centred studies of blame avoidance as it explores how institutional 
and cultural contextual factors affect blame games processes and outcomes 
(Hinterleitner & Sager, 2015, p. 141). Furthermore, it offers new insights in the 
relational aspects of political accountability and blame, complementing overtly 
structural ministerial durability research.  

This study also responds to Olsen’s (2017, p. 18) call that ‘accountability 
theorists have to empirically address how democratic accountability is defined 
and attributed in varying institutional settings, as well as through what 
processes agents are made responsible and called to account’. In this way, 
this study examines how accountability is performed by both account-givers 
and -holders in high-stakes accountability episodes. It looks specifically at the 
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role of institutionally embedded informal ‘rules-in-use’ in structuring these 
performances. By pursuing this avenue to understanding how blame game 
dynamics affect ministerial survival I hope to ‘understand the complexities of 
the role (of minister) as seen by the key protagonists’ (Stansfield, 2016, p. 479). 
The aim of this study is to provide an ‘up close and personal’ perspective on elite 
behaviour in government (Rhodes et al, 2007) that few accountability and blame 
researchers have adopted thus far. 

In doing so, this study is societally relevant in two ways. First, this study gives 
empirical grunt to what are often heated, but seldom thoroughly substantiated, 
normative discussions. The study aims to leverage the tacit knowledge of key 
actors while still trying to steer clear of the partisanship these discussions often 
conjure. The comparison between the two political cultures can reveal hidden 
or deeply culturally ingrained processes. The study appeals to a gap in our 
understanding of why some executives stay in office whereas others must resign 
in response to the same conduct. The comparison could therefore lead to new 
insights into how ministerial accountability works in other systems and whether 
the two systems could learn from each other.

In addition, questions of political responsibility and survival form the 
core of the democratic process. According to Lina Svedin (2012, p. 14), these 
accountability episodes serve as ‘critical tests’ as they reveal important 
‘norms’ of what constitutes appropriate behaviour in politics. For example, are 
parliamentarians and journalists more permissive for some failures than others? 
Do ministers survive more easily when they defend themselves in a particular 
way? Processes of public accountability reconfirm or reveal changes of these 
norms. The accountability process and subsequent ministerial resignation 
can thus have important ‘ritual and purifying functions’ (Bovens, 2010, p. 
954). Resignations provide at the least a ‘symbolic illustration’ that there is a 
responsible government (Woodhouse, 1994, p. 283). Understanding how formal 
and informal rules affect high-stakes accountability episodes will enable us to 
critically assess the working of current institutional arrangements and cultural 
practices of political accountability. 

1.5 A PReVIeW oF THIS STuDy 

Chapter two outlines and explains the three theoretical approaches to ministerial 
survival this dissertation builds upon. This dissertation builds on insights from 1) 
ministerial resignations, 2) blame avoidance and 3) institutional accountability 
studies. This chapter weighs the insights and weaknesses of each literature 
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stream. Furthermore, it builds on each of the streams to explicate the concepts 
and assumptions that guide this study. The theoretical chapter ends with a more 
refined research model that specifies the focus of the cross-system comparison 
in the chapters to come.  

Chapter three delves deeper in the design choices and methodological 
approach. It will discuss the case selection and comparability of the Netherlands 
and New South Wales. Furthermore, it explains the complementary multi-method 
approach of this dissertation, as well as the three main methods (quantitative 
description, elite interviews, in-depth case studies) that are employed to collect 
and analyse empirical data. This dissertation proceeds with five empirical 
chapters, each aiming to answer the individual sub-questions. 

Chapter four aims to answer the sub-question on formal accountability rules 
and survival patterns.  This chapter shows that formal rules seem to affect for 
which incidents ministers are held responsible and who are authoritative account-
holders. In contrast to expectations, Dutch ministers are forced to resign by the 
same rate as NSW ministers. However, while Dutch ministers are called to and 
held to account mostly for personal errors in their portfolio, NSW ministers are 
mostly held to account for financial scandals. This finding can partly be explained 
by the scrutinizing and sanctioning powers of the Dutch parliament and those of 
the NSW Independent Commission Against Corruption. It shows that ministers 
resign more often than in previous decades, although forced resignations are 
still rare. Formal rules however, do not seem to affect forced resignation ‘levels’ 
in accountability episodes and do not provide enough ‘force’ to explain when 
ministers resign after accountability episodes, as is visible in the weak relation 
between resignation calls and resignation decisions in both systems.

Chapter five examines the perceptions of political elite actors and the informal 
institutional practices they describe in high-stake accountability episodes. The 
chapter shows that rules-in-use affect the course of accountability episodes by 
acting as a ‘template’ for actors in accountability episodes, outlining possible 
engagement setting, roles for actors and scripts for behavior. However, in each 
arena at least two narratives can play a role, based on the type of incident and the 
reputation of the minister. Subsequently, one accountability-focused narrative 
and one blame narrative coexist. This affects the outcome of accountability 
episodes, as in only in the second narrative the minister is ‘wounded’ and 
‘hunted’ by a mob of parliamentarians and journalists. These rules-in-use can 
correspond with, complement or contradict formal rules. Although the content 
of Dutch and NSW rules-in-use differs considerably, both show that the most 
powerful actors play a decisive role in backstage processes and can ‘ignite’ a 
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crossover from accountability to blame processes. As rules-in-use are based on 
a retelling of earlier incidents, they can thus be both reinforced and changed by 
future incidents. 

Chapter six examines whether in comparable blame game scenarios, Dutch 
and NSW actors expect different blame avoiding tactics to be employed and how 
these differences can be explained. The analysis shows that partly due to stronger 
formal and informal constraints, Dutch actors expect ministers to accommodate 
and to not use a staged retreat response. These restraints were less present 
for NSW actors, who expected ministers to start confrontationally and follow a 
staged retreat approach. However, even in NSW some institutionally supported 
blame avoiding behaviour can be identified, such as the ‘independent inquiry’ 
tactic. In both systems, ministers are expected to bolster their response with 
dramaturgical elements. 

Chapters seven and eight trace two incidents for two high-profile ministers 
(one in each system). These ministers are junior Security and Justice minister 
Fred Teeven for the Netherlands (Chapter 7) and Transport and, later, Police 
minister Carl Scully for New South Wales (Chapter 8). The structured comparison 
of the four accountability episodes shows that the rules-in-use could be used to 
identify the powerful actors in the episodes and the change in ‘narrative’ that 
explains the downward spiraling trajectory of both ministers’ political capital. 
In both resignation cases, ministers did not employ the expected BAB of their 
polity. Each minister tried to exploit the crisis, by emphasizing the severity of the 
incident (Boin et al., 2009). However, in the end non-institutional factors, such 
as upcoming elections, trigger the political leaders into sacking the minister. 
Although ‘rules-in-use’ help to understand how a minister slowly becomes ‘fair 
game’, the trigger for resignation is often provided by non-institutional forces. 

Chapter 9 takes stock of the findings of the empirical chapters. It provides 
our answer to the main research question, outlines what we have learned and 
articulates the implications of the new insights for the theory and practice of 
ministerial responsibility and accountability.



‘The more challenging questi ons about both accountability and blame 
avoidance concern the way such processes and outcomes are shaped by 
variati ons in culture and atti  tudes, rather than treati ng accountability or 
blame-avoidance as if they were Platonic essences’
– Hood (2014, p. 612)
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2.1 the pUz zle of forced resignations   

The quest to explain ministerial resignations due to accountability episodes has 
spawned three main research strands. While the strands often acknowledge 
some common ground, they start from different assumptions about the relations 
between certain incidents and political consequences for ministers caught up in 
said incidents (Hood, 2015). 

The aim of this chapter is to assess the relative strengths of each of these three 
strands and to leverage these strengths in a research design. First, ministerial 
durability studies aim to find common factors, such as in ministers’ background, 
that influence ministers’ chances to resign in a certain political system over 
a longer time period (Berlinski et al., 2012; Bovens et al., 2015; Fischer et al., 
2012). Second, (political) accountability studies aim to explain the functioning 
of institutionalized mechanisms that oblige ministers to explain their conduct 
to both formal and informal account-holders, who can scrutinise and sanction 
ministers (Bovens, 2007; Bovens, Schillemans, & ‘t Hart, 2008; Reichersdorfer, 
Christensen, & Vrangbæk, 2013). Lastly, blame avoidance studies aim to explain 
the effectiveness of blame avoiding behaviour of ministers who are under attack 
(Hinterleitner & Sager, 2015; Hood et al., 2016; Hood et al., 2009). 

This study focuses on how institutional differences in consensus and 
majoritarian systems could affect the course of accountability episodes and 
subsequent ministerial survival or resignation. Therefore, this chapter gives 
particular attention to the studies within these strands that focus on the role 
of either formal or informal institutional factors as opposed to for example 
ministers’ background (age, gender etc.) in explaining resignations (Fischer et al., 
2012). Informal institutional factors are of particular interest, as Hood argued 
that ‘what gets you off the hook of blame from one cultural starting-point may 
only dig you into a deeper accountability hole in another setting’ (2014, p. 614). 
The following sections discuss research on ministerial durability (2.2), political 
accountability (2.3) and blame avoidance (2.4), assessing how each accounts for 
ministerial resignations and which factors they identify as affecting the course 
of accountability episodes. A synthetic model that integrates these insights is 
presented in section 2.5. It specifies how institutional differences could affect 
the course of accountability episodes and outcomes of ministerial resignation. 
This section also points out currently neglected questions in those strands that 
will be taken up in the empirical chapters of this study.  
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2.2 Ministerial dUr abilit y and resignations

The question of ministerial survival and resignation has spawned a diverse and 
comparative research program (Berlinski et al., 2012; Dowding & Dumont, 2015; 
Fischer et al., 2012). Studies within this tradition have tried to explain ministerial 
‘durability’ (factors influencing the length of a ministers’ time in office) both in 
terms of personal3 and institutional characteristics (Fischer et al., 2012). This 
study focuses on what Fischer and others (2012, p. 506) call the ‘ultimate reasons 
for exit: that is, the institutional and structural features that explain why certain 
types of ministers last longer than others’. 

Studies that focus on explaining the patterns of ministerial survival often start 
from the principal-agent notion that parliamentary democracies contain a ‘single 
chain of accountability’. In this chain (shown in Figure 2.1), the department is 
accountable to the minister, the minister to the prime minister, the (prime) 
minister to parliament and parliamentarians are electorally accountable to 
voters (Strøm, 2000, p. 269; Strøm et al., 2003). 

figure 2.1 Strøm’s accountability chain in ideal-type parliamentary democracies

In this principal-agent relationship, delegated agents (the ministers) might 
not deliver what their principal (PM or party leader) preferred, i.e. agency loss. 
First, PMs and party leaders have limited information on whether the people 
they select will become competent ministers (adverse selection) (Strøm, 2000, p. 
270). Second, ministers might have incentives to execute their duties differently 
than party leaders prefer and it is hard for party leaders to directly observe 
such moral hazard. Party leaders can reduce both forms of agency loss by either 
improving their selection process or dismissing underperforming or rogue 
ministers (Berlinski, Dewan, & Dowding, 2010; Søyland, 2017). These studies 
look at the ways institutional differences in the way party leaders can dismiss 
underperforming ministers.

resignations: performance sanctions
In these studies ‘being held accountable’ is therefore operationalized as sacked, 
demoted, reshuffled or survived, as the ‘threat of removal is reasonably argued 
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to be one of the most important tools available to prime ministers for keeping 
career politicians in line’ (Berlinski et al., 2012, p. 229; Kam, 2000). This study 
focusses more narrowly on when forced resignations occur. This literature 
conceptualizes forced resignation as ‘the premature and non-scheduled (..) 
resignation of a minister, expressed or implied (..) in response to a negative 
judgment - or the anticipation thereof - on the actions of the minister’ (Fischer 
et al., 2006, p. 712). Forced resignations4 can be seen as ex-post accountability 
sanctions of ministers who have failed to perform their constitutional role 
(Brändström, 2015; Fischer et al., 2006; Woodhouse, 2004). A resignations is 
‘thus an instrument for enforcing ministerial responsibility’ (Fischer, 2012, p. 
603; Woodhouse & Alderman, 1994). 

Studies that regard resignations as a measure for performance, often assess 
the relation between ‘resignation calls’ and forced resignations (Berlinski et al., 
2010; Dewan & Dowding, 2005; Fischer et al., 2006). Calls for resignations can 
be seen as a performance indicators: if ministers perform substandard in issues 
that are ‘serious enough’, a public call will ‘be made for the minister to resign 
(or consider his position or such a phrase)’ (Dewan & Dowding, 2005, p. 47).5 
Such calls can be initiated by members of Parliament, journalists or non-political 
organizations (Berlinski et al., 2010). 

Ministers can be called and forced to resign over both political issues, which 
have a ‘close reference to the execution of a minister’s duties’, and extra-
political issues, which revolve around personal scandals related to personal sex 
or financial transgressions (Dowding & Kang, 1998; Fischer et al., 2006, p. 713). 
Within political issues we can distinguish personal errors – where the ministers 
made a serious mistake for which they are personally accountable, such as policy 
failures and misleading parliament; departmental errors – a serious mistake in 
the ministers’ departments’ and lack of cabinet solidarity – where the minister 
clashes with his cabinet over personalities or policy disagreement (Berlinski 
et al., 2012; Fischer et al., 2006; Page, 1990; E. Thompson & Tillotsen, 1999). 
Berlinski and others (2012, p. 121) also distinguish ‘performance’ as a separate 
category, but this one is quite closely related to personal error and therefore can 
be subsumed in that category. Extra-political issues can be financial in nature – 
either personal enrichment or favouring a third party; or other types of scandals 
– sexual scandals, faux passes, and other controversies (Berlinski et al., 2012; 
Fischer et al., 2006). Figure 2.2 provides a summary. 
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figure 2.2 Types of resignation issues (Fischer et al., 2006, p. 712)
 
The conceptual link between calls for resignation and forced resignations 
appears to be mainly contingent upon the specific institutional characteristics 
of the political system, such as government composition. These characteristics 
affect both the incentives for leaders to sacking ministers and their ability to do 
so (Dowding & Dumont, 2008; Fischer et al., 2012). 

coalition vs single-party governments 
Fischer and others (2012) discuss various institutional factors in their review 
article on ministerial survival, including the pool of qualified replacement 
candidates relative to government size and the number of veto players needed 
for a dismissal decision. Coalition governments have more veto players than 
single-party governments, as ministers are both agents of the prime minister 
and of their party (Andeweg, 2000; Dowding & Dumont, 2008). This could affect 
ministerial accountability and resignations in two ways. 

First, ministerial responsibility is ‘clearer and more effective in single-party 
governments’ than for coalition governments (Fischer et al., 2012, p. 516). 
Dewan and Dowding (2005) show that if ministers in the UK are fired after 
resignation calls, the popularity of the sitting government will be boosted. Thus, 
resignations have a ‘corrective effect’ on government’s popularity after political 
scandals. However, they argued that the ‘corrective effect’ of firing ministers, in 
terms of popularity in the polls, would be stronger in single-party governments. 
Coalition governments share policy responsibility between parties and also 
have to consider internal party-strategic issues (Dewan & Dowding, 2005, p. 
55). Coalition governments could thus have less electoral incentive to fire their 
ministers after calls for resignation. 

Second, government composition affects the ability of the prime minister 
to sack and replace ministers (Fischer et al., 2012; Huber & Martinez-Gallardo, 
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2008). While prime ministers of single-party governments are rarely constrained 
in their hiring and firing powers, prime ministers of coalition governments are 
constrained in their firing powers by the party leaders of the coalition partners 
(Fischer et al., 2012, p. 506). Although PMs in single-party governments also 
need to placate the different party factions and powerful colleagues to keep 
cabinet stability intact, the risk of upsetting cabinet stability with a resignation 
are higher in coalition governments (Fischer et al., 2012). When a PM forces the 
resignation of a coalition minister, the coalition partner might demand ‘an eye 
for an eye’, i.e. a ministerial resignation from the PM’s party, or break up the 
coalition (Andeweg & Irwin, 2009, p. 141). Subsequently, several studies suggest 
that ministers are less likely to be fired, or reshuffled, in coalition governments 
(Budge, 1985; Dowding & Dumont, 2008; Huber & Martinez-Gallardo, 2008). For 
example, Huber and Martinez-Gallardo concluded that ‘the likelihood of leaving 
the cabinet is reduced by almost 40% for ministers in a coalition government 
when we compare them to ministers in single-party majority governments’ 
(2008, p. 176). 

The few studies on ministerial survival within consensual systems show that 
two factors could increase the incentive of governments to sack their ministers. 
In coalition governments, both the majority status and the ideological diversity 
of the coalition majorities can affect ministerial survival (Bovens et al., 2015). 
When the coalition loses her majority in parliament, caretaker coalitions are 
constructed to stay on until new parliamentary elections can be held (Bovens 
et al., 2015; Bovens, Brandsma, Thesingh, & Wever, 2010, p. 340). Caretaker 
government parties have no policy or coalition incentive to spare ministers. 
Therefore, when a coalition already has caretaker status or is otherwise 
close to parliamentary elections, the coalition parties have shown to ‘sack’ 
failing ministers more often (Bovens et al., 2015; Fischer et al., 2012, p. 512). 
Furthermore, in an ideologically diverse coalition, ministers are more at risk 
of resignation due to coalition infighting (Huber & Martinez-Gallardo, 2008, p. 
177). In an ideologically diverse majority, one coalition party could worry more 
about ‘policy damage’ to their reputation than ‘coalition damage’ of sacking a 
minister (Huber & Martinez-Gallardo, 2008, p. 172). Figure 2.3 shows a graphical 
representation of the process. 

These expectations about the role of institutional features in explaining 
ministerial durability have receive considerable attention. However, these studies 
have been predominantly single-country ones (Berlinski et al., 2012; Bovens et 
al., 2015; Fischer, 2012; Søyland, 2017). 
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figure 2.3 Conceptual link between government composition and ministerial durability

types of forced resignations in both systems 
The findings in systems with single-party governments show indeed that calls for 
resignation in the media more than double the risk that the minister is forced to 
resign (Berlinski et al., 2010, 2012). The risk further increases when ministers are 
called to resign if the rest of cabinet is already performing badly, as ministers ‘must 
bear some of the brunt of their colleagues’ failures’ (Berlinski et al., 2010, p. 568). 
Canadian ministers’ experience more hazard to resign after individual resignations 
calls in Parliament (Kerby, 2009). Meanwhile, Bovens and others (2015, p. 147), 
concluded that in Dutch coalition governments, once ministers survived two 
calls for their resignation (in Parliament), they ‘would then also survive all the 
following ones’. In Icelandic coalition governments low public satisfaction would 
slightly increase the ministers chance of resignation (Kristinsson, 2009, p. 200). 
However, the way these studies measure a ‘resignation call’ differs considerably. 
Some studies only include resignation calls in parliament (Bovens et al., 2015; 
Dowding & Lewis, 2013; Kerby, 2009) and others only include resignation calls in 
the media (Dewan & Dowding, 2005; Fischer, 2012; Søyland, 2017). This makes 
findings hard to compare across studies. 

Furthermore, studies have assessed whether certain type of calls increase a 
minister’s resignation hazard more than others (Dowding & Kang, 1998; Fischer 
et al., 2006). The relation between types of resignation issues and resignations 



38 | CHAPTER 2 UNDERSTANDING MINISTERIAL ACCOUNTABILITY | 39

varies considerably within and between political systems. However, most show 
that political and ministerial responsibility related issues often do not lead to 
resignation. In an examination of German resignation issues (1969-2005), political 
issues correlate negatively with ministers being forced out of office, ‘placing 
doubt on the relevance of the ministerial responsibility hypothesis’ (Fischer et 
al., 2006). However, extra-political scandals often lead to resignation (Fischer 
et al., 2006). Fischer (2012, p. 616) goes even further in a later analysis of 133 
German resignation issues, concluding that ‘the stronger the link between a 
resignation issue and ministerial responsibility, the less likely is a resignation’ 
(original emphasis). 

Also in the Netherlands (1946-2010), ministers are more likely to resign over 
an internal conflict or a scandal than a lack of parliamentary confidence (Bovens 
et al., 2015). In Australia, similar ministerial responsibility issues have led to 
different outcomes in terms of political survival under the same Prime Minister 
(Raffin, 2008). Dowding and Kang (1998, p. 425) concluded that ‘ministers resign 
when they are forced to rather than because of constitutional conventions they 
feel the need to abide by’. The pitfall of these studies is that most have a single-
country focus (Berlinski et al., 2012; Bovens et al., 2015), or lack an explicit 
comparative analysis (Dowding & Dumont, 2008; Dowding & Dumont, 2015). 

Ministerial durability: insights 
Overall, the literature on ministerial durability has a clear theoretical explanation 
for ministerial resignations, namely principal-agent sanctions. The studies are 
able to include both institutional characteristics and individual characteristics 
of ministers in their models. These studies theorize and partly show that single-
party and coalition government affect the likelihood that ministers resign 
after calls for their resignation. Single-party governments have a PM with 
superior sacking powers and carry clearer policy responsibility than coalition 
governments. However, in terms of whether these systems also differ in the 
types of resignations, political and extra-political, the findings are more diffuse. 
Table 2.1 summarizes the main points of this discussion of ministerial durability 
studies. Both the insights and the limitations will be used to build and sharpen 
the focus of this dissertation. 



2

UNDERSTANDING MINISTERIAL ACCOUNTABILITY | 39

table 2.1 Insights from ministerial durability studies

Ministerial careers studies 

Conceptualize 
resignation as:

A sanction by principal (party leader/PM) for failing performance

Main points: Failing performance (in the form of resignation calls) increase the 
resignation hazard for ministers and collective resignation calls 
influence survival of individual ministers  

Locus:  System level  (principal-agent)  

Insights: PMs of coalition governments are more constrained to reshuffle 
and sack ministers after resignation calls than PMs of single-party 
governments due to the number of veto players 
Therefore, ministers in coalition systems experience less hazard to be 
forced to resign 
It is not clear if the hazard to resign over certain resignation issues 
relates to institutional factors, but in all systems ministers tend to 
resign less over political issues. 

Focus of this study:  Will include and explicit cross-system comparative design, absent in 
most durability studies, and compare ministerial responsibility rules 
and resignation patterns  (chapter 4) 
Will not disregard agency, but also focus on the account-giving and 
blame avoiding behaviour of ministers after resignation calls (Chapter 
5, 6, 7, 8) 

The studies’ limitations also inform the focus of this study. To begin with, most 
studies focus on majoritarian systems and only a handful of these studies focus 
on consensual systems (see Bovens et al., 2015; Hansen, Klemmensen, Hobolt, 
& Bäck, 2013; Søyland, 2017)6. Fischer (2012, p. 617) called for ‘internationally 
comparable research’ focusing on the ‘connection between ministerial 
responsibility and resignation’ as ‘the next step’. This study will take up this 
call in two ways. First, do ministers resign indeed more in the system with 
single-party governments than in the system with coalition governments? And 
in coalition systems, do ministers from the PM’s party resign more often than 
other ministers and do resignations happen more often in caretaker periods than 
government periods? Second, do these systems differ with regard to ministerial 
responsibility rules and the types of forced resignations? These questions will be 
pursued in the empirical sub-study in Chapter 4. 

Another common limitation is that none of these studies investigate how 
ministers, the prime ministers, and adversaries actually account for [the 
events that led to] the resignation calls towards account-holders. The studies 
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mostly consist of country case studies employing large-n designs, grouping all 
resignation issues in order to use them to explain ministerial resignations in a 
particular jurisdiction and time period. This constrains the explanatory power 
of these studies by undertheorizing the role of agency (Bos, 2018; Brändström, 
2015). Søyland (2017) recently suggested that a more rigorous ‘cross-case 
comparison’ of scandals that led to both dismissal and survival and the behaviour 
of ministers therein would be an important addition to the literature. This study 
will take a comparative focus on the relations between the ministers and their 
account-holders (and principals) and the way they interact after a resignation 
call. In order to do this, we need the insights from both accountability and blame 
avoidance studies.

2.3 politic al accoUntabilit y and resignations

The study of public accountability has inspired many different research traditions 
(Bovens, 2010; Bovens, Schillemans, & Goodin, 2014). In public administration 
and political science, accountability is often defined as ‘the relationship between 
an actor and a forum, in which the actor has an obligation to explain and justify his 
or her conduct, the forum can pose questions and pass judgment, and the actor 
may face consequences’ (Bovens, 2007; Bovens et al., 2008; cf. Mulgan, 2003). 
Mainstream studies predominantly take a ‘structural-instrumental’ approach 
to accountability relations, focusing on formal structures and the operations of 
certain rules and mechanisms (Bovens, 2010, p. 948; Bovens et al., 2014, p. 5; 
Reichersdorfer et al., 2013). Some of these studies narrowly adopt a principal-
agent perspective that is similar to the ministerial durability studies (Bovens et 
al., 2014, p. 13; Przeworski, Stokes, & Manin, 1999; Strøm, 2000). 

In the last years however, accountability studies have moved beyond studying 
formal political-institutional mechanisms to include more ‘cultural-institutional’ 
approaches (Busuioc & Lodge, 2017; Olsen, 2013; Reichersdorfer et al., 2013, 
p. 288). These studies draw attention to the opportunity of using incidents and 
crises to study accountability relations, the interrelatedness of multiple account-
holders, and the role of  informal norms and values in accountability processes 
(Busuioc & Lodge, 2017; Dubnick, 2014; Olsen, 2013, 2017; Reichersdorfer et al., 
2013; Schillemans, 2016). Although the aims of these studies vary, they concur 
in their call for accountability research to focus on the relational and informal 
institutional elements of (political) accountability. 
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resignations: the ultimate sanctions
In these studies, resignations are consequences of the formal and informal 
judgments and sanctions ministers can receive in accountability episodes. Formal 
account-holders, such as parliamentary opposition can use formal accountability 
mechanisms in their relation with the minister, such as parliamentary questions 
(information), parliamentary inquiries (debate) and votes of no confidence 
(sanction). National institutional contexts, such as government composition, 
structure these formal accountability processes (Bovens, 2007; Reichersdorfer 
et al., 2013). Such formal mechanisms have been discussed in 2.2. Other account-
holders can also use informal accountability mechanisms however, such as 
journalists asking for information on certain incidents (information), discussion 
programs that pit pressure groups and ministers against each other (debate) 
and experts who publicly judge a minister as an incompetent and/or improper 
account-giver (sanction) (Reichersdorfer et al., 2013). 

According to Busuioc and Lodge (2016, 2017) accountability processes are not 
only structured by formal obligations but by the need of both account-holders 
and account-givers to maintain their reputation. They pose that ‘the repeated 
but usually limited moments of account holding and giving are, for both parties, 
about signalling one’s status and appearing reputable’ (2016, pp. 251-252). 
Account-givers, such as ministers, focus on conveying the impression that one 
is competent to much broader audiences, who can be only loosely connected to 
formal political-institutional accountability mechanisms (Busuioc & Lodge, 2016, 
pp. 251-252). Furthermore, Bovens (2010, p. 962) already argued that account-
holders ‘implicitly or explicitly formulate notions of accountability as a virtue 
when they judge the performance of actors’. Account-holders, meanwhile, want 
to ‘show that something is being done’ in crisis moments, even if they are not 
interested in the daily operations of the account-giver (Busuioc & Lodge, 2016, 
pp. 251-252; cf. Reichersdorfer et al., 2013). Account-givers and -holders interact 
on the basis of reputation-management efforts and thereby create and maintain 
socially validated expectations of what is competent and appropriate account-
giving. 

Crises and incidents can act as ‘entry points’ to study how these accountability 
dynamics and subsequent political consequences work in practice (Olsen, 2017; 
Reichersdorfer et al., 2013; Romzek & Dubnick, 1987). For example, Pollitt 
argued that ‘when embarrassments, scandals, or disasters occur, politicians 
and the media suddenly take an enormously detailed interest in organizational 
activities they have never asked about before’ (2006, p. 39). According to 
Olsen (2017, p. 21), failures and other ‘non-routine calls’ open the way for the 
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‘politics of accountability – debates, contestation and conflict resolution over 
what behaviour and results are authorized and desirable, or how order, rules 
and roles are to be interpreted in a specific case’. Although multiple actors are 
involved, ambiguous responsibility relations, normative standards and limited 
accountability exist, accountability norms still focus on finding an ‘adequately 
blameworthy agent’ to punish for the incident (Shklar, 1990, p. 62). In that sense, 
high-stake accountability episodes, i.e. episodes where the minister’s position 
under threat, are interesting from an institutional perspective, as they expose 
those implicit rules-in-use and bring the boundaries of those rules-in-use to the 
fore. Reichersdorfer and others (2013, p. 287) concluded that: 

Once a crisis has broken out in this field [immigration], the ensuing processes 
of information, debate and decisions on consequences are greatly infused 
by conflicts over norms and values, and that the resulting decisions on 
consequences serve to establish (temporary) norms for appropriate and 
inappropriate behaviour.

As people react so intensely to focusing events, this also justifies studying 
events in in-depth case studies. No matter the importance of calculated statistics, 
our hardwired heuristics instruct us towards the events-reflex. Events define 
how we see risk, what we find acceptable, what precautions we take. According 
to these authors (2013), a neglected question that underlies these processes 
is ‘why and how are accountability mechanisms activated, and by whom’ 
(Reichersdorfer et al., 2013). Formal and informal processes in accountability 
episodes can thus differ with regard to 1) ‘who’ are important account-holders, 
2) ‘how’ do account-holders and -givers interact and do ‘accountability work’, 
and 3) “what” they say: the content of their account-holding and account-giving 
claims (Termeer, 2007, p. 8).

Who: account-givers and -holders 
Accountability relations are often interlinked: multiples agents are accountable 
towards multiple principals for different accountability types (Olsen, 2017). To 
identify authoritative account-givers and -holders for ministers, we can use 
Romzek and Dubnick’s (1987) four types of accountability: political, administrative, 
legal and professional. Political accountability refers to the parliamentary chain 
of delegation (see 2.2, Strøm, 2000), which includes both accountability of 
ministers to parliament and voters and accountability of civil servants towards 
their ministers. High level civil servants and political staff are increasingly 
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involved in how their ministers account for their behaviour in politically sensitive 
issues (Reichersdorfer et al., 2013; Salomonsen et al., 2016; Tiernan, 2007). In 
addition, civil servants are account-holders in their own right when they take 
part in administrative accountability processes, such as parliamentary hearings 
of civil servants in response to reports from oversight bodies. Legal accountability 
refers to Rechtsstaat principles and court proceedings against ministers and civil 
servants who overstep their legal obligations, while professional accountability 
is less at stake in this study. 

Furthermore, ministers are increasingly held to account by social actors and 
the media. For example, Bovens concluded that the media are fast gaining power 
as informal account-holders (2007, p. 455; Djerf-Pierre et al., 2013; cf. Elchardus, 
2002). Acording to Djerf-Pierre and others (2014, p. 325), ‘the watchdog function 
of the media is fundamental in a democracy’. Journalists might be more than 
neutral evaluators or mere mouthpieces for communication for political actors, 
but have their own ideas about how to hold ministers to account (Anderson, 
Chubb, & Djerf-Pierre, 2018; Strömbäck, 2008). In their ‘accountability work’, 
in the sense of explaining why the incident happened, scrutinizing the actions 
of responsible actors and sanctioning them, journalists can be prone to 
sensationalism and compartmentalization (Anderson et al., 2018).  

Therefore, when we explore the course of accountability episodes, we should 
pay attention to both formal account-holders, such as parliamentarians and the 
courts, and informal account-holders, such as the media and other social actors. 
If we link this to Lijphart’s work on elite interactions, the executive dominance 
of single-party governments could give parliamentarians a less important role 
in accountability episodes. As we saw in ministerial careers literature that 
resignation calls in the media negatively affected a ministers survival chances, 
journalists could have a stronger role as informal account-holders than formal 
ones like parliamentarians. In coalition governments, we would expect the 
opposite. For example, Andeweg (1992) concluded in a study of Dutch parliament 
that executive-legislative relations in those systems were more fluid than in 
systems with single-party majorities. A more ‘genuine give-and-take relationships 
between government and parliament’ would give parliamentarians a stronger 
role as account-holders than for example journalists (Lijphart, 2012, p. 36). 
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how: rules-in-form, rules-in-use and narratives
The second question related to how accountability mechanisms are activated and 
how they ‘work’. According to Olsen (2017, p. 16), accountability processes are 
as much about truth-finding, learning, sanctioning processes, as they are about 
emotions, democratic values, ceremony and ritual processes. March and Olsen 
argue that political institutions constitute more than formal-legal structures, they 
include informal rules and standard operating procedures, ‘shared meanings and 
practices that come to be taken as given over a long period of time’ (March & 
Olsen, 1996, p. 249; 2006). Institutions therefore include both formal ‘rules-in-
form’ and informal ‘rules-in-use’  (Ostrom, 2011, p. 21). 

The most important advocate for an institutionalist approach to political 
accountability is Johan P. Olsen (2013, 2015, 2017). According to Olsen (2017, 
p. 18), ‘an institutional approach challenges mainstream assumptions and 
official presentations of accountability mechanisms’. Democratic accountability 
requires agents who enjoy discretion and objective criteria of when ‘non-
authorized behaviour and unacceptable explanation and justifications’ require 
sanctions (Olsen, 2017, p. 10). However, often political life is characterized by 
limited control by both agents and principals over events, ambiguity over causal 
and role responsibility and uncertainty over the criteria to judge behaviour 
(Olsen, 2017, p. 10). This provides ‘opportunity for using accountability demands 
and responses as a rhetorical device in partisan battles’ (Olsen, 2017, p. 15; cf. 
Connaughton, 2006).

To deal with this ambiguity and uncertainty, account-holders and -givers rely 
on both formal and informal institutions. After incidents, account-holders and 
-givers contest what ministerial behaviour and results are authorized and how 
institutionalized rules-in-use are to be interpreted in a specific case. Rules-in-
use take the form of ‘repertoires of socially constructed and validated accounts 
and responses to accounts, influenced by what is intelligible, expected and 
anticipated, appropriate and legitimate in specific political-cultural contexts’ 
(March & Olsen, 1998; Olsen, 2015, p. 459; Thompson, 1987). These informal 
practices can be both anchored in formal rules and be detached from them 
(Lowndes, Pratchett, & Stoker, 2006). Actors can follow these rules-in-use both 
because they are strategically sound and because they are bounded by others’ 
expectations of appropriate behaviour (Lowndes et al., 2006; Olsen, 2017, p. 17). 
Rules-in-use provide the lens through which actors ‘identify, compare and select 
courses of action’. They can thus be reproduced and remain rather stable over 
time, but also be adapted,  subverted or challenged in concrete cases (Djerf-
Pierre et al., 2013; Leach & Lowndes, 2007, p. 184). 
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Therefore, if we want explore how accountability ‘works’ in certain 
accountability episodes, we should assess both formal rules and informal 
practices (rules-in-use) among account-holders and -givers. Lijphart (1975), 
especially in his earlier work, not only focused on how majoritarian and 
consensual systems differed in terms of structures, but also in terms of political 
elite culture. In majoritarian political cultures, a winner takes all form of politics 
prevails (Lijphart, 1999). In consensual political cultures however, political elites 
‘consider consultation more appropriate than antagonistic behavior’ (Beyers, 
Vollaard, & Dumont, 2014, p. 10; Lijphart, 2012, pp. 274-275). Actors in political 
consensus cultures could thus have different ideas of what are competent and/
or appropriate ways of interacting during accountability episodes than actors 
in adversarial cultures. For example, account-holders and -givers in consensus 
systems could be focused on accommodating to each other in the debating and 
judging phase, while in majoritarian systems account-holders and -givers take a 
more adversarial approach to these processes. 

How should we go about mapping these rules-in-use in accountability 
episodes? According to Lowndes and others, rules-in-use are often backed up 
by narratives “which elaborate the underpinning ideas – the ‘reasons why’ 
institutions operate as they do” (Lowndes & Lemprière, 2017; Lowndes & 
Roberts, 2013).7 A narrative analysis provides clear elements which can be used 
to guide empirical research (see 3.4 for more explanation on narrative analysis, 
Oppermann & Spencer, 2016, p. 689). In order to reveal the informal institutions 
in accountability and blame processes, we need to focus on the actors in these 
framing contests and the stories they tell. 

institutional accountability: insights 
To conclude, a focus on informal institutions could help us to explain which 
account-givers activate and drive accountability episodes and how they do 
‘accountability work’. In doing so, we can see the influence of formal and 
informal institutions on  the process (interactions) and outcomes (survival) of 
accountability episodes. Ministers and their adversaries are more than just 
rational actors with similar scripts, but are embedded in political cultures, 
with ideas about how ministers should give account and how account-holders 
should hold ministers to account. New approaches to accountability argue that 
actors create, follow and maintain certain informal practices when they take 
part in accountability discussions about who is responsible and who can be 
blamed. Table 2.2 summarizes the main points of the literature on institutional 
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and reputational aspects of political accountability. Both the insights and the 
limitations can be used to build and sharpen the focus of this dissertation. 

table 2.2 Insights from new accountability studies

Political accountability from an institutional and reputational perspective  

Conceptualize 
resignation as:

The consequences of accountability relations, wherein formal and 
informal account-holders judge the account-giving of the ministers as 
inappropriate or incompetent after certain incidents

Main points: Accountability is more than a collection formal mechanisms, but is about 
(re)producing institutionalized practices and managing reputations 

Locus:  Informal beliefs and practices of (groups of) actors 

Insights: Accountability processes follow both formal structures and informal 
practices (rules-in-use) 
After incidents, account-holders and -givers contest what ministerial 
behaviour and results are authorized and how institutionalized rules-in-
use are to be interpreted in a specific case
Informal practices (rules-in-use) are underexplored: what do political 
elites expect and anticipate, find appropriate and legitimate in specific 
political-cultural contexts? 
Account-holders and -givers use narratives to explain how rules-in-use 
work in accountability episodes (who, how and what of accountability 
processes) 

Focus of this study:  This study will give empirical ‘meat’ to these institutional and reputational 
approaches (which are largely conceptual in focus, in Chapter 5 and 6)

The limitations of these studies also inform the focus of this study. First, most 
of the studies discussed are largely conceptual in nature (Busuioc & Lodge, 2017; 
Olsen, 2017). This study will use the approaches propagated in these studies to 
empirically assess the nature and role of rules-in-use in accountability episodes. 
It does to by exploring the narratives of account-holders and -givers about how 
accountability ‘works’ after incidents that could have grave consequences for 
ministers. Who are authoritative actors in accountability episodes? And which 
rules-in-use do they identify in accountability episodes and how do these rules-
in-use connect to formal rules as laid out in ministerial responsibility conventions? 
This dissertation aims to explore these conceptual insights empirically, in order 
to assess how an institutional approaches to accountability can help to explain 
forced resignations. 

Second, another underexplored theme relates to the content of accountability 
claims that are exchanged and exploring which are successful in terms of 
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reputation-management. This is the identified ‘what’ of how accountability 
episodes can differ, after ‘who’ and ‘how’ (Termeer, 2007, p. 8). Here, we can 
leverage the insights of blame avoidance studies, who have provided extensive 
typologies to categorize the discursive repertoires of ministers after incidents. 

2.4 bl aMe aVoidance and resignations

Blame avoidance research encompasses research in public policy, public 
administration and organization studies, branching out into specialized subfields 
such as crisis communication, corporate apologia and impression management 
(Benoit, 1995; Coombs, 2007; Hearit, 2006; Stapleton & Hargie, 2011). Many 
blame avoidance studies start from the premise of Prospect Theory that voters 
are more susceptible to losses than to gains (Kahneman & Tversky, 2013; Tversky 
& Kahneman, 1991). Subsequently, rational policy makers are engaged in blame 
avoiding behaviour for policy failures as opposed to credit claiming for good 
policy (Ellis, 1994; Weaver, 1986). Blame avoidance research is mostly focused on 
explaining blame processes, and more specifically the blame avoiding behaviour 
of political executives, during and following incidents (Boin et al., 2009; 
Brändström & Kuipers, 2003; Hinterleitner & Sager, 2015; Hood, 2011). Blame 
avoiding behaviour is often broadly defined as ‘all kinds of activities [by actors] 
intended to downplay or distance oneself from (potentially) blame-attracting 
and goal-threatening events’ (Hinterleitner, 2017, p. 243)8. 

resignations: blame outcomes
In blame avoidance studies, resignations are implicitly perceived as the political 
outcome of framing contests wherein ministers were unable to deflect or diminish 
blame directed at them (Boin et al., 2009; Brändström & Kuipers, 2003). Blame 
is defined as a combination of perceived avoidance harm or loss and perceived 
responsibility for that harm at any given point in time (Sulitzeanu-Kenan & Hood, 
2005, p. 2). In these studies therefore, accountability episodes are characterized 
as ‘blame games’, i.e. political struggles in which ministers try to ‘deflect, 
deflate or diffuse blame for negative events so that the public does not view 
them as responsible for the harm’ (Knobloch-Westerwick & Taylor, 2008, p. 60). 
Meanwhile actors on the other side of the spectrum (including account-holders) 
attempt to highlight their responsibility and get them sanctioned accordingly 
(Hood, 2011; Knobloch-Westerwick & Taylor, 2008). In blame and crisis studies, 
resignations are often not the only outcome of blame games, as officeholders 
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not only want to survive but might aim to protect their reputation and build 
a political and policy legacy (Béland, 2007; Boin et al., 2009; Moynihan, 2012). 
The questions that most blame avoiding studies investigate are: a) whether the 
blame games in these events follow particular patterns and b) which types of 
blame avoiding behaviour can be identified and c) whether some types of blame 
avoidance more effectively deflect blame than others.  

stages in blame games 
Constructivist research on policy failures has shown that ‘failure’ and other 
negative connotations to incidents are not ‘an inherent attribute of policy, 
but rather a judgment’ among actors and therefore what is seen as a political 
incident depends on the intersubjective agreement among powerful political 
actors (Bovens & ‘t Hart, 1996; Edelman, 1988; Gray & ‘t Hart, 1998; Oppermann 
& Spencer, 2016, p. 685). Therefore, possible blameworthy events can range 
from minor man-made mistakes to natural disasters and from personal scandals 
to policy failures (Boin et al., 2009; Brändström & Kuipers, 2003; De Vries, 2004; 
Hood, 2011). 

According to multiple scholars, blame games (or broader: framing contests) 
follow a series of stages (Boin et al., 2009; Brändström & Kuipers, 2003; Hood et 
al., 2016; Hood et al., 2009; Resodihardjo, Carroll, Eijk, & Maris, 2016). Examples 
are the work of Brändström and Kuipers (2003) and Hood and others (2009), 
who both identified three stages in the politicization of incidents. In each stage, 
the political executive under scrutiny has to make a tactical decision. In the first 
stage, the executive has to decide whether to deny or admit the event caused 
harm and/or threatened core political values. In the second stage, the executive 
has to decide whether to deny or admit responsibility for the event. In the last  
stage, the executive has to decide whether to admit both and how  to mitigate 

figure 2.4 Blame game stages and ‘staged retreat’ decisions (adapted from: Hood et al., 
2009cf. Brändström and Kuipers, 2003) 
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the consequences of this admission. Figure 2.4 shows a visual depiction of the 
process. 

Hood and others (2009) labelled the three tactical decisions: problem denial 
(PD), responsibility denial (RD) and problem and responsibility admission (PA + 
RA). These stages in blame games can be connected to certain types of blame 
avoiding behaviour.  

types of blame avoidance 
Due to the extensive focus on the behaviour of the actors who are blamed 
in blame avoidance research, scholars have produced expanding typologies 
for blame avoiding behaviour9 within those stages (Hinterleitner, 2017; 
Hinterleitner & Sager, 2016). Authors have distinguished between policy, agency 
or presentational strategies (Hood, 2002, 2011), excuses and justifications 
(McGraw, 1990, 1991), discursive and semiotic aspects of strategies such as 
over communication, standardization and herding (Hansson, 2015a, 2015b, 
2017), apologia and apologies (Hargie, Stapleton, & Tourish, 2010; Hearit, 2006). 
While some scholars focus on the self-bolstering accounts actors use, such as 
discursive posturing (e.g. Hansson, 2015b), other scholars also focus on the self-
bolstering actions actors pursue, such as policy actions (e.g. Hinterleitner, 2018). 
This chapter does not aim to provide an encompassing overview of all possible 
behaviour described in the literature, but rather to explain the general choices 
actors have when they respond to potential blame-generating pressures. 

Most overviews agree that actors in general can choose between ‘tactics 
from a defensive to an accommodative stance’ (cf. Bovens, ‘t Hart, Dekker, & 
Verheuvel, 1999; Coombs, 2007; Resodihardjo et al., 2016). The most influential 
hypothesis (Hinterleitner, 2017) for how actors react in blame games is the 
‘staged-retreat’ hypothesis (Hood et al., 2016; Hood et al., 2009; Resodihardjo 
et al., 2016; Schütz, 1996). The ‘staged retreat’ hypothesis is developed in a 
Westminster context (Hinterleitner & Sager, 2015; Hood, Jennings, & Copeland, 
2015; Hood et al., 2009). This hypothesis contends that, in line with the stages 
of the blame game identified above, actors under blame pressure will each time 
choose the defensive, blame denial options first, before they move towards more 
blame admitting stances. Actors will first opt for defensive tactics that deny the 
harm caused by the event, and only opt for accommodative tactics that admit 
harm of and/or responsibility for the event if they are forced to due to blame 
heat (Hood et al., 2016; Hood et al., 2009). According to Coombs (2007, p. 143), as 
‘the reputational threat increases, crisis teams should use more accommodative 
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strategies’. Also within each of the stages, actors have multiple defensive and 
accommodative tactics at their disposal.  

In the first stage, political executives aim to deny the severity of the event 
(Bovens et al., 1999, p. 141; Brändström & Kuipers, 2003; McGraw, 1990). 
According to Bovens and others (1999, p. 141), political executives ‘can argue 
that nothing happened’. Problem denial often involves a counter attack on the 
actor who brought the event to light (Hansson, 2015b). A counter-attack often 
takes the form of a ‘negative other presentation’, whether in the form blaming 
the victims in the event, discrediting opponents or threatening them (Hansson, 
2015b, p. 13). However, the political risk of such problem denial behaviour is that 
political executives can be easily accused of ‘’blindness’, ‘passivity’ and ‘rigidity’’ 
(Boin et al., 2009, p. 85). In a less confrontational stance, political executives 
can also deny the harm caused by the event, or justify that ‘the harm done was 
outweighed by the positive effects’ (Bovens et al., 1999, p. 142; McGraw, 1990, 
1991). Justifications often reframe the consequences of the incident or reframe 
procedures, such as an appeal to fairness. All tactics that support problem denial 
can be distinguished as defensive, with justifications clearly less confrontational 
compared to pure problem denial and counterattack. 

Subsequently, political executives aim to deny or deflect their responsibility 
for the event. These tactics are often used when powerful actors have 
already decided that the incident brought severe harm and ‘questions about 
responsibility and blame are put squarely on the table’ (Brändström & Kuipers, 
2003, p. 291). Political executives have various tactics at their hands to deny or 
deflect responsibility. Political executives in this stage can choose between more 
defensive stances, such as diffusion of responsibility, and more accommodative 
stances, such as excuses and independent inquiries. The most confrontational 
tactic is the scapegoating of another actor, often a bureaucrat, framing that actor 
as responsible for the event and sanctioning him (Ellis, 1994; Polidano, 1999). 
Responsibility for the event can also be diffused towards collective decision-
making or networks of actors. Alternatively, executives can use excuses, in which 
they deny responsibility in other ways, such as pleas of ignorance or arguing that 
their hands were bound by policies of predecessors (McGraw, 1991, p. 1136). The 
most accommodating tactic includes depoliticization, such as the announcement 
of a more or less independent commission of inquiry, who will have to make 
an authoritative decision about who was responsible for the event (McConnell, 
2003; Resodihardjo, 2006; Sulitzeanu-Kenan, 2006). According to Brändström 
and Kuipers (2003, p. 294), the installation of an inquiry serves a blame avoiding 
purpose as an ‘‘apolitical’, time-consuming investigation process’ can effectively 
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postpone parliamentary inquiries and media scrutiny. However, Resodihardjo 
and others (2012, p. 239; cf. Sulitzeanu-Kenan, 2006) showed in their study of a 
local Dutch riot that the appointment of an inquiry can also be ‘perceived as a 
whitewash’ and risks to attract more blame. 

Only when the blame heat becomes inescapable, political executives retreat 
towards an accommodative stance, by admitting both the severity of and 
responsibility for the event. Executives can for example announce compensations 
for harm caused, or announce new policies, new agencies and other policy 
measures to underline the executives’ commitment to ensure the event 
‘never happens again’.  Executives can also use tactics that focus on personal 
consequences: apologies, ‘repentance’, and even resignation (Bovens et al., 1999; 
Hearit, 2006; McGraw, 1991). According to Coombs (2007, p. 253), apologies can 
be defined as ‘accepting responsibility for the crisis and asking for forgiveness’ 
(cf. Benoit, 1995; Benoit & Drew, 1997). Hearit (2006) contends that apologies 
need to be accompanied by regret, remorse and measures of reparation to be 
convincing. Although rarely employed, executives can acknowledge personal 
culpability and resign (Bovens et al., 2015). Table 2.3 shows the division of 
the blame avoiding behaviour in each stage into four categories along a 
confrontational-accommodative axis.

An increasing number of studies assess the BAB political executives employ in 
blame games in different systems and institutional contexts  (Boin et al., 2009). 
In a recent comparative study of four blame games in different (Westminster 
and a presidential) political systems, Hood and others (2016) concluded that the 
political executives studied behaved according to a staged retreat manner. They 
found similarities in how officeholders dealt with blame in, according to them, 
very different political systems (Hood et al., 2016, p. 558). However, such a staged 
retreat did not always take place in other studies within Westminster systems or 
local governments (Hearit, 2006; Hood et al., 2009; Resodihardjo, Carroll, Eijk, & 
Maris, 2015). Indeed, Brändström and Kuipers (2003, p. 304) theorized in their 
study of politicized incidents that ‘it is possible or even likely that actors switch 
and go back and forth within their positions, depending on the postures taken 
by others and the general public mood about the issue’, Resodihardjo and others 
(2016, p. 362) concluded in another study that in their case (a local festival gone 
wrong) that the political context made it impossible for the main political actors 
(a mayor), to move towards a more accommodative stance. 

Such contrasting findings point to the contextual nature of political actors’ 
responses and the success of these responses after adverse events, both 
within and between political systems. According to Edelman (1988, p. 96), 
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the persuasiveness of blame avoiding tactics depends on the conventions and 
perceptions held by relevant participants in the political world. A given frame 
can only be persuasive when it is line with the ‘predispositions of those receiving 
the message’ (Haider-Markel & Joslyn, 2001, p. 522). In his recent overview of 
blame avoidance literature, Hinterleitner (2017) concluded that the main pitfall 
of these studies is their neglect of the political context wherein those framing 
contests take place. According to Hinterleitner and Sager (2015, p. 141), we 
cannot explain ‘why actors behave in certain ways in specific situations and 
environments, and which outcomes their behaviour effectively produces if 
context is underappreciated’. Most studies only mention the role of institutional 
or situational factors in the discussion of their findings (Hinterleitner, 2017; except 
Hinterleitner & Sager, 2015). When these studies do incorporate institutional 
differences in their theoretical framework, they often report an exhaustive list 
of ‘institutional and non-institutional factors’ (Hinterleitner & Sager, 2015). 

table 2.3 Examples of tactics along a confrontational and accommodative axis

Tactics to 
support: 

strongly 
defensive 
tactics

Moderately 
defensive tactics 
(procedural)

Moderately 
accommodative 
tactics

strongly 
accommodative 
tactics

Problem 
denial (but 
responsibility 
admission 
possible)

Pure denial 
(ignoring 
stonewalling) 
Denial and 
counterattack 

Limit the agenda; 
Justifications: 
reframing of 
consequences 
and reframing 
of procedures 
(McGraw, 1991)  

Problem 
admission but 
responsibility 
denial 

Vertical 
diffusion of 
responsibility 
(Scapegoating) 

Horizontal 
diffusion of 
responsibility 
(network actors, 
collective 
responsibility)

Excuses (plea 
of ignorance, 
mistakes are 
made)

Depoliticization: 
announcing an 
Independent 
investigation 

Problem 
admission and 
responsibility 
admission 

Harm 
compensated 
(good money 
after bad)
Institutional 
action-taking, i.e. 
agency and policy

Acknowledgement 
of responsibility: 
apologies 
Acknowledging 
personal culpability 
(possible 
resignation)
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The study of office-holders, such as ministers, enables us to assess the role of 
political-institutional factors in blame processes in a more structured fashion. 

Therefore, it could be that there are institutional constraints to the BAB 
ministers can employ. Authoritative account-holders in majoritarian systems 
could expect ministers to behave in a defensive/confrontational manner, 
following the ‘staged retreat’ logic of Hood (2009). Meanwhile, account-holders 
in consensus cultures could expect more accommodative tactics from their 
minister, as the minister needs to accommodate to the wishes of the coalition 
partner and even to criticism of current opposition parties, who could be future 
coalition partners. 

blame avoidance: insights and pitfalls 
Studies on blame avoiding behaviour of political executives help to explain 
ministerial survival in two ways. First, these studies show that what ministerial 
careers studies conceptualize as a performance failure [the resignation call], is 
not an objective measure, but rather a construct developed and contested by 
political elites in blame games. Second, ministers have multiple blame avoiding 
options in order to defend themselves in the stages of those framing contests. 
Most blame avoiding studies have so far very aptly described and labelled 
framing contests and the discursive repertoires of political elites. However, 
the explanatory power of these studies is often low and they have a hard time 
generalizing their work beyond the events studied. Also, most studies pertain 
to  majoritarian systems (Hinterleitner, 2017; Hinterleitner & Sager, 2015; Hood 
et al., 2016; Hood et al., 2009), although not all (Brändström & Kuipers, 2003; 
Hinterleitner, 2018; Resodihardjo et al., 2015). Table 2.4 summarizes the main 
points of this discussion of blame avoidance studies. Both the insights and the 
limitations can be used to build and sharpen the focus of this dissertation. 

The limitations of these studies also inform the focus of this study. First, 
while the ‘blame game’ implies two sides to in a blame process, only a handful 
of studies actually studied the blaming behaviour of actors accusing the political 
executives (Boin et al., 2009; Brändström & Kuipers, 2003). Much prior studies 
focused on measuring the effectiveness of political executives’ responses (Hood 
et al., 2016; Resodihardjo et al., 2016) and ignored the interactive nature of 
blame games. Indeed, actors accusing those executives (such as opposition MPs, 
journalists) have multiple options to generate blame for the executive in the 
form of negative messages (Hansson, 2018; Hinterleitner, 2018; Weaver, 2018). A 
graphical presentation of the process can be found in figure 2.5. 
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Weaver (2018) recently proposed that blame generating (blaming) is ‘ubiquitous’ 
and that negative messaging is increasingly frequent in contemporary American 
politics. Subsequently, this study will explore how both account-holders and 
-givers contest accountability and blame (Chapter 5). 

Second, Hood (2014, p. 611) argued that how actors interact in these blame 
games could differ according to the political culture in which these actors reside. 
For example, the question remains how the staged retreat works in different 
political cultures. How do actors expect ministers to avoid blame? And are all 
responses considered equally effective and appropriate in each system? 

Section 2.5 will recap the insights and focus of all three literature strands, 
focusing on how institutional differences could affect the course of accountability 
episodes and outcomes of ministerial resignation.

table 2.4 Insights from blame avoidance studies

Blame avoiding and crisis exploitation studies 

Conceptualize 
resignation as:

The outcome of framing contests over blameworthy events wherein 
the minister was not able to diminish personal blame (harm and 
responsibility) for the event 

Main points: Political executives can enhance their survival after blameworthy events 
by effective blame avoiding behaviour in blame games (broader: framing 
contests) 

Locus: Actor behaviour  

Insights: Failure (such as a resignation call) is not an inherent attribute of an event, 
but rather a construct framed and contested by actors in blame games
These blame games follow certain rhetorical stages
Within those stages, actors can use certain blame avoiding behaviour, 
ranging from defensive to accommodative behaviour 
Political executives follow a staged retreat: starting with defensive 
behaviour (denial of harm and/or responsibility) and only get more 
accommodative if blame heat forces them to do so

Focus of this study:  Focusing on both the side of the ‘blamed’ and the ‘blaming behaviour’ of 
actors on the other side of the blame game (Chapter 5)
Focusing on both majoritarian systems, wherein a winner-takes-it-all 
culture prevails, and consensual systems, aim to understand how these 
political-cultural differences can affect ministerial BAB (Chapter 6) 
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2.5 uNDeRSTANDINg mINISTeRIAL ReSIgNATIoNS: A 
fr aMeWork  

The aim of this study is to explore how institutional differences in systems 
could affect the course of accountability episodes and outcomes of ministerial 
resignation. Therefore, we need to insights of all three research streams, as 
these streams can be complementary. Each of the strands expects different 
underlying mechanisms in the process of ministerial resignations after incidents. 
Three elements affect ministerial resignations after incidents: formal system-
specific accountability rules, informal (institutional) practices and beliefs among 
account-holders and –givers, and how these actors avoid blame in specific 
accountability episodes (see Figure 2.6. 

Of course, this model is too complex to assess in one haul. Therefore, 
each empirical chapter in this dissertation assesses a partial explanation in 
a comparative design, contrasting a consensual and a majoritarian system. 
Chapter 4 will address how formal accountability rules characteristics affect the 
behaviour of account-holders and -givers and subsequent ministers’ survival 
patterns (A). This part leverages the insights of ministerial durability literature. 
Two questions guide this part of the study: What are the formal rules for 
ministerial responsibility and personal conduct in both systems and to what 

Figure 2.5 Graphical representation of ‘blame games’
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extent do patterns of ministerial survival and resignation correlate with these 
formal rules and conventions? Do NSW ministers in single-party governments 
resign more often than Dutch ministers in their coalition governments? 
Chapter 5 will address how informal practices and beliefs of elite actors affect 
the process and outcome of high-stake accountability episodes in multiple 
arenas (B). This part elaborates on the work of Olsen and will assess the beliefs 
and practices of elite actors who are active in questions of ministerial survival. 
This chapter is based on a narrative analysis of interviews with those elite actors. 
Three questions guide this part of the study: Who are authoritative actors in 
accountability episodes? Which rules-in-use do they identify in accountability 
episodes? How do these rules-in-use connect to formal rules as laid out in 
ministerial responsibility conventions?  

Chapter 6 will address how elite actors expect ministers to respond to specific 
incident scenarios (C). This part connects the work of Olsen to blame avoidance 
studies, by assessing the link between informal institutions and expected blame 
avoiding behaviour of ministers. This chapter uses the answers to the qualitative 
vignettes used in elite interviews to assess how these actors expect ministers to 
avoid blame in specific incident scenarios. Three questions guide this part of the 
study: How do elite actors expect ministers to behave in specific accountability 
episodes? Do elite actors in both systems expect ministers to employ defensive 
BAB and to do so in a staged retreat manner? To what extent do elite actors 
deem such BAB to be effective and appropriate?  

Chapter 7 and 8 will assess the role of the displayed formal and informal 
institutions in explaining accountability and blame processes (D). This chapter 
scrutinizes the propositions put forward in the previous chapters. Three questions 
guide this part of the study: How do formal rules and informal practices play out 
in actual high-stakes accountability episodes? Which situational factors affect 
both the blame process and the survival of those ministers? How can we explain 
the diverging outcomes of ministerial survival? These studies trace the survival 
and resignation processes of two ministers, each caught up in two high-stakes 
accountability episodes. 





inVestigating Ministerial 
accoUntability

Research design and methods

chapter 3
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3.1 a coMpar atiVe approach

A research design acts as ‘the glue’ that holds the research project together 
(Trochim, 2005, p. 3). The glue should connect research questions, case 
selections, data collection and analysis in a cogent manner. To assess the role 
and interaction between systemic, institutional and agency factors in ministerial 
survival, this dissertation requires a comparative design. Comparative studies, 
according to Hantrais (2008, p. 2), ‘are carried out with the intention of using the 
same research tools to compare systematically the manifestations of phenomena 
in more than one spatial sociocultural setting’. Comparison is not a goal in itself, 
rather ‘it reflects a concern to understand how the systemic context may have 
shaped’ the course and outcome of accountability episodes (Blumler, McLeod, & 
Rosengren, 1992, p. 7). 

Furthermore, a most different systems design enables the researcher to 
expose factors in ministerial accountability processes that are currently excluded 
or seen as self-evident in studies focused on majoritarian systems or on single 
countries (Gómez & Kuronen, 2011; Hantrais & Mangen, 1996). Both ministerial 
durability and blame avoidance studies have been largely majoritarian system 
focused (Berlinski et al., 2010; Dewan & Dowding, 2005; Hinterleitner & Sager, 
2015; Hood et al., 2015; Hood et al., 2009). Comparing most different systems 
allows the researcher to assess to what extent assumptions such as the ‘staged 
retreat’ hypothesis (Hood et al., 2009), founded on studies in majoritarian 
systems, also explain the outcome of accountability episodes in consensual 
parliamentary democracies. 

According to Greene and others (1989, p. 259), a complementary mixed-
method design increases the meaningfulness of the results by capitalizing 
on ‘inherent method strengths’ and counterbalancing the respective biases 
of both quantitative and qualitative methods. Four sub-studies emanate 
from the research questions posed in the introduction, each with a different 
theoretical focus and a different method. First, the institutional characteristics 
of each system, pertaining to ministerial responsibility, will be assessed and the 
correlation with patterns of ministerial survival and resignation will be examined 
(1946-2017). Second, the informal beliefs and practices of political elites will be 
reconstructed in elite interviews. Third, the elite interviews will be used to assess 
the viability of the ‘staged retreat hypothesis’ of ministerial blame avoidance in 
both contexts (Hantrais, 2014, p. 137). Fourth, to understand how these formal 
and informal institutions play out in specific cases, we need to trace their role in 
historical accountability episodes. 
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Therefore, a comparative cross-national, multiple method approach is 
necessary to address all aspects in the process of ministerial survival. Table 
3.1 shows the (sub-) questions that guide this study and the methods of data 
collection and analysis that are required to answer each of these questions.  

table 3.1 Linking methods to sub-questions

chapters: Question: consequences for design and 
methods 

Main RQ How do formal institutional rules and 
actors’ rules-in-use affect the course 
and outcome, in terms of ministerial 
resignations, of high-stakes ministerial 
accountability episodes in two opposite 
systems? 

Most-different system comparison. 
Leveraging different levels of analysis 
to understand the processes behind 
ministerial accountability episodes. 

Chapter 4 How do formal rules and conventions 
concerning ministerial responsibility and 
propriety affect the course and outcomes 
of high-stakes accountability episodes in 
two parliamentary systems?

Analysis and comparison of formal 
institutions and ministerial survival 
and resignation patterns 

Chapter 5 Which rules-in-use do elite actors express 
concerning ministerial accountability 
and how do these informal rules affect 
the course and outcome of high-
stakes accountability episodes in two 
parliamentary systems?  

Analysis and comparison of elite 
interviews (informal beliefs and 
practices)  

Chapter 6 How do actors’ expectations about 
ministerial blame avoidance affect 
the course and outcome of high-
stakes accountability episodes in two 
parliamentary systems? 

Analysis and comparison of 
elite interviews (expectations of 
ministers’ behaviour) 

Chapter 7 
and 8

To what extent can these formal rules 
and informal practices help us explain the 
course and outcomes of four high-stakes 
accountability episodes?    

Case analysis of four ministerial 
accountability episodes for 2 
ministers (each a survival and a 
resignation case) 

Below I explain the most different systems design (3.2) used for this study and 
then introduce each of the three methods used (3.3 quantitative descriptions; 3.4 
elite interviews; 3.5 case studies), before ending with a summary of the design.  
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3.2 c a se selec tion

This study needs to select systems of parliamentary government, in which in 
principle ministers are bound by a similar ‘chain of accountability’, described 
in Chapter 2 (Strøm, 2000).10 As this research aims to understand how 
accountability episodes and ministerial resignation processes play out in distinct 
parliamentary democracies, we want to select a most different systems design in 
terms of government composition and elite interactions. According to Seawright 
and Gerring (2008, p. 301), the diverse case method has stronger claims to 
representativeness than any other small-N sample (including the typical case).

I compare two parliamentary systems in which individual ministerial 
responsibility is part of their institutional design, contrasting one consensus 
with one majoritarian system from the executive-parties dimension of Lijphart’s 
(Lijphart, 2012) classic typology. Specifically, I focus on the Netherlands and 
the Australian State of New South Wales. Both are established parliamentary 
systems with similar constitutional rules for individual and collective ministerial 
responsibility (Blunt, 2004; Visser, 2008). In both systems, the Lower House can 
sanction ministers who are found wanting in the execution of their ministerial 
responsibilities, with the use of a vote of no confidence or a censure vote directed 
at an individual minister. At the same time they are considered opposites on two 
characteristics that are vital for this study: a) the composition of government 
majorities and b) the nature of elite interactions.

government composition and dominance
According to studies on ministerial durability, coalition and single-party majority 
governments differ both in terms of incentives to sack a minister and the 
prime minister’s power to sack ministers (Dowding & Dumont, 2008; Huber & 
Martinez-Gallardo, 2008). Majoritarian systems are characterized by centralized 
one-party governments, wherein the prime minister exerts considerable 
influence on questions of ministerial survival. In terms of the executive-parties 
dimension, New South Wales is manifestly a majoritarian system, characterized 
by a disproportional electoral system and a two-party political system. In New 
South Wales, the 93 parliamentarians in the Legislative Assembly (lower house) 
are elected every four years according to optional preferential voting in single-
member districts. This electoral system is highly disproportional, in which one 
member ‘wins’ the seat for that district. Therefore, the NSW Legislative Assembly 
is often divided between the Labor party and the Liberal-National Coalition, 
with only a small number of seats going to other parties. The two-party system 
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concentrates executive power in single-party majority cabinets and subsequent 
executive dominance in parliament. Except for a period between 1991 and 1995, 
all NSW governments have been either Labour or Liberal-National majority 
governments. However, the powerful NSW Legislative Council (Upper House), is 
elected according to proportional representation. Every four years, half of the 
Council members get voted, while the other half gets voted in the four years 
after that. Subsequently, since 1988, no ruling party in the Assembly has had a 
majority in the Council (Parliament of NSW, n.d.). 

Consensual systems on the other hand, are characterized by multi-party 
coalitions, wherein the prime minister must negotiate extensively with the party 
leaders of the coalition partners on questions of ministerial resignations. The 
Netherlands is a clear consensus democracy on this dimension, characterized by a 
proportional electoral system and multiparty political system. In the Netherlands, 
the 150 parliamentarians in the Lower House are elected at least every four years 
according to list proportional voting (with the whole country as one district).11 
As a consequence, the Dutch Lower House generally consists of more than three 
and less than ten parties, without a single dominant party (Lijphart, 2012, pp. 65, 
74). This system creates multi-party coalition governments and, subsequently, 
a strong working parliament wherein opposition parties exercise ample (policy) 
influence (Andeweg & Thomassen, 2011; Lijphart, 2012). The multiparty system 
(in both Houses) concentrates executive power in multiparty cabinets (Lijphart, 
2012, p. 99). So far, all Netherlands government coalitions comprised between 
two and five parties. The 21 cabinets, between 1946-2017, had between two and 
five coalition parties, with an average of 3.3 parties per cabinet (Parlement en 
Politiek, n.d.-a).12 

elite interactions
In majoritarian systems, the government dominance in parliament makes that 
political adversaries need to cooperate less within and outside parliament, 
which makes political practices more antagonistic. In Australian politics, New 
South Wales is notorious for its robustly combative, ‘confrontational style 
of debate’ and ‘winner takes all’ approach to politics (Hesford, 2007, p. 137). 
Since the 1890s, the New South Wales Lower House is known as the ‘Bear Pit’, 
which is a ‘reference to the abusive language, personal invective and occasional 
physical assault that have characterized the conduct of parliamentary business 
at various times’ (Hesford, 2007; Hogan, 2001, p. 42). Furthermore, Australia has 
a ‘liberal, competitive and partially tabloid-driven’ media climate, exacerbating 
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the adversarial political environment’ (Schillemans, 2016, p. 82;  cf. Anderson, 
Chubb, & Djerf-Pierre, 2018; Tiffen, 2006). 

In contrast, Dutch politics is known for its consociational practices, where 
party elites cooperate across party boundaries, both within and outside 
parliament (Beyers et al., 2014, p. 9). Multi-party coalition governments are 
the norm, sometimes oversized ones. Although the Netherlands has recently 
experienced more adversarial politics in the electoral arena (Pennings & Keman, 
2008; Timmermans & Andeweg, 2008), important consociational practices 
in parliament are still in place between elections (Hendriks & Bovens, 2008, 
p. 201; Kickert, 2003). The endurance of consociational practices ‘reflects a 
political culture in which consultation has been considered more appropriate 
than antagonistic political behaviour’ among political elites (Beyers et al., 2014, 
p. 10). Furthermore, the Netherlands is often grouped among the ‘democratic 
corporatist’ countries with regard to the media climate, characterized by strong 
‘public broadcasting values’ in political coverage and a culture of ‘non-adversity’ 
among journalists and politicians (Brants & Van Praag, 2006, p. 39).13

limitations
This n=2 most-different system design has some limitations that need to be 
addressed. The main concern is whether the comparison of a national system to 
a subnational one would give skewed results. The New South Wales government 
carries no responsibility for matters such as defence and foreign policy, so not all 
possible accountability topics may be covered. To understand the process and 
outcome of ministerial survival the comparison is appropriate however, as Moon 
and Sharman (2003, p. 5) explain that:  

It is state and territory public servants who staff hospitals and schools, 
provide fire and police services, and regulate traffic, urban growth and local 
government. This means that, notwithstanding the financial dependence of 
the states on Commonwealth transfers for much of their revenue, the states 
play a critical role in the formation, execution and administration of public 
policy.

Therefore, we would expect that many policy failures in these policy domains 
occur at State level and that subsequently Dutch ministers and NSW minister can 
be confronted with largely similar policy failures.

Second, comparative designs are vulnerable to problems of equivalence. The 
researcher must be sensitive to the historical, cultural and political specificities of 
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the systems studied to ensure that that measurement equivalence is not an issue 
(Mangen, 1999)14. In other words, the research instruments need to ‘measure’ 
the same concepts across cases, while at the same they need to be translated 
to the national context of each case (Mangen, 1999). This hurdle was overcome 
by discussing the interview vignettes and the interview protocol with two public 
administration scholars in each system and by letting them check the translation 
of the vignettes (see for more information section 3.3). 

Third, most different designs can suffer from what the problem of ‘too 
many variables, too few cases’ (Lijphart, 1971). In other words, so many 
factors diverge in both systems that it is hard to pin down explanations for 
the observed differences.  However, Ebbinghaus (2005, p. 149; cf. George 
& Bennett, 2005) argued that this criticism is a ‘misleading analogy based on 
statistic methodological reasoning and considerable misunderstandings about 
the purpose of qualitative cross-case comparison’. Qualitative researchers study 
how combinations of different conditions or causes fit together in one setting 
and contrast that with how they fit together in another setting (Ragin, 1987; 
2013, p. 14). In each empirical chapter, we will evaluate the general challenge of 
‘indeterminacy’ in analysing the role of institutional differences for ministerial 
accountability (George & Bennett, 2005, p. 30). 

Fourth, the system selection necessarily limits the possibilities for 
generalization in this study. According to Ragin (2013, p. 17), ‘the comparative 
method does not require the investigator to pretend that he or she has a sample 
of societies drawn from a particular population, but rather to explain why the 
systems chosen are meaningful for the questions asked’. The formal rules of 
ministerial accountability and the no-confidence power of parliament as they 
are in the Netherlands and NSW can be found elsewhere in other parliamentary 
systems, such as the Scandinavian countries and New Zealand. Furthermore, 
these countries can also be grouped along the consensual (Scandinavian) and 
majoritarian (New Zealand) axis of Lijphart. Therefore, while this research is 
explorative, it is not particularistic. In the conclusions of this research, I will 
therefore consider what findings imply for ministerial survival processes in 
similar parliamentary systems.  

The aim of this study is to identify patterns and to lay bare ‘the  underlying  
similarities  responsible  for  similar  outcomes  and  the underlying differences  
responsible  for  different outcomes’ (Ragin, 1987; 2013, p. 49). The primary goal 
is explorative: to empirically assess to what extent Olsen’s informal institutional 
approach to ministerial accountability serves to explain diverging courses and 
outcomes of accountability episodes (Olsen, 2017). Rather than statistical 
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regularities, this study aims at identification of patterns in the interaction between 
political actors and institutions in the process of ministerial accountability. 

3.3 docUMentary stUdy

The first empirical study builds on ministerial durability studies, particularly those 
that focus on the relation between ministerial responsibility and resignations 
(Fischer, 2012). This study starts by inventorying the formal institutional 
framework of ministerial responsibility and accountability. In both systems, 
a documentary study is performed to understand the formal rules of both 
systems regarding ministerial responsibility and accountability. Table 3.2 shows 
the document sources that form the basis for the content analysis of ministerial 
responsibility and propriety rules. 

table 3.2 Documentary sources for inventory of formal institutional rules and 
conventions 

source type Main sources 

Secondary literature in the field of 
constitutional law

(e.g. Bovend’Eert & Kummeling, 2004; Clune, 
2017; Kortmann, 2012; Lovelock & Evans, 2008; 
Mantziaris, 1999; Twomey, 2004; Visser, 2008)

Judgements of the NSW constitutional court 
and advice of the Dutch Council of State, the 
principal legal advisor to government

(“Egan vs Chadwick and others,” 1999; “Egan 
vs Willis,” 1998; Kamerstukken II, 1999, 19 
September)

Government documents like the Ministerial 
Handbook and Code of Conduct

(“Appendix: NSW Ministerial Code of Conduct,” 
2014; Department of Premier and Cabinet, 
2011; Ministerie van Algemene Zaken, 2017)

The content analysis focuses on three elements: a) the selection rules for 
ministers, b) the concept and width of ministerial responsibility and ministerial 
conduct and c) the account-holding powers of parliament and other actors and 
the sanctions powers of the prime minister and parliament. Part b and c also 
contain subsections that focus on the accountability of high-level civil servants 
(such as heads of Departments), as they are increasingly in the limelight in 
accountability processes (Reichersdorfer et al., 2013; Salomonsen et al., 2016).

tracing resignation patterns
This content analysis is paired with a quantitative descriptive analysis of patterns 
of ministerial survival and resignation since 1946. Scholars have previously 
conducted an analysis of ministerial resignations (NL: Bovens et al., 2015; NSW: 
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E. Thompson & Tillotsen, 1999). I significantly updated their data until 201715 
and recoded data when necessary. For example, Thompson and Tillotsen (1999) 
only coded ministerial resignations and did not compare these resignations to 
the numbers of ministers who survived in each cabinet period.16 Furthermore, 
Bovens and others (2015, p. 142) only distinguished between forced and unforced 
resignations. 

I coded individual ministerial resignations during cabinet terms; I excluded 
collective resignations and cabinet terminations. In doing so, I have followed 
Dewan and Dowding’s (2005), definition of the end of a cabinet term as when the 
Premier resigns or when (State) elections take place. For the coding of ministerial 
resignations, I used the typology developed by Fischer and others (2006), who 
distinguished between survival, neutral, pull and forced (push) resignations. 
When Premiers reshuffled their cabinet in between these periods, I counted 
the individual reshuffles as a subtype of ministerial survival17. A resignation is 
coded as neutral when it is due to ill health, when a ministers choses to retire 
without there being any political pressure to do so, or when a minister dies in 
office, (Fischer et al., 2006, p. 712). Pull resignations are coded when a minister 
is ‘offered a (political) post outside cabinet – for example a leading party position 
or an important job in an international organisation’ (Fischer et al., 2006, p. 711). 
Forced resignation are coded ‘when a minister loses his job after having been 
the object of criticism’ (Fischer et al., 2006, p. 712). I used the coding of Bovens 
and others (2015) and Thompson and Tillotsen (1999) to corroborate my coding 
of the forced resignations in both systems. For the types of forced resignations, I 
used the categorization that was explained in 2.2 (see figure 2.2). 

table 3.3 Types of ministerial survival and resignations 1946-2017

Stayed in office No changes to major portfolio

Reshuffled within ministry 

Pull and Neutral     
resignations 

Retiring/ill health

Death in office 

Pull resignation (other appointment) 

Push resignations Financial scandal 

Other controversy (sex, faux pas)   

Internal conflict (policy disagreement and personality clash) 

Personal error (including failing performance and misleading 
parliament)   

Departmental error    
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Additionally, I coded calls for resignation in Parliament according to their type 
(Bovens et al., 2015; Kerby, 2009). To investigate the calls for resignation, I coded 
all censure and no confidence motions, in the Lower and the Upper Houses of 
both systems18. Dutch resignation calls could be retrieved for the period 1981-
2017, while NSW resignation calls could be retrieved for the period 1978-2017. 
Furthermore, I coded all parliamentary inquiries and NSW ICAC inquiries which 
included investigations into ministers. Based on these data, I conducted the 
following analyses: 
1. A quantitative description of the general patterns of ministerial survival and 

resignation 1946-2017
2. Scrutinizing: A quantitative overview of parliamentary inquiries and icac 

inquiries and how they correlate with resignations 
3. Sanctioning: A quantitative description of the types of resignation calls 

and the ‘honour ratio’ for each type of these resignation calls, meaning the 
percentage of calls that resulted in resignation (Berlinski et al., 2012, p. 418; 
Dowding & Kang, 1998). Furthermore, I analyse the relation between calls 
for resignation in parliament and whether these ministers are pushed out by 
cross-tabulation19

4. A quantitative overview of the types of forced resignations and an assessment 
how they fit into ministerial responsibility rules 

Against this background of formal accountability rules for ministers and overall 
patterns of ministerial survival and resignation, this dissertation focusses on 
elites’ ‘rules-in-use’ for ministerial survival processes. Interviews are useful in 
comparative research to identify the interpretations used by these actors in 
formulating their positions on practical issues (Miller, 1997). 

3.4 interVieW stUdy 

The main empirical body of this dissertation focuses on elites’ ‘rules-in-use’. 
The purposive of the interviews is to understand the perceptions of political 
elites and assess whether different rules-in-rules for ministerial accountability 
processes exist in consensual and majoritarian systems. To answer both sub-
questions 2 and 3, we need to study elites’ interpretations of high-stakes 
accountability processes. One crucial way of doing so is to not just look at elites’ 
verbal behaviour and deeds through the study of newspapers, parliamentary 
proceedings and other public documents, but also to interview them, their 
political counterparts, those who advise them and those who observe them at 
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close quarters (Aberbach & Rockman, 2002, p. 673). According to David Richards 
(1996, p. 199), elite interviews ‘provide an insight into the mind-set of the 
actors who have played a role in shaping the society in which we live and an 
interviewee’s subjective analysis of a particular episode or situation.’

selection of interviewees 
The aim of the interviewees’ sample was to select ‘information-rich interviewees,.., 
from which one can learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the 
purpose of the inquiry’ and to gain in-depth understanding rather than empirical 
generalizations (Patton, 2002, p. 273). This study used stratified purposive 
sampling, wherein the possible interviewees are first divided into strata (e.g. 
Dutch/NSW, roles) and subsequently an equal number of interviewees are 
selected within each stratum (Bryman, 2012; Teddlie & Yu, 2007, p. 418). The 
aim was to ensure a relatively even distribution between the two systems and 
across the four types of political elite actors: ex-ministers, parliamentarians, 
journalists and top civil servants and ministerial staffers. Within these roles, the 
interviewees required a certain diversity, such as parliamentarians with both 
opposition and government background, civil servants from different ministers, 
to acquire a rich understanding of the topic (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 48).20 
Furthermore, the length of exposure to certain institutional contexts influences 
interviewees’ knowledge and internalization of certain rules-in-use (Checkel, 
1999; Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998). I selected therefore interviewees who had 
experienced multiple accountability processes around ministers who survived 
and/or resigned.  Information on relevant experience of the interviewees was 
gathered through a background study of possible interviewees and suggestions 
by other interviewees. 

Besides selection criteria, availability and willingness to participate are also 
essential (Bernard, 2017; Spradley, 2016). Interviewees were first contacted by 
email, including at least one reminder if there was no response. All prospective 
interviewees were assured ‘non-identifiability’, as interviewees ‘may provide 
biased data (self-censored, defensive, rosy) if it is believed that an accurate, 
identifiable account would jeopardize some interest’ (Miles & Huberman, 
1994, p. 48). Therefore, throughout the empirical chapters, interviewees are 
identified only by their system, role and a number. For example, the third Dutch 
journalist I interviewed, is identified in the text as NLJ3. Table 3.4 shows the main 
characteristics of the interviewees in the final sample. 
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table 3.4 Background of the interviewees

groups dutch   
interviews 

backgrounds 
represented within 
groups: 

new south 
Wales 
interviews 

backgrounds 
represented within 
groups:

Journalists 9 Media outlet: Daily 
newspapers (5x), 
weekly political 
outlet (3x), 
Television, current 
affairs (1x)

6 Media outlet: Daily 
newspapers (3x),
Radio (2x), political 
historian/journalist (1x)

Parliamentarians 7 Party affiliations: 
Labour, Liberal 
Democrats, 
Socialists (2x), 
Christian democrats 
(2x), Orthodox 
protestant

5 Party affiliations: (no 
ministerial background): 
Labour (2x), Liberals (3x)

Former ministers 
(some junior)

7 Portfolio: Justice, 
Social affairs, 
Defense, Home 
affairs, Environment, 
Education 
Party affiliation: 
Conservative liberals 
(3x), Labour (3x), 
Liberal Democrats

8 Portfolio/position: 
Attorney
General, Deputy Premier 
(3x), Premier,  Health (2x), 
Party affiliation: Nationals 
(2x), Labour (5x), Liberal 
(1x) 

Top civil 
servants + 
political staff 

8 Departmental 
background: 
Justice (5), 
Education, Economic 
Affairs, Environment 

12 Departmental 
background: Justice 
(2x), Health (2x), Family 
Services and Education
Political staff (6x: 1x 
Liberal ministers + 1x 
Nationals, 4x Labor) 

Total interviews: 31 31

The resulting sample has some limitations. First, the NSW group of 
parliamentarians is quite low, because all ministers are also parliamentarians, and 
subsequently fall in the minister-category. Parliamentarians without ministerial 
experience have often lower seniority, smaller portfolios and deal little with 
questions of ministerial resignation. Second, fifteen prospective interviewees in 
each system refused to participate. Although most refused due to lack of time 
or interest, we have no grounds to assume that inclusion of these prospective 
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interviewees would have changed the outcomes of the study. Third, although 
the number of interviews per system is quite high, the sample is not enough for 
extensive generalization, but this is also not the aim of the study.  

In the Netherlands, the 31 semi-structured interviews were conducted 
between July and December 2014. In New South Wales, the 31 semi-structured 
interviews were conducted between September and December 2015. Interviews 
took between 45 minutes and 2 hours, depending on the time these interviewees, 
who had demanding schedules, could make available for the interview. To 
increase the trustworthiness and authenticity of the data, all interviews were 
tape-recorded and written into verbatim transcripts (Bryman, 2012). I provided 
the translation of the Dutch interviews into English. According to Marshall 
and Rossman (2014, p. 112), this ensures a better validity of the data, ‘since 
translation entails the construction of meaning’ and the researcher would be 
more familiar with the meaning of the interview data than other translators. The 
next section will explain the interview protocol used and the main technique 
within the interviews: qualitative vignettes. 

interview protocol: qualitative vignettes 
Aberbach and Rockman (2002, p. 674) in their seminal article about interviewing 
political elites, recommend open-ended semi-structured interviews ‘that allow 
the respondents to engage in wide-ranging discussions’. This increases the 
validity of the responses and works well for exploratory and in-depth analysis of 
their interpretations (Aberbach & Rockman, 2002, p. 674). Furthermore, political 
elites do not like to be put in a straightjacket of close-ended questions (Aberbach 
& Rockman, 2002, p. 674). However, the pitfall of this open-ended approach may 
be a potential loss of focus and analytical rigor, as well as a loss of comparability 
of the interview data across interviewees.

Therefore, this study employs qualitative vignettes, an interview technique 
often used in studies on social work. Those studies aim to explain peoples’ 
perceptions, beliefs and attitudes in, for example, dealing with difficult treatment 
situations and ethical dilemmas (Hughes, 1998; Jenkins, Bloor, Fischer, Berney, 
& Neale, 2010; Wilks, 2004). According to Bloor and Wood (2006, p. 183), 
qualitative vignettes are: 

A technique used in structured and depth interviews,.., providing sketches of 
fictional (or fictionalized) scenarios. The respondent is then invited to imagine, 
drawing on his or her own experience, how the central character in the scenario 



72 | CHAPTER 3 INVESTIGATING MINISTERIAL ACCOUNTABILITY | 73

will (and should) behave. Vignettes thus collect situated data on group values, 
group beliefs and group norms of behaviour. 

Qualitative vignettes were chosen because they can be used systematically, de-
sensitize topics and can be used to explore group norms. First, the incorporation 
of qualitative vignettes as part of the interviews will enhance the comparability 
of those answers, both for interviewees with different roles (journalists etc.) 
and from different systems. As O’Dell and others ascertain (2012, p. 703), ‘the 
story places the behaviour of the character in a concrete context and allows 
the researcher to systematically explore participants’ views on the issues arising 
from the situation’. Second, as qualitative vignettes provide ‘fictional scenarios’, 
they can be used to desensitize potentially threatening or sensitive topics (Barter 
& Renold, 2000, p. 81; Barter, Renold, Berridge, & Cawson, 2004; Hughes & 
Huby, 2002; Lee, 1993). This is particularly salient for our study, as questions of 
ministerial accountability often involve adverse or norm-violating behaviour by 
one or multiple elite actors and harm to certain social groups. Certain groups, 
such as civil servants, might be reluctant to share sensitive information about 
their work or about their current political principals. Third, qualitative vignettes, 
as opposed to quantitative vignettes, provide the ability to explore dilemmas 
(Wilks, 2004) and interviewees’ ‘subjective perceptions, feelings and experiences’ 
(O’Dell et al., 2012, p. 704). The theoretical chapter shows the constructed and 
contingent nature of ministerial accountability and the role of implicit norms and 
‘rules-in-use-, something quantitative approaches cannot capture (Wilks, 2004). 

Constructing vignettes
Multiple decisions need to be made when constructing qualitative vignettes.  
First,  the vignettes in this study develop through a series of stages (Hughes, 
1998), instead of ‘snapshot’ scenarios (Bloor, 1991). According to Jenkins and 
others (2010, p. 192), ‘participants predicting how a developmental vignette will 
unfold can reveal taken-for-granted aspects of their ideal-typical knowledge’. 
The vignettes in this study follow the three discursive stages identified in studies 
on blame games (whether harm was caused, who is responsible and what are 
the political consequences). 

Second, multiple actions were undertaken to make the scenarios described in 
the vignettes both relevant and plausible. Most authors agree that plausibility is 
the most important element for the validity of the qualitative vignettes (Barter 
& Renold, 1999, 2000; Hughes & Huby, 2002; O’Dell et al., 2012). According to 
Jenkins and others (2010, p. 186), ‘scenarios that are viewed by participants as 
highly plausible are more likely to produce rich data on how actors interpret 
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lived-experiences than those which invite astonishment, incredulity or disbelief’. 
Following the advice in social care research, this study constructed the vignettes 
based on historical cases (Hughes & Huby, 2002; Jenkins et al., 2010; Rahman, 
1996). Particularly, the vignettes in this study were constructed on the basis 
of five historical cases (3 Dutch and 2 NSW examples), varying between 
resignation issues that relate to a minister’s portfolio and issues that relate to 
someone’s personal conduct, such as a sex or financial scandal (Fischer et al., 
2006). Furthermore, the scenarios were the spread over the type of reactive 
blame avoiding employed by the minister described and political consequences 
(in office, resignation, reshuffle). These examples were rewritten into three 
developmental vignettes, as is visible in Table 3.5 (full vignettes in Appendix A).

Table 3.5 Summary of vignettes (full version in Appendix A)

type Vignette1 Vignette 2 Vignette 3

Problem setting 2 personal scandals: 1 
trip from third party, 1 
gift from third party

Prison murder due to 
departmental errors

NL: Failed insulation 
program 
AUS: public transport 
incident, deaths and 
fraud21

Historical 
example 
rewritten

1 Dutch historical 
example (Jorritsma) 
and 1 NSW historical 
example (Barry 
O’Farrell)

1 Dutch historical 
example (Teeven) 

NL: Australian historical 
example (HIP) 
AUS: Dutch historical 
example (Fyra) 

Resignation 
issue (stage 1) 

Extra-political: possible 
personal scandal 
(financial: favouring 
third party) 

Political: departmental 
error with possible 
personal error of 
minister (budget cuts 
and prison policy)

Political: departmental 
error with possible 
personal error of minister 
within a network of other 
actors 

Reactive blame 
avoiding (stage 
2) 

1: Problem denial 
(integrity not 
breached) 
2: Problem denial: 
not remembering gift 
(excuses) 

1: Responsibility 
denial: agency strategy 
+ policy strategy + 
refusal of independent 
investigation 

1: responsibility denial: 
agency strategy + 
independent investigation 
(but trumped by bigger 
investigation) 

Context (stage 3) 1 minister ‘stronger’ in 
terms of background 

Close to elections + 
multiplicity of incidents 

Independent inquiry 
finds adverse findings + 
involvement Premier

Consequences 
(stage 3) 

1 stays in office, other 
resigns 

1 resignation after 
multiple incidents

Not resign: in AUS: 
reshuffle later, in NL: give 
up portfolio 
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Third, the scenarios described in the vignettes must be readily understood, 
internally consistent and not too complex. The vignettes need to describe 
sufficient context for respondents to understand the situation being depicted, 
but vague enough to give participants leeway to explore factors that influence 
their perception (Barter and Renold, 2000). The vignettes are between two and 
ten sentences long and are pre-tested on comprehensibility, ambiguity and 
plausibility (Wilks, 2004, p. 82) by two public administration scholars, three PhD-
students and three lay persons. 

These vignettes were tested and modified on the advice of two public 
administration scholars from each system. Based on the pre-test in New South 
Wales, it became clear that the third vignette, the departmental error within a 
network of actors, was too close to the Australian historical case on which it was 
based. Subsequently, elite interviews could revolve more around the similarities 
of the vignette to the actual event, than on exploring interviewees’ views on 
ministerial accountability. Therefore, I decided to make a comparable vignette 
with the same elements on all other issues except the historical background (for 
NSW: Dutch public transport case as basis). After every interview, the interviewees 
were asked whether the vignettes dealt with the essence of political incidents 
and ministerial survival and whether the vignettes were plausible. The first 
interviews resulted in some slight adjustments to amend minor inconsistencies.
Despite the use of historical examples and the changes resulting from the 
pre-test and first interviews in each system, the diverse background of the 
interviewees sometimes caused diverging views on the plausibility of the 
vignettes. Jenkins and others (2010; 188) argued that rather than eliminating 
all implausibility, ‘researchers [should] prepare the ground so that interviewees 
are aware at the outset that their predictions may differ from how the scenario 
unfolds AND understand that highlighting these differences is a desired aspect 
of the research’. Indeed, discussions about the plausibility of the vignettes often 
revealed valuable information about the interviewees’ perceptions regarding 
informal accountability practices.  

Vignette interview protocol 
Following the practice of Jenkins and others (2010), interviewees were first asked 
some opening questions about their background and to describe two incidences 
of ministerial survival or resignation they have experienced in their career. These 
general questions served as an icebreaker and helped the interviewee to settle 
in the interview (Aberbach & Rockman, 2002, p. 675). Interviewees were then 
asked to explain their understanding of the notion of ministerial responsibility 
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in their own words. After this warming up, I explained the vignette approach. 
Interviews were then asked to reflect on two or three qualitative vignettes. 
Specifically, after each stage of each vignette, the interviewees were invited 
to share their thoughts on the scenario: what they imagined the (described) 
minister would do at this stage and what from their vantage point they thought 
the minister should do (Jenkins et al., 2010, p. 181; O’Dell et al., 2012). If they 
had a non-ministerial background, they were also asked what they would do 
as a journalist/civil servant/parliamentarian in this scenario. After the vignettes, 
more open questions were asked, such as questions regarding interviewees’ 
views on the most important players in the outcome of accountability episodes 
(see the interview protocol in Appendix A). When the interviewee only had (or 
left) time to discuss two vignettes, these were randomly selected from the pool 
of three at my disposal. Appendix B shows which vignettes were selected for 
which interviewees. 

The combination of semi-structured questions and qualitative vignettes has 
some limitations, which I addressed by making some changes to the set-up of 
the interviews. First, vignettes are by definition short and ‘selectively simulate 
elements of the research topics’ and therefore they can never fully capture the 
complex reality (Hughes & Huby, 2002, p. 286; O’Dell et al., 2012). While this is 
indeed a limitation, in actual political incidents, elite actors also regularly have to 
assess and respond to situations in real time based on limited information (Leong 
& Howlett, 2017). In addition, at the beginning of each interview I explicated 
that interviewees could expand upon the vignette scenario if they deemed this 
useful and I gave interviewees leeway to do so throughout the discussion of the 
vignettes as well as in the open questions that followed the vignette-discussions. 
Second, the responses of the interviewees can be coloured by the interviewees’ 
personal experiences and by current or very recent political blame games in 
their system (recency/availability bias). The latter could have changed during the 
period wherein the interviews were conducted. However, qualitative vignettes 
are specifically designed to diminish this risk compared to semi-structured 
interviews, by letting interviewees focus on the same set of hypothetical but 
realistic situations. Nevertheless, I will consider the potential influence of these 
events in the discussion of the chapters that are based on the interview data. 

Third, while vignettes arguably diminish a social desirability bias among 
interviewees, all interviewees will be on their guard about such sensitive issues 
will be on their guard and potentially biased in their answers. I tried to diminish 
chances of such a bias keeping the explanation of the goal of the interview 
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limited and by conducting interviews with different actors who hold different 
perspectives on what is desirable (Hughes & Huby, 2012; Jenkins et al., 2010). 
Fourth, there is animated discussion among scholars about to what extent the 
answers offered in qualitative vignette interviews solely reflect perceptions or 
whether they also reflect behaviour of the interviewees (Jenkins et al., 2010; 
Wilks, 2004). However, in this study I do not aim to predict behaviour, but instead 
to ‘achieve insight into the social components of the participant’s interpretative 
framework and  perceptual processes’ (Jenkins et al., 2010, p. 178). 

qualitative data analysis 
According to Bryman (2012, p. 571), qualitative data analysis entails that 
researchers move constantly between coding, concepts, comparisons and 
relations. Coding is an important component of qualitative analysis as ‘codes 
and categories [of codes] help the research to build an analysis of the data 
rather than remain at the level of description’ (Charmaz, 1990, p. 1167). In his 
coding manual of qualitative data, Saldaña (2015, p. 20) describes describing 
three coding stages, initial coding, axial coding and focused coding (cf. Strauss 
& Corbin, 1990). I coded the interviews in NVIVO 11. In this study, I followed 
a similarly staged protocol for coding comparative data, from initial narrative 
coding, to axial coding and then focused coding. Examples of the evolving coding 
tree can be found in Appendix C.

First, an initial coding process served to get familiar with the data, more than 
1000 pages of interviews, resulting in a large number of codes. Some codes were 
developed a-priori, such as ‘case codes’ for the background of the interviewee, 
the type of vignette discussed and ‘content codes’ for certain theoretical 
constructs, such as the blame avoiding behaviour typologies (figure 2.5 and table 
2.3). Other codes emerged from the data, such as interviewees’ perceptions of 
when certain actors are influential in accountability episodes and interviewees’ 
views on the role of resignations in the political process. 
Second, the axial coding process included ‘grouping similarly coded data’, 
specifically sorting and hierarchically grouping smaller codes into ‘parent’ and 
sub codes and assess how these codes are connected (Saldaña, 2015, p. 160). For 
the grouping of the codes, I used a narrative coding protocol (Saldaña, 2015, p. 
101). According to the theoretical chapter, institutionalized practices can differ 
regarding four narrative elements (where, who, how and what). Therefore, codes 
were (re)coded in the second phase along three narrative themes that constitute 
accountability episodes in four accountability settings (media, parliament, 
department, cabinet): 1) who attribute and deny blame in this setting, 2) how 
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key players interact: how shared perceptions emerge over the course of the 
narratives, 3) what claims are exchanged and which plots are used. These three 
elements acted as ‘parent’ codes, under which more specific sub-codes were 
grouped. 

Subsequently, I focused selective coding on what claims are exchanged and 
which plots are used. This study uses the term ‘blame avoiding behaviour’ to 
refer to all ‘practices adopted by ministers in the circumstances of blame risk 
to achieve the goal of positive self-presentation’ (Hansson, 2015; 297).  In the 
theoretical chapter, we discussed the specific typologies for BAB and the ‘staged 
retreat’ hypothesis for the behaviour of ministers, who are expected to react 
defensively first and resort to more accommodative behaviour later in the 
blame game process. To explore this hypothesis, I coded the specific answers 
of the elite interviewees about what types of behaviour they expected of the 
ministers described in the vignette scenarios.  Furthermore, I assess which 
themes the interviewees connected to the minister’s expected behaviour, such 
as connecting behaviour to certain accountability settings (media, parliament, 
etc.), to certain conditions (background of ministers, timing etc.), and to ideas 
about appropriateness and effectiveness. The goal of this process was to find 
general narrative patterns of ministerial accountability processes (Chapter 5) 
and, on a more specific level, which blame avoiding behaviour elite actors expect 
ministers to employ (Chapter 6). 

Nvivo coding software allows researchers to make ‘queries’ to find patterns 
among codes and probe certain ideas (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013). Silverman 
(1985) and Bryman (2012) suggest limited quantifications of the codes in order 
to uncover the generality of the phenomena being described and to avoid 
‘anecdotalism’. Therefore, I used matrices to register and compare the frequency 
of the expectations of Dutch and NSW actors and, the different elite backgrounds, 
to see how they differed regarding the BAB they expected from ministers. An 
example can be found in table 3.6. The need for quantification of qualitative data 
is contested. Beuving and de Vries (2015, p. 169) argue quite vehemently that we 
should not ‘confuse frequency with meaning’. Subsequently, the quantification 
acts only as a basis for more focused qualitative analysis of the data. 
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table 3.6 Example of data matrix used for Chapter 6

blame 
avoiding 
stages

strongly 
confrontational 
strategies

Moderately 
confrontational 
strategies

Moderately 
accommodative  
strategies

strongly 
accommodative 
strategies 

Problem denial NSW: Strategy 1 
(mentioned by nr. 
of interviewees),

NSW: 

NL: NL: 

Problem 
denial but 
responsibility 
admission 

NSW: NSW: NSW: NSW:

NL: NL: NL: NL: 

Problem 
admission but 
responsibility 
denial 

NSW: NSW: NSW: NSW: 

NL: NL: NL: NL: 

Problem 
admission and 
responsibility 
admission 

NSW: NSW: 

NL: NL: 

Reliability and validity 
The reliability of the data analysis depends mainly on whether replication would 
result in similar findings and consistency throughout the analysis of the interviews 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The intra-coder reliability of this study was enhanced by 
both an explicit inquiry audit trail of the vignettes that were given to each of the 
interviewees (App. B) and an explicit decision trail of the coding process (App. C) 
(Bryman, 2012, p. 299; Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2013, p. 311). Furthermore, 
I performed ‘member checks’, by asking the interviewees to comment on the 
extent to which they agreed with the way their quotes were used and to what 
extent they agreed with the main findings of the chapters (Miles et al., 2013, 
p. 311). Except for some minor spelling and clarity issues, the 35 interviewees 
who responded to the request agreed with the use of their quote and/or to the 
general conclusions of the chapter. Unfortunately, as a single researcher working 
alone, I was unable to check the inter-coder reliability of my interview analysis. 
The validity of the analysis refers both to the credibility and transferability of the 
analysis. In terms of credibility, the question is whether there is a match between 
the data and the theoretical conclusions which I developed based on the data. 
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According to Hammersley (1992; 69), ‘empirical accounts must be plausible 
and credible and should consider the amount and kind of evidence used in 
relation to an account’. Therefore, I used quantification of the coding, constantly 
contrasting data and the theories (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 
2002, p. 12), whilst also looking for nuances and remaining focused on possible 
contradictory findings and ideas. In addition, I used longer quotes that show 
the thought process the interviewees went through. In terms of transferability, 
I already stated that the generalizability of the sample (both the system and 
the interviewees) should not be overstated. However, the qualitative vignettes 
included elites’ views on topical issues which could be partly translated to other 
contexts (O’Dell et al., 2012). For example, one could generalize analytically the 
rules-in-use revealed in the interviews towards accountability episodes in other 
policy areas in both systems. 

However, while the vignette interviews can be used to uncover and compare 
group norms about blame avoiding processes, they cannot be directly translated 
to specific accountability episodes ‘on the ground’.  Process-tracing case studies 
were thus necessary to analyse how the findings from the interviews would 
translate to specific accountability episodes and to give the interview findings 
more empirical ‘meat on the bones’.

3.5 PRoCeSS-TR ACINg STuDy 

To illustrate how these formal rules and rules-in-use play out in actual high-stake 
accountability episodes, this dissertation includes four process-tracing case 
studies of two high profile ministers  - one in each of the two political systems 
- who first survived an accountability episode and then resigned after another. 
This is also in line with Søyland’s (2017, p. 199) recommendation that we need 
more ‘deep cross-case analyses of ministers [confronted] with similar situations 
and different outcomes’. 

These process-tracing studies assess to what extent the expectations about 
diverging formal institutional and informal practices that will emerge from 
the documentary and interview studies (reported in chapters 4, 5 and 6) help 
to explain the outcome of the accountability episodes studied. A structured 
comparison is employed to explain the case outcomes as a result of the actions 
of the actors, contingent to the context in which those actions take place (Ragin, 
1987, p. x). 

According to Ragin (1987, pp. ix-x), since case studies treat cases as ‘whole 
entities’, they can richly describe and interpret the framing discussions between 
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the actors in different settings and trace these discussions within their situational 
and political context. Process-tracing case studies preserve the ‘chronological 
flow’ of a case and thus enable the researcher to revise and adapt the conceptual 
framework (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 1). To reap the benefits of a structured 
comparison of the process-tracing analyses of case studies, we need to pay 
attention to which cases to select, the data collected and the analysis of the data. 

case selection and data collection 
Each case study asks how the resignation of ministers took place and why 
they resigned in that accountability episode, but not the previous one. As we 
are interested in explaining the outcome, we have to select ‘those cases that 
show a strong positive result with respect to the outcome of interest’ (Blatter 
& Haverland, 2012, p. 25). Therefore, we select ministerial resignations of high-
profile ministers. Furthermore, we select comparable resignations as to focus 
the process-tracing endeavour and the search for counterfactuals (Blatter & 
Haverland, 2012, p. 100).  

For this purpose, I have selected resignations from the population of forced 
resignations that revolve around political issues, i.e. resignations that revolve 
around the minister’s execution of his duties (see Table 3.2). I selected ministers 
from the only sub-category that contains recent ministerial resignations in both 
systems: personal errors, specifically related to misinforming parliament.22 

While many researchers are critical of selecting cases based on variation in the 
dependent variable (George & Bennett, 2005, p. 23), in this case it is a necessary 
procedure as we want to explain how resignations can occur (cf. explaining-
outcome process-tracing, Beach & Pedersen, 2013). To contrast the process 
of resignations to survival in political incidents, I will compare the process of 
both cases in which the ministers resigned, to cases in which the same ministers 
survived despite considerable criticism (i.e. resignation issues). In ministerial 
careers literature, resignation issues are defined as ‘an issue deemed serious 
enough for a call to be made for the minister to resign (or consider his position 
or such phrase)’ on the first three pages of a national newspaper (Dewan & 
Dowding, 2005, p. 47) or through a motion in Parliament (Bovens et al., 2015). 
Within the class of ‘personal error’ resignations, I selected the two ministers 
who had previously survived a resignation call regarding another issue. 

The New South Wales minister is Carl Scully. As a Police minister, Scully resigned 
after an alleged misinforming of Parliament over the Cronulla riots in 2006. Scully 
survived multiple incidents in his long time as NSW minister. For a previous train 
accident, Waterfall (a train derailment that led to eight deaths), Scully was called 
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to resign both on the first three pages of the highest circulating newspaper (Daily 
Telegraph) and by a motion of no confidence in Parliament23. The Dutch minister 
is Fred Teeven. 24 Junior minister Fred Teeven resigned in 2015 in concert with 
his minister, Opstelten, over mishandling and misinforming Parliament over a 
deal which Teeven made with a criminal in his time as public prosecutor. Teeven 
survived multiple incidents in his time as Dutch junior minister. For a previous 
incident, the Dolmatov-case (a suicide of a wrongfully detained asylum seeker), 
Teeven was both called to resign in a national newspaper and by a motion of no 
confidence in Parliament.25 Appendix D explains the selection of the four cases 
in more detail. 

table 3.7 Comparable cases selected for the process-tracing analysis

type of case Junior minister fred 
teeven 

Minister carl scully

Survival case Resignation call (in both 
media and parliament) 

Dolmatov suicide (2013-
2014) 

Waterfall train 
accident (2003-2004) 

Resignation 
case  

Personal error type 
resignation 

‘Teevendeal’ (2014-
2015) 

Cronulla Riots (2005-
2006) 

In a process-tracing analysis, triangulation of multiple data sources is vital, 
because the ‘cogency’ of the analysis ‘depends on the quality and trustworthiness 
of the empirical evidence’ (Blatter & Haverland, 2012, p. 105). In this research 
four different data sources were analysed: 

1. Official investigation reports of the (semi)independent investigations which 
were conducted after the incidents26. These sources serve as the input for an 
‘independent’ description of the event which led to the political incident and as 
input for the comprehensive storyline of blame. 

2. Newspaper articles of the five biggest circulation newspapers27, which both 
relate to the case and the minister in the headline (and lead) of the article. 

28 Articles form the basis for a map of the blame avoiding behaviour of the 
minister and other actors.

3. parliamentary documents which were named after the political incident on 
the official website of both parliaments29 so that the political incident was the 
main topic of the debate. These documents too, form the basis for a map of the 
blame avoiding behaviour of the minister and other actors. .

4. first-hand accounts of the incidents, for example in the form the book by the 
journalist who disclosed the ‘Teevendeal’ (Haan, 2017) and minister Scully’s 
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self-published memoirs (2017). However, these mostly serve as background 
information. These sources are used to corroborate some findings and provide 
some possible ‘behind-the-scenes’ accounts. 

A triangulation of all four sources will give a more balanced account of the 
different statements and actions of the minister(s) and their adversaries. In 
addition, triangulation helps the researcher to corroborate findings found 
in one of the data sources (Leininger, 1985). Finally, by searching for patterns 
in processes among all four cases, this comparative study can provide some 
preliminary insight in the role of formal and informal institutions under diverging 
‘conditions, contexts or circumstances’ (Leininger, 1985). According to Bovens 
and others (1999, p. 146), many intervening variables are at play in the study 
of blame contests, making it difficult to clearly distinguish what causes what. 
Therefore, I analysed the data using a process-tracing approach. 

Within-case analysis: process-tracing methodology 
Process-tracing entails ‘charting the repertoire of causal paths that lead to a 
given outcome and the conditions under which they occur’ (George & Bennett, 
2005, p. 207; cf. Beach and Pedersen, 2013).  I coded the four data sources 
in individual Nvivo projects. For the coding of the process, I used largely the 
same coding tree as for the interview data (see 3.4, Appendix C). In the coding 
process, I predominantly focused on the analysis on three narrative elements 
that constitute blame processes (see 3.4): 1) in which setting was blame asserted 
and avoided 2) who were key players in asserting and denying blame 3) what 
claims were exchanged and which tactics were used to assert and deny blame.  
Furthermore, I coded the data source and the date of the events. 

To empirically ground the eventual conclusions of the process tracing effort, 
this study builds on three types of observations: a comprehensive storyline, 
critical junctures and confessions by actors (Blatter & Haverland, 2012; 110). 
Therefore, I first constructed an overarching storyline consisting of a newspaper 
attention graph and the first overview of the course of events. The storyline was 
to determine the ‘temporal order by which the causal process unfolds’ (Blatter 
& Haverland, 2012, p. 81). I then focused on the actions of the central actors at 
critical junctures identified in the storyline and discuss (lack of) confessions of 
the actors about their motivations to pursue certain tactics or decisions during 
those moments. I zoomed in on certain periods and the framing of the actors 
to look for observations in which actions and conditions are closely linked in 
time and space to the outcome (Blatter & Haverland, 2012, p. 110) and then 
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corroborated the analysis by looking for ‘confessions’ of the central actors in 
which they explain their actions and their reactions. 

Process tracing is a form of within-case approach, and hence the conclusions 
of those cases are confined to the particular context and development of one 
case (Blatter & Haverland, 2012, p. 82). However, a comparison of the individual 
conclusions of each case affords the drawing of more general conclusions 
on which set of causal conditions make specific outcomes (resignation or 
survival) probable. Blatter and Haverland (2012, p. 120) call this ‘configurational 
generalization’. Accordingly, after analysing each case in this manner, I compare 
and reflec upon the findings with the goal of interpreting them in terms of their 
analytical implications (George & Bennett, 2005, pp. 92-94). 

3.6 sUMMary: research design at a gl ance 

The theoretical chapter established that to understand high-stakes accountability 
episodes and outcomes of ministerial survival and resignation, the research 
design needs to combine two elements: a) a comparative most different 
system design and b) a multi-method approach. The first element is required 
to understand the role of formal and informal institutions within majoritarian 
and consensual systems in accountability episodes. The second element is 
required to understand the complex interaction of formal institutional rules, 
informal practices and actual account-giving and -holding interaction. Each of 
these elements require their own methods. A recap of the research design and 
methodological decisions is provided in table 3.8. 
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Table 3.8 Linking methods to sub-questions

chapters: Question: Methods Data collection data analysis 

Chapter 4 How do formal rules 
and conventions 
concerning ministerial 
responsibility and 
propriety affect 
processes and 
outcomes of high-
stakes accountability 
episodes?

Constitutional 
analysis of formal 
accountability 
rules and 
descriptive 
pattern analysis of 
ministerial survival 
and resignation 

Secondary analysis 
of constitutional 
law and other 
sources and 
ministerial survival 
and resignation 
data (1946-2017) 
and resignation 
calls

Descriptive, 
quantitative 

Chapter 5 Which rules-in-use do 
elite actors express 
concerning ministerial 
accountability 
and how do these 
informal rules affect 
the course and 
outcome of high-
stakes accountability 
episodes?  

Elite interviews 
with qualitative 
vignettes 

62 interviews with 
(former) ministers, 
parliamentarians, 
journalists and 
civil servants/
ministerial staff. 

Narrative 
analysis of 
rules-in-use 

Chapter 6 How do actors’  
expectations about 
ministerial blame 
avoidance affect 
the course and 
outcome of high-
stakes accountability 
episodes? 

Focused 
comparison of 
expected BAB 
for ministers in 
vignettes 

Chapter 7 To what extent 
can these formal 
rules and informal 
practices help us 
explain the course 
and outcomes of 
four high-stakes 
accountability 
episodes?    

Case study of one 
survival and one 
resignation case  
with regard to Fred 
Teeven 

Systematic search 
of investigation 
reports, 
newspaper articles, 
parliamentary 
documents and 
first-hand accounts

Process-tracing 
analysis 

Chapter 8 Case study of one 
survival and one 
resignation case  
with regard to Carl 
Scully

This comparative design will be executed in the following empirical chapters.  
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A minister takes responsibility not by resigning, but by giving account 
to Parliament, defending government policy and acti ng to avoid new 
missteps in the future. Another vision of responsibility would create 
the misapprehension that responsibility taking equals ‘ministers’ heads 
rolling’ 
– (Raad van State, 1999, 19 September, p. 6) 

If individual ministerial responsibility ever meant that ministers were 
expected to resign for major policy blunders or for serious errors of 
maladministrati on by a government department, it is dead 
– (Thompson & Tillotsen, 1999, p. 57)



patterns of sUrViVal and 
resignation

Ministerial responsibility and 
ministerial resignation in the 

Netherlands and New South Wales

chapter 4



88 | CHAPTER 4 PAT TERNS OF SURVIVAL AND RESIGNATION | 89

4.1 THe ReSPoNSIBIL IT y-ReSIgNATIoN LINk 

Ministerial responsibility is one of the fundamental and at the same time 
contested bases for responsible government. Ministers’ actions and those of 
their department are both restrained and enabled by the formal accountability 
regime in which they work (Woodhouse, 1994, pp. 27-39). New South Wales and 
the Netherlands both have a system of parliamentary government ‘in which the 
Prime Minister and his or her cabinet are accountable to any majority of the 
members of parliament and can be voted out of office by the latter’ (Strøm, 
2000, p. 265)30. According to Strøm (2000, p. 269), the ideal-typical parliamentary 
democracy consists of a ‘single chain of accountability’ in which the department 
is accountable to the minister, the minister to the Prime Minister, the (Prime) 
minister to parliament and parliament to the electorate. Ministerial responsibility, 
both collectively and individually, to parliament is central to this accountability 
chain.

Considerable differences exist among parliamentary systems for what 
matters ministers are responsible and by whom and how they can be held 
accountable. We know that considerable discrepancies may exist between 
ministerial responsibility conventions and actual resignation patterns in many 
systems (Fischer, 2012; Thompson & Tillotsen, 1999; Woodhouse, 2002, 
2004). Fischer (2012, p. 616) concluded that ministerial responsibility as a 
formal principle is ‘too vaguely standardized to be used as a gauge’ for when 
ministers should resign’. In addition, the doctrine of ministerial responsibility 
and accountability differs between systems, such as powers of for parliament to 
express a lack of confidence. So far, studies have rarely systematically compared 
what ministerial responsibility and accountability rules and conventions exist in 
those systems and how they correlate to types of forced resignations (Fischer, 
2012; Woodhouse & Alderman, 1994). If we look at forced resignation patterns, 
is ministerial responsibility ‘dead’ as the second opening quote says? Are Dutch 
and NSW responsibility and accountability conventions correlated to patterns of 
ministerial resignations?  

Furthermore, ministerial durability studies have found that government 
composition affects the accountability chain and ministerial resignations 
(Weaver & Rockman, 1993; cf. Strøm, 2000, p. 279). As responsibility is much 
clearer for single-party governments, prime ministers have a stronger electoral  
incentive to sack failing and unpopular ministers (Dewan & Dowding, 2005). 
Furthermore, prime ministers in single-party governments have superior powers 
to deselect their ministers. In coalition governments however, the selection and 
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deselection of ministers is the prerogative of the party leaders of the coalition 
parties. Ministers in majoritarian systems are thus much more likely to be fired 
or reshuffled than ministers in consensual systems (Fischer et al., 2012; Huber 
& Martinez-Gallardo, 2008). If we look at forced resignation patterns, are NSW 
ministers in single-party governments forced resign more often than Dutch 
ministers? And do Dutch ministers resign more often when they haul from the 
PM’s party or when they are in caretaker mode?

The main question of this chapter is as follows: How do formal rules and 
conventions concerning ministerial responsibility and personal conduct affect 
processes and outcomes of high-stakes accountability episodes? In answering it I 
will address the upper part of the research model depicted in Figure 2.5 (relation 
A), analysing the formal rules for ministerial responsibility and accountability 
within these two systems and how they correlate to patterns of forced resignation 
and survival (1946-2017) in the Netherlands and NSW.

Specifically, the first part of the chapter compares the constitutional rules 
and conventions for the scope of ministerial responsibility and personal conduct 
(4.2) and formal account-giving and -holding relations (4.3). The second part 
of the chapter compares patterns of ministerial survival and resignation (4.4); 
correlations between scrutinizing and sanctioning powers of formal account-
holders and forced resignations (4.5); and the types of forced resignations (4.6). 
The last part of the chapter infers propositions that will guide the two in-depth 
examinations of accountability episodes  that follow in chapters 7 and 8. It also 
reflects on the similarities as well as striking differences between both types of 
systems in how responsibility conventions are linked to resignation patterns. 

4.2 the scope of Ministerial responsibil it y and 
propriet y  

In both systems, ministerial responsibility and accountability rules are enshrined 
in an intricate web of both written constitutional law, constitutional conventions 
and written political and administrative practice (Blunt, 2004, p. 72; Visser, 
2008).31 Subsequently, this chapter discusses the most relevant elements of 
ministerial responsibility rather than attempting to encompass all its legal 
and constitutional facets. Most of the ongoing discussions about ministerial 
responsibility revolve around three issues: a. the importance of collective versus 
individual aspects of responsibility, b. the scope of individual responsibility and, 
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recently, c. personal propriety rules. Before this discussion, it is important to 
compare the selection and position of Dutch and NSW ministers in the Houses. 

the selection and position of ministers 
In the Netherlands, the multiparty system concentrates executive power in 
coalition governments (Lijphart, 2012, p. 99). After extensive negotiations, a 
coalition of parties formulate a coalition agreement that can count on a majority 
(in the Lower House) and allocate portfolios (Timmermans & Andeweg, 2008, p. 
505). The coalition partners autonomously decide which candidates they select 
for their ministerial posts, although parties can potentially veto a candidate 
from a coalition partner (Andeweg & Irwin, 2009, p. 141). Political outsiders 
with expertise in that policy area can also be selected as minister, but most 
ministers have prior parliamentary experience (Andeweg & Irwin, 2009, p. 142; 
Bovens et al., 2015). Since 1967, 65 per cent of ministers has prior parliamentary 
experience (Andeweg & Irwin, 2009, p. 142; Bovens et al., 2015). The Constitution 
forbids ministers to serve as MPs simultaneously (art. 57(2)). Therefore, Dutch 
ministers sit opposite to parliamentarians in both Houses. Subsequently, 
the Dutch parliament not only splits along interparty lines, in a government-
opposition conflict, but parliament can also operate as a block against the 
executive, in a government-parliament conflict that emphasizes a ‘separation of 
powers between Parliament and the Government’ (Andeweg, 1992, p. 162). This 
‘Dualism’, as it is known among Dutch constitutional scholars, will return later in 
this chapter (Andeweg, 1992, p. 161). 

In New South Wales, two-party system concentrates executive power in single-
party majority cabinets and subsequent executive dominance in parliament.32 
Except for a period between 1991 and 1995, all NSW governments have been 
either Labour or Liberal-National majority governments. Conventionally,  the 
Premier selects cabinet ministers from among Assembly and Council MPs and 
does not select political ‘outsiders’ (Twomey, 2004, p. 4).33 Between 1946 and 
2016, cabinets contained between two and eight Council MPs and on average 
17 per cent of the NSW ministers are Council MPs.34 The Australian Labor Party 
has established multiple internal rules for the selection of ministers. These 
rules give the caucus, the group of sitting Council and Assembly MPs, and its 
different factions considerable influence in the selection of ministers (Childe & 
Irving, 1995). Factions can be defined as ‘the partitioning of a political party into 
subunits which are more or less institutionalized and who engage in collective 
action in order to achieve their members’ particular objectives’ (Boucek, 2009, 
p. 468). Since the 1980s, Labor faction leaders negotiate how many minister 
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posts each faction is entitled to and select the MPs who are entitled for a 
ministerial position (Leigh, 2000, p. 428)35. The Labor Premier subsequently 
allocates the portfolios among the MPs selected for a ministerial position. A 
former minister has subsequently labelled Labor factions ‘executive placement 
agencies’ of the party (Cavalier, 2005, 2012). Although the Labor factions are 
more institutionalized, the Liberals have experienced increasing factionalism 
(Hawker, 2005). This shows that even in single-party governments, the power of 
party-leading Premiers to select their cabinets can be considerably constrained.

The Premier and cabinet ministers sit on the frontbenches opposite to their 
Shadow counterparts of the Opposition (also in the Council). While in the Dutch 
case a separation of power exists between the government and parliament, the 
NSW Legislative Assembly gives ‘government business precedence at [almost] all 
sittings’ (Standing Order 110; Hesford, 2007, p. 137).

collective responsibility: support and confidentiality 
Dutch ministers bear collective responsibility for the enhancement of policy 
coherence and are as a collective entity responsible to both Houses of Parliament 
for the decided government policy (Art. 45(3))36. This means for individual 
ministers that they have to keep cabinet discussions confidential and that they 
have to publicly support, or at least not openly oppose, cabinet decisions (art. 
25.1 RvO, cf. Timmermans & Bakema, 1990, p. 175). Traditionally, ministers do 
not intervene in the policy questions of other ministers’ departments. In Dutch 
practice, individual ministerial responsibility takes precedence over collective 
responsibility (Bovend’Eert, 1990, p. 60). Unless the responsibility of the Prime 
Minister or cabinet survival is at stake, ‘emphasis is usually placed on how the 
affected ministers account for the exercise of their powers, rather than on the 
underlying decisions in cabinet’ (Bovend’Eert, 1990, p. 60). 

NSW ministers also bear responsibility for government decisions and are as a 
collective responsible to both Houses, but can only be voted out by the Assembly 
(Mantziaris, 1999, p. 14).  Collective responsibility also means that individual 
ministers must keep cabinet discussions confidential and must support, or not 
publicly oppose, cabinet decisions (“Egan vs Chadwick,” 1999;  cf. Twomey, 
2004, p. 694; Twomey & Wilkins, 2011, p. D6). Although there could be internal 
disagreements in cabinet about the decided government policy, ministers have 
to ‘present an united position to the community’ (Twomey & Wilkins, 2011, p. 
D3). As the NSW Premier has the power to set the cabinet agenda, collective 
responsibility can be related to solidarity to the Premier. 
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individual ministerial responsibility
The Dutch Constitution explicitly states, ‘the King is inviolable and the ministers 
are responsible’ (art. 42(2)). Furthermore, the Dutch Council of State, the principal 
legal advisor to government as well as the nation’s highest administrative law 
court, has defined ministerial responsibility in 1999 as: 

The constitutional principle that the Ministers - together or separately – are 
responsible for the actions of government in defending the public interest 
and the fulfilment of the duties attached to the office of minister (1999, 19 
September, p. 2)

Constitutional law scholars have discussed the scope of individual ministerial 
responsibility extensively, especially in relation to actions of civil servants, 
the King and autonomous agencies (Bovend’Eert, 2002; J. L. W. Broeksteeg, 
van den Berg, & Verhey, 2006; Commissie-Scheltema, 1992-93; Donner, 1987; 
Kamerstukken II,1999, 19 September; Visser, 2008). Both ‘broad’ and a ‘narrow’ 
interpretations of ministerial responsibility have been advocated. In the broad 
definition, ministers bear responsibility for  all matters of public interest in their 
portfolio, only limited by the responsibility of other government parties and 
of private entities (Burkens, Kummeling, Vermeulen, & Widdershoven, 2006; 
Visser, 2008, p. 94). In the narrow definition, ministers do not bear responsibility 
for matters in which they have no (legislative) authority (Ankersmit, 2006; 
Commissie-Scheltema, 1992-93; Scheltema & Lubberdink, 1980). Some scholars 
even confine ministerial responsibility to ministerial culpability, i.e. matters in 
which the minister was personally involved (Ankersmit, 2006; Tuurenhout, 
1992). During parliamentary discussions regarding changes in the Dutch 
constitution, government and Parliament choose to combine a broad and narrow 
interpretation (see 4.3; Burkens et al., 2006). 

Subsequently, ministers bear responsibility for the actions and inactions of their 
ministerial predecessors and for all actions (and inactions) of their department, 
as they have full authority over the actions of their civil servants (Commissie-
Scheltema, 1993, p. 9). However, for legally or de facto autonomous agencies, 
such as quangos, the minister bear only general ‘hierarchic responsibility’ 
(stelselverantwoordelijkheid) (Commissie-Scheltema, 1992-93). In other words, 
they are responsible for the way in which these organisations are positioned, 
funded and run but not necessarily for the specific actions and omissions of that 
agency in particular cases (Commissie-Scheltema, 1992). The extent to which 
ministers bear responsibility for such autonomous agencies remains disputed 
(Burkens et al., 2006, p. 251; Zijlstra & Wilkeshuis, 2006, p. 11). 
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In addition, constitutional conventions takes shape in light of parliamentary 
norms  (Kamerstukken II, 26 800 VII, nr A, 1999, 19 September, p. 3). In these 
discussions, ministerial responsibility is often linked to resignation. For 
example, the so-called ‘Carrington doctrine’ is often discussed as an unwritten 
parliamentary norm after its introduction by VVD party leader Bolkestein during a 
parliamentary debate in 1988 (Bos, 2018; Bovens, 2006). This norm is called after 
the Thatcher-era Foreign Secretary who offered his resignation upon learning that 
Argentina had invaded the Falklands islands, which clearly went against British 
foreign policy objectives. The supposed norm assumes that in a broad definition 
of ministerial responsibility ministers voluntary resign over major mistakes by 
their civil servants while they are not personally culpable (Nieuwenkamp, 2001). 
Many constitutional scholars have concluded that this norm is a ‘myth’ rather 
than a parliamentary reality and not part of the constitutional conventions (cf. 
Bovens, 2006, p. 159; Visser, 2008, p. 130; Voermans, 2007). 

New South Wales has no explicit provision for ministerial responsibility in 
the Constitution Act. Only in the 1990s, ministerial responsibility was explicitly 
discussed in two important court cases, in which the Legislative Council asked 
the High and the Supreme Court to assess the extent to which the Council could 
scrutinize the executive (“Egan vs Chadwick,” 1999; “Egan vs Willis,” 1998; 
Mantziaris, 1999). Both court conclusions explicitly linked ministerial to the 
ministers’ position as Members of Parliament. In the first court case, the court 
concluded that: 

One aspect of responsible government is that Ministers may be members 
of either House of a bicameral legislature and liable to the scrutiny of that 
chamber in respect of the conduct of the executive branch of government 
(“Egan vs Willis,” 1998).

Twomey and Wilkins (2011, p. D5) repeated this sentiment, stating that ‘in order 
to be properly accountable to Parliament, a minister must therefore be a member 
of it’. This is a clear difference to the Netherlands, where ministerial responsibility 
exists while ministers are explicitly banned from serving as members of either 
House. 

The scope of ministerial responsibility has triggered less discussion among 
NSW constitutional scholars than in the Netherlands (Clune, 2017; Mantziaris, 
1999; Twomey, 2004). Responsibility relates to (in)actions of the department and 
the agencies in ministers’ portfolios (Twomey, 2004). However, the High Court 
repeated a federal court conclusion that stated that ministers are responsible 
for the public service, but also for ‘the affairs of statutory authorities and 
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public utilities’ (“Lange v. Australian Broadcasting Corporation,” 1997, p. 561) 
Furthermore, the court concluded that Parliament has the right to access 
‘information relating to public affairs and public finances which is in the possession 
of the government of the day’ (“Egan vs Willis,” 1998, p. 102). Judge Priestley JA 
of the NSW Supreme Court went even further by stating that ministers are bound 
to act in the ‘public interest’ and that the scope of responsibility extends towards 
all expenditure of public money  (“Egan vs Chadwick,” 1999, p. 135). This comes 
quite close to the Dutch public interest scope. However, the judge’s conclusion 
was not part of the majority decision in that case. Therefore, most discussions 
about ministerial responsibility focus on the norms governing proper relations 
between a minister and their civil servants. For example, Twomey (2004, p. 693) 
argues that ‘attempts to shift or avoid responsibility (towards public servants) 
could be described as ‘unconstitutional’ in the broader sense of this term’. 

Ministerial responsibility conventions are not the only rules that bind 
ministers. Next to ministerial responsibility conventions, public guidelines for 
proper ministerial conduct have received increasing attention. 

propriety: codes of conduct  
In the Netherlands, the ‘Handbook for incoming ministers’  (Ministerie van 
Algemene Zaken, 2017) includes both information about cabinet processes as 
well as guidelines with regard to, among others, trips, conflicts of interest and 
government cars (Ministerie van Algemene Zaken, 2017, p. 1)37. For example, the 
Handbook requires ministers to register all gifts over 50 euro at the ‘Protocol 
Unit’ of their ministry and to confer with the director Sport of the Health 
Department before attending a sport event (Ministerie van Algemene Zaken, 
2017, p. 34 and 38). Prior to their appointment, the ministerial candidate and 
the incoming Prime Minister will confidentially discuss any possible conflicts 
of interest. The Handbook states that ministers should set aside all additional 
roles and interests (Kamerstukken II, 2002-03, 20 December). Notably missing 
are guidelines for the employment of former ministers, i.e. which jobs they can 
and cannot accept after their resignation or the length of ‘cooling down’ periods 
before they can act as consultants or lobbyists. In 2017, Rutte II anounced a new 
cabinet policy which only banned ex-ministers from lobbying their old ministries 
within two year after their resignation (Kamerstukken II, 2017, 18 May). Apart 
from that, ministers are simply ‘advised’ to avoid the appearance of conflicts of 
interest (European Commission, 2014, p. 8; Montesquieu Instituut). 
In contrast, NSW ministers have to adhere to an extensive ministerial code of 
conduct. The Greiner Government designed a first Ministerial Code of Conduct 
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in 1988, after multiple corruption cases in the preceding Labor government. In 
that government, a Corrective Services minister (Jackson) was even sentenced  
and jailed for bribery (“Appendix: NSW Ministerial Code of Conduct,” 2014). 
The code of conduct formulated rules for the registration of ministers’ interest, 
conflicts of interest, gifts and hospitality and post-term employment (Ministry, 
1988). The Carr Government and subsequent governments adopted this code 
with minor variatians (Twomey, 2004, p. 685). 

The current extensive Ministerial Code of 2014 only added more specific 
guidelines for ministers regarding those elements (“Appendix: NSW Ministerial 
Code of Conduct,” 2014; Twomey, 2004, p. 685). For example, ministers must 
publicly disclose all meetings with external stakeholders, any gift or hospitality 
(such as a sport event) in writing to the Department of Premier and Cabinet 
and hand gifts of 500 dollar either to the State or pay them back (“Appendix: 
NSW Ministerial Code of Conduct,” 2014; 17(2)). In addition, the NSW code has 
explicit guidelines for ministers’ post-term employment. If ministers, within 18 
months after resignation, wish to accept a job offer which relates to their former 
portfolio responsibilities (within the last 2 years of office), they must obtain the 
advice of the Parliamentary Ethics Advisor (“Appendix: NSW Ministerial Code of 
Conduct,” 2014; 24(1)). As we will see in the next paragraph, the code can also be 
enforced by an independent commission, the Independent Commission Against 
Corruption. 

responsibility and propriety : review and conclusions
Table 4.1. summarizes  the similarities and differences in the scope of ministerial 
responsibility and propriety in the two systems.

Overall, the central building blocks of collective and individual responsibility 
and propriety rules are quite similar. The scope of ministerial responsibility 
seems to be more extensive and the principle as such more ‘alive’ in scholarly 
and constitutional discussion in the Netherlands, while New South Wales has a 
more extensive focus on propriety through its ministerial code of conduct. The 
next step is to examine how in both the principles of ministerial responsibility 
and propriety translate into  the design of ministerial accountability. 
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table 4.1 Similarities and differences in ministerial responsibility and conduct 

Ministerial responsibility netherlands new south Wales

Selection and position Not MPs, but often background 
as MPS. Sit oppose to 
Parliament 

Invariably MPS (both Assembly 
and Council). Sit opposite to the 
Opposition

Collective responsibility 
(for individual ministers)  

Cabinet solidarity and 
confidentiality, individual 
responsibility takes precedence 
in practice 

Cabinet solidarity and 
confidentiality, Premier takes 
precedence 

Scope of individual 
responsibility

Answerability all matters of 
public interest within portfolio 
and scrutiny for all matters in 
portfolio over which matters of 
legislative authority (including 
hierarchic responsibility for 
quangos) 

Answerability and scrutiny for 
departmental and agencies’ 
actions (including statutory 
corporations), although some 
argued that it extents to matters 
where public expenditure is 
involved 

Ministerial code of 
conduct

Quite extensive, but mostly 
confidential. Limited rules for 
post-term lobbying 

Quite extensive, explicit 
guidelines, also for post-term 
employment  

4.3 accoUntable to WhoM? 

Ministerial accountability entails the obligation to inform and answer questions 
from parliament, to explain ministerial choices and departmental actions and 
to accept sanctions (Woodhouse, 1994). The following paragraph discusses the 
rules for how ministers can be called to account to Parliament (and others) for 
their actions and inactions and those under their authority, and then can be held 
to account for the consequences of those actions by way of sanctions (Brenton, 
2014; R. Mulgan, 2003; Visser, 2008). 

scrutiny: information powers 
The Dutch Constitution explicitly states that ministers have a duty ‘to provide 
the Houses with any information requested’ about ‘the manner in which the 
public interest is served by the government’ (Art. 68 CL, cf. Enthoven, 2011; 
Kamerstukken II, 1999, 19 September). Convention requires the minister to 
provide relevant information about the ministers’ responsibility in terms of policy 
or practice, even if Parliament did not explicitly request this information (Visser, 
2008, p. 109). If the minister does not have any legislative authority, the minister 
still has to provide Parliament objective information, but is not obliged to debate 
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and defend the state of affairs (Kamerstukken II, 2002, 28 362, nr. 2; Burkens et al., 
2006, p. 240). Although the minister can claim that its necessary ‘in the interest 
of the state’ to withhold information, ministers have only sparingly used ‘the 
interest of the state’ as a basis for withholding information and the boundaries 
of the claim are unclear (public interest immunity ; Enthoven, 2011). Parliament 
has no special powers in upholding personal conduct rules, with the exception 
that prime ministers should inform the Lower House how any remaining conflicts 
of interest for new ministers are resolved (European Commission, 2014, p. 7; 
Kamerstukken II, 2002-03, 20 December). 

Parliament can set her own agenda and hold an interpellation debate or an 
urgent debate with a minister if more than 30 members agree that such a debate 
is necessary (Müller & Strøm, 2003, p. 171). In addition, both the Lower and the 
Upper House can establish a parliamentary inquiry or an investigation. Dutch 
parliamentary inquiries are ‘powerful parliamentary weapons’ to investigate 
government fiascos (Andeweg, 1992, p. 192). The Constitution (art. 70) 
conferred these inquiries the power to set their own terms of reference and to 
demand confidential government information. Furthermore, since 1977 inquiry 
committees can compel both ministers and civil servants to testify (Parlement 
en Politiek, n.d.-b). Subsequently, Parliament has established inquiries more 
frequently. While these inquiries aim to help the Lower House gather information 
for their account-holding role, they are also a ‘tested method to bring ministers 
into political upheaval’ (Parlement en Politiek, n.d.-b). A less extensive form is 
the parliamentary investigation, in which ministers are not required by law to 
testify. Although one needs a parliamentary majority to establish a parliamentary 
inquiry, eleven inquiries have been established and some had considerable 
influence on ministerial resignations (see 4.4). 

Since 1980, Dutch parliament has discussed multiple times if civil servants 
can be called to testify (Enthoven, 2011, p. 379; Kamerstukken II, 1985-86)38. 
The Committee on Ministerial Responsibility concluded that civil servants could 
be asked to provide ‘factual’ information, while ministers would be responsible 
for the defense and explanation of the policy (Commissie-Scheltema, 1992, p. 
19). The Committee acknowledged however, that in practice it would be difficult 
to distinguish policy from factual information (Commissie-Scheltema, 1992, 
p. 19). After a couple of high-profile clashes between high-level civil servants 
and their ministers, PM Wim Kok published a ‘guidance’ for civil servants on 
external contacts that was deemed so strict that it is known as the ‘edict-Kok’ 
(“Aanwijzingen externe contacten rijksambtenaren,” 1998, p. 464; Enthoven, 
2011). The edict states that a minister can decide whether to approve a 
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parliamentary request to question a civil servant and which civil servants are 
allowed to provide public and factual information (Art. 2.1-2.3, “Aanwijzingen 
externe contacten rijksambtenaren,” 1998). While Parliament has multiple times 
called for a more ‘relaxed’ approach to parliamentarian-administration contacts, 
successive adjustments have not significantly changed the formal arrangement 
(Enthoven, 2011, p. 464).   

The New South Wales Constitution Act does not explicitly recognize 
ministerial accountability to Parliament. However, the NSW High Court and 
the Court of Appeal have ruled that both Houses of Parliament can scrutinize 
individual ministers and hold  them accountable (Clune, 2017; “Egan vs 
Chadwick,” 1999; “Egan vs Willis,” 1998; NSW Law Reports, 1996; Twomey, 
2004, p. 453). Specifically, ministers are accountable and liable for scrutiny to 
the House of which they are a member (Twomey, 2004, p. 453; Young, 2014, p. 
88). Subsequently, if an Assembly MP wants to ask questions about the portfolio 
of a Council minister, an Assembly colleague will stand in for the Council minister 
(Lovelock & Evans, 2008)39 

Parliamentary Question Time in the Assembly is an important moment for 
the Opposition to scrutinize government action. Question Time is one of the 
few times that the government cannot control the Assembly’s agenda (Hesford, 
2007). The ‘Opposition is able to use question time to highlight deficiencies in 
government and the failures of its policies’ (Hesford, 2007, p. 148). However,  
government backbenchers can ‘hijack’ the allotted time with so-called ‘Dorothy 
Dix’ questions, which are rehearsed questions that government ministers use to 
propagate government successes or to criticize the Opposition (Aitken & Jinks, 
1985, p. 67). 

As no government had a majority in the Council since 1988, the information 
powers of the Legislative Council are an important element of ministerial 
accountability (Lovelock & Evans, 2008, p. 13). The Council can demand 
government papers, amend or reject government legislation and disallow 
legislative instruments (Lovelock & Evans, 2008, p. v). The Court of Appeal ruled 
in 1998 that the Council can compel the government to produce privileged 
government documents, although the majority of the Court concluded that 
the government can claim ‘public interest immunity’ for cabinet documents 
to a certain extent (Clune, 2017).40 Subsequently, ministers have often claimed 
documents cannot be produced because they revealed cabinet deliberations. 
Recently however, a government MLC sided with the Opposition to force the 
government to produce two sensitive inquiry documents it had claimed cabinet 
privilege on (Legislative Council, 2018, p. 42). Furthermore, the Council can 
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establish parliamentary inquiries. Generally, ministers from both Houses appear 
to give evidence during these inquiries, such as budget estimate hearings, but 
they cannot be compelled to do so (Lovelock & Evans, 2008; “Parliamentary 
Evidence Act 1901, section 4,”).

Another NSW powerful account-holder exists with extensive scrutiny 
powers. In 1998, the Greiner Government set up an independent agency, the 
Independent Commission against Corruption (ICAC), to investigate cases of 
suspected ministerial corruption (“Independent Commission Against Corruption 
Act,” 1988). Despite considerable pressure from the Nationals, whose leader 
Wall Murray was implicated in an investigation, Greiner did not diminish ICAC’s 
powers(Hannan, 1990). Among others, corrupt conduct exists when ministers 
(try to) improperly exercise their knowledge or power for personal gain or 
that of others, dishonestly or partially using their functions, (try to) influence 
another official in an dishonest/partial way (“Independent Commission Against 
Corruption Act,” 1988). Anyone can refer a matter of suspected corruption 
to the commission. ICAC has the coercive powers of a Royal Commission and 
can demand the production of government documents, intercept telephone 
conversations and compel witnesses, including ministers, to testify publicly 
(“Independent Commission Against Corruption Act,” 1988, section 35). 

New South Wales public servants can be and are often called to parliamentary 
hearings and inquiries to provide information about government decisions 
(Lovelock & Evans, 2008, p. 503). As in the Netherlands, the NSW regulations 
distinguish between providing ‘factual’ information and the ‘advocacy and 
defence of government policies and administration’. Government officials are 
expected to only provide ‘full and accurate information to Parliament about the 
factual and technical background to policies and their administration’ and may 
only discuss policy options if the minister approves this (Lovelock & Evans, 2008, 
p. 503). 

To conclude, the Dutch Parliament surely trumps the NSW parliament in 
terms of scrutinizing powers, while in New South Wales an extra-parliamentary 
account-holder, the ICAC, has taken over scrutinizing powers for ministerial 
propriety questions.  The question remains who can enforce sanctions in relation 
to questions of responsibility and propriety. Which sanctions can be imposed 
are important, indeed to be accountable, ‘[a]gents most not only be “called” to 
account but also be “held” to “account” (R. Mulgan, 2003, p. 9). 
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sanctions: parliamentary confidence 
Dutch ministers are responsible to both the Upper and Lower House and they 
must, both collectively and individually, retain the confidence of both Houses 
in order to stay in office (Burkens et al., 2006, p. 236). However, the Dutch 
Lower House has ‘political prominence’ over the Upper House in questions of 
parliamentary confidence (Bovend’Eert & Kummeling, 2004, pp. 28-34). The 
convention of ‘parliamentary confidence’ is one of the cornerstones of the 
Dutch parliamentary system since 1868 (Commissie-Scheltema, 1992; Visser, 
2008, p. 44). While ministerial responsibility is a legal duty, parliamentary 
confidence concerns the confidence of Parliament in the minister as a person 
and is therefore a political judgment (Broeksteeg et al., 2006, p. 26; Burkens 
et al., 2006, p. 237; Commissie-Scheltema, 1992-93, pp. 12-15). This judgment 
is lead by the question whether Parliament has confidence that ministers can 
politically lead their portfolio (van den Berg, 1989, p. 123; Visser, 2008, p. 85). 
At minimum, ministers must retain the confidence of their own parliamentary 
party and the coalition partner (Burkens et al., 2006, p. 235).

Ministers can assume parliamentary confidence, unless the Dutch Upper or 
Lower House states otherwise in a motion of no confidence (Burkens et al., 2006, 
p. 233). This motion is the ‘ultimate, in fact mandatory, sanction’ Parliament 
can apply to a minister; when the motion receives a majority vote, the minister 
will have to resign (Bovens et al., 2015, p. 127). Whether Parliament identifies 
a motion as a censure or no-confidence motion depends on the ‘meaning’ of a 
motion in the eyes of both the author of the motion, a Parliamentary majority, 
the cabinet and the concerned minister (Visser, 2008, p. 60).41 In practice, 
Dutch parliamentarians often distinguish motion of no confidence from censure 
motions. In a no confidence motion, Parliament explicitly withdraws confidence 
in an individual minister or cabinet, while in censure motion Parliament 
disapproves of a certain policy or policy implementation and not necessarily of 
the minister (Visser, 2008, p. 61).

Since 1995, Dutch top civil servants are embedded in a Senior Executive 
Service (Algemene Bestuursdienst). They are in service of the Crown and  assigned 
to a post for up to seven years. The formal goal of these changes was to improve 
interdepartmental mobility, but the informal goal of these changes was to ‘curb 
the power of some top civil servants’ (Steen & Van der Meer, 2011, p. 212). 
Although a position as a Dutch civil servant is based on statutory employment, 
the Dutch government introduced ‘work agreements’ between ministers and 
secretaries-general of the departments which are loosely linked to contract 
extension and dismissal (Steen & Van der Meer, 2011, p. 212). Furthermore, top 
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civil servants can be transferred or sacked from their position if they ‘operate in 
a “dysfunctional” way or in cases of difficult (political-administrative) relations 
within a ministry’, particularly when they experience conflict with their minister 
(Van der Meer, 2004, p. 222). 

For individual NSW ministers, the High Court ruled that ministers are liable 
to scrutiny from the House to which they belong (Lovelock & Evans, 2008, p. 
457). Only the Assembly can answer questions of confidence in the Premier 
and government (Twomey, 2004, p. 453). However, most scholars argue that 
questions of confidence in individual ministers are also the prerogative of the 
Assembly and not of the Council (Clune, 2017; Lovelock & Evans, 2008; Twomey, 
2004, p. 4) The minister can assume to have confidence until a parliamentary 
majority states otherwise. As the Premier decides on the appointment and 
withdrawal of all ministers, ministers must at least retain the confidence of the 
Premier (Twomey & Wilkins, 2011, p. D5). Therefore, cabinet reshuffles can end 
ministerial careers rather than parliament-induced resignations.42 

The minister can assume to have confidence until the Assembly or Council 
states otherwise in a motion of censure or no confidence. Like Dutch practice, 
New South Wales parliamentarians distinguish censure motions from no-
confidence motions. The Independent MP, John Hatton, speaking on 28 April 
1992 to support a censure motion against the current Premier, Nick Greiner, 
asserted ‘parliamentary practice’ established a ‘clear distinction’ between 
censure and no confidence (Legislative Assembly, 1992, 28 April). According to 
Hatton, ‘a censure motion is serious’, but does not compel a minister to resign 
(Legislative Assembly, 1992, 28 April). 

NSW Premiers do not only resign in relation to questions of parliamentary 
confidence; they also must retain the confidence of their own MPs. In the 
Australian system, Premiers are ‘elected directly and exclusively by their 
parliamentary colleagues’ and can be removed by a vote of these colleagues at 
any time (Davis, 1998, p. 172; Weller, 2012). In the case of such a leadership spill, 
a minister or MP from the government party challenges the Premier’s right to 
lead the party. All MPs from that party will vote on who will be party leader. If the 
Premier loses the party room vote, the challenger will become Premier and will 
design a new cabinet. No new elections are considered necessary because the 
new Premier retains a parliamentary majority in the Lower House. The threshold 
for initiating leadership spills is very low, and subsequently the Australian system 
of government is one of the most dangerous for incumbent party leaders or 
heads of government in the democratic world (Bynander & t Hart, 2007; Weller, 
2012). 
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Before 1988, a NSW minister had to convince an independent board that the 
relationship to between the minister and the executive officer was such that the 
civil servant had to be removed (Dempster, 2004).  After 1988 however, senior 
civil servants were employed on a contract basis and the responsible minister 
gained the power to remove senior civil servants from office ‘at any time’ (“Public 
Sector Management Act,” 1988, ss 42Q, 100D).43 The changes were supposed 
to enhance the performance management and promote recruitment strategies 
‘based on merit and not political sympathies’ (Funnell, 1990, p. 14). The Carr 
Government arranged that senior executives ‘can be removed at any time, for 
any or no stated reason and without notice’ (“Public Sector Employment and 
Management Act,” 2002, Ch.3, 5D, art. 77.1; Public Service Commission, 2013, 
p. 7). This amendment has ‘been described blackly within the public service as 
“Bob Carr’s off-with-their-heads clause” (Dempster, 2004). 

Sanctioning powers of other actors  
The Dutch courts only have a limited role in questions of ministerial responsibility, 
as the Dutch constitution bars constitutional judicial review (art. 120). Courts 
only have a role in ministerial conduct with regard to civil-law liability, bribery, 
and corruption (Bovend’Eert, 2002, p. 237; Burkens et al., 2006)44 However, only 
the government or the Lower House can inititiate a trial against ministers for 
‘abuses of office’ before the Supreme Court (Addink & ten Berge, 2007; Burkens 
et al., 2006, p. 237)45. No minister has ever been prosecuted for criminal liability, 
bribery or corruption (J. Broeksteeg, 2016). In addition, the Ministerial Handbook 
does not have any legal status and does not specify explicit legal sanctions in 
cases of violation. However, the lack of a legal status for the Handbook does 
not bar Parliament from making questions of ministerial propriety a matter of 
parliamentary confidence. 

In New South Wales, Parliament is not the only account-holding actor. As 
discussed before, Parliament asked the NSW High Court  multiple times to clarify 
the powers of the Legislative Council in scrutinizing minsiters and requesting 
government papers (“Egan vs Chadwick,” 1999; “Egan vs Willis,” 1998). In 
addition, the 2014 ministerial code of conduct explicated that if ministers 
substantially breach the NSW Ministerial Code of Conduct, the Independent 
Commission against Corruption can conclude those ministers acted corruptly 
(“Independent Commission Against Corruption Amendment (Ministerial Code 
of Conduct) Regulation,” 2014).46 The ICAC publicly reports the findings of all 
investigations in its website. If ICAC concludes that a minister has acted corruptly, 
Parliament can use the finding to politically sanction a minister47 and ICAC can 
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recommend the Director of Public Prosecutions to prosecute the minister for 
criminal offenses (“Independent Commission Against Corruption Act,” 1988; 
section 116). Furthermore, parliamentarians have often used the code of 
conduct to embarrass the government in parliamentary discussions and can 
make questions of ministerial propriety a matter of parliamentary confidence.   

scrutiny and sanctions: review and conclusions
Table 4.2 summarizes the similarities and differences in the scrutinizing and 
sanctioning powers of Parliament and other actors. 

table 4.2 Similarities and differences in scrutinizing and sanctioning powers of Parliament 
and others  

account-holding 
and sanctioning 

netherlands new south Wales 

Account-holding 
powers Parliament

To both Lower and Upper House, 
strong information powers and 
can be forced to testify before 
inquiry 

To House of which minister is 
member, government dominance 
in the Lower House and cannot be 
forced to testify. 

Sanctioning powers 
of Parliament

Both Upper and Lower House 
have the power to sanction a 
minister. Difference between 
censure and no-confidence 
motions. 

Assembly has clear sanctioning 
power, unclear for the Council. 
Difference between censure and no-
confidence motions. 

Account-holding and 
sanctioning power 
of other actors 

Limited criminal liability in court 
(but Lower House of Government 
needs to refer) 

ICAC can force ministers to testify, 
has informal sanctioning power and 
can refer ministers for prosecution. 
Courts asked to clarify ministerial 
accountability. 

Accountability 
of top level civil 
servants 

Only limited parliamentary 
contacts. Statutory employment 
can only be sacked for 
‘dysfunction’.

Often called to testify in 
parliamentary hearings and can be 
sacked by minister at any time and 
for any reason. 

While New South Wales and Dutch ministers bear relatively similar 
responsibility for civil servants and themselves (in propriety rules), they can be 
called and held to account in different ways. The Dutch Parliament wields more 
extensive scrutinizing and sanctioning powers than NSW Parliament, while NSW 
has an authoritative extra-parliamentary account-holder for ministerial propriety 
in the form of the ICAC. Furthermore, NSW top civil servants have both a more 
public account-giving role and can be sanctioned, in terms of sacking, by ministers 



104 | CHAPTER 4 PAT TERNS OF SURVIVAL AND RESIGNATION | 105

in stronger ways than Dutch civil servants. While most commentators focus on 
forced resignations when speaking about ministerial accountability, ministerial 
accountability also concerns carrying responsibility, providing information and 
explaining conduct.  This is also what the Dutch Council of State emphasized in 
the opening quote of this chapter. 

However, according to Mulgan (2012, p. 182), the emphasis on resignations in 
popular discussions of ministerial responsibility cannot be ignored.  Therefore, 
section 4.4 maps general resignation patterns (1946-2017) and assess whether 
these patterns correlate to ministerial responsibility and accountability 
conventions. 

4.4 Ministerial dUr abilit y in the t Wo systeMs 
(1946-2017)   

Scholars have previously analysed ministerial resignations in the Netherlands 
(Bovens et al., 2015) and New South Wales (Thompson & Tillotsen, 1999). As 
explained in Chapter 3, my focus is on the role of ministerial responsibility 
and accountability rules and therefore I expanded their dataset and included 
additional data (for example on types of resignation calls). 

Between 1946 and 2017, 751 Dutch (junior) ministers served in 28 cabinets. In 
the same time period, 661 New South Wales ministers served in 33 cabinets. Dutch 
cabinets are thus bigger and last longer than NSW cabinets. If we plot ministerial 
changes over time, we can see that both in the Netherlands and New South 
Wales, forced resignations are mostly a post-1980 phenomenon. While Dutch 
cabinets until 1994 more often lost ministers over neutral resignations (other 
appointment ea.) than over forced resignations, all but one subsequent cabinets 
lost more ministers to forced resignations than tp other types of resignations 
(see Figure 4.1). The pattern would be even starker if one would exclude the 
ministers who resigned over policy disagreements, which mostly took place in 
the early years (1945-1960). In the Netherlands, the cabinets plagued by most 
push resignations (Rutte 2, 2012-17 and Lubbers 3, 1989-94) both served out 
their whole term. This could be an indicator that cabinet stability and individual 
ministerial survival are inversely related (Fischer et al., 2012). 
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figure 4.1 Ministerial changes in the Netherlands (1946-2017), excluding collecti ve 
resignati ons
Source: Bovens et al, 2015, own data for 2009-2017 added 

In New South Wales, ministers have been reshuffl  ed and forced to resign 
more oft en since the 1980s (see Figure 4.2). Before this ti me, most changes 
to the ministry result from ministers reti ring or taking up a new positi on. Push 
resignati ons largely start during the Greiner-Fahey period (Liberal-Nati onal, 
1988-1995), when the government lost a majority in the Legislati ve Assembly. The 
other peak in push resignati ons takes place during the end of Labor governments 
(Rees-Keneally, 2008-2011) and the fi rst Liberal-Nati onal governments aft er these 
Labor governments (O’Farrell, 2011-2014). Most of these ministers resigned over 
personal and fi nancial impropriety. What characterizes the period since 1988 is 
the start of the Independent Commission of Corrupti on in 1989. 

Furthermore, when we aggregate all cabinets, the percentages for Dutch and 
NSW ministers who either survive, resign to take a diff erent appointment ea., 
and are forced to resign are remarkably similar (see Table 4.3). In both systems, 
the overwhelming majority - almost ninety percent - of ministers served out 
their ti me in offi  ce. Furthermore, around eight per cent of Dutch and NSW 
ministers leave within the term to reti re, take up another positi on or because 
they are dropped from cabinet. Dutch ministers largely leave because they have 
found another positi on in an internati onal organizati on, local government or 
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other position, while NSW ministers are divided between retiring and taking up 
another appointment. The most recent Dutch example in this dataset is Foreign 
Affairs minister Timmermans, who resigned in 2014 to take up a position as 
Commissioner in the European Commission. Of course, such pull resignations, 
where ministers head for a new office outside cabinet, could in fact be the 
devise to remove a troublesome minister from office (Fischer et al, 2006; 712; 
Marshall, 1989). In addition, only six per cent of Dutch ministers and four per 
cent of NSW ministers are forced out of office before the end of their term. Both 
Dutch and NSW ministers are thus rarely forced to resign. This finding challenges 
the assumption that ministers in coalition governments are less often forced to 
resign than in single-party majority governments. 

Within these broad categories the systems do display considerable differences. 
While fourteen per cent of the NSW ministers, who served out their time, were 
completely reshuffled with regard to their main portfolio, reshuffles have been 
extremely rare for Dutch ministers who serve out their time (2.4%). In counting 
NSW reshuffles, I excluded reshuffles of minor portfolios (a minister’s 2nd or 3rd 
portfolio) and reshuffles between cabinet terms, so this rate is probably a very 
conservative estimate. In line with expectations, reshuffles rarely happen in 
the Dutch system due to the coalition nature of cabinet, but are quite common 
in New South Wales, especially if we would count minor portfolio changes. In 
addition, eleven NSW ministers have been dropped from cabinet within the 

figure 4.2 Ministerial changes in New South Wales (1947-2017), excluding collective 
resignations
Source: Project for the Sesquicentenary of Responsible Government in NSW (Parliament of New South Wales. 
Retrieved 26 April 2014) and Thompson and Tillotson, 1999
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term. As many scholars have argued, a Premier can use reshuffles to remove 
‘damaged’ or underperforming ministers from their portfolio (Budge, 1985; 
Indridason & Kam, 2005, 2008). The reshuffled and the dropped ministers could 
have been underperforming ministers who were removed out of their portfolio. 
Furthermore, these numbers show the superior power of the NSW Premier in 
changing the setup of his cabinet compared to the Dutch PM. 

Furthermore, Dutch and NSW ministers are forced to resign over different 
issues. While Dutch ministerial resignations were mainly triggered by policy 
disagreements and internal conflicts (14) or personal errors relating to their 
portfolio responsibilities (19), NSW ministers have rarely resigned over such 
matters (4 and 3). Instead, their resignations were more often triggered by 

table 4.3 Ministerial changes in the Netherlands and New South Wales (1946 and 2017)

categories of 
survival/
resignation

dutch 
ministers 
(%) 

nsW 
ministers 
(%)

subtypes of survival/
resignation 

dutch 
ministers 
(%)

nsW 
ministers 
(%) 

Stayed in office 651 
(86.7%)

579 
(87.6%)

No changes to major 
portfolio

635 (84.6) 497 (75.2)

Reshuffled within cabinet 16 (2.1) 82 (12.4)

Pull and 
Neutral 
resignations 

56 (7.4%) 54 (8.3%) Retiring/ill health 7 (0.9) 22 (3.3)

Death in office 7 (0.9) 6 (0.9)

Dropped from cabinet 
within term 

0 11 (1.7)

Pull resignation 
(other appointment) 

42 (5.6)48 15 (2.3)

Forced 
resignations 

44 (5.9%) 28 (4.2%) Departmental error  2 (0.3) 0

Personal error 19 (2.5) 3 (0.5)

Internal conflict 14 (1.9) 4 (0.6)

Financial scandal 4 (0.5) 11 (1.7)

Leadership spill 0 3 (0.4)

Miscellaneous  5 (0.7) 7 (1.1)

Total 751 661 751 (100) 661 

Sources: Bovens et al (2015), own data added for 2010-2017 using officielebekendmakingen.nl;  NSW Hansard 
and Thompson and Tillotson (1999)
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propriety issues:  financial scandals (11), sex scandals and harassment (7). In 
addition, three Premiers resigned after losing a leadership spill. 

To conclude, rates of forced resignation are roughly similar across the 
Netherlands and NSW, disproving Bovens et al’s (2015, p. 128) claim that ‘far 
fewer ministerial resignation occur from coalition governments’. Only in terms of 
reshuffles do NSW ministers experience more hazard to remain in their portfolio 
than Dutch ministers. The main difference between the two systems is not in 
resignation rates but in resignation triggers: Dutch and NSW ministers have been 
forced to resign over different matters. These differences will be further explored 
in 4.5 and 4.6. The next section assesses the relations between a) the scrutinizing 
powers of formal account-holders and resignations and b) the sanctioning 
powers (censure motions) of formal account-holders and resignations.  

4.5 HeLD To ACCouNT: INQuIRIeS, C ALL S AND 
resignations  

It is notoriously difficult to assess how effective Parliaments are in calling and 
holding government to account, especially in terms of their scrutinizing powers 
(Andeweg, 1992, p. 107; cf. Larkin, 2010; Larkin, 2012). Activity and effectiveness 
do not have to be related; Andeweg (1992) compared Parliament to a barking 
dog that doesn’t necessarily bite. In section 4.3 we saw that both Parliaments 
can establish parliamentary inquiries (or investigations) to scrutinize policy 
failures and the behaviour of the ministers in those failures. 

scrutiny: inquiries and ministerial resignations 
In the Netherlands, parliamentary inquiries and investigations have been 
increasingly used since the 80s. Parliament has established 34 parliamentary 
investigations and 12 parliamentary inquiries to scrutinize a range of policy 
failures. Remember that parliamentary inquiry committees can compel a minister 
to testify, while investigations cannot. While some inquiries have focused on 
failed government projects, such as inquiry into the demise of the shipyard ‘Rijn-
Schelde-Verolme’ despite extensive government subsidies (1983-84), others 
scrutinize the functioning of certain policy sectors, such as the inquiry into 
fraudulent practices in the building sector (2002-03). Most of these inquiries and 
investigations aim to help Parliament understand what went wrong and draw 
policy lessons, but some have explicitly focused on the role of the minister in 
the policy or project failure. Table 4.4 shows the relation between parliamentary 
inquiries (or investigations) and political consequences for ministers. 
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Table 4.5 Parliamentary inquiries and ministerial survival in the Netherlands (1851-2018)

type of inquiry no 
minister 
involved

Minister  
subject of 
inquiry

Minister 
resigned 
at start 
inquiry

Minister 
resigned 
during 
inquiry

Minister 
resigned 
after 
conclusion

total 

Investigation 28 3 0 1 2 34

inquiry (RC) 4 4 1 0 3 12
Souce: Parlement.com (Parlementaire Enquetes 1851-heden, visited : 10 June 2018) 

Most parliamentary investigations are not politically consequential for ministers. 
One minister resigned during a parliamentary investigation (Kranenburg, Helmet 
investigation, 1958), after he failed to show up for an important parliamentary 
debate (Brand, 2016). Two ministers resigned after the investigation committees 
published their findings. Junior minister for Social Affairs, Robin Linschoten 
resigned in 1996 after the committee concluded that he intervened too late in the 
administrative crisis within the Social Security supervisory body and failed to inform 
Parliament at crucial moments (Bos, 2018, p. 353). Agriculture minister Gerrit Braks 
resigned in 1990, three years after the parliamentary investigation concluded that 
he had misinformed Parliament in an fraud-case regarding fishing quota. One of the 
coalition partners, Labour, concluded that Braks had not done enough to address 
the problems unearthed in the investigation (Bos, 2018, p. 273). 

Parliamentary inquiries are more consequential for ministers, as only four 
inquiries did not result in any political consequences for ministers. Ministers were 
subject of four inquiries and faced often considerable reputation damage as  a 
result of those inquiries. For example, Economic Affairs minister Van Aardenne 
was the subject of an early parliamentary inquiry (1977), that concluded that he 
had misled Parliament over the collapse of the RSV-company. For the rest of the 
parliamentary term, Van Aardenne was considered a ‘lame duck’ and he was 
the inspiration for the Dutch expression ‘wounded game’, coined to describe 
ministers who are politically damaged (see Chapter 1, Bos, 2018). One minister, 
Public Housing minister Gerrit Brokx, even resigned before the inquiry (into 
shoddy housing projects) commenced, as his own party decided that he would 
be too damaged as a result of the inquiry to function credibly (Bos, 2018, p. 219). 
Three ministers resigned over the conclusions of parliamentary inquiries. These 
inquiries concluded either that the minister was personally and negatively 
involved in the fiasco or had misled Parliament. Most resigned during or after a 
debate with the Lower House over the conclusions of the investigation. The junior 
minister for Foreign Affairs, Rene van der Linden, and the minister of Defence, 
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Wim van Eekelen resigned when the inquiry into a failed fraud-proof passport 
concluded that they had misled Parliament (van der Linden) and had failed in 
their duties to lead the project (Van Eekelen) (Bos, 2018, p. 258). In the two later 
resignations, a fraudulent infrastructure project and failed high-speed trains, 
both Justice minister Benk Korthals (2002) and junior Transport minister Wilma 
Mansveld (2015) stated they resigned because inquiry committee concluded 
that they had misled Parliament over the investigated fiasco (Hippe, 2004, p. 37; 
Ramakers, 2016). To conclude, inquiries are powerful scrutinizing instruments of 
Parliament and they can have considerable political consequences for ministers 
caught up in one. 

In New South Wales, the Houses of Parliament have established substantially 
more parliamentary inquiries. Between 1988 and 2017, 614 parliamentary 
inquiries have been commenced. The Legislative Council established the bulk of 
those inquiries (401), including 93 budget estimate hearings. Figure 4.5 shows 
that the number of commenced parliamentary inquiries clearly increased in 
state elections years (1999; 2003; 2007, 2012 and 2015). 

figure 4.3 Number of commenced NSW parliamentary inquiries per year (1988-2017)
Source:https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/committees/inquiries/Pages/inquiries.aspx, checked: 10 June 2018

If the Council, Assembly and Joint committees are more active during election 
year, this could mean that the Opposition tries to use inquiries to embarrass the 
government of the day. However, ministers cannot be compelled to testify and 
there is only one resignation that can be linked to an inquiry. Justice minister 
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Ted Pickering resigned in 1992 after police commissioner Lauer testified to a 
parliamentary inquiry that Pickering had misled Parliament over his knowledge 
of a report about the death of a prisoner in police custody. 

However, the first part of this chapter concluded that the Independent 
Commission against Corruption has considerable scrutinizing powers regarding 
ministerial conduct. Since its establishment in 1988, the ICAC has carried out 169 
investigations, mostly into the behaviour of public servants. Only in 13% of the 
inquiries did ICAC investigate ministers for corruption allegations (table 4.6). This 
number excludes former ministers who were investigated after they left office, 
such as former Labor ministers Eddie Obeid, Joe Tripodi and Eric Roozendaal. 

table 4.6 Relation between ICAC inquiries and consequences for ministerial survival

icac 
finding 

stayed 
in office 

Reshuffled 
before icac 
finding

resigned 
before 
finding

Retired 
after ICAC 
finding

Reshuffled 
after ICAC 
finding

resigned 
after ICAC 
finding 

total 
ministers 

Witness 0 0 1 0 0 0 1

Suspect, 
but not 
found 
corrupt

7 1 2 1 5 0 16

Found 
corrupt 

0 0 2 0 0 3 5

Source: https://www.icac.nsw.gov.au/investigations/past-investigations, checked: 10 June 2018

Only in four investigations did ICAC conclude that five ministers had acted 
corruptly, and they subsequently resigned.  The best-known cases owere Premier 
Greiner and Environment minister Moore who resigned in 1992 after ICAC found 
they engaged in corrupt conduct. Both were found to have been corrupt for 
negotiating that a sacked minister, Metherell, would give up his parliamentary 
seat in exchange for a position at the Environment Protection Agency. In an 
ironical twist of fate, Greiner himself established ICAC to weed out corruption in 
the NSW government (Twomey, 2004). Because ICAC’s definition of corruption is 
broader than the legal definition, both Greiner and Moore were not deemed guilty 
of corruption in a criminal court. Fair Trading minister Brian Langton resigned in 
1998 after an ICAC investigation concluded that he had misused parliamentary 
air travel entitlements and knowingly made false statements concerning these 
travel warrants. Despite Langton’s admission of misuse, the Premier asked for 
Langton’s resignation only after ICAC’s findings. Both recent ministers who were 
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found to be corrupt after an ICAC inquiry, Gaming minister Richard Face in 2004 
and Mineral Resources Minister Ian Macdonald in 2009, resigned when the ICAC 
investigation into their conduct was announced. 

In addition, the table shows that being investigated by the ICAC is damaging 
in itself and has become increasingly so over time. Deputy Premier Wal Murray 
and Water Resources Minister Ian Causley stayed in office, although ICAC found 
they had ‘created a climate conducive to corrupt conduct’ over land deals 
(Independent Commission Against Corruption, 1990). However, after 2005, 
ministers were reshuffled either before or after the ICAC report and two even 
resigned when an ICAC inquiry was announced (Hartcher (2013) and Gallacher 
(2014) over illegal party donations). It seems that it is more and more politically 
damaging over time to be investigated by the ICAC. Therefore, it might not 
come as a surprise that the current government is discussing changes to the 
investigation powers of the ICAC (Nicholls, 2016). 

Parliament can both scrutinize the actions of ministers and hold them to 
account in the form of motions and call them to resign or condemn them for 
their actions. We now examine the impact of these sanctioning instruments.

parliamentary censure motions and resignations
In the Netherlands, 111 motions have been tabled which could be regarded as 
either censure or no confidence motions against individual ministers between 
1982 and 2017 (until 2010: Bovens et al., 2015). As explained in the paragraph on 
sanctioning powers, whether a motion is a censure (or a no confidence) motion 
depends on the meaning the author(s) attach to the motion and its reading by 
the government. For example, the Labor party tabled a motion against junior 
minister Brokx, wherein they rejected his city renewal plans. A parliamentary 
majority affirmed the motion. Upon affirmation, both the junior minister and a 
parliamentary majority stated that this motion was not a no confidence motion. 
Subsequently, the junior minister stayed in office during that term. 

Only the resignations of junior Defence minister Kranenburg (1958) and Justice 
minister Ernst Hirsch Ballin and Internal Affairs minister Ed van Thijn (1994) can 
be linked to an affirmed (implicit) censure motion. Junior minister Kranenburg 
resigned after the Upper (!) House passed a motion that urged him to consider 
his position. Hirsch Ballin and van Thijn resigned in 1994 after a majority in the 
Lower House passed a motion that stated they had ‘failed’ and removed their 
authority regarding regional cooperation within the police. However, this motion 
only passed after new elections and at a time when cabinet had a caretaker 
status (Bovens et al, 2010; 30). 
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Table 4.7 shows the weak correlation between parliamentary calls for 
resignations and forced resignations. The table follows the analysis of Bovens 
and others (2015), who conclude that resignation calls play only a limited role. 
The majority of ministers who were forced to resign, resigned without a censure 
or non-confidence motion. Furthermore, some ministers stayed in office, despite 
parliamentarians having tabled 3 motions (5 ministers), 4 motions (2 ministers) or 
even 5 motions (1 minister) against them. Subsequently, only a weak correlation 
(0.224) exists between motions and forced resignations. Note that these motions 
were tabled motions and that only two received a majority vote (see above). 

 
table 4.7 Resignation calls in the Netherlands (1982-2017) 

Ministerial changes Number of calls for resignation total

0 1 2 3 4 5

Not forced to resign 230 32 11 5 2 1 281

Forced to resign 18 5 5 1 1 0 30

Total 251 37 15 5 2 1 311

Note: Cramér’s V and Eta (dependent: forced resignation): 0.224 
Source: Bovens et al, 2015 and own coding (officielebekendmakingen.nl), visited 20 June 2018

However, this analysis is biased in several ways, as the analysis does not 
distinguish censure motions from no confidence motions, motions that are 
supported by only one party from those that are supported by several parties, 
and the types of issues for which motions are tabled. Forty per cent of the calls 
(45 of 111) was supported by only one or two parties. The authors of these calls 
were mostly parties further removed from the centre, such as the Socialist Party 
on the left or the populist PVV on the right. Furthermore, more than half of the 
motions (54%) can be classified as censure motions and not as no confidence 
motions. Censure motions express disapproval with ministers’ policy or 
condemnation of their actions, but do not necessarily aim to sanction a minister 
for a lack of parliamentary confidence. Only 19 per cent of the resignation calls 
(21 of 111) expressed a lack of confidence in a minister and were supported by 
more than two parties. Only one of these resignation calls led to a resignation. 
Junior Finance minister Frans Weekers resigned in 2014 over his handling 
of allowance fraud and problems within the Tax Office. He had received a no 
confidence motion over this affair in 2013 and after it became clear that the 
problems persisted, the entire Opposition threatened to table and vote in favour 
of a new no confidence motion. 
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The resignation calls also differ considerably regarding the type of issue 
that triggered them. A considerable number of calls (29) can be traced back 
to Parliament censuring the minister for a policy disagreement or refusing to 
implement a policy motion. Most interesting are the calls that aim to sanction 
a minister for either departmental errors or personal errors in the execution 
of their responsibilities. In the Netherlands these are high, as ministers have 
received over 60 per cent of resignation calls for issues related to ministerial 
responsibility, whether they were departmental errors (23 calls) and personal 
errors in their portfolio (47 calls). 

Table 4.8 Resignation calls and their ‘honour ratio’ (1982-2017) 

Type of resignation 
issue 

Resignation 
calls 

Resignations total issues honour 
ratio (%) 

related to 
a call

not related 
to  a call

Personal error 47 9 7 54 26

Departmental error 23 0 2 25 8

Policy disagreement 
and internal conflict 
(collective)

29 0 5 34 15

Financial scandal 1 0 4 5 80

Other controversy 11 0 3 14 29

Source: own coding (officielebekendmakingen.nl), visited 20 June 2018

Ministers are not only sanctioned more often for personal errors (by means 
of a resignation call) they also experience more sacrificial responsibility for them 
than for departmental errors or policy disagreements. Personal errors have 
high ‘honour ratios’ compared to those types, meaning the ratio between all 
resignation issues and forced resignations is high (Berlinski et al., 2012; Dowding 
& Kang, 1998). Only financial scandals have a higher ratio. This can be both 
explained by the low number of resignation calls for financial issues and the 
fact that these ministers were often forced to resign before a motion could be 
tabled (Bos, 2018). Furthermore, all nine resignations that can be traced back to 
a resignation call are of the personal error category. While we can only establish 
a weak relation between resignation calls and resignations in general, Dutch 
ministers are often called to resign and resign quite often for personal errors 
related to their portfolio. 
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In New South Wales, 90 motions were tabled against individual ministers in 
the Legislative Assembly and Council between 1978 and 2017. As the government 
generally has a majority in the Assembly, a majority of Assembly MPs has never 
expressed a lack of parliamentary confidence in individual ministers. The only 
ministerial resignations that can be linked to an affirmed censure motion are 
the resignation of Premier Nick Greiner and Environment minister Tim Moore 
over the Metherell-affair. In 1992, the Assembly censured both Premier Greiner 
and Environment minister Moore for their involvement in the Metherell-affair 
(see previous explanation in ICAC paragraph). Note that the Greiner Government 
(1991-1992) was one of the few moments the government had no majority in the 
Legislative Assembly, also known as a hung parliament (Thompson & Tillotsen, 
1999, p. 56). Both Greiner and Moore stayed in office after the passed censure 
motion and only resigned after ICAC concluded they had acted corruptly. 

Table 4.9 shows the even weaker correlation between parliamentary calls 
for resignation and forced resignations. The majority of ministers who were 
reshuffled or forced to resign, did so without a censure or non-confidence 
motion. Furthermore, some ministers stayed in office, despite parliamentarians 
having tabled 3 motions (4 ministers) or 4 motions (3 ministers) against them. 
In New South Wales, the correlation between calls for resignation and forced 
resignations is even lower than in the Netherlands. 

Table 4.9 Ministers who have received calls to resign (1978-2017)  

Ministerial changes Censure or no confidence motions total

0 1 2 3 4

Stayed in office 247 29 8 4 3 291

Reshuffled 53 8 1 0 0 62

Forced resignation  16 7 2 0 0 25

Note Cramér’s V and Eta (dependent: forced resignation): 0.151 
Source: Hansard (Parliament of New South Wales). Retrieved 11 June 2018 

This analysis is skewed too, as it does not distinguish censure motions from no 
confidence motions, motions that are tabled in the Assembly from those in the 
Council, and the types of issues for which motions are tabled. When we compare 
the House in which the motion is tabled to the House which the minister resides 
in (table 4.10), it becomes clear that most ministers are held to account for their 
conduct (in terms of a motion) in the House to which they belong. Only in four 
instances was this not the case: one no confidence vote was held in the Assembly 
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against a Council minister, while three Assembly ministers were censured in 
the Council. In 2001, the Council even passed two censure motions against 
Assembly ministers. In March 2001, the Council passed a resolution censuring 
the then Minister for Police Paul Whelan, ‘for his interference in Committee 
proceedings and his statement that the inquiry (into Cabramatta Policing) should 
be terminated.’ (Blunt, 2004, p. 71). In April 2001 the Legislative Council passed 
a resolution ‘condemning’ the then Minister for Land and Water Conservation 
in relation to the decision to wind up the operations of the Hawkesbury Nepean 
Catchment Avoiding Trust. Both censured ministers stayed in office (Blunt, 2004, 
p. 71). Clearly, censure motions in New South Wales are, at best, a slap on the 
wrist of a minister. 

Table 4.10 Motions against Council and Assembly ministers 

Council motion Assembly motion 

Council ministers 11 1

Assembly ministers 3 75

Source: Hansard (Parliament of New South Wales). Retrieved 11 June 2018 

Of the 90 resignation calls, only 20 could be considered no confidence 
motions. Political practice aligns with the convention that the Assembly has 
the prerogative in posing confidence questions. 18 of the 20 no confidence 
motions were tabled in the Assembly and none received a majority. Censure 
motions in the Council do not necessarily aim to sanction a minister, in terms 
of resignations, but can also aim to affirm the scrutinizing powers of the Council 
towards the minister. For example. In 1995, the Council passed a motion to 
‘express its displeasure’ about Treasurer Egan (a Council MP), who did not table 
specified documents, and stated that the House was fully entitled to scrutinize 
and demand accountability in all aspects of executive behaviour (Legislative 
Council, 1995, pp. 182-183). The Council censured this minister, the Leader of 
the Government in the Council, again on 1 may 1996 for failing to comply with 
a resolution of the House to table specified documents in relation to the Lake 
Cowal Gold mine project (Legislative Council, 1996, pp. 102-106). The Council also 
censured a Council Minister for Transport (Michael Costa), for ‘the Government’s 
apparent belief that it is not accountable to the people of New South Wales 
through this House of Parliament’ (Legislative Council, 2004, pp. 544-547). In 
this sense, censure motions in the NSW Council have both a scrutinizing and a 
sanctioning purpose. 
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The resignation calls also differ considerably regarding the type of issue 
that triggered them. A considerable number of calls (20) can be traced back 
to Parliament censuring the minister for a policy disagreement or refusing to 
follow a policy motion. Most interesting are the calls that aim to sanction a 
minister for either departmental errors or personal errors in the execution of 
their responsibilities. New South Wales, the number of these calls is almost as 
high as in the Netherlands, as ministers have also received around 60 per cent 
of resignation calls for issues related to ministerial responsibility. Most of these 
resignation calls were over personal errors (41 calls) and some over departmental 
errors (12 calls) in their portfolio. 

table 4.11 Resignation calls and their ‘honour ratio’ (1978-2017) 

type of 
resignation issue 

Resignation 
calls 

Resignations total 
issues

honour 
ratio (%) 

related to a 
call

not related to  
a call

Personal error 41 0 3 44 7

Departmental 
error

12 0 0 12 0

Policy 
disagreement

20 0 2 22 9

Financial scandal 7 3 7 14 71

Leadership spill 1 1 2 3 100

Other controversy 4 1 6 10 70

In contrast to the Netherlands, New South Wales ministers rarely resign over 
personal errors (in only 7% of instances) and these resignations are never related 
to an earlier call. In contrast, when ministers are called to resign over a financial 
scandal, they do in half of the cases and they also often resign for financial 
scandals before they receive a call to do so. 

In sum, the relation between resignation calls and resignations in New South 
Wales is even weaker than it is in the Netherlands. Furthermore, the resignation 
calls and resignations over personal errors show New South Wales has a more 
‘subjective and political approach to the question of responsibility’ than the 
Netherlands (Reid and Forrest, 1989; 338). Now that we have established when 
ministers are forced to resign, we shall delve deeper into why they succumbed. 
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4.6 resignation groUnds: Why did they go? 

A list of all forced Dutch and NSW resignations can be found in Appendix E. In 
the Netherlands, 44 ministers were forced to resign before the end of their term. 
About half of ministers who were forced to resign were member of the same 
party as the PM (19 of 44) and about half had a junior position (24 of 44). Nine of 
these ministers resigned either over financial scandals (4) or another controversy, 
such as an affair with a subordinate (junior Defence minister de Vries, 2010). 
Three of the four financial scandal resignations (In ‘t Veld, 1993, Peper, 2000, 
Verdaas, 2012) are about alleged financial wrongdoing in their past and not about 
financial wrongdoing while serving as a minister, while the minister in the fourth 
scandal was cleared of a conflict of interest after he resigned (Evenhuis, 1989). 
Of the resignations that can be related to collective responsibility, 19 ministers 
resigned because they disagreed with agreed cabinet decisions about policy or 
because they had a conflict with another minister. Most of these resignations are 
quite old, as after 2000 only one minister resigned over a policy disagreement 
(de Graaff, 2005) and three ministers resigned over an internal conflict. 

The compelling resignations for this chapter are the (junior) ministers who 
stated that they resigned over personal errors or departmental errors related 
to their responsibilities as minister. Personal errors can involve errors in 
ministers’ actions in a policy or project failure or in account-giving to Parliament. 
21 ministers resigned making a such a statement, most of them resign after 
1986 (18 out of 21). 19 ministers resigned over personal errors they made in 
the execution of their responsibilities, while only two ministers can be said to 
have resigned together after departmental errors. Justice minister Donner and 
Planning minister Dekker resigned in 2006 over a deathly fire in a detention 
center, in which their department had made errors without them being involved. 
However, these ministers resigned within three months before the elections and 
when cabinet already had a caretaker status. Therefore, we can conclude that 
the supposed parliamentary convention, the ‘Carrington-doctrine’, is indeed 
rarely followed. 
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table 4.12 All Dutch personal error resignations (1946-2017) 

name 
ministers 

year name issue call inquiry party 
pM 

main portfolio 

Schokking 1950 
(Drees 1)

General 
incompetence

No No No War (Defence) 

Kranenburg 1958 
(Drees 4)

Helmet-affair Yes Yes Yes War (Defence) 

van Rooy 1961
(De Quay)

General 
incompetence

No No Yes Social Affairs 

Brokx 1986 
(Lubbers 2)

Shoddy public 
housing 
subsidies 

Yes, 
prev. 
term 

Yes Yes Housing 

Van Eekelen 
& van der 
Linden

1988 
(Lubbers 2)

Faulty 
passport-affair  

Yes, 2x Yes No/Yes Defence and 
Foreign Affairs 

Braks 1990 
(Lubbers 3) 

Fraud fishing 
quotas 

Yes, 
prev. 
term

Yes Yes Agriculture 

Ter Veld 1993 
(Lubbers 3) 

Harsh disability 
policies

No No No Social Affairs 

Ballin & van 
Thijn 

1994 
(Lubbers 3) 

IRT-affair Yes No (but 
later 
inquiry)

Yes/No Justice and 
Internal Affairs 

Linschoten 1996 
(Kok 1) 

CTSV-affair Yes  Yes No Social Affairs 

Vogelaar 2008 
(Balkenende 
4) 

General 
incompetence 

Yes No No Neighbourhoods 
and Integration

Weekers 2014 
(Rutte 2) 

Allowance 
fraud

Yes No Yes Finance 

Opstelten & 
Teeven 

2015 
(Rutte 2) 

Teeven-deal Yes, 
unrel.

No Yes 
(both) 

Justice (Teeven: 
junior) 

Mansveld 2015 
(Rutte 2) 

Faulty trains Yes, 
unrel. 

Yes No Transport 

Van der Steur 2017 
(Rutte 2) 

Teeven-deal Yes, 
unrel.

No Yes Justice 

Hennis 2017 
(Rutte 2) 

Faulty Defence 
material 

No No Yes Defence 



120 | CHAPTER 4 PAT TERNS OF SURVIVAL AND RESIGNATION | 121

When we compare all personal error resignations, seven ministers can be 
linked to a parliamentary inquiry (table 4.12). Fourteen ministers had received a 
resignation call, including all ministers who were the subject of a parliamentary 
inquiry and four others with a motion relating to the incident over which they 
resigned. Only four out of nineteen ministers did not receive a prior resignation call 
nor were the subject of an inquiry. However, the ministers who did not receive a 
related resignation call often explained during or after their resignation that they 
received too little confidence from Parliament or their party to stay in office. In 
those instances, Dutch ministers are said to ‘have taken their own responsibility’ 
as a result of criticism about their actions in Parliament and resigned (Visser, 
2008, p. 76). Multiple stories exist of ministers who resigned due to threats 
of a coalition partner or the entire opposition to vote for a no confidence or 
censure motion. For example, in 1993, junior minister Elske ter Veld (Social 
Affairs) resigned after she received a lot of criticism from her own parliamentary 
party, Labour, over her handling of disability policies. Likewise, Justice minister 
Opstelten resigned when he precipitated considerable parliamentary criticism 
over his misleading of Parliament over a deal his junior minister, Fred Teeven, 
had made with criminal Cees H. in his time as prosecutor. 

Meanwhile, 28 New South Wales ministers have been forced to resign 
between 1947 and 2017. Most ministers had previous experience in cabinet 
(20 out of 28), with for example Della Bosca, Macdonald and Campbell serving 
for the fifth time in cabinet and Scully and Evatt serving for the fourth time. 
Five Council ministers were forced to resign, over 20 Assembly ministers. Seven 
ministers have resigned over controversies that range from range from very 
serious, child abuse (Orkopoulos, 2007) and sexual harassment of staff members 
(Griffith, 1994 and Stewart, 2008), to relatively schmuck, i.e. erotic dancing in his 
parliamentary office (Brown, 2008). Four ministers have resigned over collective 
responsibility issues, such as disagreement with the Premier or solidarity with a 
resigning Premier, all took place before 1995. 

Interestingly, only three ministers resigned over personal errors in the 
execution of their responsibilities, all because they had (allegedly) misled 
Parliament or misinformed ICAC in a public hearing. Police minister Scully was 
sacked after he allegedly misled parliament twice in two weeks over a report 
about the 2005 Cronulla Riots (see further chapter 8). Premier Barry O’Farrell 
resigned after publicly misleading the ICAC when he denied he had received a gift 
from a political donor (although he was a witness and not suspect of corruption). 
Moreover, three Labour Premiers resigned after losing a leadership spill (Lewis, 
1976; Iemma, 2007; Rees, 2009), highlighting not only the prominence and 



4

PAT TERNS OF SURVIVAL AND RESIGNATION | 121

hazards of being a Premier in the NSW system but also the more ruthless nature 
of factional politics with the NSW Labor Party. 

Eleven ministers were forced to resign over financial scandals (Table 4.12). 
Seven were related to ICAC inquiries. Two related to criminal charges (Jackson, 
1983 and Metherell, 1990). Corrective Service minister Rex Jackson resigned and 
served three years in prison after a newspaper revealed evidence that Jackson 
had accepted bribes for the early release of prisoners. Two other cases relate to 
a breach of the ministerial code of conduct (Singleton, 1990 and Pearce, 2014). 
Pearce had failed to disclose a conflict of interest to the Premier when making a 
new appointment to the board of Sydney Water (2013). 

table 4.12 All NSW financial scandal  resignations (1946-2017) 

name 
minister

year scandal 
description

icac call assembly 
minister 

party  Portfolio 

Jackson 1983 
(Wran 4)

Bribery (jail 
time)  

No No Yes Labor Corrective 
Services

Singleton 1989 
(Greiner)

Conflict of 
interest  

No No Yes  Nats Administrative 
Services 

Metherell 1990 
(Greiner)

Tax evasion  No No Yes Libs Education 

Greiner 
and Moore  

1992 
(Greiner 2) 

Metherell-
affair   

Yes Yes 
(Ass.)

Yes Libs Premier and 
Environment 

Langton 1998 
(Carr 2) 

Misuse travel 
funds   

Yes  Yes, 
(Ass.) 

Yes Labor Fair Trading 

Face 2003 
(Carr 3) 

Setting up 
consultancy 

Yes Yes, 
(Ass.)

Yes Labor Gaming and 
Racing

Macdonald 2010 
(Keneally) 

Misuse public 
funds (Dubai-
trip) 

Yes No No Labor State 
Development

Pearce 2013 
(O’Farrell)

Not disclosing 
conflict of 
interest  

No Yes, 
(Cl) 

No Libs Finance

Hartcher 2013 
(O’Farrell) 

Illegally 
obtaining 
donations 

Yes No Yes Libs Resources

Gallacher 2014 
(Baird 1) 

Illegally 
obtaining 
donations 

Yes No Yes Libs Police 
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ICAC was involved in the forced resignation of seven ministers.  ICAC’s 
1998 finding, that Transport minister Langton had acted corruptly in rorting 
travel expenses, triggered his resignation. In all subsequent cases the mere 
announcement that ministers were subject to an ICAC inquiry was sufficient 
to force them out of office  (Hartcher, 2013 and Gallacher, 2014). For example, 
Resources minister Peter Hartcher resigned as minister after ICAC raided his 
parliamentary office, while State Development minister Ian Macdonald resigned 
when Premier Keneally decided to refer him to ICAC for alleged misuse of public 
funds. Both ministers ended up being cleared.

On balance, we can say that accountability to parliament for personal and 
departmental errors is extremely unlikely to trigger ministerial resignation in 
NSW. It is matters of personal conduct and propriety and the ICAC that they 
have to fear instead.

resignation patterns in review
A short summary of the findings the analysis of resignations patterns is shown 
in table 4.13.  

table 4.13 Similarities and differences in resignation patterns 

Patterns of 
resignations

netherlands new south Wales

Resignation 
types 

5.7% of all ministers forced to resign, 
mostly since halfway 80s 

4,5% of all ministers forced to resign, 
mostly since end of 80s

Investigation 
inquiries 

Parliamentary inquiries have a 
powerful role and often have political 
consequences for ministers 

Parliamentary inquiries only have 
a limited role. ICAC has a powerful 
scrutinizing role for propriety issues

Resignation 
calls and 
resignations

Only weak relation, but implicit 
probably larger role (parliamentary 
confidence)  

Only weak relation, multiple affirmed 
censure motion without resignations 

Forced 
resignations  

Since 80s mostly personal errors. Most 
personal error resignation related to 
resignation calls and/or inquiry 

Since 80s mostly financial scandals. 
Most of them related to ICAC 
inquiries. 

To conclude, Bovens and others (2015) and Mulgan (2012) were right by 
stating that, although the numbers are still small, ministers are more often forced 
to resign. The lament that ministers ‘no longer resign’ should be considered 
a form of phantom nostalgia for a time which never was. This applies to both 
systems. In addition, the main difference between the two systems is that in 
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NSW ethical transgressions are the major career hazard for ministers, whereas 
in the Netherlands it is lack of parliamentary confidence. 

4.7 responsibil it y and resignations: findings 
and propositions

The differences in Dutch and NSW responsibility and propriety rules are a matter 
of degree, not of kind. The ministerial responsibility and propriety rules have a 
relatively similar range in both systems. While Dutch ministers are answerable and 
can be scrutinized on a slightly broader range of issues related to their portfolio 
than NSW ministers, NSW ministers can be scrutinized more extensively for their 
personal conduct than Dutch ministers. Furthermore, ministerial responsibility 
and personal conduct are formally related to answerability and scrutiny and say 
little regarding how and when ministers should be sanctioned.

However, Dutch and NSW ministers can be called and held to account in 
different ways. The Dutch Parliament wields more extensive scrutinizing and 
sanctioning powers than NSW Parliament, while NSW has an authoritative 
extra-parliamentary account-holder for ministerial propriety in the form of the 
ICAC. Furthermore, NSW Premiers have the power to sack and reshuffle their 
ministers. These differences affect the course and outcome of accountability in 
three ways: for what issues are ministers held responsible, who are their main 
account-holders and the reshuffling powers of the Premier. 

First, Dutch Parliament has stronger account-holding powers to call and 
sanction ministers than NSW Parliament. Dutch parliamentary inquiries have the 
power to compel ministers to testify. Meanwhile, this account-holder capacity 
in NSW has been partly transferred to the Independent Commission against 
Corruption. Subsequently, Dutch and NSW ministers face considerable political 
consequences when they are the subject of a parliamentary or an ICAC inquiry. 
Therefore, both systems seem to have a different authoritative account-holder.  

Second, these differences in ministerial accountability seem to partly affect 
for what issues ministers are forced to resign. Subsequently, Dutch ministers 
are more often called to and forced to resign over personal errors in their 
portfolio, while NSW ministers are mostly forced to resign over issues related to 
their personal conduct. Since the 80s, most Dutch ministers have been forced 
to resign over personal errors related to their portfolio, such as misinforming 
Parliament. Most resignations can be traced back to a parliamentary inquiry or a 
parliamentary resignation call. Likewise, NSW ministers have mostly been forced 
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to resign over personal (financial) scandals. Half of these scandal resignations can 
be traced back to an ICAC investigation. Emphasis in ministerial accountability 
rules seems to instill a different ‘sacrificial responsibility’ focus.  

Third, NSW Premiers have indeed more power to sack and/or reshuffle 
ministers than their Dutch counterparts but, contrary to what was expected, 
NSW ministers are not more often forced to resign than Dutch ministers. NSW 
Premiers seem to use their reshuffling powers to remove damaged ministers 
from their post, as they reshuffle more ministers than their Dutch counterparts. 
Surprisingly, the formal prominence of the NSW Premier has led in some cases 
to their forced resignation, in the form of either a leadership spill or a financial 
scandal, something that hasn’t occurred in the Dutch system. NSW Premiers are 
more powerful in reshuffling their cabinet but can be at risk of being removed 
themselves. Based on this comparative analysis, we can construct propositions 
for the role of formal rules in the course and outcome of accountability episodes 
in both systems (see table 4.14). 

table 4.14 Propositions based on comparative analysis of formal rules 

nr. element summary expectations 

4.1 Info/debate  Authoritative 
account-holder  

While in the Netherlands the Lower House is the 
more authoritative formal account-holder during 
the accountability episode, in NSW the more 
authoritative formal account-holder is ICAC   

4.2 Sanctions  Sacrificial 
responsibility  

NSW ministers are harsher sanctioned for personal 
misconduct than for personal errors related to their 
duties, while Dutch ministers are harsher sanctioned 
for personal errors related to their duties 

What is the impact of formal rules on the course and outcome of high-stakes 
accountability episodes? Contrary to Thompson and Tillotsen (1999) conclusion, 
ministerial responsibility is not dead - but neither is it alive in the way they had 
in mind. Dutch parliamentary inquiries and ICAC inquiries have considerable 
scrutinizing power and are often politically consequential for ministers who 
are their subject. Subsequently, while NSW ministers are called to account 
for personal errors and financial scandals, they are mostly held to account for 
financial scandals by ICAC, while Dutch ministers are mostly called to account 
and held to account for personal errors in Parliament. Formal differences do 
not affect forced resignation ratios, but do they affect who are authoritative 
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account-holders, in scrutinizing ministers’ actions, and which accountability 
issues might be ‘sacrificial’ for ministers. 

However, the link between ministerial responsibility rules and resignations 
is imperfect. The relation between formal calls for resignation and actual 
forced resignations is weak at best. When looking at ‘honour ratios’, you can’t 
help noticing that there must be many similar cases in which ministers stay in 
office. This is in line with other studies that have found at best an imperfect 
link between formal conventions such as ministerial responsibility and forced 
resignations (Berlinski et al., 2012; Fischer, 2012; Thompson & Tillotsen, 1999; 
Woodhouse, 1994). Polidano (1999, p. 223) already concluded that ‘there is 
no such thing as an objectively verifiable case for resignation’. Formal rules do 
not help to explain exactly when formal responsibility rules or inquiries turn 
‘sacrificial’. Formal legal conceptions thus only partly explain when and how 
ministers survive accountability episodes after incidents.

The questions is also whether formal rules should explain for which issues 
ministers should resign. Indeed, the Dutch Council of State (1999, 19 September) 
cautioned that ‘another vision of responsibility would create the misapprehension 
that responsibility taking equals ‘ministers’ heads rolling’. Barberis (1998, p. 
464) rightly concluded that ministerial accountability is about ‘institutions, 
mechanisms and procedures set to work in a world of hard, practical realities’. 

Blame avoidance research has a valid point that in these processes we should 
look beyond formal rules and assess the stance of the actors involved, their 
tactics, and influence (Hinterleitner & Sager, 2015). Ministers and the other 
accountability players involved could have adopted informal practices in order 
to adapt or fill in formal rules to changing political circumstances. To explore 
these ‘rules-in-use’, we need to ask the relevant actors in these processes. 
Therefore, chapter 5 analyses the stories these actors tell about their practices 
in ministerial accountability episodes. 



The resignati on of ministers is a whole diff erent domain (than the 
administrati on of a department). It abides by diff erent rules. A minister has 
no statutory protecti on. A civil servant can appeal to the administrati ve 
court, but a minister cannot go to a politi cal court. It all depends on how 
the game is played 
– (NLCS3)

Ministerial responsibility is about people.
It revolves around their conduct, their acti ons and inacti ons, their successes 
and failures.
It is not about the events in themselves, but about the right or 
wrong response from offi  cials in public service. It is man-made and 
therefore works according to human measures. 
– Visser (2008, p. 11)



rUles of the 
accoUntability gaMe

A narrative analysis of actors’ 
rules-in-use 

chapter 5
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5.1 eNAC TINg ACCouNTABILIT y: RuLeS-IN-uSe 

This chapter explores the rules-in-use ministers, parliamentarians, civil servants 
and journalists express for dealing with high-stakes accountability episodes. 
In Chapter 4, I concluded that formal rules for ministerial responsibility and 
accountability alone do not provide enough ‘force’ to explain why some ministers 
are forced to resign while others survive quite similar incidents. These episodes 
can focus on accountability or its shadow counterpart blame. According to Olsen 
(2017), rules-in-use allow us to understand how, when push comes to shove, 
responsibility and, its ugly twin, blame are processed. The two quotes at the 
beginning of this chapter show that actors recognize that certain shared ‘rules 
of the game’, or ‘human measures’, exist for ministers and other actors that go 
beyond their constitutional and formally recognized counterparts. 

First, this chapter explores the relationships between formal and informal 
account-holders and -givers when accountability episodes takes place. 
Reichersdorfer and others (2013) argued that accountability studies often neglect 
who activates accountability mechanisms and how these work in practice. 
Meanwhile, blame avoidance studies often ignore the interactive nature of 
accountability episodes and the active role account-holders, such as journalists 
and parliamentarians, play in attributing blame (Hood et al., 2015; Hood et al., 
2009; Resodihardjo et al., 2016). For example, the media could play a role as 
both a platform for other actors and as a blaming force by themselves, but this 
has been overlooked or explained away in much existing BAB research (but not 
in accountability research, cf. Anderson et al., 2018). The current study explicitly 
starts from the assumption that account-holders (co)construct responsibility and 
blame.  Therefore, the first question this chapter poses is: Who are considered 
authoritative actors and where do accountability episodes take place? 

Second, this chapter explores how these actors interact and which rules-in-
use they identify for doing ‘accountability work’. Instead of searching for a single 
overarching narrative for each arena,  this chapter shows that in these arenas 
multiple overt and covert rules-in-use co-exist for performing accountability 
and for processing blame. Some of these interactions among actors play out 
openly, while others take place behind-the-scenes. Constructivist approaches to 
blame games often focus on public interactions among actors (Brändström & 
Kuipers, 2003). This chapter therefore leaves room for multiple narratives within 
the same arena, as well as focusing on stories about ‘backstage’ negotiations and 
more covert accountability interactions. Which rules-in-use do actors identify in 
accountability episodes, and in their shadow partner blame games? 
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Third, this chapter assesses how these rules-in-use align with the rules-in-
form identified in Chapter 4. This chapter thus follows Olsen’s (2013, 2014, 
2015, 2016) plea. Lowndes and Leach (2007) concluded that political executives 
and administrative leaders express rules-in-use that are only loosely related to 
formal ones. Actors determine on a case by case basis what is considered to 
be appropriate ministerial behaviour in light of the general doctrines and ‘how 
order, rules and roles are to be interpreted’ (Olsen, 2017, p. 21). 

The main question this chapter aims to answer is: Which rules-in-use do elite 
actors express concerning ministerial accountability and how do these informal 
rules affect the course and outcome of high-stakes accountability episodes in two 
parliamentary systems? Subsequently, this chapter will address the lower side of 
the research model (figure 2.5), by analysing the informal beliefs and practices, 
i.e. rules-in-use, of account-holders and -givers within these two systems. 
Specifically, I performed a narrative analysis of the 62 interviews in both the 
Netherlands and New South Wales. 

The analysis focus on rules-in-use in four key arenas for ministerial life (Marsh, 
Richards, & Smith, 2000; Stansfield, 2016): parliament (5.2), the media (5.3), the 
department (5.4) and cabinet (5.5). Each of the narratives is assessed along three 
lines: 1) the setting in which the accountability episode takes place, 2) the key 
actors and their roles, and 3) the rules-in-use for doing accountability work.49 
Not all arenas are deemed equally salient by the NSW and Dutch interviewees. 
Consequently, the discussion of the media arena (5.2) emphasizes the NSW 
narratives whereas the section on the parliamentary arena (5.3) emphasizes the 
Dutch ones. The conclusion (5.6) recaps the content of the rules-in-use guiding 
Dutch and NSW accountability episodes, while the discussion reflects on the 
impact rules-in-use have on the course and outcome of accountability episodes. 

5.2 THe meDIA AReNA

In the media, stories of policy failure or personal scandals often get traction 
(Anderson et al., 2018; Reichersdorfer et al., 2013). Also in the Dutch interviews, 
interviewees focused on media discussions in the politicization of an incident but 
the media had a more central and influential in NSW interviews. 

the nsW media 
Three distinct narratives could be constructed about the role of the public and in 
particular the media in holding a minister to account. The media arena appears 
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in these narratives as: 1) a battleground where ministers and the opposition 
compete to become the credible source for information; 2) a hunting ground 
where journalists hunt ministers’ scalps; and 3) a backstage sharing-economy 
where actors feed each other information, form alliances and test frames to use 
frontstage.

Battleground: can the minister become the agent of information? 
One recurrent storyline depicts the media as a public arena where political and 
other actors can choose to engage in accountability battles that draw the attention 
of the citizen-spectators. The media offers thus a discursive  battleground for 
government and opposition forces: 

I would be encouraging the minister to be, you know, facing the TV cameras 
rather than seeming to be hiding from them. Because otherwise I’d be 
concerned that this issue would become a platform simply for the opposition. 
The other side of politics are meant to be criticizing us, so you have to have a 
voice out there (NSWMS6)

In this narrative, the media ‘kick-starts’ or even substitutes the accountability 
process in parliament. Half of the NSW interviewees with an Opposition 
background gave precedence to holding ministers to account in the media over 
parliament. According to them, they could hold a ministers to account more 
successfully when they introduced certain frames in the media and repeated 
them in parliament (NSWP5). 

Journalists have a gatekeeper-role in giving or denying the narratives of 
political actors’ access to and credibility in the arena. In this gatekeeping role, 
journalists framed themselves as complementing the Opposition as account-
holders who are able to question and sanction ministers’ behaviour (NSWJ2). 
Allegedly, journalists at one of the major newspapers, the Sydney Morning 
Herald, view themselves as ‘her majesty’s loyal opposition’ (NSWMS3). 

 To get past the gatekeepers, events require two elements: the right 
timing and the right frame. First, journalists make an assessment based on the 
expected reaction of their readership: 

Just as a politician has one eye on the electorate, the media have one eye 
on their readership. So they make editorial decisions based on what they 
think their readership will support. So you see this after the election of a new 
government, the honeymoon and the grace period and all of that. That in part 
is driven by the media being unwilling to criticize their readers’ choice. Their 
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readers just elected somebody, so there is a period of time where they are 
going to be unwilling to criticise even if a criticism is valid and warranted,.., 
‘I know, it is really bad or it is a stupid decision but we can’t go after them 
because the readers won’t tolerate it’ (NSWM4)

Second, the cue for both government and opposition contestants is to frame the 
issue in a way that journalists deem it significant to report:

The Telegraph loves a negative story. If you give them a negative story on 
someone, they’re going to run it, especially if it has got colour in it. At The 
Herald they like those stories about corruption, investigations and those kinds 
of things. So, if you can give them a lead there, they’re going to run that way. 
They also love big infrastructural and complex ideas. The government gives 
them access and gives exclusives. I would give an exclusive to The Telegraph 
on something: ‘We will give you this, you got to run it on Sunday, otherwise we 
will be taking it out to tray.’ They: ‘No, we’ll run it on Sunday, no worry, give it 
to us.’ They are pitching then ideas and offer the other side exclusives to make 
sure they get the run (NSWP4) 

The quotes illustrates a broader point: account-holding claims must not only 
have the right timing and a negative angle, but it must also have some colour, a 
politically salient dramatic appeal. In NSW, accountability episodes are driven by 
a ‘media logic’ (Strömbäck, 2008). Events gain traction if they uncover meaningful 
negative practices and they can be personalized, focusing on either victims or 
the character of the minister. Both government and opposition players focus on 
these elements in their battle to become the ‘agent of information’ for the event, 
rather than the object of the story (NSWMS6). 

The Opposition will try frame the event not only as significant, but also as a 
symptom of a failure caused by the minister himself as this will make their claim 
that the minister needs to be sanctioned stronger. Operating on the other side, 
ministers and their minders tended to talk about their efforts to swiftly engage 
the community and to counter the narrative of their opponents (NSWMS6). As 
a minister repeated multiple times: ‘If you don’t do the interview, then your 
opponent will and he will get his message out’ (NSWMS4). However, strong, 
highly reputed ministers receive considerable agency to shape how they give 
account: using social media to circumvent journalists, creating distractions, or 
even ignoring critics (NSWJ4; NSWM2; NSWMS6): 

If you’re a minister who is really competent, on top of the game etcetera, 
generally you can ignore (journalists) and this is what the Premier does. The 



132 | CHAPTER 5 RULES OF THE ACCOUNTABILITY GAME | 133

Premier does not appear and go on the radio programs or he doesn’t pander 
to them, but they call him Teflon Mike, because he is seen to be, you know, 
untouchable. He’s doing a bloody good job, comparatively speaking. But a 
number of his ministers… are not above reproach. They have to fight for their 
position and if they aren’t seen as competent in the eyes of the press who form 
public opinion, well then they will … have to almost pander to these forces. 
So they go on the radio programs, make counter claims of whatever and so 
they become quite, well, who is pulling whose tree, that becomes the question 
(NSWCS4)

In their accounts of successful account-giving, interviewees focused on ministers 
who got the event publicly framed as an ‘isolated incident’ rather than as a 
symptom of some underlying strategic or systemic problem. However, not every 
frame offered by government or opposition forces stands an equal chance. 
According to one ministerial staffer in the ‘very tabloid media climate’ of New 
South Wales, it is difficult to engage in forensic accountability discussion about 
whether an event is  an ‘isolated incident’ or an instance of a larger pattern 
of behaviour (NSWMS6). It was at that point in the interviews that a second 
narrative about the media arena materialized: that of a political hunting ground.  

Hunting ground: is the minister prey-material? 
In 28 out of 31 interviews, actors shared at least one story which characterized 
journalists as on a hunt on ministers, rather than gatekeepers to an additional 
accountability arena. Virtually all NSW interviewees focused at some point in the 
interview on tabloid journalists who systematically use the media as a hunting 
ground. While NSW journalists in the first narrative have a more benign roles as 
gatekeepers to a vital arena, in this narrative they act as huntsmen, solely intend 
on drawing a kill among prey-ministers. One minister was most outspoken in 
his story. He spoke of war-like circumstances, where ‘every single project I was 
involved in created a garbage bin full of issues and incidents and there was 
always a journalist, sitting with a sniper rifle to take pot-shots at me’ (NSWM7). 
While this could be exaggeration, a more impartial source – a senior civil servant 
describes a similar process: 

The minister, quite candidly, she came in from another portfolio where she 
didn’t necessarily cover herself with glory. In this particular role, her particular 
style as a person has led her into difficult times. So, now the press are pursuing 
her, I call it the Serengeti model which is the press as carnivores on the 
Serengeti plain … will try and spot the weak members in the herd. Once they 
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spot a weakness, they will continue to go for that weakness and in the process 
try and drag a person down, a minister down. And that becomes a feather 
in the cap of the particular journalist. They are seen as powerful influencing 
people…

There’s been a sustained campaign on it and against her, looking at her 
personal management style, criticising her for.. That was just one thing, but 
now they’re attacking sort of her policy positions….It’s all over the place. It’s 
just attacking anyway they can. Now this is being led by the press. The question 
is: are the press being fed by her people? From within the government even, a 
difficult thing. (NSWCS4)

However, journalists hunt some ministers more than others. When does a 
battleground turns in into a hunting ground? The difference between battleground 
and hunting ground-stories seems to be the ‘scorecard’ of the minister and the 
account-holding claim: if journalists can repeat a ‘misbehaviour’ (crook) frame, 
the minister in question becomes prey on the ‘media as hunting ground’. First, 
the minister in question need to have a ‘scorecard’ of multiple incidents and a 
reputation as a ‘weak member’ of cabinet. 

Take this example of this light rail. Let’s say we first had hospitals, a bridge 
collapse, so basically the third or fourth thing, then you couldn’t withstand it. 
But if it is just a one-off...  It needs to be a sequence… And eventually it will 
become so much that the media starts to call it a crisis. If you just continuously 
repeat the same theme over and over again. You can’t just simply call for a 
person’s resignation... I have this quote saying, this is how it works: if you are 
going to hang a man. If you are going to call for a minister’s resignation. You 
don’t just go up to the gallows and hang a noose around him. You walk him in 
front of the crowd for a while, stir up the crowd, give examples of how bad he 
is, then take him up the stairs for a while, walk him in front of the crowd, and 
then you will hang him (NSWMS4) 

Second, when a minister is prey-material, interviewees recounted repeated 
‘misbehaviour’ claims which gave blame traction.  The difference between 
accountability episodes in the battleground and the hunting ground is that the 
hunting ground narrative focused more on the minister as a person than on the 
incident itself, for example repeating frames about ministers as a ‘bungler’ or 
‘crook’:
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My experience is that it is misbehaviour. As we said earlier, it is rarely on a 
matter of public policy outright. The media are uninterested in policy, they are 
too short-sighted for that. But what they are interested in are relations between 
powerful people and great politicians. You know, dirt about entitlements for 
mates (NSWMS8J6)

This is related to the history of financial scandals and resignations (Chapter 4), 
as those cases provide credible frames for new misbehaviour cases. A journalist 
explains: 

This is our core business, holding ministers to account and more broadly 
politicians, elected members to account. So this is our basic function if you 
like it is political and especially NSW politics because there is such a history of 
scandal, it really has become the focus. Politicians complain a bit that political 
journalists’ focus in NSW these days is too much, as advocates of scandal if 
you like, we are too willing to believe that there might be wrongdoing you 
know,.., But I think we have changed in our mindset as reporters in that press 
gallery because of the history of scandals. So it’s made it a lot easier for us to 
believe that the worst possible scenario could in fact be true (NSWJ2)

In the hunting ground setting, opposition actors act as hounds of the huntsmen-
journalists. They ‘help’ journalists by ‘having a go and grandstand and hold press-
conferences’ and by providing ammunition (NSWJ4). The hunting ground setting 
gives prey-ministers less agency to actively construct frames for an incident.  The 
weaker, already damaged, ministers were often solely characterized as prey, who 
have to either flee or fight rear-guard battles with the journalists. 
This where the backstage ‘sharing economy’ comes in. Both the battleground 
and the hunting ground stories focus on public framing contests. However, these 
public contests are ‘fed’ by what happens in backstage manoeuvring between 
the players. 

The backstage ‘sharing economy’: can the minister keep control of the 
story? 
The frontstage of account-giving claims and counterclaims is in large part shaped 
by what goes on backstage, which is where journalists gather (inside) information 
from other actors. One journalists called political reporting ‘pressing your nose 
against a window and looking into the house’ (NSWJ2). Journalists play a pivotal 
role as ‘gatekeepers’ and ‘hunters’, but they often depend upon other actors for 
inside-information to buttress their reporting of ministerial conduct. This mutual 
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dependency forms the essence of the third recurrent storyline about the media 
offered in the NSW interviews. 

The notion that these backstage dynamics form a ‘sharing economy’ was 
first suggested to me by a former ministerial staffer who narrated how, as an 
Opposition Chief of Staff, he shared information with journalists to enhance each 
other’s frames of the government ministers as ‘crooks’ (NSWMS3). Likewise, a 
NSW journalists likened the process to ‘a game of trading information’: 

Opposition has a vested interest in embarrassing the government and they got 
the people who work on these sorts of things. And that is where it becomes a 
game of trading information. You know, I will tell you something that can give 
an angle (NSWJ4) 

Not only opposition actors are part of this sharing economy. Most ministers 
and ministerial staffers talked about trading information with journalists, in the 
form of ‘briefings’, ‘scoops’ or ‘exclusives’. One former ministerial staffer went 
even a step further by advising a current minister under siege from the media to 
contact the editor and try to give him a more interesting story than the one on 
that minister’s misbehaviour (NSWMS8J6):

I would have organized her to meet the editor, just to say this is what I am, this 
is what I look like, you know. You’ve got an issue with me, what is it?,.., And 
I would probably try and find a couple of stories that are up the Telegraph’s 
alley…  You know, you go to them and give them something and you are okay. 
There is a piece out for him, this is a good story, I am going to give it to you. 
You know I will give it to you before they raise it and you do that a couple of 
times and so that’s what I would have recommended to her (NSWMS8J6)

However, most of the stories about the ‘sharing economy’ focused not on the 
minister or the opposition but on a minister’s ‘frenemies’: their party colleagues 
on both the frontbench and the backbench leaking information to journalists. In 
hunting metaphors: they snipe at their ministers. One-third of the interviewees, 
mostly ministers and journalists, at least discussed one instance of sniping by 
either backbenchers who wanted a ministerial post or promotion-seeking 
ministers (NSWJ1). 

As soon as you publish a story about somebody in politics, their political 
enemies will get in touch with you and say, did you know about this? About this 
person or did you know about that, about that person? So it’s not necessarily 
us smelling blood in the water, it’s their political enemies smelling blood in the 
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water and you know trying to use their inside knowledge to build the pressure 
on the minister or politician to the point where they are destroyed. So they 
profit obviously by giving the media as much information as possible (NSWJ2)

According to a former minister (NSWM1), the ‘sharing economy’ between 
journalists and the minister’s colleagues in the party actually trumps the ‘sharing 
economy’ between journalists and Opposition:  

(I)t comes from your own side. It is not coming from the Opposition. The 
Opposition feed off it you know. The media runs it, it is in the newspaper in 
the morning and the Opposition is asking questions about it during question 
time on the same day. So it sort of becomes this feeding frenzy. But the blood 
is actually coming from the ministers’ own colleagues who are ambitious 
and can see a vacancy and are laughing… If the media gets into this feeding 
frenzy, and it is fed by the colleagues and the Opposition. Everybody is posing, 
alternatively voters believe it and whether it is true or not,.., the person will 
find it hard to be re-elected. (NSWM1)

Backstage dynamics constitute the frontstage setting and the frames that can 
be used frontstage. In other words, the backstage economy feeds frontstage 
framing contests that would not be possible without the sharing of information 
backstage.

Table 5.1 summarizes the three narratives and describes which interviewees 
espoused them. Clearly, interviewees shared the hunting ground narrative most 
often, but the battleground setting offered a strong counter-narrative. The 
sharing economy narrative links both narratives, as it shows how information 
about the event and a minister’s conduct are shared among actors.

the dutch media 
In Dutch stories, some of the New South Wales media narratives recurred. Both 
a hunting setting and a backstage sharing economy recurred in a couple of Dutch 
interviews. Let us have a closer look at both. Dutch journalists also complained 
about colleagues who only ‘hunt for scalps’. Journalists can turn accountability 
processes into a ‘soap, in which the only question is: does the minister survive, 
or not? Does his head roll?’ (NLJ4). However, in the Dutch setting such stories 
of blood-thirsty journalist-hunters are less prevalent (5 interviewees) and often 
dismissed as being a below the professional standards of  ‘serious journalists’, 
i.e. the journalists who are key players in accountability episodes: 



5

RULES OF THE ACCOUNTABILITY GAME | 137

Table 5.1 Three narratives of rules-in-use in NSW media

1) Media as… 2) Media as...  3) Media as.. 

Setting Battleground Hunting ground Sharing economy 

Roles 
of key 
players 

Journalists  Gatekeepers Huntsmen Information 
gatherers

Ministers Gladiators Prey Information 
sharers

Opposition 
MPs 

Gladiators Hounds Information 
sharers 

Colleagues 
minister 

-  Frenemies 

Rules-in-use for the 
accountability process 

Accountability battles 
between minister 
and opposition are 
driven by the political 
timing and framing 
possibilities of the 
incident  

Blame hunts on the 
minister are driven 
by the minister’s 
scorecard and 
the ‘misbehaving’ 
nature of the 
incident  

The sharing 
economy is driven 
by the political 
gain the minister’s 
colleagues can 
derive from the 
incident

Rules-in-use for account-
givers (ministers) 

Strong ministers 
can ignore this 
accountability arena, 
but other ministers 
must engage early to 
become the agent of 
information 

Ministers can 
only take cover 
and pander to 
journalists

Ministers can 
provide journalists 
with distracting 
information 

Rules-in-use for account-
holders 

 Journalists 
complement the 
account-holding of 
Parliamentarians 
by providing 
an additional 
accountability arena 

Opposition and 
journalists work 
together to destroy 
the ministers’ 
reputation as a 
person of integrity 

Enemies and 
‘frenemies’ aim 
to influence 
journalists with 
‘gotcha’ proof 

Shared by (journalists/
ministers/ 
parliamentarians/ civil 
servants/ ministerial staff) 

15 out 31 interviewees 
(3/3/2/3/4)

28 out 31 
(5/4/8/5/6)

 18 out 31 
(5/4/2/2/5) 
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Your aim to is let the public understand what is happening. Sometimes you 
can jab a bit: is this serious eh.. But the essence is that you clearly describe 
and analyse the situation. Often journalists do not get to this point, because 
for them there is nothing better to have in the newspaper than someone who 
initiated a scandal, who drew blood. There is nothing better than having a 
scoop that brings a minister down. Then your name is connected to the 
resignation of a minister, journalists like that a lot. They see it as a hunting 
trophy on the wall (NLJ7)

The backstage sharing economy analogy came up in Dutch stories too. Journalists 
often have ‘background conversations’ or diners with politicians. According 
to a journalist, they are ‘disaster tourists’ who turn up when something goes 
wrong (NLJ5). A journalist explained how his newspaper called the Department 
and the coalition partners in a incident wherein they expected a possible lack 
of confidence for the minister in Parliament (NLJ5). While Dutch coalition 
parliamentarians (the equivalents of government backbenchers in NSW) have 
less to gain by the resignation of a minister. In the Dutch system, the minister’s 
replacement can be recruited from outside the parliamentary party. Some 
stories did feature government parliamentarians trading negative information 
about a minister out of a desire for personal advancement (NLCS7). The setting 
at the forefront of many stories about the media however, was the media as 
amplifier the of accountability processes in Parliament.  

Amplifier: Do serious journalists support sanctioning the minister? 
The media was in most Dutch stories described as an ‘amplifier’ (NLJ3; NLM1) 
where actors assess and reinforce frames constructed in Parliament. One 
journalist talked about creating ‘noise’ around an issue (NLJ7). Generally 
interviewees dismissed the idea that journalists could hold ministers to account 
in the sense of forcing their resignation or shape blame autonomously. ‘You [a 
minister] will not decide one afternoon: “let’s resign, because the newspaper 
writes ugly stories about me”” (NLCS6; NLCS7). A high-level civil servant likened 
the media to a ‘crisis-inducing circumstances’, increasing both the speed of and 
attention for an incident (NLCS1). When ‘journalists, on massive scale, keep 
talking about an incident week after week, expanding its ambit, this influences 
the other [players]. While, if they say: “Oh, a bottle wine as a gift, who cares”, 
then political attention for that bottle fizzles out’ (NLJ3). Furthermore, journalists 
will often roam the hallways of Parliament to assess the blameworthiness of a 
minister (NLP4). A minister explains the amplification process:    
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It is always the amplifying, the tightening of criticism, media do not make or 
break someone. This will be decided in [name cabinet] and parliament, but the 
media influence this processes. There is an interaction, because if someone 
[minister]  is weak, there are always people who are willing to hint: “He is not 
doing well, this is going to be difficult. Then journalists know enough. If the 
whole coalition says: this is bullshit, a small incident without consequences, 
what are you going on about? Then journalists will think: “we will write one 
story about it” and then lose interest. But if players from within the body 
politic give it oxygen, the media will blow it up. If the body politic says: “Well... 
what’s all the fuss about, really”, the media will not pay attention to it (NLM1)

Journalists (except NLJ5) and most ministers and civil servants distinguished 
‘serious’ journalists from ‘parrot journalists’ when they explained which 
journalists have credibility as account-holders. ‘Serious’ journalists ‘assess 
the situation and ‘give a sense of perspective’, as opposed to the hunting kind 
featuring in the adversarial quotes (NLJ4; NLJ7; NLJ8). In their discussion of 
‘serious journalists’, interviewees pointed to the  characteristics of ‘journalistic 
professionalism’ described by Hallin and Mancini (2004; 41, 192), the notion that 
journalists adhere to a set of professional rules when providing commentary and 
that they are relatively autonomous to other social actors in their commentary. 
The ‘serious journalists’ can act as megaphones their frame is reinforced by 
‘responsible’ opposition parties:

The vulnerability of the coalition is high when the NRC and NOS criticize. They 
are seen as of high quality, which you can discuss, but they see it as that, so 
you have to be careful then. And if serious parties take over [this criticism], 
also a serious opposition party, then you can’t say: “Sod off”, and even more 
so when it is a government party (NLCS3)

Media framing is influential if the framing links to pre-existing concerns of the 
minister’s party or moderate opposition parties about an issue, a department 
or a minister. Especially powerful are the repetitive failure or bungler frames. 
If journalists feel coalition players do not squarely support a minister, they will 
actively search for more incidents to further a ‘repeat offender’ frame (NLCS2).

The way it works is quite fascinating to see; the moment publicity and politics 
find each other in a way – those moments when the large-size fonts of the 
national newspaper [name] play a role in politics. Once you are framed as a 
bungler, or as a stumbler, or as… Such perceptions can amplify quite a lot of 
incidents (NLCS5)
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As amplifier, the media can amplify accountability processes in Parliament, 
especially if serious journalists criticize a ministers’ actions and when Parliament 
and the coalition reinforce this assessment (Table 5.2).

Table 5.2 Central narrative of rules-in-use in Dutch media

1) Media as..  

Setting Amplifier of accountability discussions in Parliament

Key players Journalists  Megaphones (especially loud: serious journalists) 

Ministers Account-giver or hunted 

Opposition MPs Account-holders or huntsmen

Coalition MPs Defenders or frenemies 

Rules-in-use  accountability process The media amplifies accountability processes in 
Parliament by increasing attention for an incident and 
reinforcing blaming frames used in Parliament

Rules-in-use for account-givers 
(ministers) 

Amplification can be stopped by closing the ranks 
around a minister and shutting down criticism  

Rules-in-use for account-holders Criticism of a ministers’ actions become more powerful 
if they are picked up by ‘serious’ journalists 

Shared by (journalists/ministers/ 
parliamentarians/ civil servants) 

17 out 31 interviewees (6/3/5/3)

Media narratives compared
Comparing NSW and Dutch narratives about the media, we can draw some 
inferences about accountability and blame practices in both systems. First, 
the NSW journalists are considered much more influential account-holders 
than their Dutch counterparts, acting both as gatekeepers to a complementary 
accountability stage and as blame-generating ‘hunters’. A former ministerial 
staffer (NSWMS8J6) called the process ‘the media driving a minister out’. This 
is in line with other studies on the role of Australian journalists in accountability 
processes (Schillemans, 2016). Anderson and others (2018, p. 1) showed that 
Australian journalists’ ‘search for culprits’ in the Victorian bushfires led to ‘blame 
games that targeted environmentalists and the government and near-silenced 
meaningful discussion of the complexity of fire science and impacts of climate 
change’.

Furthermore, NSW rules-in-use reflect two different processes. The 
battleground narrative follows the literature on framing contests after crises 
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and a more ‘orderly’ accountability process. Opposition and government actors 
first contest whether an incident is significant, so whether it warrants media 
attention, and then whether this event is an incident or symptom of government 
failure (Boin et al., 2009, pp. 85-88; Bovens & ‘t Hart, 1996; De Vries, 2004). The 
hunting ground narrative invokes many similarities to Sabato’s work on American 
journalists going on ‘feeding frenzies’ (1991). It underlines a strongly mediatized 
accountability process in NSW. In a strongly mediatized political sphere, ‘political 
and other social actors not only adapt to the media logic and the predominant 
news values, but also adopt these and, more or less consciously, allow the media 
logic and the standards of newsworthiness to become a built-in part of the 
governing processes’, (Strömbäck, 2008, p. 239). The Dutch stories reflect some 
mediatization to the point that journalists, parliamentarians and the coalition 
‘negotiate newsworthiness’ of an incident (Strömbäck, 2008, p. 237). 

Last, rules-in-use can reinforce, complement and contradict formal rules. 
While the NSW media provides a complementary (battleground) accountability 
stage, the Dutch media reinforces account-holding processes in Parliament. 
However, the narrative about the backstage sharing economy in New South 
Wales contradicts the convention of cabinet solidarity and shows a ministers’ 
colleagues as important blame-generating actors who can undermine a minister’s 
position by sniping and leaking damaging information. 

So far, the narratives gave ample attention to the role of traditional media, 
but only limited attention to new types of social media. Although one-third of 
the interviewees discussed the possible disruptive force of social media, almost 
all interviewees defined ‘media’ as dominated by the professional news media 
during accountability episodes. The only exception is a NSW ministerial staffer, 
who explained  how ‘strong’ NSW ministers can use social media to ‘break’ 
the power of the traditional media (NSWMS6). However, this possible counter-
narrative was too embryotic in the interviews to draw such a conclusion. The 
limited attention for social media could be tentatively explained in two ways. 
First, especially the Dutch interviews are somewhat older, i.e. conducted in 
2014. Second, it could show the interviewees are part of a closed elite network, 
with limited influence for outside influences such as social media. For example, 
multiple studies show that presidential events often do not aim to change public 
opinion, but to influence the opinion of ‘other officials who look to the news 
media’ (Cook, 2006, p. 168; cf. Herbst, 1998). 
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5.3 THe PARLIAmeNTARy AReNA

Parliament, specifically the Lower House, is formally the crucial accountability 
forum in both systems (Chapter 4). Officially, Parliament debates whether the 
accounts ministers provided for their behaviour and that of their subordinates 
is sufficient, the remedies proposed proficient and whether the minister should 
be sanctioned (Chapter 4). Although almost all interviews featured a narrative 
about Parliament, Dutch interviewees underlined the centrality of the Lower 
House in appointing sanctions and blame much more than NSW interviewees. 
The NSW interviewees regarded parliament mostly as a follow-up arena for the 
frames already spun in the media. Therefore, this section starts with the Dutch 
narratives, followed by the NSW as a brief contrasting case. 

the dutch parliament
Three distinctive Dutch narratives can be distilled about parliament during 
accountability episodes: 1) as the pre-eminent accountability forum and 2) as 
a hunting ground where parliamentarians hunt weak ministers, 3) as a sounding 
board where both sides sound out their analysis of the incident. Those narratives 
are fed by stories about backstage negotiation, in which the players feed each 
other information, form alliances and construct frames to use frontstage.

Accountability stage: is the minister an appropriate account-giver? 
In Dutch narratives, Parliament functions often as the official account-holder for 
ministerial responsibility. These narratives closely followed the formal relations 
set out in chapter 4. Ministers cannot dismiss the demands of parliamentarians 
as account-holders, they have to pay due deference to their questions. Most 
Dutch interviewees described parliament as an accountability stage on which 
ministers should account for their conduct in a way that demonstrates respect 
for parliament’s institutional prerogatives. Parliament enters the accountability 
episode when the Lower House activates ‘the responsibility question’ for 
a certain incident. The role of Parliament in the ‘activation’ of accountability 
episodes is summarized by a civil servant:  

The Lower House activates ministerial responsibility. And when they do, this 
starts a whole roleplay between civil servants, minister, Parliament and media, 
whether newspapers or TV. And then it either smoothens, or it proceeds 
(NLCS1)
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In this setting, parliamentarians play a critical role, yet one that differs markedly 
from the ritualised tribalism and zero-sum logic of interactions between 
government and opposition players in Westminster systems. Parties who are 
in permanent opposition mode (NLP3; NLP4) tend to be more assertive and 
aggressive vis à vis ministers accounting for incidents. The left socialist and 
nationalist-populist opposition parties file the bulk of no-confidence motions that 
are not supported by other parties (Chapter 4). They are the most vociferous but 
not necessarily the most influential actors in activating and fuelling accountability 
episodes (NLCS3; NLP1). Ministers can afford to ignore them; but this is not the 
case when moderate opposition players enter the fray. 

In the Dutch parliamentary setting, behaviour in accountability episodes 
is influenced by future coalition considerations. This constraint applies to the 
‘moderate’ opposition: parties who can potentially be a future coalition partner, 
or at least a constructive policy ally: 

In the UK you really have government and opposition and they are in constant 
conflict. Here, MP’s always have to take into consideration that today’s 
opposition can be tomorrow’s coalition partner. This structures Dutch political 
relations [between parties] and moderates conflict. The alternation [between 
coalition partners] gives the system checks and balances (NLJ4)

Coalition MP’s are trapped between competing loyalties: they are servants of the 
coalition but also of the institution of parliament (NLP1; NLP2; NLP8). Coalition 
MPs who take a critical stance towards a minister are skating on thin ice (NLJ6; 
NLP7; NLP8), but when they do decide to engage the minster in a debate, the 
stakes of the accountability episode increase: 

If an opposition party asks for the debate, the situation will be less hazardous 
than when the coalition partner starts the debate,.., most ministers slip up 
because coalition parliamentarians have doubts [in the minister] (NLP8)

When do ‘moderate opposition’ or coalition parties start accountability 
episodes? First, accountability episodes are often activated by policy failures, 
especially when they can be linked to ‘mistakes’ made by the minister (see 
also chapter 4). Parliamentarians need to build a story of failure, which works 
of if parliamentarians can show indignation: ‘How on earth could the minister 
not have noticed these problems earlier?’ (NLM3). A steady accumulation of 
criticism and account-holding claims is much more effective in terms of gaining 
a reputation as an important account-holder (NLP1; NLP3). A parliamentarian 
therefore argued counterintuitively that criticism of parliamentarians is much 
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more effective when they start sotto voce and escalate further up when more 
incidents occur. 

Second, accountability episodes will involve higher stakes if ministers fall 
short either in competently managing a portfolio or ‘respecting’ parliament 
as an account-holder. Ministers will be judged on their ‘working relation’ with 
Parliament (as a group). Parliament accepts ministers’ accounts when ministers 
‘have a strong story to explain what went wrong’ (NLP4), who ‘show that they 
know what they are talking about’ (NLM4), and ‘who are on top of the facts’ 
(NLJ8; NLP8). Competent account-giving ministers often have an administrative 
rather than a political profile: 

[name minister]  is good politically, but not obsessed with the game, she is 
focused on content and that is great for the civil service. She asks content 
questions and can use this information in the game ,..,She has almost no 
political enemies, you hear little criticism,.., She is not a true politicians, she is 
a real administrator. And if this is finished, she will do something else, she is 
not stuck to politics or the plush. This gives her a certain ease (NLCS5)

Furthermore, ministers can be scrutinized and sanctioned for smaller incidents if 
they display ‘vanity’ (NLJ9) or ‘king-like’ behaviour (NLCS5). A felt lack of respect 
for the accountability function of Parliament can even incur blame from coalition 
parliamentarians (NLP1).

The account-giving stakes for a minister are thus higher if the incident is one in 
a line of repeated  failures or transgressions. One incident can be dismissed as an 
isolated occurrence, but when the incident can be linked to previous incidents, 
it will be quickly framed as a symptom of endemic failure (NLJ3; NLJ7; NLM6; 
NLP8). No less than 21 out of 31 Dutch interviewees stressed the importance of 
the frame of ‘repeated failure’ as the main source of erosion of parliamentary 
confidence in a minister. Moderate opposition parties then use sanctions, such 
as calls for resignation to ‘warn’ ministers to step up their accountability game:

We [moderate opposition] can say: “mistakes have been made and they are 
serious, but we want to give the minister another chance to take responsibility, 
in the sense of really taking actions to stop repeating these failures in the 
future”. However, if this repeats, we could support a no-confidence motion, 
support resignation. You [as parliamentarian] deploy this threat to maximize 
responsibility. So that ministers do not get away with it,.., In this case you can 
say: “You are warned, and if course a lot can happen, but in this area [of your 
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portfolio] the failure has been exposed and you have enough reason to want 
to prevent repetition’ (NLP4)

Although Dutch interviewees disagree about the ‘numbers’ in Parliament a 
minister needs for survival, a minister cannot take the confidence of Parliament 
for granted and this confidence is vital for survival. 

hunting ground: is the minister wounded politically?  
Also in the Netherlands, moderating incentives can be put aside and parliament 
can turn into a hunting ground. Once  parliamentarians sense a minister’s 
weakness, MP’s will try to ‘pull the rug from under the minister’s feet’ 
(NLM7). A former minister (NLM4), who had been forced to resign, compared 
parliamentarians to pack hunters: 

The Parliament is like a pack of wolves, you know? If they smell you are weak, 
whether you are a girl or a guy, there is a pecking order. They will tear at you, 
and you will beat them off, but they still wound you a bit. And next time when 
you are patched up, they will make another tear (NLM4)

In the hunting ground analogy, opposition parliamentarians always try to ‘tackle’ 
a weakened minister (NLJ4). Coalition MPs are vital players, because if things 
go wrong a minister needs to retain at least their support (NLM1). They are 
not always supportive, however (NLP6). A civil servant described how coalition 
parliamentarians suddenly criticized one of their coalition partner’s ministers in 
order to ‘raise their profile’: 

There was an incident in which I was closely involved, [name incident], and 
during the political debate, about the results of the inquiry, something 
anomalous happened. The debate focused on [name minister]. Whatever 
your point of view , she had had no direct involvement in [name incident]. 
So yes, things can go crazy driven purely by political motives: the [name 
coalition partner] parliamentarians wanted to build their profile. However, 
they abstained from criticizing their own minister, who also had no personal 
involvement (NLCS3)

The difference between forum and hunting-stories seems to be the reputation 
of the minister: if parliamentarians can repeat a ‘bungler’ frame, the minister 
in question becomes prey. Ministers who experience recurring incidents are 
likened to ‘repeat offenders’ (NLJ1) carrying a ‘rap sheet’ (NLM3).
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Suppose, a minister stays in office after an incident, it still adds up. You notice 
it often in Parliament if there is yet another incident. This does not have to 
be the same incident, other incidents stack up, too. The incident counts on 
your score card. If this is constantly negative, confidence from parliament will 
consistently diminish… Parliamentarians will say in the debates: “Yes, but back  
then you also had such and such.” Parliament has remarkable powers of recall 
when it comes to negative events… If  you are caught in the parliamentarians’ 
cross hairs, you have your work cut out for you…. And if a new wave of 
negative parliamentary attention descends upon you, even a smaller incident 
can explode[politically]  (NLM6)

The process in hunting ground stories resembled blame games. The focus is less 
on the repeated incident, for which the minister carries formal responsibility, 
but rather on the minister as an incompetent office-holder. In these stories, 
interviewees invoked the well-known Dutch term for damaged ministers: 
‘wounded game’ (NLCS3; NLJ2; NLJ4; NLJ5; NLP1; NLP3). Wounded game have 
limited opportunities to survive, they are injured by the incident and they are 
hunted by a pack of huntsmen: opposition MPs, journalists and possibly coalition 
MPs. A parliamentarian explains how hard it is for ministers to reverse this 
reputation: 

If you [a minister] have been bullied long enough in Parliament, you will at 
a certain point lose mastery of the material,.., so then you can imagine that 
someone slips and slides out of Parliament due to all the gaffes (NLP7)

Ministers slowly lose agency in their account-giving opportunities and the 
question can narrow down to sole survival. The vital questions in this setting are: 
‘Does the majority of Parliament, or the coalition partners, have confidence in 
the minister? What is the ‘power base’ of this minister?’ (NLJ4). According to a 
parliamentarian, the process to ‘wound’ a minister can take years: 

Debate [in parliament] is about the facts [of that case], but also about 
the consequences of that facts. Consequences in terms of image, in the 
political relations, in confidence, in what a minister does in the meantime. 
And questions of: do we have a beef with that minister. But no-one wants 
to overplay his hand, so everyone will wait how the story develops. If in the 
end a [parliamentary] debate will lead to a minister’s resignation, that debate 
has a history of months, of years, in which all actors will watch concisely, 
meticulously the developments [surrounding a minister]  (NLP3)
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However, they have an important way out: announcing their resignation during a 
parliamentary debate. In the Dutch case, ministers can save their political future 
by resigning in style (taking the ‘royal route’, cf. NLJ3; NLM3; NLM7). 

I heard and I saw in the presentation of the investigation report that it would 
be a parliamentary debate in terms of: only shooting [at me]. And I am 
not there to be shot at. I am free to choose and I will not be shot at. In no 
circumstance. I want to defend myself, I explained in my speech [to parliament], 
but in those debates it has no use to give another account and explanation to 
parliamentarians. You have to because of ministerial responsibility, but the 
tone and atmosphere had already been set (NLM6)

Thompson (1980) has argued before that taking responsibility in such a manner 
can become a political ritual for political officials. However, if the minister does 
not want to take this route, the loyalty of the coalition MPs to the minister 
becomes all-important and ministers need to ‘sound out’ both coalition and 
moderate Opposition MPs backstage.

sounding board: can the minister save his face?  
The interviews revealed that the frontstage parliamentary conduct is to a 
large extent determined by the Dutch parliament’s backstage dynamics. In the 
backstage of parliament, actors ‘test the water’ of blame related postures and 
stances they contemplate taking frontstage. Although the backstage setting 
might be less used than for example in the 90s (NLP6), it is still present in one-
fifth of the Dutch interviews. In a backstage setting, a minister and other cabinet 
actors will informally sound out parliamentarians to assess a) which type of 
public account-giving will be needed to maintain their confidence and b) if they 
will vote for a no-confidence motion. 

In first instance, sounding out will take place among coalition players. One 
minister wondered if the lack of personal contact with parliamentarians was 
partly to blame for her incident-prone time as a minister (NLM7). Ministers often 
verify in advance if they will be supported by the coalition parties (NLM7; NLP8): 

If something like this plays out in Parliament, the junior minister will only say 
things like this [I ask for full confidence] if he is sure the coalition parties will 
support him politically. Otherwise he would not have run the debate like this. 
Often ministers let their political assistant call the other parties. However if 
the politics of the incident are tricky, the minister will make the call in person 
because that will be appreciated by the parties (NLJ5)



148 | CHAPTER 5 RULES OF THE ACCOUNTABILITY GAME | 149

If Parliament considers a motion of no-confidence, some ministers cooperate 
with moderate parliamentarians to secure their confidence. That support is often 
conditional upon the minister’s public performance in the parliamentary debate: 

In some cases definitely. [name junior minister] explicitly stated: “I ask for 
confidence of not only a [parliamentary majority], but of a considerable 
majority”. Sometimes this means you explicitly put your head in the noose, 
because you will stake your survival on parties who are not there to make 
the life of the coalition a breeze. The junior minister has to invest in moderate 
opposition parties and he probably negotiated with them beforehand if he 
makes these public statements. Then he knows that those parties do not 
intend to support a no-confidence vote. The risk is that those parties can shift 
if you fuck up the debate (NLJ5)

A parliamentarian of one of the small Christian parties, recalled there are many 
instances when in the course of a blame game the coalition sounds out the 
position of ‘responsible opposition players’. 

You saw the process: when you are an opposition party, you have a very 
strict profile, but as coalition party you have a much milder practice. We try 
steer our own course, because we are removed from both the real coalition 
parties and the real opposition parties. And we notice as well, that from this 
position colleagues approach us informally to ask: how should we actually see 
this rationally?,.., Coalition leaders will often contact us informally: how do 
you assess the situation? What is the temperature among the parliamentary 
parties? (NLP4)

Table 5.3 summarizes the two frontstage narratives about the Dutch parliament, 
and once again indicates the relative frequency of these narratives among of 
interviewees. 

the nsW parliament 
In NSW stories, Parliament did not resemble an accountability forum. One 
former Chief of Staff came closest, when he talked about Question Time as a 
place where the government and opposition vie to establish ‘moral authority of 
the leadership’ (NSWMS3): 

Question time in our system, as you know, is known as the bear pit.,…, as 
it throws both sides together. And it creates a more tense psychological 
atmosphere I haven’t seen the like of anywhere else. I think it is a good thing, 
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Table 5.3 Three narratives of rules-in-use in in Dutch Parliament

1) parliament as..  2) parliament as.. 3) parliament 
as..

Setting Accountability stage Hunting ground Sounding board 

Key 
players 

Journalists  Hounds Amplifiers

Ministers Account-giver Prey or straight-
necked  

Pleaders 

Opposition 
MPs 

(Serious) account-holders Huntsmen King-makers 

Coalition 
MPs 

Account-holders Sabs (saboteurs) or 
hounds

King-makers 

Rules-in-use  
accountability process

Accountability processes 
are driven by personal 
errors of the minister in 
a policy failure and the 
minister reputation as a 
competent/appropriate 
account-giver

Blame hunts on the 
minister are driven 
by a minister’s 
‘wounds’ and 
parliamentarians 
‘beef’ with the 
minister  

The sounding 
board is driven 
by a ministers’ 
need to mobilize 
support 

Rules-in-use for 
account-givers 
(ministers)

Ministers must show 
both competence in their 
portfolio and ‘respect 
parliament’s account-
holding status’ 

Ministers can only 
pander to the wishes 
of their coalition 
partner or resign in 
style 

Minister can 
negotiate 
support from 
parliamentarians 

Rules-in-use for 
account-holders 

 Moderate 
parliamentarians can 
hold a minister to 
account for incompetent 
or inappropriate account-
giving  

Opposition and 
journalists slowly 
work together 
to establish the 
ministers’ reputation 
as ‘wounded game’ 

Parliamentarians 
aim to extract 
‘proper’ 
account-giving 
and a potential 
scalp 

Shared by (journalists/
ministers/ 
parliamentarians/ civil 
servants) 

 21 out of 31 interviewees 
(6/5/6/4)

11 out of 31 
(2/5/2/2) 

9 out of 31 
(2/3/3/1) 

it is a testing ground,.., Question Time in our system is a very, very powerful 
tool for establishing the moral authority of the Leadership (NSWMS3)

However, this Chief of Staff resigned in the beginning of the 1990s and has not 
returned to State politics. In the two decades that have elapsed, the bear pit 
has not become a safer place. According to a seasoned journalist, the  ‘constant 
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goading’ between government and opposition players renders the NSW 
Parliament unfit to act as an accountability forum (NSWJ3; NSWJ4). However, 
when parliamentarians and journalists trade information in the backstage setting, 
journalists sometimes do take stock of parliamentarians’ formal accountability 
powers. Another journalist (NSWJ2) explained how he was searching for 
information about a casino agreement exempted from Freedom of Information 
requests. He asked a crossbench parliamentarian to apply for review of these 
documents with the parliamentary arbiter and in that way ‘use the parliament’ 
(NSWJ2). In the bulk of the stories however, Parliament features as a secondary 
arena of blame game contestation, one that falls into the groove of frames that 
have been first articulated in the public sphere.

Cue taker: can the minister be strung up higher? 
Parliament serves as an arena in which opposition and government would 
continue and follow-up on frames first articulated and tested in the media arena. 
In this way, NSW parliament seems to be a meaningful, but secondary locus for 
accountability episodes. NSW parliamentarians are generally not considered 
autonomous shapers of blame, but follow journalists. Opposition MPs routinely 
first try to generate sufficient media attention for an incident. They follow-up 
parliamentary questions once the incident had been framed as a blameworthy 
occasion in the media (NSWM6; NSWP1; NSWP2; NSWP4; NSWP5).

If I’ve been the shadow minister? Well, I certainly would have moved the 
motion of no confidence in the minister which would’ve given rise indeed to a 
debate. I would probably gone by the media in the first instance because this 
way you get the debate to be of sufficient priority… you’d actually have to be 
in the media (NSWP1)

Traffic is not necessarily one way, though. Multiple journalists, opposition 
ministerial staffers and opposition parliamentarians shared stories of how 
they formed an active ‘alliance’ with the journalists (NSWJ1; NSWJ2; NSWMS3; 
NSWP1; NSWP2). A parliamentarian recalls her time as an Opposition MP:

When I came in, the climate was already established that this was a minister 
under some pressure and then over that period of time that I was there I kept 
pursuing those key -- those issues and that probably sums it up. It was about 
the safety of children; was one of the key areas and the other one was around 
the disability services where there had been some funding cuts. There were 
two parts of the same portfolio and we were -- with lots of people giving me 
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information and a few -- two key journalists in the media of the day were 
very interested in the area; between us we’ve seemed to -- we kept getting 
information, leaks from inside the department or other people, and it basically 
put the pressure on the minister and his department for not being seen to do 
the job well (NSWP1)

In parliament, government and opposition players repeat and reinforce blame 
assignment and blame avoiding tropes they have already rehearsed in what 
they may well regard as the main battleground, the media. A summary of the 
dominant narrative about the NSW parliament can be found in table 5.4.

Table 5.4 Central narrative of rules-in-use in the NSW parliament

parliament as.. 

Setting Cue taker on plots advocated in media

Key players Journalists  Allies to the Opposition 

Ministers Gladiators or prey (roles in media) 

Opposition MPs Gladiators or hounds (roles in media)

Ministerial colleagues

Rules-in-use  accountability process In Parliament, successful blaming tactics from 
the media can be repeated and reinforced to 
make the minister a political liability

Rules-in-use for account-givers (ministers) The minister can fight the Opposition in 
the media and use that to ridicule them in 
parliament

Rules-in-use for account-holders The Opposition can work with journalists to 
reinforce blaming of a minister  

Shared by (journalists/ministers/ 
parliamentarians/ civil servants/ministerial 
staff) 

10 out of 31 (2/2/4/0/2) 

parliamentary narratives compared 
If we compare the NSW and Dutch parliament narratives, Dutch parliamentarians 
seem to have a much more influential role as account-holders than their NSW 
counterparts. Dutch parliamentarians act both as formal scrutinizers, punishers 
of ministerial transgressions and as hunters on wounded ministers. However, not 
all Dutch parliamentarians are equally influential. The sounding board narrative 
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shows that ministers need to focus on maintaining their reputation among 
coalition and ‘moderate opposition’ parliamentarians. 

In terms of rules-in-use, Dutch ministers must both show competence, 
but also pay due deference to the prerogative of Parliament to scrutinize and 
sanction their actions. While the Dutch stories thus correspond with formal 
rules for ministerial accountability, they also complement these rules by 
providing a script for when to sanction a minister (the hunting ground). Dutch 
parliamentarians in this sense follow a similar script as NSW journalists. While the 
accountability narrative focusses on formal rules, ideas of appropriate behaviour, 
a more structured information-debate-sanction sequence of the episode, the 
hunting narrative focusses on personally blaming a minister, an all-rules-are-off 
sequence of the episode, and a minister who is ‘hunted’ by parliamentarians and 
journalists alike. The switch between both narratives seems to triggered by a 
minister’s scorecard of previous incidents, if the minister is already backed in a 
corner, account-holders could go for ‘a kill’. 

Last, the NSW stories seem to be problematic in terms of ministers’ political 
accountability towards parliament. However, the differences in the Dutch and 
NSW rules-in-use make sense from a reputational perspective on accountability. 
In this perspective, ‘reputational concerns determine which account-holders 
matter for account-giving actors’ (Busuioc & Lodge, 2017, p. 92). The NSW media 
narratives showed that the media, as audience and hunting account-holder, 
trump parliamentarians’ account-holding role. Therefore, it is no surprise that 
NSW ministers in the stories put more reputation-enhancing efforts in giving 
account in and to the media than to parliament. 

5.4 THe C ABINeT AReNA

Almost all NSW and NL interviewees agreed that cabinet, and the upper party 
echelons, is the place where the ministers’ fate is decided. In cabinet, a small 
group of key players have to decide whether they deem the asserted blame, 
generated in either the NSW media or the Dutch parliament, sufficient to warrant 
a minister’s resignation. Both Dutch and NSW narratives have equal weight, but 
mirror each other in what is the dominant and what is the counter narrative. 
Therefore, both NSW and Dutch stories are given equal weight and space in this 
section. 
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the nsW cabinet
Two narratives are told about NSW cabinets. In the dominant narrative, cabinet 
serves as 1) the premier’s fiefdom: a place where ministers come to plead 
their case and where the Premier will decide whether to shield the minister. In 
a counter-narrative however, cabinet serves as 2) a battleground for factional 
warfare. 

The Premier’s fiefdom: is the minister a liability for the Premier? 
In New South Wales, cabinet acts mainly as a fiefdom where the Premier is the 
key player, the ‘ultimate sales person for the government’ (NSWM4). The stories 
have almost a ‘monocratic’ view on power in cabinet and the government party 
(Bynander & t Hart, 2007, p. 48). Ministers ordinarily expect a Premier to defend 
them in light of blame, but the question is how far a Premier will go this defence 
(NSWM3). In these stories, accountability episodes in the media put pressure on 
the Premier to reshuffle or otherwise sanction ministers. A Premier can decide 
to either shield ministers from asserted blame, as placed in the media, or expose 
them to it. 

Journalists, opposition MPs, backbenchers and colleagues can all act as 
huntsmen, trying to pressure the Premier into sacking the minister. If the 
number of huntsmen increases, the pressure on the Premier grows. Ambitious 
backbenchers for instance will ‘get their knives out and really get into the Premier 
for not acting on  it’ (NSWM6). As visible in earlier quotes in 5.2, tabloid journalists 
and talkback-radio hosts (shock jocks) seem to have more ‘political clout’ than 
others in calling for a minister’s resignation (NSWJ1). A former minister explained 
indignantly how his Premier gave in to media pressure in his sacking: 

But I said [name Premier] come on, this is just turbulence. This is just ho-hum…. 
They [journalists]  just go for the frenzy to the bone and then they smell a 
possible execution and then they go three times harder. Now, the role of the 
Head of Government should have been to say: Guys, you’re overreacting here. 
This minister has my confidence. Weathered the storm and then he could’ve 
sat with me privately and say: ‘how on earth did all of that happen? You’re a 
risk, maybe you should start to go’ (NSWM7)

When are Premiers willing to defend or to carry a minister against public 
criticism? The first question is whether the incident embarrasses the Premier 
and damages the government’s reputation (NSWM5; cf. NSWMS1; NSWMS5). A 
parliamentarian (NSWP3) called this process ‘throwing a minister under the bus 
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if it looks like it is affecting the Premier’s popularity’, while journalist pointed to 
the ‘atmosphere of embarrassment’ around a minister (NSWJ2). One interviewee 
(NSWM4) explained how the Premier had decided a minister had to resign over 
an integrity issue: 

In the consultation [with your Chief of staff] you discuss things like: is it tenable 
for him to stay as a minister? If it isn’t, what’s the mechanism by which he is 
removed from his ministerial position? Do we publicly sack him? Do we give 
him the opportunity to resign? (NSWM4)

The second question is whether this is a case of incompetency as a minister 
or misbehaviour. Interviewees advocated either disease or storm metaphors, 
depending on whether they saw the issue as a case of impropriety, or ‘merely 
a competence question’ (NSWCS2). If the minister is blamed for incompetence, 
sacking or resignation could be a sign of guilt. The Premier cannot ‘look weak’ 
by ‘giving the Opposition a scalp’. Resignation would ‘have the potential to, like a 
tumble weed going down the street, gather pace and take other things along with 
it’ (NSWM4). In this plot, the minister and the Premier share the same interests 
and they have ‘to weather the storm’ together to stay strong as government 
(NSWCS1; NSWM7; NSWMS4).

It all depends on the political heat here. The minister presumably was doing all 
of this in choreography with the premier. So the premier and the minister will 
have had a private conversation saying, look, it looks bad for the government 
if I’m sacked straight away because that appears that we admit that we did 
the wrong thing, where we don’t really want to admit that, but clearly we’ll 
need to move you onto another portfolio in a couple of months’ time. When 
you do a general reach up or something. As a sort of mask up, you need to 
reach out anyway and say you are in [portfolio] for too long. So you had have 
that happening in the background, and I tend to use the term choreography 
for that, so that people know what steps other people are going to take in 
advance, you can understand where it will lead to (NSWCS1)

While choreography between minister and Premier is possible during an 
incompetence case, but the Premier will not give the minister such agency in 
integrity scandals. In integrity scandals, interviewees saw blame as contagious. 
If the Premier hangs on to a ‘bad person’, he or she will be seen as a ‘bad person 
too’ (NSWMS4): 
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Well, the Premier has got to think about a couple of things. One, people 
are going to wonder what the Premier knows about this. [The Premier] has 
to stop it from spreading, even if it is by any window only to the Premier’s 
office, or the Premier him or herself. And the Premier has to show the public 
what the standards are in her government and the administration,…,I think 
the opposition would do more than call for the minister’s resignation. I think 
the Opposition would start to come after the Premier. The Premier has tied 
herself to the minister for this long. It’s spreading to her, and I suspect that the 
Opposition leader has been demanding the minister’s resignation for a while 
and now is starting to demand the Premier’s (NSWM4)

Sacking or forcing a resignation is a sign that the Premier is doing ‘the right thing’ 
to stop the disease (NSWMS1). Rarely do individual ministers have the chance to 
frame their exit in terms of ‘being a good guy’ (NSWP3) and ‘dignified’ (NSWM5). 
The minister under attack is at best a pleading servant and at worst a punished 
child. A former Vice Premier explained ironically that if a Premier decides not 
to defend ministers, ‘ministers have to be led screaming and kicking to the exit 
door’: 

He is very, that is very kind of him. Removes himself to the backbench. Doesn’t 
happen very often, because he actually hasn’t decided hasn’t he? After 
consultation with the Premier, which means normally being screamed at by 
the Premier: resign you bastard, or I will sack you! (NSWM5)

However, a counter narrative about the NSW cabinet exists. In this narrative, 
cabinet is not dominated by the Premier, but subjected to strife between 
factional leaders.  

Factional battleground: is the minister aligned to the right faction? 
In stories about ‘weak’ Premiers, cabinet features as a battlefield in which 
factional warfare dominates. Chapter 4 showed that Premier needs to retain 
the support of their MPs, who are often aligned to certain factions.50 A central 
objective for an incumbent Premier is thus to manage cabinet tensions and to 
stay in a top dog position. Deciding who to sack is precarious for a Premier, as 
this decision could lower the Premier’s support among peers in the party room: 
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So, you want a clean team. If you want a clean team then you clean it, every 
time you find a problem you clean it up – but if you potentially lose government 
with that, you have to find a way where you keep the votes [in the party room] 
but keep it clean as well (NSWM2)

If the Premier is not able to manage cabinet tensions, factional rivalries and 
interests take over. On those occasions, factional ‘warlords’ engage in warfare to 
influence or, in extreme cases, take control over  a Premier’s cabinet decisions. 
The factions can grow so powerful that it becomes a question of who is pulling 
the strings in the sacking of a minister (NSWM6). 

The party then takes its eyes off the ball in terms of winning and holding 
government and starts to do with factional deals and fitting up friends in 
good positions. So it starts to be about us and the party rather than them, the 
voters and the people ,.., But we are picking duds, and they are going to come 
undone, we know it, they are an explosion waiting to happen. Because we 
don’t test, because we are motivated by factional relations and looking after 
your mates than we are looking after the community (NSWM5)

In the factional battlefield, the factional leaders are key actors. According to a 
journalist (NSWJ2) the ‘internal politicking’ is especially present during a reshuffle. 
During a reshuffle, ‘various factions try to promote their own people’ (NSWJ2). 
The Premier is impaired in his removal or reshuffle powers if the minister has ‘the 
numbers’, i.e. factional support, in the party room (NSWM3; NSWM5; NSWM6). 
If the minister is powerful in caucus, in addition to being a ‘good performer’, the 
Premier ‘would have walked over hot coals to keep [that minister]’ (NSWM5). 

It depends on his power within the party. If he was minister that actually had a 
lot of power, had a lot of numbers in caucus and if people actually did like him, 
he probably would survive. Just in the sheer way that political power works. 
But if he did not have a lot of caucus support, I imagine he wouldn’t survive 
after the election in terms of being a minister. (NSWM3)

The driving force in this setting is not about withstanding or countering external 
reputation damage. Instead, a sacking or reshuffling is a win or loss in an internal 
factional battle. To manage incidents or sensitive policy issues, ministers have to 
asses if ‘they [the factions are] aligned, is there bad blood between them, what is 
the nature of sort of debt owing in terms of political favours? Because [then] you 
have to try on straighten [these debts] out’ (NSWCS4). If factions are not aligned, 
a minister has ‘to treat them almost as the opposition’ (NSWCS4).
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An implicit notion in these stories is that when Premiers sack someone, they 
show they are not controlled by the factions. A former Premier (NSWM4) also 
called sacking a sign of strength, while a minister (NSWM5) referred the inability 
of a Premier to sack someone in an incident ‘evidence that you are not up to the 
job as Premier’. A former Liberal minister described how he was dropped from 
cabinet as the outcome of a factional battle.  

I think there were one or two there pretty powerful factional persons there 
in the Upper House who resented my position, so I think that had a part in it, 
because that faction controls the Premier. And then also myself and (..) had 
fought hard against [other faction], as we called them, in our area (NSWM8) 

And about a minister who was sacked by his Premier: 

He made three mistakes or four. All quite trivial actually and none of them 
could really be construed as attempts to cover up for culpability or mistakes 
on his own part. They were silly, silly mistakes, but… it was convenient for the 
Premier at that time , because he saw [sacked minister] as a factional rival  
(NSWMS6)

Factional rivalries can even cost a Premier’s position, because ‘if those factions 
are against you [the Premier], they will make sure you go’ (NSWJ2; NSWJ3): 

[the Premier] tried to remove [a right faction minister] who was stirring 
problems along [another minister],.., and [a left faction minister] too. That’s 
three people. [first minister] said to the other two ministers: ‘Dig your heels 
in, boys, because I’ll get us a new premier.’ He then intrigued right behind our 
back with the left-wing coordinator. He [left minister] became the Premier 
under the kudos of the very people that left was trying to get rid of (NSWP4)

Table 5.5 shows a summary of both NSW cabinet narratives. 
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Table 5.5 The NSW narrative and counter-narrative of rules-in-use in cabinet

1) cabinet as….  2) cabinet as.. 

Setting Premier’s fiefdom Factional battleground

Key players Premier Monocratic leader Factional warlord or 
beholden to the factional 
power brokers 

Journalists  Huntsmen

Ministers Pleading servants/wayward 
children

Having the numbers or 
subject to the story

Opposition MPs Huntsmen 

Colleagues 
minister 

Huntsmen Huntsmen  

Rules-in-use  accountability 
process

A Premier’s sacking decision 
is driven by: a) whether the 
minister is a political liability 
and b) if this is a case of 
incompetence or integrity 

A Premier’s sacking 
decision is driven by: a) 
factional dominance and 
b) the factional backing of 
the minister

Rules-in-use for account-givers 
(Premiers) 

Weather the storm with the 
minister if he is incompetent, 
but sack him if he is a crook 

Sack the minister if you 
can to show dominance, 
but keep party room 
support 

Rules-in-use for external 
account-holders 

Paint the ministers as a crook 
and make the Premier liable for 
the minister

None: internal story. 

Shared by (journalists/
ministers/ parliamentarians/ 
civil servants/ministerial staff) 

17 out 31 interviewees 
(2/5/2/2/6)

13 out of 31 (1/7/1/2/2) 

the dutch cabinet 
Chapter 4 showed that the Dutch Prime Minister has no formal powers to hire 
and fire ministers of parties other than his own. In the cabinet narratives of 
Dutch actors, two storylines emerge: 1) cabinet serves as a negotiation space 
for coalition party leaders who will view any parliamentary incident through the 
prism of its possible implications for coalition stability; 2) party leaders behave 
more autocratic during consultation meeting with their own ministers (also 
called the ministerial consultations (BPO)). 
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Coalition negotiation space: is the minister needed to maintain the 
coalition? 
Dutch interviewees generally described cabinet as an oligarchic setting in which 
two or more party leaders, both those in cabinet and in the parliament, have 
to decide whether to ‘shield a minister’ from blame (NLM6). Ministers can have 
three ‘political bosses’ in cabinet and the party: the Prime Minister, the Vice 
Premier and the leader of the parliamentary faction.  

The most important players are the political leaders of the coalition parties. 
They are the ones who decide whether a junior minister or minister stays in 
office. At a certain moment, they feel so pressured that they will take the 
decision, which they probably do not take willingly, but they have no other 
choice… So there is one common factor [in resignation cases] and that is the 
role of the political leadership and the Prime Minister and Vice PM. They 
decide in a certain situation if they will defend the minister or not (NLP3)

There is a clear pecking order among those three leaders. When a minister is 
aligned to the coalition partner, the party leader of that parliamentary party 
often prevails in negotiations over Prime Ministers as he is the ‘political boss’ of 
the minister (NLCS1; NLJ4; NLJ5; NLM4; NLM6). 
A pecking order also exists among cabinet ministers (NLJ4). Ministerial colleagues 
are often asked to weigh in during discussions about survival (NLM3; NLM6), 
especially if the minister has a junior status (NLCS4). Whether ministers are 
active players depend on their clout in cabinet (portfolio) and in their party. 
‘Heavyweight’ ministers have more clout in cabinet negotiations, because if they 
are under the gun, ‘the coalition could be threatened’ (NLM1). Ominous stories 
were told about ministers who withstood pressure from their leaders to resign, 
often fruitlessly, and who subsequently saw their future career in the political 
and administrative echelons wither (NLCS3; NLM1; NLM3). 

Junior ministers will often cave and resign if the party thinks it’s the best 
option. If junior ministers will refuse [to resign], they will hear that they will be 
sacked anyway, but then with no chance of a future career in politics or public 
administration. This happened in the case of [name junior minister], people 
said to him: “It is better to resign when there is still a decent way out. Maybe 
they will make you mayor somewhere if you resign. And he did. If you don’t 
cave in to pressure, you will go too, but then with no political future (NLCS3) 
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When does the oligarchy remove a minister? First, the question they pose 
is whether the minister is an embarrassment for the government (NLM1). 
Embarrassment precedes actual confidence motions (NLM4) and occurs when 
ministers are described as a ‘security problem’ (NLJ7) and a ‘liability’ (NLM3; 
NLP6). Subsequently, Dutch cabinet players have similar considerations to 
the NSW Premier and sacking is ‘politically smart’ if the minister damages the 
‘standing of the government’ (NLJ2). To uphold the reputation of government, 
Prime Minister and leaders of the coalition can remove a minister:

Parties have to assess: what does the [issue] mean politically? If we let this one 
minister stay in office, could this potentially bring down the whole cabinet? 
What are the consequences? How bad is it? What does this mean for the 
whole group? If one minister resigns, will this be a domino-motion and will 
others follow? (NLP2) 

The second question is whether removing the minister will upset coalition 
stability (NLCS1). The oligarchy needs to keep the lines between the party 
leaders open and collegiately negotiate a defendable solution for all parties. A 
civil servant lays out the negotiation between the coalition partners: 

In this case, there was an enormous war with part of Parliament. We are all 
there, it was about nothing, really nothing. At a certain point the minister joins 
us and says: there will be a censure motion later. About me….This all happened 
in one evening: the Premier is called, then subsequently [coalition partner], 
subsequently [Premier’s party in parliament], then back to the coalition 
partner.. Because the partner wanted to support the motion. But in the end 
we were able to normalize it and at 12 o’clock the only thing which was said is: 
we will give you this and we will give you that [to the coalition partner] (NLCS1)

Most coalition parties resist temptation to demand the resignation of a coalition 
minister, because such a demand will incur loss to a party in terms of pay-back 
and loss of cooperation in the coalition. Cabinet atmosphere can then deteriorate 
from collegiate to adversarial. 

If as a coalition party you demand the resignation of a minister from your 
coalition partner, you know that: a. the next time they will demand one of 
your ministers. b. it also will lead to trouble, to quarrels in the coalition, you 
will get less things done, you might lose your budget or whatever, or incur loss 
of confidence or cooperation between the parties .. (NLP3)

In some stories package deals appear. For example, when a party are forced by 
the coalition partner to sack a minister, they will at a later time demand pay-back 
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(NLCS7; NLM4). Three Dutch parliamentarians discussed how one coalition party 
stressed to the coalition partner that they wanted a particular minister to resign. 
Either the coalition partner took the risk of demanding a resignation due to 
existing friction between the partners (NLJ2; NLP8), or due to an extraordinarily 
weak position of the minister (NLP1; NLP3)

Someone who for example went too far and had to resign was [name junior 
minister in the ‘90s]. The other coalition party just did not like him anymore. 
The other coalition party said to the junior minister: “Boy, just do the 
honourable thing, because we cannot control ourselves. You made yourself 
really unpopular.” It was not about what he did wrong, but just that they could 
not stand HIM anymore. You could translate this to a loss of confidence, not by 
a vote, but by a message from the political lead (NLP3)

Some stories about ‘fighting cabinets’ were similar to the NSW factional 
battlefield stories. In those stories, ‘loyalty’ among the parties is low and the 
‘war setting’ each cabinet meeting ensures the prevalence of party interests 
over coalition ones (NLP3). However, many of the cabinet stories did not feature 
such an adversarial struggle between coalition leaders and instead focused on 
internal party processes. 

The party leaders’ fiefdom: is the minister a liability for the party? 
Not only the coalition leaders meet regularly to discuss matters of coalition 
interest. These discussions also take place within the party. The chairman of the 
parliamentary faction meets regularly with the party chairman and the ministers 
of that party to discuss party lines on policy issues and to discuss matters of 
party interest. These ‘ministerial consultation meetings’ (BPO) usually take place 
on Thursday evening, the evening before cabinet discussions on Friday. While 
in some parties the ‘chaos theory’ often trumps party discipline and hierarchy 
(NLP3), in most stories the meetings reflect a fiefdom, in which the ministers 
come to plead their case to the political leader(s) of their party. The opinions of 
the party leader in cabinet, either the PM or Vice-PM, or the chairman of the 
parliamentary group take primacy over others (NLP3). At other times the two 
share power in the fiefdom. If one of the two ‘has any doubts, then the deed is 
done’ (NLJ7). 

Some political leaders sat in cabinet, some stay in parliament, this varies. So 
if the political leader decides that the damage for the party is bigger if the 
minister stays in office than if he resigns, then it will be arranged that the 
minister will say: I will stop (NLP8) 
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The political leader is the one who will say in those meetings: “We will go this 
way” and the ministers have to fall in line (NLJ5). If the parliamentary chairman 
of one coalition party decides to stick to his minister and the cabinet solidarity 
is still high, party discipline will also extend to the parliamentary group of the 
coalition partner. 

The [party leader]  had decided they wanted to stick to their minister and the 
[coalition partner]  did not dare to send the minister home, to support the 
motion of the opposition. And if you hear how that went in the party meeting of 
[coalition partner], internally, the parliamentary chairman put heavy political 
pressure on his MPs to fall in line, which eventually cost him one talented MP, 
for whom this was the last straw (NLJ2) 

However, when party leaders force their MPs to keep a minister in office, MPs 
can still publicly ‘radiate:  “we do this only because of party discipline, because 
we don’t like it at all” (NLCS3). Most MPs fall in line, because resistance can incur 
considerable personal costs in terms of their re-election. 

For example it happened when [name minister]  was under pressure from 
[name parliamentary inquiry]. [parliamentary party leader] put pressure on his 
MP [who was a member of the inquiry committee]  to reveal the conclusions of 
the inquiry beforehand: what are you going to say? His MP refused and said: 
you are loyal to your wife, your dog and your party leader and in that order.,.., 
And the consequence was that the MP was put in an unelectable position for 
the next elections. He was punished for his resistance (NLJ4) 

In these stories, the ministers have limited agency. A former administrative head 
of a department compared serving under these minister to ‘providing terminal 
care for a patient who does not know he is dying’:

I saw him day and night, but mostly to encourage him and also to help him 
understand a bit that this is a reality he cannot resist. You just noticed that his 
own party wanted to get rid of him. Then there isn’t much [work] for the civil 
service in terms of advice. He had become vulnerable, he was a liability (NLCS3)

However, it matters what ‘political clout’ ministers have in their own party 
(NLP2). The plots in these stories are not cabinet stability or the embarrassment 
of government, but reduced to questions of party liability (NLJ7).

These processes are regulated by other rules than ministerial responsibility. 
These processes are regulated by political expediency and a whole complex 
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of other factors. And if the faction leader of the party at some point during 
the meeting says: “If I were you I would keep some dignity [and resign]”, then 
you know what to do. And then you are probably seen as a hero, because a 
minister who resigns and takes responsibility is usually congratulated (NLP3)

A summary of both Dutch cabinet narratives is provided in Table 5.6.

Table 5.6 Dutch narrative and counter-narrative of rules-in-use in cabinet

1) cabinet as….  2) part of cabinet as.. 

Setting Negotiation space between party 
leaders

Party leader(s)’ fiefdom

Key players Journalists  Limited role

Ministers Depending on ‘weight’ active 
decision-makers or subject of 
decision

Depending on ‘weight’ 
active decision-makers 
or subject of decision

Coalition MPs Saboteurs or hounds (leader: 
vital negotiator)  

Obedient or disobedient 

Colleagues 
minister 

Negotiators Obedient or disobedient 

Rules-in-use  accountability 
process

The sacking decision of  the 
coalition partners is driven by: a) 
whether the minister is a political 
liabililty and b) a coalition liability 

The sacking decision of 
the party leader is driven 
by a) the clout of the 
minister in his party and 
b) the power of the party 
leader 

Rules-in-use for account-
givers (Premiers) 

Sack the minister if his reputation  
embarrasses the government, 
but keep him if sacking would 
cause a rift in the coalition 

Sacking the minister 
if he becomes a party 
liability but keep him if 
he is important, even if it 
means disgruntling MPs 

Rules-in-use for external 
account-holders 

Make the minister a political 
embarrassment and thus a 
government liability  

Make the minister a 
party liability 

Shared by (journalists/
ministers/ parliamentarians/ 
civil servants) 

 18 out of 31 interviewees  
(5/5/4/4)

14 out of 31 interviewees 
(4/3/6/1) 
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cabinet narratives compared 
Comparing NSW and Dutch narratives about cabinet, we can draw some inferences 
about blame and accountability practices in both systems. In terms of account-
holders, both Dutch and NSW cabinets can be controlled by either one person or 
an oligarchy of factional leaders. In the monocratic narratives, the NSW Premier 
and Dutch Prime Minister (as party leader) run a ‘fiefdom’ of ministers and MPs 
and they can sanction ministers autonomously. In the oligarchic narratives, the 
NSW faction leaders and the Dutch party leaders will negotiate, compete and 
even battle to save some ministers and sack others. While in the Dutch stories 
the oligarchic setting could be one of collegiate consultation, in the NSW stories 
the oligarchic setting is one of strife and a sign of ‘weak leadership’. 

In terms of rules-in-use, the minister’s fate in all stories depends on whether 
he is considered a liability, whether for the government’s reputation, for the 
party or internally (in the factional warfare). The importance of ‘political 
expediency’, in terms of either government reputation or a party’s reputation, 
is in line with Fischer’s  hypothesis that ministerial resignations are the result 
of a political cost-benefit analyses rather than ministerial responsibility norms 
(Fischer, 2012, p. 614; Fischer et al., 2006). This hypothesis is supported by the 
narratives about cabinet decision-making. Although accusations of floating of 
formal rules such as ministerial responsibility rise the reputational stakes of an 
accountability episode, it is the informal cost-benefit analysis of those in power 
that matter most for whether ministers resign or not. 

5.5 RuLeS-IN-uSe: FINDINgS AND PRoPoSITIoNS

Dutch and NSW ‘rules-in-use’ for accountability episodes diverge regarding 
where accountability is enacted and who are the powerful account-holders: 
while Dutch stories focused on parliament, NSW stories focused very much on 
the media. NSW journalists are both more active and have a stronger reputation 
as ‘huntsmen’ than Dutch journalists, while in the Dutch stories parliamentarians 
are both more active and have a stronger reputation as account-holder and 
‘huntsman’ than NSW parliamentarians. Also, while NSW stories focused on 
a minister’s propriety, Dutch stories focused on questions of appropriate and 
competent account-giving. This is actually in line with historical resignation 
patterns in both systems. 

Notwithstanding these differences in venue salience and account holder 
power across the two systems, the ensuing blame assignment scripts are 
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remarkably similar. Whether an accountability episode will turn into a blame 
game depends on how account holders assess: a) the severity of the incident in 
terms of norm-violations (misbehaviour or inappropriate account-giving) and b) 
the reputation of the minister, in terms of their ‘scorecard’. This is in line with 
the work on framing contests after crises (Boin et al., 2009, pp. 85-88; Bovens & 
‘t Hart, 1996; De Vries, 2004) and with the very definition of blame as harm and 
responsibility for that harm. 

Repetition seems to be the moving driver for asserting blame to a minister: 
constantly repeating smaller frames of incompetency or impropriety can lead to 
a bigger story of failing ministers and failing government. Especially when these 
frames are repeated by both primary account-holders (NSW tabloid journalists, 
Dutch ‘moderate’ opposition parliamentarians) and other account-holders 
(Dutch ‘serious’ journalists and NSW Opposition), the minister will become 
political liability. When this repetition rolls-over and incorporates discussion in 
cabinet, this can turn politically deadly for a minister. The following propositions 
can be constructed for the ‘rules-in-use’ that govern accountability episodes and 
ministerial survival in both contexts. 

Table 5.7 Propositions based on narrative analysis of elite interviews

nr. element summary Propositions 

5.1 Info/debate Accountability to 
blame logic 

NSW accountability episodes will move from an 
accountability logic to a blame one if journalists 
can portray the minister as having a a) scorecard 
and b) a reputation for misbehaviour, while Dutch 
accountability episode will move from accountability 
to blame related if parliamentarians can portray 
the minister as a) a repeat offender and b) an 
incompetent or inappropriate account-giver

5.2 Sanction Political liability  The Premier/party leader will make a cost-
benefit analysis of the minister’s position and 
if he is considered a political liability for a 
considerable time (in a blaming narrative), the 
minister will be cut loose 

How do informal rules affect the course and outcome of high-stakes 
accountability episodes? First, Dutch and NSW narratives show that only certain 
powerful actors play a decisive role as gatekeepers to arenas and information. 
For the Netherlands, this role is reserved for ‘serious opposition’ and coalition 
leaders, while journalists and the Premier occupy this role in New South Wales. 
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These actors can ignite accountability episode and turn them into blame games. 
These findings show that we need to go beyond formal rules and focus on how 
informal roles of the different actors affect accountability episodes (Olsen, 2015, 
p. 437).  

Furthermore, rules-in-use provide a ‘template’ on what to do in accountability 
episodes. Actors can borrow from rules-in-use and use them as a script for the 
accountability episode, spelling out the roles for the various actors, powerful 
frames and possible processes. However, each arena has multiple ‘templates’ 
to choose from. Often, one narrative resembles an accountability logic while 
the other narrative resembles a blame logic. Accountability templates focus on 
formal rules, ideas of appropriate behaviour for the arena, a more structured 
information-debate-sanction sequence of the episode and a minister who is 
on an equal footing with his account-holders. Conversely, the second template 
focusses on strife, ideas of effective blaming behaviour for the arena, an all-
rules-are-off sequence of the episode, and a minister who is ‘hunted’ by his 
adversaries. 

Therefore, accountability processes are not only driven by ministerial 
responsibility rules, but also by norms about what is appropriate and competent 
account-giving, loyalties between party leaders and ministers, and political ideas 
about expediency and liability. Fischer (2012, p. 616) already argued that the 
connection between ministerial responsibility and actual resignations ‘is often 
not much more than a political rhetorical idea, which is established by the 
protagonists themselves in resignation issues’. This chapter shows that avoiding 
and managing blame is as much part of ministerial accountability as managing 
formal responsibilities. 

Consequently, these rules-in-use can a) correspond with, b) complement and 
c) contradict formal institutional rules in accountability episodes. Corresponding 
rules are the role of the Dutch Parliament in the first narrative. Dutch narratives 
of ministers who should ‘respect parliament’ shows an internalization of 
Parliament’s role as official accountability forum, even though dominance of the 
government coalition parties is often assured. Parliamentarians have internalized 
a ‘genuine give-and-take relationships between government and parliament’ in 
terms of ministerial accountability (Lijphart, 2012, p. 36). Complementing rules 
expand and add to formal rules. For example, the NSW account-holding role of 
parliament was complemented, and overshadowed, by the media as a central 
accountability arena. NSW journalists had vital roles as gatekeepers and hunters 
in the media and influenced decision-making by the Premier. Last, contradictory 
rules are those that circumvent and thwart formal institutional rules. For example, 
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the backstage narratives revolved around party colleagues leaking (confidential) 
damaging information against their colleague-ministers. 

Last, rules-in-use are not necessarily fixed. In the stories, rules-in-use were 
often based on retelling of certain iconic cases, such as the resignation of two 
Dutch ministers who resigned ‘in a royal manner’ over a deadly fire in a detention 
centre without being personally involved (Chapter 4). New accountability 
episodes could reinforce, but also change existing narratives. For example, the 
role of social media has been rarely mentioned in Dutch and NSW interviews, but 
if they would play a determining role in new episodes, they could be incorporated 
in informal practices. 

The question that remains is what these rules mean for ministers and for 
how ministers should respond in accountability episodes. In other words, how 
are these rules-in-use translated to ministerial account-giving: how ministers 
account for the incident and manage blame in accountability episodes. The next 
chapter therefore focuses on whether key accountability players in majoritarian 
and consensual systems prefer similar blame avoiding behaviour from their 
ministers in countering blame or whether they prefer different behaviour.



When I just started here as a reporter, I was summoned to a press 
conference with the Premier. And none of us knew what it was about 
and none of us thought… Well,  I didn’t have any reason to think that it 
was signifi cant, but he got up and he announced that a minister in the 
government, the minister for (…), had been arrested earlier in the day 
for child sex allegati ons. Now, that had so much potenti al to damage or 
destroy the government, but the brilliance of his strategy was to become 
the agent of informati on and simultaneous with people hearing the 
informati on, they heard it from the Premier, registered his atti  tude and 
heard what the response of the government was going to be. A friend in 
the governing party said to me: that proves this lesson, that it is not what 
happens that really matt ers, it’s how you deal with it. It’s your response, 
even to something as catastrophic as the  arrest of a minister on child sex 
challenges can be, I mean it’s catastrophic, but it can be politi cally non-
catastrophic, if you deal with it properly. 
– (NSWMS6)



staged retreats? hoW 
Ministers aVoid blaMe

Elite expectations of ministerial 
tactics in accountability episodes 

chapter 6
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6.1 the staged retreat hypothesis 

This chapter explores whether ministers in majoritarian and consensual political 
cultures are primed towards different ways of responding to blame in high-
stakes accountability episodes. Blame is conventionally defined as a combination 
of perceived avoidable harm or loss and perceived responsibility at any given 
point in time (Hood, 2011; Sulitzeanu-Kenan & Hood, 2005). The account of 
the ministerial staffer in the opening quote underscores how actors construct 
or resist narratives of harm, responsibility, and failing ministerial performance 
(Bovens & ‘t Hart, 1996; Bovens, ‘t Hart, & Peters, 2002; 2016; Edelman, 1988). 
In this instance, the staffer, and others, deemed the response of the Premier as 
‘proper’ and therefore the incident as ‘politically non-catastrophic’, indicating 
that the reputational fallout for the Premier and the government was limited. 

Although Hood (1998, p. 25) suggested that ‘responses to scandal or 
catastrophe in public management,., are likely to be a key test of cultural 
bias’, cross-cultural empirical research on blame avoidance is remarkably 
sparse (Hinterleitner, 2017). In chapter 5, I concluded that Dutch and NSW 
accountability episodes have different informal rules of the game in terms of 
which arenas and whom influence accountability episodes. Institutional factors 
could thus conduce to different accountability scripts. How do NSW and Dutch 
actors expect ministers to behave in specific accountability episodes? Do actors 
in both systems expect ministers to employ defensive BAB and to do so in a 
staged retreat manner?

Furthermore, current BAB research mostly discards dramaturgical elements 
of blame avoiding behaviour and focuses solely on the rhetorical content of 
the tactics. However, these tactics are used to convince certain audiences. The 
research on apologias and rituals after crises (Hearit, 2006; t Hart, 1993), political 
forgiveness (Nieuwenburg, 2014), and the politics of environmental discourse 
(Hajer, 1995, 2005) indicate that in order to be convincing, blame avoidance 
encompasses not just rhetorical tropes but also dramaturgical techniques. For 
example, Hearit (2006) concluded that citizens only consider apologies to be 
sincere, when they are said in the right tone, at the right time, and in the proper 
setting. Do Dutch and NSW actors reflect on extra-rhetorical means of blame 
avoidance? 

Lastly, ministers must convince key account-holding players who determine 
their political fates - media, parliament and cabinet - that they should not ‘carry 
the can’ for the controversial events in question (Boin et al., 2009; Brändström 
& Kuipers, 2003). This study is the first to clearly distinguish between these key 
players and include their perceptions in the analysis of blame avoiding behaviour. 



6

STAGED RETREATS? HOW MINISTERS AVOID BLAME | 171

In the interviews, key players implicitly and explicitly evaluated blame avoiding 
behaviour in terms of both efficacy and appropriateness. According to Bovens 
(2010, p. 962) ‘accountability forums implicitly or explicitly formulate notions of 
accountability as a virtue when they judge the performance of actors’. To what 
extent do elite actors deem the blame avoiding behaviour of the minister to be 
effective and appropriate?   

The question of this chapter is whether in comparable blame game scenarios, 
Dutch and NSW actors expect different blame avoiding behaviour to be employed, 
and whether they also differ in the extent to which they deem such behaviour 
to be effective and appropriate. In order to answer this question, I coded how 
my 62 interviewees in both the Netherlands and New South Wales responded 
to a series of stylised hypothetical blame game scenarios (vignettes). Section 
6.2 will compare expected BAB in response to the scenarios will be compared 
both in a short quantitative overview. This will be extended with in a qualitative 
discussion (6.3), a reflection on dramaturgy in blame avoiding behaviour (6.4) 
and a comparison of how actors assess blame avoiding behaviour (6.5). The 
chapter will end with a summary (6.6) and a discussion of the findings (6.7). 

6.2 expec ted tac tics: a first cUt

In the vignette-interviews, interviewees envisioned what the minister would 
do and say after a possible blameworthy situation and what their own reaction 
would be. Blame games often move through three stages: discussions about 
the harm caused by the incident, responsibility for the incident and the 
political and institutional consequences (Brändström & Kuipers, 2003). In 
each stage, the minister can choose between a confrontational (defensive) 
and an accommodative stance. Hood and others posed that political office-
holders in majoritarian systems use a ‘staged retreat’, in which they start with 
confrontational tactics and only gradually accept more blame for the occurrence 
and responsibility for the outcomes of the event (see 2.4, Hood et al., 2009; 
Schütz, 1996, p. 121). I therefore provide a short quantitative overview of the 
BA tactics the interviewees expected. This serves as a first broad-brush stroke to 
assess whether Dutch and NSW ministers are primed to use accommodative or 
confrontational behaviour in each stage. 

In terms of confrontational tactics, problem denial and scapegoating (of 
bureaucrats) were mentioned by 18 and 25 NSW interviewees, while they 
were mentioned by only 9 and 10 Dutch interviewees. Clearly, more NSW 
interviewees expect ministers to start with denial of harm caused.  For the 
moderately confrontational behaviour, such as justifications, this picture is less 
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clear. Horizontal diffusion of responsibility (focusing on collective responsibility) 
was mentioned more by Dutch interviewees (20 over 10). 

In terms of accommodative tactics, excuses and apologies were mentioned 
separately by 20 and 18 Dutch interviewees, while both were mentioned by 
12 NSW interviewees. In fact, Dutch interviewees trump NSW interviewees in 
references to all strongly accommodative behaviour in which ministers admit both 
the harm and responsibility (apologies, institutional action-taking and resignation). 
This is less clear for the strategy of announcing of independent inquiries, which 
was mentioned by an overwhelming number of interviewees in both systems 
(NSW: 24 and Dutch: 29). Slightly more NSW interviewees mentioned ministers 
compensating harm after admitting responsibility (9 over 7). 

Table 6.1 shows how many Dutch and NSW interviewees expected ministers 
to use particular tactics in the the hypothetical events.

table 6.1 Quantitative overview of references to each strategy by NSW and Dutch 
actors51 

Tactics to 
support: 

Strongly confrontational 
behaviour (denial) 

Moderately 
confrontational 
behaviour

Moderately 
accommodative  
behaviour

strongly 
accommodative 
behaviour 
(admittance) 

Denial of 
severity of 
incident

Problem 
denial  

NSW: 18 
interviewees

Limit the 
agenda 

NSW: 
n/a

NL: 9 
interviewees

NL: 
n/a

Problem 
denial + 
counter 
attack 

NSW: 10 Justifica-
tions 

NSW: 
21

NL: 0 NL: 
17

Denial of 
responsibility 
for incident 

Scapegoat 
others

NSW:  25 Focus on 
collective 
responsi-
bility   

NSW:  
10

Excuses  
(i.e. plea of 
ignorance)

NSW:  
12

Announce 
indepen-
dent 
inquiry

NSW:  
24 

NL: 10 NL: 
20 

NL: 20 NL: 29

Mitigating 
political 
consequences  

Will 
compensate 
harm  

NSW: 
9

Apologize  NSW: 
12 

NL: 7 NL: 18

Announce 
reparative 
policies 

NSW: 
15

Admit 
culpability/ 
resignation

NSW: 
10

NL: 20 NL:15
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Overall, the interviews show that in general NSW interviewees expected 
ministers to employ confrontational tactics more often, while Dutch interviewees 
expected ministers to employ accommodative tactics more often. 

In these limited quantitative exercises we must be careful not to confuse 
‘frequency with meaning’ (Beuving & De Vries, 2015, p. 169). Furthermore, 
the table groups interviewees answers to different vignettes. Quantifying 
interviewees’ interpretations can gloss over considerable differences within the 
categories, for example when interviewees explain how they would envision 
a certain tactic in one vignette as opposed to another situation. In addition, 
tactics need to be ‘suitable’: they need to fit within their broad political context 
(Goffman, in: Bennett, 1980, p. 810). Interviewees drew on different aspects of 
the described situation to explain how the minister had to defend himself. They 
often connected certain blame avoiding tactics to the blame practices described 
in chapter 5. Therefore, section 6.3 will focus on a more qualitative discussion of 
the tactics interviewees expected from ministers. 

6.3 confrontation or accoMModation? 

The section discusses the tactics interviewees expected in each of the discursive 
stages of the blame game: framing severity of the incident, responsibility for the 
incident and political consequences of the incident. In each stage, focus rests 
on both how the interviewees explained the expected tactics and under which 
conditions interviewees expected ministers to use these tactics. 

severity of the incident: acknowledge or minimize?  
In response to blameworthy events, eighteen NSW interviewees expected 
ministers to focus on problem denial, while only nine Dutch interviewees 
expected problem denial. In New South Wales, ministers pursue problem denial 
both passively, by ignoring and stonewalling the event, and actively, by claiming 
no core values are threatened. In the policy failure scenario, NSW ministers are 
also expected to decide on a more confrontational form of problem denial, by 
launching a counterattack on the Opposition. One minister explains the strategy 
as ‘countering the narrative of opponents’ without directly denying the problems 
caused (cf. Boin et al., 2009). 

If someone asked a difficult question you didn’t know the answer to… You 
would say: I will, it is typical of the Opposition, comes into this House, every 
day, fear-mongering about public transport, they hate public transport. 
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You know they don’t want people to take public transport… Then you never 
mislead, the particular might be very true, but I never misled the House. You 
play the political game (NSWM5)

None of the Dutch interviewees expected ministers to launch a counter attack 
on any of the key actors. Dutch interviewees mentioned problem denial only in 
general terms and never expected a direct attack on the opposition parties in 
Parliament. 

Both Dutch and NSW ministers are assumed to justify their action and the 
occurrence of the incident, a less confrontational stance. In justifications, 
ministers admit being responsible for the problems caused by the event but claim 
that the resultant harm was less severe than originally asserted. For example, in 
response to the integrity vignette, nine Dutch interviewees expected ministers to 
argue that the integrity incident caused little harm as no official ties were found 
between the minister’s portfolio and the company that brought them on the 
trip. With regard to the policy-related scenario, NSW ministers use justifications 
in the form of positive stories about the policy or about oneself.

I mean sometimes fears ought to be downplayed and  I would say ‘Look, the 
economy isn’t stagnant, we’ve got a reasonable economy, the baseline is 
fine, there’s things that will keep on going up and down but our economy is 
sound’, but then you treat people seriously, by listening to what they say and 
responding to them (NSWM2)

Dutch interviewees expected similar tactics from the minister, but in their 
answers, justifications were mixed with an announcement of reparative policy 
initiatives aiming to ‘fix the problem’. 

You need to have though out [before parliamentary discussions): what kind 
of developments can I expect, but mostly: where do I want to end up with the 
commitments I make to Parliament? (..) The question is how to improve this 
[safety problems] in the prison system in the future. Because Parliament will 
say: you have to improve the system immediately. But what can you do about 
it immediately? I mean, I would make a good plan and show what has been 
done already. Often in judgments of the policy there is little attention for what 
has been done already. People are often not informed, so the minister would 
need the skills to inform the political actors what has been done already, 
because then those actors immediately have a better picture (NLM6) 
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Dutch ministers can therefore implicitly deny the severity of the incident, by 
justifying the policy in terms of showing the benefits and showing ‘what has 
been done already’ to minimize past woes. 

When is denial expected? 
NSW and Dutch actors both first assessed if the incident had caused any 
identifiable casualties to see whether any of the tactics to minimize the severity 
of the incidents would be feasible. However, only in rare circumstances would 
NSW actors immediately discard problem denial as a feasible tactic. In NSW, 
the ministers’ leeway for confrontational tactics rather depends on the strength 
of the minister and how journalists frame the severity of the event. In passive 
problem denial, NSW interviewees focused on the strength of the minister, in 
terms of reputation in the media. A former Premier talked about ‘fronting the 
fan’ in terms of stonewalling the problems towards journalists in a policy failure 
(NSWM4). For passive problem denial to be feasible, ministers need to be seen 
as strong and need to be sure a tight front can be formed among their ranks.

They are doing it well if they are in a similar position [all stonewalling]. We 
[journalists] will ask: ‘Why didn’t you ask these question, why didn’t you..’ You 
do all that and sometimes you will get nowhere. And then you have to reduce 
the story to: the inquiry has been announced and is in place. The department 
is remaining tight lipped.,.., The department is remaining tight-lipped or the 
minister is tight-lipped. All those clichés have to called upon,.., And you know: 
an Opposition calling for this and that is good enough for a certain time, but 
basically that will go for about two cycles of the news cycle. And after that you 
will need a little bit more (NSWJ2)

NSW ministers could only launch active counter attacks on the Opposition 
and not on the journalists. This fits in well with findings in Chapter 5 that NSW 
journalists have strong powers in terms of controlling accountability episodes. 
Dutch ministers are much likely to move towards accommodative tactics, 
especially in integrity incidents. They are often not able to deny the harm caused 
by the event, because they are constrained by the framing of the severity (of for 
example integrity violations) by the moderate Opposition parties and ‘serious’ 
journalists and commentators. 

If he [the minister] is going to yack and uses the wrong strategy in the debate, 
then things will shift. I: And what would be an example of yacking in this 
case? Well, if you are going to downplay [the incident] , you will make yourself 
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very vulnerable. And if there is something else, if this is not the first time.. 
Parliament will be very critical (NLCS1)

Similar processes influence whether Dutch and NSW ministers can use 
justifications, in the form of claims that the harm is less severe than imagined or 
positive stories about the policy. Dutch actors are responsive to the stance of the 
coalition parties and moderate Opposition in Parliament, while NSW actors focus 
on the position of the media in terms of framing the severity of the incident. 
NSW interviewees argued that the leeway to justify an incident depends upon 
whether the media reports mostly the Opposition stance or the government 
stance. Dutch interviewees expected ministers to pair justifications with other 
behaviour, and therefore interviewees often conditioned and interpreted the 
tactic only as a subsect of multiple tactics, namely reparative policies (political 
consequences). An overview of the discussed conditions is shown in table 6.2. 

table 6.2 Overview of conditions needed for feasible problem denial

Tactics interviewees Conditions: 

Problem denial NSW: 18 ‘Teflon’ ministers, reputation in media, limited 
strength of Opposition 

Dutch: 9 Strategy only mentioned in general terms, depends on 
framing of severity of incident by Parliament

Problem denial 
and counter 
attack 

NSW: 10 Strength of Opposition in the media, strength minister

Dutch: 0 

Justifications NSW: 21 Pair with positive stories, severity framing by 
journalists

Dutch: 17 Pair with reparative policies, framing of urgency of 
incident by parliamentarians

In sum, NSW ministers are much more likely to start with problem denial, while 
Dutch ministers are much more likely to decide to accommodate, or at least 
not openly oppose, the severity framing of key players in the problem denial 
stage. Dutch ministers are probably less primed towards problem denial tactics. 
Interviewees tended to agree that this was due to how the other key players, 
journalists (NSW) and parliamentarians (Dutch), in the blame game framed the 
severity of the event. Both Dutch and NSW interviewees gave more importance 
to those blame game processes than to more personal characteristics of the 
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minister. In this stage, political environment strongly conditions the blame 
avoiding tactics of a minister. 

responsibility for the incident: to deny or not to deny?  
When denying responsibility, NSW interviewees expected ministers to actively 
employ confrontational, scapegoating, tactics. NSW interviewees not only 
reflected more often on scapegoating, they also expected ministers to make 
stronger scapegoating moves, such as the ritual sacking of a bureaucrat. NSW 
ministers are expected to ‘invite’ the head of a department to resign, to use 
DGs as ‘fall guys’ after letting the DG front the media (NSWM6), and even to 
‘ceremonially execute’ or ‘ritually sack’ heads of departments (NSWM1). Also 
as response to integrity incidents, NSW interviewees described ministers who 
blame political staff for forgetting to ‘fill out paperwork’. Ministers talked about 
administrators as scapegoats:  

If I were the minister, I’d be demanding a public explanation from the Chief 
Executive or the Director General or whoever it is. I’d be saying that I wanted 
a report on my desk by the end of the week and that I want to know how 
they’re going to ameliorate this from happening again in the future.  If it does 
happen again in the future, I would say, “Well, did you follow those actions 
that you promised me that you were going to follow? If not, why not? A full 
explanation.” And if there has to be a fall guy, it’s the Director General. Start 
again  (NSWM6)

In contrast, Dutch ministers are at most expected to argue they were not 
properly informed by their civil service (NLP8) or to explain in Parliament that 
they had tough internal meetings with involved civil servants (NLM7). Dutch 
ministers are more expected to diffuse responsibility instead of actively denying 
it. Ministers can claim that responsibility for the event is collectively shared 
instead of an individual attribute (horizontal diffusion of responsibility). Twenty 
Dutch interviewees and ten NSW interviewees expected ministers to argue 
responsibility is collectively shared. Dutch ministers either place collective 
responsibility on a chain of previous ministers, who left policy legacies behind, 
on networks of private actors, or on agencies at arm’s length of the minister. 

We explained as committee: these are the facts, this went wrong there and 
ministerial responsibility was present. However, it was not possible to link this 
responsibility to one minister, but to the history of the policy which created 
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the problem. A string of successive ministers replicated previous policy, 
which creates a collective responsibility. Therefore, the current minister is not 
responsible, but he has to take measures to address the problem (NLP2)

More accommodative tactics, such as excuses, were generally less expected by 
NSW interviewees. Dutch interviewees however often identified ministers who 
use excuses in the form of pleas of ignorance during integrity-related incidents 
(cf. Hansson, 2015b). Dutch ministers can acknowledge the integrity violation 
which takes place when ministers for example receive gifts or trips from private 
companies, but they can plea that they didn’t know the value or importance of 
the gifts or that they forgot them. They can claim not to be responsible due to a 
lack of intent.

You are formally responsible. However, for me such responsibility reaches too 
far, because it is about integrity and then you need to have made a conscious 
decision in terms of integrity. It means you must have wanted the gift. And if 
you received something of which you can’t remember or you don’t know its 
value, then it doesn’t violate your integrity (NLM1)

In this stage of the vignettes however, both NSW and Dutch interviewees did 
not focus on these tactics as much as on whether the minister would announce 
an independent inquiry. Installing an independent inquiry trumped all other 
expected tactics in terms of the number of interviewees in both the Netherlands 
and New South Wales. With this tactic, ministers do not actively deny 
responsibility, but try to accommodate other actors, by asking a, more or less, 
independent authority to investigate who was responsible and what should be 
done (De Vries, 2004; Sulitzeanu-Kenan, 2006). Installing independent inquiries 
was particularly mentioned in both NSW in the NL in response to policy and 
programmatic blameworthy scenarios.  

When to deny responsibility? 
The alleged position and reputation of the involved minister influenced whether 
and how Dutch and NSW interviewees expected a minister to deny responsibility. 
Dutch ministers with a strong position are expected to resist scapegoating and 
‘stand in front’ of their civil service, even when parliamentarians explicitly criticize 
the civil service. In contrast, strong NSW ministers are more likely to scapegoat. 
One former Chief of Staff (NSWMS3) calls this process the ‘axe-minster’ system 
in Australia. NSW ministers are expected by the media and the public to take 
‘tough action’ (NSWM1).  
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Well you know, I don’t think that that is good enough from the minister really. 
The minister would remain vulnerable to continue an attack..., The department 
stuffed it up in the first place. I mean one response might be to actually drag 
someone out of the department and make them accountable. So: sack, sack 
them. In this way, the media gets the blood they want and the people see that 
tough action has been taken (NSWM1)

However, NSW interviewees explained only ministers with limited prior policy 
incidents can employ scapegoating credibly. Prior multiple incidents give 
opponents the opportunity to frame an event as part of a systemic problem. A 
systemic problem is no longer solely the responsibility of bureaucrats, but poses 
a leadership problem for the political executive. 

Dutch minister need to address similar concerns when claiming collective 
responsibility for the event. According to Dutch interviewees, ministers have to 
pair diffusion with ‘appropriate procedural measures’, in the form of new policy 
initiatives. The ministers can then argue that despite not being responsible 
for the problem occurring, they still address it. To make a credible argument, 
ministers need good ‘policy skills’ in Parliament, in other words they need to 
have solid knowledge of the details of both the failed program and new policy 
initiative (NLM4).  

In terms of excuses, most Dutch interviewees expected ministers to use 
excuses, especially pleas of ignorance, after integrity incidents. However pleas of 
ignorance can only be used by ministers with a ‘clean sheet’. 

Well, if someone has a good reputation and he makes such a mistake and he 
declares: ‘Oh yes, I am sorry, I drank the bottle of wine in the office and I did 
not realise the value’. He will apologize publicly, then you can continue. But 
if someone has multiple problems, has received a motion of no confidence a 
couple of times and his reputation is weak, then he is in trouble (NLCS1)

NSW interviewees mostly excluded ministers from using excuses after integrity 
incidents. They explained that with the history of NSW integrity scandals, 
claiming ignorance is not a credible strategy in Parliament and in the media. 
Dutch and NSW interviewees explained a remarkably similar process for the 
installation of independent inquiries. According to almost all interviewees (40), 
ministers have to install independent inquiries themselves early, to avoid being 
pressured into one or seen as forced to announce one by their opponents in the 
media or Parliament. 



180 | CHAPTER 6 STAGED RETREATS? HOW MINISTERS AVOID BLAME | 181

If it is likely that you will be forced to have an inquiry anyway, announce it 
yourself, before anyone else calls for it. If you announce it late, it doesn’t give 
you a lot of credibility. So, if it is likely that these things are going to run its 
course and you think it is likely that an inquiry, you know, there is an old saying 
in New South Wales, and Australia actually: don’t ever set up an inquiry if you 
don’t know the answer (NSWMS3)

An overview of the conditions for feasible responsibility denial can be found in 
table 6.3

table 6.3 Overview of conditions needed for feasible responsibility denial

Tactics interviewees  Conditional upon: 

Scapegoating civil 
servants

NSW: 25 Framing by media (if issue can be framed as 
operational mistake), strength of minister, 

Dutch: 10 Strength minister (weak), performance in 
parliament

Focus on collective 
responsibility  

NSW: 10 Only mentioned in general terms

Dutch: 20 Fractured policy field, need to be paired with 
‘appropriate procedural measures’, minister 
strong policy reputation

Excuses (i.e. plea of 
ignorance)

NSW: 12 Combination with other tactic, not for integrity 
scandals

Dutch: 20  During integrity scandals, reputation of ‘clean 
sheet’ minister

Announcing 
independent inquiries 

NSW: 24 Anticipated pressure to announce inquiry 
expected in media, political sensitive incident, 
‘sensible’ minister 

Dutch: 29 Anticipated pressure to announce inquiry 
expected in parliament,  political sensitive 
incident

To summarize, NSW interviewees mentioned more ‘extreme’ behaviour of 
responsibility denial, such as sacking of senior civil servants. Dutch interviewees 
indeed mentioned more accommodative behaviour, but one of them, excuses, 
was not positively interpreted. Both Dutch and NSW were overtly positive 
about the installation of independent inquiries under almost all conditions, but 
especially at the start of a blame game.  In this discursive stage, the personal 
reputation of the minister  strongly conditions whether the minister can be 
feasibly expected to employ responsibility denial tactics.  
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political and personal consequences: embrace or resist 
sanctions?  
In this stage, interviewees mentioned both accommodative tactics focusing on 
reparative policy and behaviour focusing on admitting personal responsibility 
and culpability. First, only nine NSW interviewees and seven Dutch interviewees 
expected ministers to resist consequences by compensating harm, i.e. allocating 
budget back to the policy area affected by the incident. More Dutch interviewees 
and NSW interviewees expected  ministers to combine either justifications or 
apologies with institutional action-taking in the form of announcing reparative 
policies or procedures (or agencies). Ministers can announce new policy 
measures to support and reinforce both justifications, in showing a ‘never again’ 
approach, and apologies, in showing the sincerity of the apology. Interviewees 
in both environments remained quite general in the nature and scope of these 
new policies or changed procedures, often not mentioning more than a minister 
‘fixing the system’. Dutch interviewees almost always invoked the Dutch adagio 
‘stepping up and not stepping down’ related to justifications. A NSW interviewee 
described the combination of justifications and policy ‘fixes’.

The Premier would be emphasizing the positives of having this service. Focus on 
the contrast with all these [old programs] in which Sydney’s both road system 
and public transport systems, which led behind the needs of commuters. Just 
emphasizing, you know, these last year’s problems and we’re fixing them, but 
who would seriously suggest that we’d be better off without this program. 
Commuters understand how much their lives have been improved by this 
(NSWMS6)

In terms of personal responsibility admission, thirty interviewees expected 
ministers to contrite and apologize, the majority being Dutch (18:12). Interviewees 
generally expected minister to apologize for the ‘lack of political acumen’ (NLM1)
or ‘for the upheaval caused’ (NSWJ2). Only in relation to integrity incidents, did 
four Dutch interviewees and six NSW interviewees specifically expect ministers 
to swiftly acknowledge wrongdoing and issue an apology in the early stage of 
the blame game. 

A surprising number of interviewees in each system expected ministers to 
absorb consequences by resigning after incidents. In the general literature, this 
step is the matter of ‘last resort’ and chapter 4 shows that in both the Netherlands 
and NSW, although happening more often, forced resignation rarely happen. 
That it was expected more often in the interviews could be partly explained 
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as an effect of interviewer prompting: all vignettes hinted at resignation. In 
additions, the interviewees stressed that ministers were only expected to do so 
under exceptional circumstances. 

When to carry the can? 
Both NSW and Dutch interviewees expected ministers to announce institutional 
measures when accompanying blame avoiding tactics, such as justifications, were 
still politically feasible. NSW ministers were more likely to apologize and resign 
when a considerable number of journalists called for them to do so. However, 
for both tactics, the position of the ministers’ own party and the position of 
the Premier were considered crucial. In a similar vein, Dutch ministers were 
more likely to apologize and resign when a considerable of moderate opposition 
parties called for them to do so. However, the position of the coalition partner 
was considered crucial. This all aligns to the cabinet stories in chapter 5. Although 
almost one-third of the NSW and half of the Dutch interviewees mentioned 
resignations, they iterated this strategy was only employed rarely. Especially in 
NSW, interviewees would sooner expect the minister to be reshuffled to another 
portfolio than to resign. 

table 6.4 Overview of conditions needed to feasibly mitigate consequences

Tactic interviewees Conditional upon: 

Harm compensated NSW: 9 Framing of media and labour unions, budget 
available, often paired with other tactics

Dutch: 7 Budget available, often paired with other 
tactics 

Policy ‘fixes’52 (policy, 
new agency, etc.)

NSW: 15 Framing of own party (and coalition partner in 
case of Lib/Nat), strength of minister

Dutch: 20 Wishes of parliamentary (coalition) parties, 
strength of minister, often paired with other 
accommodative behaviour, 

Apologies NSW: 12 Australian culture, only if done early in blame 
game, only in integrity incidents

Dutch: 18 Part of other tactics towards Parliament, 
integrity incident

Culpability - Resignation  NSW: 10 Severe event, blame inescapable, but also for 
Premier, when party liability 
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On balance, Dutch interviewees expected accommodative behaviour in 
this stage more often than NSW interviewees. Dutch and NSW interviewees 
related the feasibility of admission behaviour to how other media (NSW) and 
parliamentarians (Dutch) probably assessed the strength of the minister in 
this stage. However, both interviewee groups focused more and more on ‘high 
politics’. In other words, interviewees tailored their expectations in this stage 
on the perceived position of the Premier and (coalition) party when explaining 
which tactic could be feasibly expected.

6.4 the dr aMatUrgy of bl aMe aVoidance

Most literature on blame avoidance focuses on the rhetorical content of blame 
avoiding tactics. According to Hearit (2006) however, successful tactics (he calls 
them apologia) need to be ‘enacted’ in ‘a compelling performance, one that 
follows an acceptable public script and meet public expectations for an acceptable 
drama’ (p. 205). This is in line with Hajer’s work (2005) on the dramaturgical 
aspects of policy deliberation. Furthermore, Cels (2015) concluded in her work 
on political apologies that ‘the meanings of statement of apologizer’ might 
be important, but that more attention needs to be paid to ‘the dramaturgical 
aspects of the performance’ (p. 358). Similarly, the interviewees not only focused 
on what ministers should do rhetorically, but also on the dramatic staging and 
scripting of these tactics. Ministers are not only expected to use certain tactics, 
but also to stage their performance, to script their tactics in proper speech acts 
and to build a compelling story. 

staging 
Interviewees focused on how minister set the stage for their tactics in the media. 
The staging needs to reflect and reinforce the content of the tactics a minister 
uses. Staging binds in strongly with the stories about the media and parliament 
in Chapter 5. The stories focused on the impression a minister must convey 
in delivering blame avoiding tropes , such as how NSW minister should ‘show 
control’ over the incident in the media. For example, if a minister decides to 
deny the severity of the incident, some media formats work better than others 
in ‘showing control’.  

If it’s just the minister and ten people shouting questions, it looks like he’s 
done something wrong and it looks like he’s under attack. So better to just 
have a one on one interview with a single reporter (NSWMS5)
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Setting the stage could also mean the minister deliberately shuns media 
appearances. When NSW ministers intend to scapegoat civil servants, they cast 
them in the spotlight instead, as lightning rods.. Ministerial staffers, for example, 
point to the tactic of letting bureaucrats front the media (and Parliament) as a 
means to make the incident an operational issue (NSWMS6) and to ‘show that 
it’s just an operational problem, not a policy issue’ (NSWMS5). A civil servant 
explains the decision why he was asked to answer questions in front of a 
parliamentary enquiry instead of his minister. 

The tactical decision would have been that any photograph or clip  [of the 
minister] before this enquiry would suggest that there is something wrong. 
The mere fact that the minister is there is to some extent to concede that 
the minister has something to answer for. Whereas not being there does not 
concede that. Having me there explaining you know the agency’s view about 
our proper responsibility was a kind of best of all worlds (NSWCS5)

Attending an incident-related ceremony or a visit to an affected community or 
site was an oft-mentioned staging device. A former Premier noted that during 
such occasions, ministers are to display ‘the right mixture of strength and 
compassion’ (NSWM4), since NSW ministers are expected to listen, care, be 
active, and – if not too preposterous -  act as if they are in control.  

 And to me, the people who succeed in these circumstances are not just those 
ones who stand up and have asked for a review, they’re the ones who can 
stand up and say, “I’ve been to Mortdale.” It’s a maintenance yard for trains, 
but let’s just say for argument’s sake it’s for trams. “This morning I’ve been 
down to Mortdale, to the holding yard.,.., The senior maintenance leader for 
these, he has shown me where the problem lies. I’m not an engineer, but even 
I could see that this is concerning” and “What we have done today is X. What 
will happen from now is X.” So it’s talking about instigating a process, but not 
while I sit in my tower. I’ve actually gone to the place (NSWMS7)

Notice that all the quotes in this subsection are from New South Wales 
interviewees. Dutch interviewees focused more on ministers’ parliamentary 
appearances, where the opportunities for staging are more limited as Dutch 
ministers are not MPs and can rarely control the timing and dramaturgy of their 
appearances there. 
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scripting
Interviewees also focused on whether ministers script their tactics in accordance 
with the audience they address. Nieuwenburg (2014) concluded that if political 
executives want to be forgiven for moral wrongs ‘in a public procedure, it is 
important that both sides (political executive and audience) perform their proper 
speech acts and that they do so in the right order’ (p. 380). Dutch interviewees 
often how minister should script their tactics in Parliament, as to show policy 
knowledge and ‘respect’ to Parliament. For Dutch interviewees, proper speech 
acts referred to showing respect for parliament’s prerogative in holding ministers 
to account, and deference to the norms concerning the prompt provision of 
accurate and comprehensive information. 

Sometimes the debate can zoom in and on a certain moment, you see that 
the minister does not take parliament seriously and then the tone can shift… 
If parliament feels offended, even the more traditional parties would consider 
this a reason to draw a line: this is not appropriate. That is the reason advisors 
often say: [name minister], repent, say sorry, and be humble. This behaviour 
gives the coalition parties leeway to say: the minister showed understanding; 
he showed repentance (NLP1)

Most Dutch parliamentarians (NLP1; NLP8)described the need to create a ‘certain 
atmosphere and rapport’ with parliamentarians as vital for the tactics to land, 
something a former minister agreed with (NLM4; NLM7).

It makes it for ministers just very easy to play with Parliament and get away 
with vague stories. For example, [name minister] is a very kind person and he 
often said: “Mister [name parliamentarian] has made an excellent point.” And 
then you think: “Oh, oh [makes a faux proud face]” and in the meantime you 
haven’t really listened to the answer. What did he really say? (NLP1)

In terms of appropriate speech acts, one-third of Dutch and NSW interviewees 
reflected on the difficult feat of both radiating certainty and hedging a tactic. 
Hedging refers to the use of guarded language within tactics, such as ‘I am 
advised’ (NSWM5) and ‘to the best of my knowledge’ (NLJ6; NLM7; NSWJ2). 
According to a NSW journalist (NSWJ2), the use of hedging separates ‘the bright 
minsters from the not so bright ministers’. Another ministerial staffer (4) also 
points to hedging in terms of promising reviews and other investigations. 

The Roads minister said that he would consider allowing a reduced toll on the 
Cross City tunnel to allow people.. But he said: we will consider it, and that 
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was a trick. Because it just got him through the problem, because he said the 
words we consider. .. See, language is really important. I would look at the 
word review. If someone says they are going to review something, this could 
be a review: I looked at it, and decided not to do it. So, ,.., if someone says 
they will scrap, that is something different. He said that they would consider 
reducing the costs of the cross-city tunnel, which means they are probably not 
going to do it (NSWMS4)

Ministers are expected to script their tactics in such a way that it is expected of 
their audience and that they will not be forced to backtrack and can maintain 
plausible deniability and room for manoeuvre after an incident.

storytelling 
Ministers often use more than one line of defence at a time. Weaving these into a  
consistent and more comprehensive story is considered important. Hajer (1995), 
in his work on the politics of environmental discourse, already pointed to the 
importance of these larger storylines, which he conceived of as ‘devices through 
which actors are positioned, and through which specific ideas of ”blame” and 
“responsibility”, and of “urgency” and ”responsible behaviour” are attributed’ 
(p. 645). In this vein, both Dutch and NSW interviewees often mentioned 
ministers combining two or three related tactics in order to strengthen the 
effect of individual tactics. For example, interviewees paired apologies and 
acknowledgements of ‘wrongdoing’ with promises of institutional action-taking, 
to reinforce the promise the incident ‘will never happen again’. In most blame 
avoidance research, the blame avoiding effect of individual tactics is assessed. 
A focus on individual strategies could blind us from how ministers use tactics as 
building-blocks in a larger narrative or storyline. 

Clearly, ministerial blame avoiding is expected to entail more than a series of 
ad-hoc, defensive-reactive verbal responses to questions being put to a minister 
by accountability forums. It is supposed to entail the purposeful staging, scripting, 
and narration of accountability performances.  

6.5 eVALuATINg mINISTeRIAL BL Ame AVoIDANCe 

So far, I have reported on how interviewees expected ministers to react in 
predictive sense. However, interviewees spend often a significant part of their 
response assessing the various strategies and tactics of ministerial blame 
avoiding. They predominantly used two types of standards in doing so: does it 
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‘work’ (expected consequences), and is it ‘good’ (appropriateness)? When actors 
use a logic of expected consequences to assess tactics, they ‘choose among 
alternatives by evaluating their likely consequences for personal or collective 
objectives, conscious that other actors are doing likewise’ (March & Olsen, 1998, 
p. 949). When actors use a logic of appropriateness however, they follow ‘an 
identity or role and match the obligations of that identity or role to a specific 
situation’ (March & Olsen, 1998, p. 951). An overview of how Dutch and NSW 
interviewees evaluated the consequences and appropriateness of the expected 
tactics can be found in Table 6.5.

According to March and Olsen (2011) ‘political actors are likely to be held 
accountable for both the appropriateness and the consequences of their actions’ 
(p. 15). However, while it is possible for  consequential and appropriateness 
evaluations to align, in other moments, ‘proper behaviour sometimes is associated 
with bad consequences and improper behaviour sometimes is associated with 
good consequences’ (March & Olsen, 2011, p. 15). In some institutional settings 
or in some sequence of the blame game, one logic can dominate the other 
(March & Olsen, 1998; 2011, p. 18).

Both Dutch and NSW interviewees were more divided in their evaluation of tactics 
they expected most. While NSW interviewees uniformly expected ministers to use 
confrontational tactics more often than their Dutch counterparts, they differed 
in their assessments of the likely effects and the normative appropriateness of 
various confrontational tactics. For example, NSW interviewees often expected 
ministers to use scapegoating behaviour. Some interviewees assessed this tactic 
as effective for ministers in framing themselves as ‘part of the answer’ for the 
incident (NSWM5; NSWMS4):

At the same time, you run a media campaign to convince the public what 
you are doing, to convince the public that you are part of the answer and 
not part of the problem. This can be done with clever positioning. Sometimes 
you can become critical of your own department, because what the people 
want to hear is a champion, who is addressing their issues and who still cops 
criticism from commentators and the media. But, the guy who catches the 
train at Sydney, he wants to hear: “this is not good enough, this is going to 
be fixed.” “Well, at last someone who is going to do something about it.” You 
always have to create some credibility with that, because if it is not fixed than 
you have a problem (NSWM5)
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Table 6.5 Evaluating blame avoiding tactics

Tactic system assessment consequences appropriateness 

Problem denial NSW Equal (5/6/7) Blocking negative news, 
restore public confidence, 
but also minister locked-
in, spin 

Dodging 
responsibility, 
cover-up

Dutch Negatively 
and neutral 
(4/4)

Lying, dodging 
responsibility, against 
parliamentary 
standards

Problem denial 
and counter 
attack 

NSW Equal divide 
(4/2/4)

Effective in lowering 
severity assessment

Cover-up 

Dutch Not 
mentioned

Justifications NSW Positive or 
neutral (9/10)

Show fixes, restoring 
public confidence 

Dutch Neutral, some 
positive (10/7) 

Put incident in context, 
platitude

Procedural fairness  

Scapegoating NSW Equal divide 
(9/7/9) 

Show tough action, 
minister as part of 
answer, but also problem 
admission, install fear in 
public service 

Part of moral 
universe 

Dutch Negatively (7) Strategy of weak minister, 
alienating public service

Lying, ‘mortal sin’ 

Collective 
responsibility  

NSW Neutral 

Dutch Equal divide 
(7/4/9) 

Only effective in limited 
circumstances 

Dodging 
responsibility 

Excuses 
(i.e. plea of 
ignorance)

NSW Neutral or 
negative (8/4)

Underestimate the 
situation, 

Not credible 
(integrity scandals)

Dutch Neutral or 
negative 
(11/9) 

Underestimate situation, 
portray minister as ‘not 
on top of portfolio’ 

‘mortal sin’ 
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Announcing 
independent 
inquiries 

NSW Positive or 
neutral (18/6)

 ‘Shelves’ incident, 
create distance between 
minister and incident, 
control over inquiry

Part of ritual 
response

Dutch Positive or 
neutral (20/5)

show willingness to learn 
from incident, control 
over inquiry  

Classical approach, 
part of ritual 
response

Harm 
compensated

NSW Neutral (6/3) - -

Dutch Neutral - -

Policy ‘fixes’: 
(policy, new 
agency, etc.)

NSW Almost equal 
divide (6/5/4) 

Fix the system, tough 
action, wishy-washy, 
weasel words

Dutch Mixed (5/9/6) show learning, real vs 
symbolic 

Diminishing 
ministerial 
responsibility 

Apologies NSW Positive or 
neutral (8/4) 

Leads to survival In accordance with 
public wishes  

Dutch Equal divide 
(5/8/5)

Leading to higher/lower 
blame, show repentance, 
‘bowing down’

Respect parliament

Culpability - 
Resignation  

NSW Equal divide 
(5/5)

Shows loyalty to 
Premier, circuit 
breaker, but also shows 
minister utterly failed

Dutch Equal divide 
(6/3/6)

Grand gesture, show 
remorse, good for 
reputation minister and 
party, but also cheap 
gesture, election strategy

Taking responsibility 

However, nine other NSW interviewees argued that scapegoating de facto 
amounted to an admission of things having gone badly wrong on their watch. 
Moreover, it also breeds fear among the civil servants in their department. Some 
ministers apparently ‘get’ this:

I have been in really horrible attacks where I have actually said to the minister 
‘Do you want me to resign?’ and he said ‘You would have to be joking’, he said 

Tactic system assessment consequences appropriateness 
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‘in effect, that will just increase the pressure on me and then the department 
will become totally immobilised’ (NSWCS2)

Likewise, Dutch interviewees predominantly not only expected but also endorsed 
accommodative behaviour. For example, some Dutch interviewees praised the 
tactic of announcing policy fixes, by vowing to ‘step up and not step down’, 
as ‘learning from mistakes’ and diminishing blame by showing ‘tough action’. 
However, others denounced them as platitudes. One Dutch journalist summed 
up the ambivalence towards ‘stepping up and not stepping down’.  

A political executive can make up for his mistakes by grasping the nettle. If you 
want to know what I think about it, I would say: sounds nice, sounds good. It 
fits well with the public appreciation for vigour… Vigour is appreciated over 
thoughtfulness, which fits a broader tendency in Dutch politics, but it is also 
an explanation of ministerial responsibility in which you don’t have to step 
down as long as you step up. And this undermines its constitutional meaning 
(NLJ2)

Therefore, prominent tactics were often the most contested tactics in their 
political environments, both in terms of effectiveness and appropriateness.
However, some tactics scored well on both effectiveness and appropriateness 
in both political systems. Announcing independent inquiries is a case in point. 
Positive evaluations include assessment of positive political consequences: 
political ‘shelving’ of the incident,  control over the inquiry and showing 
willingness to learn. The announcement of an independent investigation 
‘freezes’ the incident and puts it in a holding pen (NLM4; NSWM1; NSWM3): the 
Opposition’s criticism can be contained and media attention will be diverted, 
temporally, to other issues.  In both systems, most interviewees assessed 
independent inquiries as a ‘classical approach’ (NLJ3), as part of a ritual response 
for ministers after policy failures. 

It is a reflex, you know? And the public likes to see it this way…You can see that 
such an investigation funnels emotions (NLCS6)

Independent strategies are apparently so ingrained in both political systems, 
that some regard them as ‘normal procedures’ instead of tactics. This preference 
could show that particular (accommodative) strategies can be part of blame 
avoiding norms, even in confrontational political environments. 
An important finding was that NSW and Dutch actors use different logics to 
evaluate ministers’ blame avoiding tactics. While NSW mostly assessed tactics 
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on their effectiveness, Dutch interviewees were more inclined to assess 
tactics in terms of their appropriateness. In all blame avoiding tactics, some 
Dutch interviewees expressed the idea that if a tactic is likely to be deemed 
culturally inappropriate, it cannot be politically effective. Tactics were deemed 
inappropriate by Dutch interviewees if they violated their norms of how a 
responsible minister should behave. The harshest appropriateness assessments 
were made by ten Dutch interviewees who deemed tactics crossed ‘mortal sins’: 
scapegoating civil servants (NLCS1) and misinforming parliament by using invalid 
excuses. 

If he provides parliament with the wrong information, he will have to resign. 
At that point, the debate shifts away from the content of the policy failure.. It 
is like a law, the biggest sin you can commit in politics is providing parliament 
with the wrong information intentionally (NLP8)

Dutch appropriateness assessments are in line with Uhr’s (2005) conceptualization 
of ministerial responsibility as a label which covers ‘several norms of appropriate 
ministerial conduct’ (p. 1). These norms are important to study, because these 
actors often play an active role, whether public or not, in supporting, countering 
and judging ministers’ strategies in blame games. These actors often pass 
sanctions for political executives after blame games and their evaluations could 
shift the balance between successful blame avoiding and resignation.

6.6 the ‘staged retreat’ My th: findings and 
propositions

Although both Dutch and NSW interviewees mentioned ministers using a whole 
range of tactics, NSW interviewees generally expected more confrontational 
tactics, such as counter attacks and scapegoating. Meanwhile Dutch interviewees 
expected more accommodative tactics, such as excuses and apologies. 
Institutionalized practices matter for how blame is managed in certain political 
systems. Both Dutch and NSW interviewees conditioned the tactics in each 
stage, focusing in each stage on different contextual factors. Dutch ministers 
are bound more by formal institutional rules and informal rules-in-use.  Based 
on this comparative analysis, we can construct propositions for the processes of 
blame games and ministerial blame avoiding behaviour. 
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table 6.6 Propositions based on comparative analysis of vignette answers

nr. element summary expectations 

6.1 Info/debate  Confrontational 
tactics 

NSW ministers are more likely to employ 
confrontational tactics throughout the 
accountability episode and will thus employ 
more of a staged retreat than Dutch ministers 

6.3 Sanctions Inappropriateness Dutch ministers will lose political capital 
when they commit the taboos of blame-
shifting to civil servants and misinforming 
parliament; NSW ministers do not have such 
institutionalised taboos to take into account 
in their BA tactics.

This chapter finds that Hood and others’ (2016) conclusion that officeholders 
commonly manage accountability pressures in ‘a staged retreat’ fashion does 
not take into account institutional differences between political systems. Blame 
avoiding research is currently dominated by studies of majoritarian, Westminster 
systems. This research shows that at least in one consensual political system, 
elite actors expect different blame avoiding than their majoritarian counterparts.  
The findings reported above support an institutional perspective on blame 
avoidance. 

First, the staged retreat hypothesis is based on a majoritarian environment 
and does not pay attention to the institutional constraints blamed ministers 
can experience. Dutch interviewees expect less confrontational BAB and less 
of a staged retreat than NSW ministers. We can conclude that not all players 
expect ministers to confront their adversaries after blameworthy events. In 
some environments players expect ministers to accommodate them. Therefore, 
the question: ‘what are successful responses to blameworthy events?’ almost 
certainly has different answers for ministers in different types of political systems.

Second, this seems to be because Dutch ministers are more encapsulated 
by formal and informal rules in accountability episodes. Both Dutch and NSW 
interviewees conditioned the tactics in each stage, focusing in each stage 
on different contextual factors. Dutch ministers are bound more by formal 
institutional rules and informal rules-in-use. An example is the scapegoating 
of top level civil servants. In the Netherlands, this was considered to be both 
improbable due to the strong statutory position of Dutch civil servants and 
inappropriate because a ‘strong minister’ would not do it and parliamentarians 
do not support it. NSW ministers are less bound by these formal rules, except for 
issues of propriety and corrupt conduct. 
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Third, more prominent tactics were often most contested in their political 
environments, both in terms of effectiveness and appropriateness. While NSW 
interviewees expected confrontational tactics more often, they were also equally 
divided on the effect of these tactics for a ministers’ survival. A similar conclusion 
can be made for Dutch interviewees judging the effectiveness of accommodative 
behaviour. Therefore, while Dutch players expect more accommodative tactics 
and NSW players more confrontational tactics, these tactics were not necessarily 
evaluated positively. However, Dutch and NSW players both preferred the 
accommodative tactic of announcing independent inquiries to all other tactics. 
This preference indicates that particular accommodative tactics can be part of 
blame avoiding expectations, even in confrontational environments.  

Last, blame avoiding behaviour needs to be bolstered by dramaturgical 
elements, such as staging a performance, performing proper speech acts and 
speech acts and telling a compelling story. Ministers should stage their media 
performance in line with the tactic they employ and should also script their 
performance accordingly. 

The conclusion that ‘context matters’ is certainly not original, Brändström 
and Kuipers (2003), Resodihardjo et al. (2016), and Hinterleitner and Sager (2015) 
drew similar conclusions. However, this study does repeat this call and adds to 
this that ‘context’ expresses itself through rules-in-use and accepted practices 
among account-holders and account-givers. In the next two chapters I will put 
this assertion to the test. I perform two process-tracing behavioural case studies 
which enable me to assess whether the differences in elites’ rules in use and 
expectations about ministerial blame avoidance tactics are mirrored in actual 
blame games.



I believe that I can no longer serve credibly when the minister has resigned 
over this parti cular issue, in which I was involved as a criminal prosecutor 
for years. This is not only the formal resignati on I have to perform when 
my minister resigns; I believe I can no longer functi on credibly as a junior 
minister, because the minister had to resign, as you are aware, over the 
Teeven deal 
– Press conference, 9 March 2015 (NRC Handelsblad, 2015b)

It turned out that administrati ve informati on about the deal with Cees H. 
was available aft er all  in the organizati on and could be retrieved. This 
should have happened earlier. The minister of Security and Justi ce drew 
his own conclusions and decided to resign. The minister has taken full 
accountability and responsibility, as is required by the duti es of a politi cal 
executi ve. Subsequently, the junior minister has decided to turn in his 
resignati on. 
–  Dutch Prime minister Mark Rutt e on the double resignati on of Safety 

and Justi ce ministers Ivo Opstelten and Fred Teeven (2015)



fred teeVen: 
froM electoral asset to 

political liability

Tracing the survival and resignation 
of a crime-fighter 

chapter 7
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7.1  THe DemISe oF A CRIme-FIgHTINg PoLITICIAN 

A Dutch writer once wrote that ‘between dream and act, laws and practical 
issues interfere’. So far, we have focused on the ‘hindering laws’: the formal 
and informal institutional rules that affect accountability episodes and the 
interaction between those formal and informal rules. This chapter will focus on 
how elite actors adopt and adapt these institutional rules in the context of two 
accountability episodes. It will particularly explore the ‘practical ‘issues’: the role 
of situational and contextual factors in accountability episodes. 

This chapter aims to understand how the formal rules and rules-in-use as 
found in previous chapters play out in the context of two incidents involving 
the same junior minister, Fred Teeven. Process-tracing focuses on finding 
mechanism-oriented explanations of ministerial resignation or survival after 
accountability episodes. Causal mechanisms refer to the causal process, made 
up by constellations of actors and activities that are organised such that they 
bring about a particular type of outcome (Gerring & Thomas, 2007; Hedström & 
Swedberg, 1998). In this chapter I will assess whether the expected mechanisms 
between an incident and a minister’s survival, as collected from the propositions 
in chapter 4, 5 and 6, can be found in the cases and whether these mechanism 
function as expected (Beach & Pedersen, 2013).  

In the interview-chapters, I concluded that Dutch interviewees focus in their 
informal accountability rules on Parliament and on parliamentarians as key 
players and that they mostly expect Dutch ministers to employ accommodative 
tactics, such as excuses and reparative policy announcements. The expected 
causal process for from incident to accountability episode and outcome of 
ministerial resignations in the Netherlands is presented in figure 7.1. 

This chapter focuses on the political demise of the Dutch Liberal Party’s junior 
minister for Justice and Security Fred Teeven. Fred Teeven had a strong electoral 
profile as a crimefighter and was considered to be one of the rising stars of his 
party in the Rutte I and II coalition governments. His background as criminal 
prosecutor and parliamentary spokesperson on Justice gave him the background 
and skills to take on the portfolio. And yet the opening quotes suggest a different 
story: a besieged office-holder, under the gun for various incidents. In the end the 
politicization of one of his past acts as criminal prosecutor ended up costing him 
his ministerial career. On 10 March 2015, Teeven and his minister, Ivo Opstelten 
announced their joint resignation (NRC Handelsblad, 2015c). The main question 
of this chapter is: to what extent can help us explain the diverging course and 
outcomes of two high-stakes accountability episodes in his career? 
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This chapter starts with a short profile of Fred Teeven (7.2). The main 
empirical sections analyse two high-stakes accountability episodes during his 
term in office: the suicide of an asylum seeker in alien detention, which Teeven 
survived (7.3) and the upheaval over a financial settlement in his past as criminal 
prosecutor, when he had to go (7.4)81. I first recount the major events of the case 
under study and then provide an analytical account of the incident, the course of 
the accountability episode and the outcome. I seek to account for the differences 
between the two episodes by drawing on the insights and propositions developed 
in chapters 4-6 and reflection on how the process of both cases align with the 
expected process as displayed in figure 7.1. The conclusion (7.5) answers the 
research question and reflects on the role of formal and informal rules in the 
course and outcome of the accountability episodes studied. 

7.2 fred teeVen: backgroUnd and politic al 
c areer 

Teeven had worked in the 90s and 00s as a criminal prosecutor on some high-
profile cases against organised crime. In between (2002-03), he served for a year 
as a MP for the populist right party ‘Leefbaar Nederland’ (Trouw, 2010). In 2006, 
Teeven was asked to become a MP for the Conservative Liberals (VVD) and he 
immediately got the 6th place on the electoral ballot. He served four years as a 
justice spokesperson for the VVD, during which he developed a reputation as a 
hardliner. He advocated, among other subjects, to accelerate summary justice 
and to ban community sentences for sexual offences (Volkskrant, 2010). 
Contemporary electoral results over the years demonstrate that Teeven was 
an electoral asset to his party. He was placed on the 3rd (2010) and 5th (2012) 
place of the Conservative Liberals ballot. In 2010, he gained an unusually high 
63,384 preferential votes within the Dutch PR list system, with only the party 
leader and Prime Minister, Mark Rutte, and the highest ranking female liberal, 
Edith Schippers, trumping that score. Two years later, he still gained 35,103 
preferential votes. 

In October 2010, Fred Teeven was sworn in as junior minister for the newly 
amalgamated Department of Justice and Security in the minority Conservative 
Liberal-Christian Democrat government. Teeven’s portfolio contained Justice 
related-responsibilities, such as the execution of the prison system, adoption, 
gambling and probation policies. His background made Teeven the ‘law and order 
voice’ of the new cabinet (Volkskrant, 2010). Journalists explicitly characterized 
Teeven as a ‘crime-fighter’.82 Newspaper Trouw labelled him the ‘calculating 
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bulldozer with a hard right-wing profile’ (Trouw, 2012, p. 9). In 2012, Teeven and 
his minister, Ivo Opstelten, had fulfilled almost all promises from the coalition 
agreement (NRC Handelsblad, 2012, p. 5). 

Subsequently, the Teeven and Opstelten were the sole duo to retain their 
portfolios following the breakdown of the minority government and its 
replacement by a Conservative Liberal (VVD)-Labour grand coalition government. 
Teeven added the high-profile asylum and immigration policy to his existing 
portfolio, an area which had been a ministerial portfolio in its own right during the 
previous government. Such a workload was not given to a political lightweight; 
throughout his period in government, Teeven was touted as a would-be senior 
minister (NRC Handelsblad, 2012, p. 5). 

Newspapers concluded that immigration was a ‘troublesome addition’, which 
had caused his predecessors many ‘sleepless nights’ (Telegraaf, 2015c, p. 4; 
Trouw, 2012, p. 9). Moreover, the VVD held more stringent views on immigration 
than coalition partner Labour, so coalition tensions over issues in the portfolio 
were likely to come to the fore (Van Kersbergen & Krouwel, 2008, p. 407). Left-
wing parties had already criticized Teeven over his stance on asylum policy. 
The Socialists and Animal Party almost immediately filled a censure vote over 
Teeven’s treatment of rejected asylum seekers (December 2012). In sum, the 
junior minister had a strong reputation, was an electoral asset to his party and 
carried an important, if troublesome, portfolio. Table 7.1 sums up his profile. 

table 7.1 In profile: Fred Teeven83 

Former party affiliation Leefbaar Nederland (2002-2003)

Party affiliation VVD (2005-present)

Ministry Security and Justice (junior)

Latest electoral history 2010: 3rd (63 384 votes) and 2010: 5th (35 103 votes) 

Earlier experience in 
Parliament

Yes, 8 months for Leefbaar Nederland (05-2002/01-2003) and 4 
years VVD (11-2006/10-2010 and 09-2012/11-2012)

Earlier experience as (junior) 
Minister

Junior Minister Security and Justice (10-2010-present, from 11-
2012 also asylum and migration included)

Other long-time experience 
in the public sector

Detective FIOD (1980-1992) - Public prosecutor (1993-2002 and 
2003-2006)84 

Earlier vote of censure or 
no-confidence during cabinet 
period 

Yes, vote of censure 19-12-2012, on policy disagreement 
(shelter for rejected asylum seekers), only supported by SP and 
PvdD, 17 seats.85
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7.3 episode 1: the dolMatoV sUicide 

On the 17th of January 2013, Aleksandr Dolmatov, a Russian asylum seeker whose 
application was rejected, committed suicide in his cell in a detention centre. 
His death sparked considerable media attention that focused on the personal 
tragedy (figure 7.2). According to a Justice spokesperson,  Dolmatov detailed 
in his suicide letter ‘tragic, but personal life questions’ (NRC Handelsblad, 
2013h). However, Dolmatov’s family and other Russian activists argued that 
Dolmatov was driven by despair over a possible ejection from the Netherlands 
and a probable prosecution by Russian security forces (Telegraaf, 2013, p. 11; 
Volkskrant, 2013e, p. 13). A day later, the Justice spokesperson reported that 
Teeven had requested the Inspectorate of Security and Justice to assess whether 
the authorities under his supervision ‘exercised due caution’ (NRC Handelsblad, 
2013d). Both media and parliamentary attention died down, except for some 
parliamentary questions (Handelingen II, 2012-13, 7 March). 

figure 7.2 Media saliency of incident and accountability episode (nr. of articles per day) 

The next attention peak started when Teeven forwarded a damning inspectorate 
report to Parliament, along with his official response. The Inspectorate report 
concluded that at ‘several times, several organizations in the immigration chain 
did not act with due care’ (Inspectie Veiligheid en Justitie, 2013, p. 8). Among 
others, Dolmatov was wrongly detained, he did not have the proper legal aid, 
and his medical care fell short. Furthermore, authorities knew that information 
systems and procedures contained ‘too little, unclear and sometimes even 
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wrong information’ (Inspectie Veiligheid en Justitie, 2013, p. 8). The Inspection 
thus concluded that the incident constituted a serious violation of the safety 
policies for detained asylum seekers. 

Five days later, parliament held a hearing with the Inspectorate and other 
stakeholders, such as the National Ombudsman. The head of the Inspectorate 
could not comment on the systemic nature of the failures, but could say that 
some failures had started in 2011 (NRC Handelsblad, 2013b). The day after, a 
parliamentary debate was held with Teeven. In the parliamentary debate, 
opposition parties filed a no-confidence motion (Kamerstukken II, 2012-13, 18 
April). 34% of parliamentarians supported the vote, indicating a considerable 
part of the opposition wanted Teeven to resign (Handelingen II, 2012-13, 18 
April-b).86 Despite Teeven’s shift, a considerable minority of the Opposition 
voted for a no-confidence motion. The vote was supported by all opposition 
parties except the right-wing populists (PVV, 15 seats), the conservative Dutch 
Reformed Party (SGP, 3 seats) and the elder party (50plus, 2 seats). 

table 7.2 Three phases of accountability episode regarding Dolmatov-case 

label Most important events focus:  

Post-incident 19 January: Start of the investigation of the inspectorate, 
18 articles to report incident. 
12 April: Publication of report inspection + official 
reaction Teeven
17 April: Parliamentary hearing with Inspectorate and 
other stakeholders

Severity of the 
incident   

Parliamentary 
debate 

18 April: Accountability debate with Parliament + no-
confidence vote + over 50 newspaper article report 
before and after debate 

Responsibility 
and culpability 

Post-incident: 
politicized policy

22 May: Parliamentary debate on loosening detention for 
rejected asylum seekers
19 June: Idem
04 October: Letter about new cabinet plans asylum 
seekers
22 April 2014: Report of Dutch Safety Board about asylum 
seekers in detention 
23 May 2014: Teeven takes over recommendations report 

Sanctions and 
aftermath 
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After the failed no-confidence vote, parliamentary and sporadic media 
attention continued. Parliamentary attention for the Dolmatov-case ended 
a year later with a debate about the independent inquiry of the Dutch Safety 
Board. While the Board reported multiple risks, it concluded that asylum seekers 
were not ‘structurally unsafe’ under Dutch supervision (Onderzoeksraad voor 
Veiligheid, 2014). Therefore, the analysis focuses on three periods: the post-
incident period leading up to the debate, the parliamentary debate, and the 
aftermath of the debate (table 7.2). 

case analysis 

Information phase: assessing severity
Teeven did not make a serious attempt to deny the tragic nature of the incident, 
but outsourced the judgment about its severity (in terms of government 
failures) towards a semi-independent authority: the Inspectorate. This fits well 
with the expectations in the interviews that Dutch ministers would instigate 
an independent inquiry almost immediately after the incident is picked up by 
journalists and parliamentarians. In this period, most opponents of Teeven’s 
asylum policies stayed silent, except for acknowledging the tragedy of the 
incident. 

In his response to the Inspectorate report, Teeven highlighted both the 
tragedy of the incident and the administrative nature of the mistakes. Teeven 
professed how ‘deeply affected’ he was by the suicide and promised to 
compensate harm suffered by Dolmatov’s family in light of the grave mistakes 
made by multiple civil servants in this ‘concrete instance’ (Kamerstukken II, 
2012-13, 12 April, p. 2). Teeven announced he would follow all recommendations 
and restore errors to avoid reoccurrence of such incidents (Kamerstukken II, 
2012-13, 17 April). However, his reaction consisted of seven pages of precise and 
mostly operational improvements. In his response, Teeven framed the mistakes 
as administrative in nature and himself politically responsible for fixing those 
errors (NRC Handelsblad, 2013e). In doing so, he implicitly denied responsibility 
for the incident. In response to parliamentary questions, he also justified the 
incident by pointing at the many improvements he put in place since he took 
office to enhance the asylum chain (Kamerstukken II, 2012-13, 17 April). This 
blame deflection tactic was supported by his party leader in the Lower House, 
Halbe Zijlstra. Zijlstra favourably compared Teeven to two ministers who had 
resigned in 2006, professing that while in 2006 they had to resign because ‘policy 
mistakes were made’, the Dolmatov case revolved around ‘implementation 
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errors’ (AD, 2013a, p. 7). In his first official reaction to the Inspectorate report, 
Teeven thus implicitly diverged from what is expected of Dutch ministers by 
deflecting responsibility towards his civil servants. 

The most vocal opponents of Teeven in this incident were the moderate 
opposition parties, supported by asylum advocates, civil society groups, and the 
National Ombudsman. Opposition parties highlighted the systemic nature of the 
failures in the media and in a parliamentary hearing with the Inspection. For 
these parties, the suicide case exposed systemic failures in the detention policy 
for rejected asylum seekers (Trouw, 2013b, p. 1). Opposition parliamentarians 
asked Teeven to answer over seven pages of questions before the parliamentary 
debate (NRC Handelsblad, 2013b). These questions addressed previous 
negligence or unlawful deportation of asylum seekers and highlighted Teeven’s 
political responsibility for these failures. Journalists also focused on ‘structural 
shortcomings for which the government had been regularly warned’ (NRC 
Handelsblad, 2013g; Trouw, 2013a, p. 2). One newspaper quoted former minister 
Van Thijn’s conclusion that this case constituted a ‘systemic failure, not just an 
incident’ and therefore warranted resignation (Volkskrant, 2013c). Multiple 
commentators pointed out that nowadays ministers could get away with failures 
that they couldn’t ‘in the past’ (van Beem & Jongejan, 2013). 

The left-wing opposition parties went even further by framing the case a 
symptom of systemic pathologies in the very design of Dutch asylum policy. 
Remember that these parties had previously filed a censure vote to show their 
displeasure with Teeven’s hard-line asylum stance. Before the parliamentary 
debate took place, the left-wing parties peppered stakeholders in a parliamentary 
hearing with the question: ‘to what extent is Dolmatov a symptom of the failure 
of the current asylum policy?’ (Trouw, 2013d, p. 3). 

The Socialists publicly questioned whether Teeven had the qualities to 
administer the asylum portfolio, stating: ‘Teeven is a crime-fighter, but asylum 
seekers are no criminals’ (NRC Handelsblad, 2013e). Not only the left opposition 
questioned Teeven’s competency to address the systemic failures. According 
to the National Ombudsman, Teeven had previously refused to listen to his 
warnings about the risks to asylum detainee’s health and wellbeing. Teeven, the 
Ombudsman claimed, had only been interested in ‘how he would get away with 
these omissions in Parliament’ (NRC Handelsblad, 2013c). 

In a press conference the day for the debate, Teeven focused on portraying 
himself as an appropriate, but confident, account-giver towards Parliament. 
Teeven affirmed he was ‘fully politically responsible’ for the incident and that 
he wanted to account to Parliament in a ‘constitutionally appropriate way’ 
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(Volkskrant, 2013d, p. 2). However, Teeven vouched on television that he was 
the right person to implement new measures (Volkskrant, 2013d, p. 2). 

Both coalition Justice spokespersons announced that they would wait 
for Teeven’s account to Parliament before deciding on his political future 

table 7.3 Account-givers’ and -holders’ tactics in the information phase of Dolmatov-case 

side:   blame avoiding 
behaviour:  

Tactic: arena  propagated by:

Account-
givers 

Part problem 
admission  

Independent inquiry into due 
care in Dolmatov-case 

Media Teeven 

Accept legal liability and 
compensate harm to family

Parliament Teeven 

Call suicide ‘tragic’, stress 
being deeply affected 

Parliament 
and Media 

Teeven 

Also justify improvements 
being made

Parliament Teeven 

Responsibility 
diffusion

Incident: focus on string of 
administrative errors 

Parliament Teeven, Zijlstra 
(party leader VVD) 

Announce improvement in 
administrative measures 

Parliament Teeven 

Responsibility 
admission 

Politically responsible: 
appropriate account-giver to 
Parliament

Media Teeven, Zijlstra, 
spokespersons 
coalition 

Account-
holders  

Problem 
advocating 

Suicide reveals systemic 
failures 

Media and 
Parliament 

CDA, D66, 
Socialists, 
GreenLeft, 
newspapers 

Responsibility 
highlighting 

Teeven is fully responsible for 
these systemic failures 

Media CDA, D66, 
Greenleft, 
newspapers

Systemic failures reveal 
failure of government’s 
asylum policy 

Media and 
Parliament 

Greenleft, 
Socialists 

Sanctioning 
propagating   

Teeven should resign to show 
responsibility for the failures  

Media  Commentators, 
Van Thijn 

Teeven is not the right person 
to address these failures 

Media Socialists, 
Greenleft, 
Ombudsman
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(Volkskrant, 2013d, p. 2). Columnist Martin Sommer of the Volkskrant pointed 
to the instability of the coalition with regard to its small parliamentary majority 
and predicted that Teeven would probably stay on because the coalition parties 
needed to stick together (de Volkskrant, 2013). Interesting to see is that while 
VVD-leader Zijlstra expressed his support before the debate, coalition partner 
Labour remained mostly silent before the debate. Party leader Diederik Samson 
only conveyed before the debate that he thought Teeven ‘was on top of it’ (de 
Volkskrant, 2013, p. 29).

On the day of the main parliamentary debate, newspapers opened with 
headlines such as ‘Teeven under heavy fire’ (AD, 2013b, p. 1),‘Teeven is finished’ 
(NRC Handelsblad, 2013f). A summary of the claims and counter-claims in this 
part of the accountability episodes are displayed in table 7.3.

In sum, while all actors announced they would wait for the parliamentary 
debate before sanctioning Teeven, this did not stop the parliamentary actors 
from initiating responsibility conclusions in the media. Journalists supported the 
systemic failure conclusions and tried to predict the outcome of the parliamentary 
debate. As expected, Teeven announced an independent inquiry and employed 
none of the strongly confrontational tactics. However, by pointing at the 
administrative nature of the incident, he attempted to deflect responsibility to 
his civil servants. Only his own party supported this tactic, while the Opposition 
rejected this tactic and his coalition partner remained quiet. In his last tactic 
before the debate, Teeven professed in the media his political responsibility 
and his willingness to account appropriately to Parliament. This was expected 
in the propositions. We can conclude that at this time, Teeven’s tactics were not 
sufficient to appease account-holders and his attempts to deflect responsibility 
might have even increased the stakes of the accountability episode. 

Debate phase: ascertaining responsibility
The parliamentary debate revolved around two discussions: a) was the case a 
political or administrative failure and b) was Parliament confident that Teeven 
was competent in terms of asserting responsibility and political learning. These 
questions resembling the ‘classic’ accountability discussions as explained in 
Chapter 5 (first parl. Narrative).

 During the first term of the debate, Teeven repeated his earlier assessment 
of the incident as lower level negligence already repaired by new operational 
measures. Although Teeven announced a cultural training program for civil 
servants to address the ‘structural problem’ of neglecting the human dimension 
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in the asylum process (Handelingen II, 2012-13, 18 April-b, p. 37). According to 
Teeven, the proper way to take responsibility would be to ‘step up and not step 
down’ and to make sure incidents like this would not happen again (Handelingen 
II, 2012-13, 18 April-b, p. 54). In order to do this, he would need ‘full confidence’ 
of a considerable majority in Parliament and not just ‘the benefit of the doubt’ 
(Handelingen II, 2012-13, 18 April-b, p. 67).

Meanwhile, the opposition parties who were identified as ‘serious’ opposition 
parties in the interviews, like the Christian Democrats (CDA) and the Liberal 
Democrats (D66), positioned themselves as account-holders above the partisan 
fray. For example, at the beginning of the debate, the D66-and GreenLeft-
spokespersons expressed hope that the debate would not just opposition vs. 
coalition, but that Parliament would work together to ‘hold Teeven accountable’ 
(Handelingen II, 2012-13, 18 April-a, p. 8). The Green party even asked the Labour 
spokesperson if he was on their side in holding the junior minister to account for 
system failure, or if he was on the junior minister’s side (Handelingen II, 2012-13, 
18 April-b, p. 56). By appealing to their account-holding duties, the progressive 
opposition parties tried to drive a wedge between the coalition parliamentarians. 
These parties reiterated the systemic failure frame and some called for a policy 
shift. All progressive opposition parties and the Christian Democrats demanded 
a broader independent inquiry into structural failures in the asylum process 
(Handelingen II, 2012-13, 18 April-a). 

In the first half of the debate, Labour pointed out that that Teeven faced a ‘very 
tough’ debate, but that Teeven had acted properly by proactively accounting for 
the incident in Parliament (AD, 2013b, p. 1; Handelingen II, 2012-13, 18 April-a, p. 
12). Although Labour ‘did not want to force the junior Minister’ towards a certain 
policy, they sided with the opposition in calling for ‘alternatives’ to the detention 
of rejected asylum seekers and for a ‘more robust’ independent inquiry into the 
asylum process (Handelingen II, 2012-13, 18 April-a, p. 15 and 67).  

During the second phase of the debate, Teeven shifted tactics. Instead of 
denying responsibility, Teeven pledged to reassess the current policy of detaining 
rejected asylum seekers and announced an independent inquiry into the ‘safety 
and security of asylum seekers’, which was to be executed by the Dutch Safety 
Board [OVV] (Handelingen II, 2012-13, 18 April-b). He would search for ‘a couple 
of alternatives to alien detention’ (Handelingen II, 2012-13, 18 April-b, p. 63). 

Only the Christian Democrats concluded that the gravity of the mistakes 
in themselves were so severe that they required political consequences 
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(Handelingen II, 2012-13, 18 April-b, p. 73). The Christian Democrats invoked 
the ‘Carrington-doctrine’ described in Chapter 4. According to their reading, 
Teeven’s resignation would ‘be a signal to society’ and to the civil service that 
such grave mistakes in government handling were not acceptable and should not 
happen again. 

Most progressive opposition parties announced they would vote for a no-
confidence motion because they questioned Teeven’s competency to draw the 
‘right’ policy lessons from the incident (a personal error). These parties linked 
Teeven’s supposed incompetence to his reputation as a hard-liner. According 
to the Social Liberal spokesman, Teeven ‘justifiably kowtowed Parliament’ for 
ten minutes but then reverted to ‘the classical Teeven for a couple of hours’ 
who focused on mistakes everywhere but his own (Handelingen II, 2012-13, 18 
April-b, p. 58). Therefore, the Liberal Democrats doubted that was ‘the right 
person’ to lead the asylum portfolio (Handelingen II, 2012-13, 18 April-b, p. 58). 
The Socialists even called Teeven ‘two-faced’ and accused him of attempting 
to ‘cleaning the administrative slate from the bottom up’. After all, he blamed 
civil servants, while at the same time wanting to stay on himself (Handelingen II, 
2012-13, 18 April-b, p. 56). 

In these accusation, progressive parties tried to wedge the coalition partners 
by exploiting the ideological differences between the parties in terms of asylum 
policies. However, Labour appraised Teeven’s policy shift as a sign that the junior 
minister deserved  their confidence, because he would focus on ‘improvements’ 
under supervision of Parliament (Handelingen II, 2012-13, 18 April-b, p. 71). Some 
confessional opposition parties, such as the Christian Reformed Party, concluded 
that the junior minister accounted well for the incident and that he kept their 
confidence.

At the end of the debate, the Animals Party spokesperson went as far as 
introducing a no-confidence motion, to force Labour to its ‘express full confidence’ 
in the junior minister. This backfired, as all the other parties considered such a 
vote a violation of constitutional practice: a minister can assume confidence from 
Parliament unless explicitly expressed in a non-confidence motion (see Chapter 
4). A summary of the claims and counter-claims in this part of the accountability 
episode are displayed in table 7.4. 
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table 7.4 Account-givers and -holders tactics  in the responsibility-phase of Dolmatov-
case 

side:   blame avoiding 
behaviour:  

Tactic: propagated by:

Account-
givers 

Responsibility 
diffusion   

Incident: focus on string of administrative 
errors 

Teeven 

Announce change in administrative measures Teeven 

Problem 
admission 

Independent inquiry into entire asylum 
detention chain 

Teeven, Labour 

Responsibility 
admission 

Reconsider changes to make asylum detention 
more humane

Teeven, Labour  

Takes responsibility by proactive and 
appropriate account-giving 

Teeven, VVD, 
Labour 

Apologize to family and compensate harm Teeven 

Account-
holders  

Problem 
advocating 

Suicide reveals systemic failures Entire 
Opposition 
(except PVV)  

Responsibility 
highlighting 

Systemic failures shows need for more humane 
asylum policy 

Progressive 
opposition 
(D66, GL, SP)  

Sanctioning 
propagating   

Teeven is fully responsible for these 
systemic failures and should therefore resign 
(Carrington-doctrine) 

Christian 
Democrats 

Teeven is not the right person to address these 
failures 

Progressive 
opposition 

To conclude, Teeven again tried to frame the incident as an administrative one, 
implicitly deflecting blame to his civil servants. However, diverging views by the 
coalition partners on what constitutes ‘good asylum policy’ made it unfeasible 
for Labour to agree with Teeven’s deflection of responsibility. When Labour 
actively refuted this plot in the parliamentary debate, Teeven shifted towards 
more accommodative tactics, such as the announcement of a broad inquiry and a 
policy shift toward ‘humane’ forms of alien detention. By withholding confidence 
at the beginning of the debate, Labour could force Teeven to make a policy shift. 
Subsequently, coalition actors stressed Teeven’s appropriate behaviour in terms 
of giving account to Parliament and consolidating responsibility at the ministerial 
level. 
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Serious’ opposition parties were able to make the parliamentary debate 
about the Inspectorate’s report a dangerous one for Teeven’s survival in office by 
calling into question his competency.  However, they were not able to widen the 
rift between the coalition partners. While the no-confidence vote of the ‘serious’ 
opposition parties may have ‘wounded’ Teeven, these parties were not powerful 
enough to force his resignation. Part of this can be explained by the fact that 
there were no clear personal errors made by Teeven, except for his alleged 
failure to ‘learn the right policy lessons’. Furthermore, the opposition parties 
disagreed among each other in what is a ‘constitutional’ way of account-holding. 
For example, the conservative opposition parties accused the progressive parties 
of stretching this accountability debate too far by demanding policy changes, 
while none of the other parties agreed with the Christen Democrats that the 
‘Carrington-doctrine’ applied in this case. 

By asserting responsibility at the top in the vital debate and promising a 
policy shift, Teeven managed to turn the ministerial competence discussion to 
his advantage. However, he did not gain the full confidence of Parliament he 
requested and the commentaries in the newspapers reported that Teeven had 
suffered ‘a blow’ (Volkskrant, 2013b, p. 3) and that he would be ‘damaged and 
vulnerable’ (NRC Handelsblad, 2013a). 

Sanctioning phase: blame avoided
After the failed no-confidence vote, parliamentary attention continued. In 
subsequent parliamentary and media encounters, Teeven made conspicuous 
use of the term ‘humane’. According to Teeven, the Labour party pressure had 
not enforced the shift and the shift was thus not a result of coalition expediency. 
Instead, he had genuinely ‘engaged in a reorientation as a result of the Dolmatov-
debate’ (Handelingen II, 2012-13, 22 May). For example, in June 2013, Teeven 
announced that ‘only criminal and aggressive asylum seekers will end up in jail 
in the future, while other asylum seekers will reside in an open detention or 
will have to report regularly’ (Volkskrant, 2013a, p. 1). According to newspaper 
Trouw, the concrete policy shifts announced in June demonstrated  that Teeven’s 
‘promises were not empty’  (Trouw, 2013c). Focus of the parliamentary debates 
subsequently shifted towards the meaning of ‘humane’ in alien detention and 
the exact policy measures that should be considered. Parliamentary attention 
for the Dolmatov-case ended a year later, in May 2014, with a debate about the 
independent inquiry of the Dutch Safety Board. While the DSB reported multiple 
risks, it concluded that in general, asylum seekers under Dutch supervision 
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were not ‘structurally unsafe’ (Onderzoeksraad voor Veiligheid, 2014). Teeven 
subsequently promised to take over all recommendations of the DSB. 

To conclude, the shift did politicize Teeven’s every move in the asylum detention 
debate and pushed him towards a different policy direction. Furthermore, 
by reassessing responsibility at the top and promising to stop these types of 
incidents, Teeven made himself vulnerable for future incidents. In the end, the 
shift made have saved him in this accountability episodes, but critically exposed 
him to future criticism and gave his reputation ‘a dent’ (Volkskrant, 2013b, p. 2). 

Reflection: how to explain survival? 
Figure 7.3 compares the course and outcome of the accountability episode 
after Dolmatov’s suicide with the process that was expected based on the 
constitutional rules and rules-in-use from the interviews. 

Comparing both processes, we can conclude that the accountability episodes 
after the Dolmatov suicide was very similar to what was expected based on 
the formal and informal rules. First, Parliament indeed functioned as the 
primary accountability arena. Teeven’s communication mostly took the form of 
ministerial letters or responses to parliamentary questions, and when he reacted 
in the media it was to bolster his reputation as an appropriate account-giver, 
who wanted to pay due deference to the forum. The media functioned as an 
amplifier for the systemic failure frames. 

Second, moderate parliamentarians were indeed key account-holders, as they 
increased the stake of the accountability episodes by publicly rejected Teeven’s 
blame deflection before the debate.  All actors remained focused on maintaining 
their reputation as competent and appropriate account-holders and account-
givers, including claiming that others did or did not follow the ‘constitutional 
way’. The process was thus aligned to the first parliamentary narrative in Chapter 
5. This is also because the incident did not have any of the blame enhancing 
qualities expected in Chapter 5: moderate opposition parliamentarians did not 
agree whether Teeven could be accused of a personal error (not learning the 
right policy lessons), Teeven did not have an extensive scorecard in asylum 
policy (started half a year ago), and there were no situational circumstances that 
increased the stake of the accountability episode.

Third, Teeven followed the expected tactics, and when he diverged on a 
blame deflection path, he was reined in by the coalition partner. Subsequently, 
Teeven could not be blamed as an incompetent or inappropriate account-giver 
and while the no-confidence motion started his ‘scorecard’ it did not fatally 
wound him. 
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Last, The ideological differences between Teeven and the coalition partner 
both increased the stakes of the episodes and gave Teeven a way out of the 
accountability episodes. The process is actually quite similar to the processes 
Hinterleitner (2018) exposes when he shows how elite polarization can politicize 
policy practice. In this instance, blame generation not only changes practice but 
the underlying policy, as Teeven is forced by his coalition partner to change the 
policy of detaining asylum seekers. Due to Teeven’s policy shift, Labour could 
save both their reputation and the minister. To conclude, Teeven could survive 
this accountability episode by staying within the bandwidth of the formal and 
informal rules and the account-holders did so too, although it damaged his 
reputation. 

7.4 episode 2: the ‘teeVen deal’ 

Teeved had escaped, if with some difficulty and at cost to his political capital. He 
would not escape again, when his past as a criminal prosecutor caught up with 
him.  On the 11th of March 2014, current affairs program Nieuwsuur revealed 
that Teeven, in his time as criminal prosecutor, reached a settlement with drug 
lord Cees H. (Volkskrant, 2014d). In exchange for 750 000 guilders, the Public 
Prosecutors Office would return Cees H. a considerable amount of confiscated 
money, a reported five million, which the PPO had seized from his accounts 
in Luxemburg. According to Nieuwsuur, both parties agreed not to disclose 
the settlement to either the Tax Office or the media. The broadcast caused 
considerable media and parliamentary attention (Figure 7.4).. 

The coalition parties rushed the debate with the minister, as they wanted to 
‘clear the air’ before the municipal elections, which were one week away [19th of 
March 2014] (NRC Handelsblad, 2014a). In Parliament however, it was not Teeven, 
but the minister responsible for the Public Prosecutor’s Office [PPO], Teeven’s 
minister Ivo Opstelten, who rendered account for Teeven’s past behaviour as a 
public prosecutor. Opstelten justified Teeven’s and argued that the settlement 
involved only 1.2 million instead of the 5 million reported. After the debate, the 
controversy seemed to fizzle out (Telegraaf, 2014a). 

It was soon reignited when Cees H’s former attorney claimed that Opstelten 
had talked ‘bullshit’ and had lied to Parliament about the size of the settlement 
in an interview with a newspaper (Volkskrant, 2014a). Opstelten asked a 
former public prosecutor to investigate the factual circumstances of the deal, 
including the exact amount the deal entailed. In June 2014, Opstelten reported 
to Parliament that the former prosecutor’s investigation did not uncover further 
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proof of the settlement in the Department or PPO. In addition, the investigator 
concluded that those involved, including Teeven, had ‘insufficient memories 
about the actual amount of the settlement’ (Kamerstukken II, 2013-14, 3 June, 
2013-14, 10 July).

Almost a year after the start of the incident and 15 years after the settlement, 
on 4 March 2015, Nieuwsuur said it had proof from the PPO that Cees H. had 
received 4.7 million and that therefore ‘the minister had repeatedly provided 
Parliament with inaccurate information’ (Oosting et al., 2015, p. 172).  Again 
Nieuwsuur broadcasted its scoop during an election campaign, this time as the 
Provincial elections were drawing near (AD, 2015b). In response to the new 
revelations, opposition parties tabled a total of 99 parliamentary questions. 

Opstelten disputed the claims made by Nieuwsuur in a media statement, but 
had to conclude a week later that his Department had uncovered information 
about the size of the settlement on some defunct computers (Kamerstukken 
II, 2014-15, 9 March). Opstelten thereafter announced in a press conference 
that he would resign over misinforming parliament. Teeven resigned too (NRC 
Handelsblad, 2015b), although PM Rutte claimed that Teeven did not have to 
resign because he was not involved in misinforming Parliament (NRC Handelsblad, 
2015c). 

figure 7.4 Media attention for the ‘Teeven deal’ (newspaper articles per day)

The resignations did not stop the political firestorm over what had become 
dubbed the ‘Teeven deal’. The opposition and coalition parties forced Prime 
Minister Rutte to set up an independent inquiry. The inquiry would investigate 
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the search for evidence of the settlement in the department, the propriety of 
the settlement itself, and the information provision to Parliament (Handelingen 
II, 2015-16, 10 March). 

The independent inquiry concluded that a) the settlement had been overly 
generous, b) the proof of the settlement amount could have been located sooner 
(Teeven had already told the correct height in May 2014 in conversation with a 
civil servant), c) the departmental secretary showed a critical lack of political 
sensitivity and d) Parliament should have been better informed (Oosting et al., 
2015). Subsequently, the Speaker of the Lower House, a Conservative Liberals 
MP, resigned after it was revealed that in 2014, she had destroyed an anonymous 
letter that detailed the height of the settlement. The Prime Minister received a 
censure vote from the entire opposition (Handelingen II, 2015-16, 16 December). 

In March 2016, Nieuwsuur disclosed that civil servants had already known in 
April 2014 that the evidence for the settlement could be easily retrieved from 
the old computers, but that they choose not to. By that time, three of the most 
closely involved civil servants had already resigned or had been transferred, 
among them Secretary and a Director-General (NRC Handelsblad, 2015a). As a 
result of the allegations, the inquiry committee was reinstalled. Although the 
committee concluded that there had not been a ‘deliberate cover-up’, its second 
report condemned the administrative chaos and culture at the Department 
(Oosting et al., 2016). Again, Prime Minister Rutte was called to account in 
Parliament (Handelingen II, 2015-16, 8 June).

Just months before the March 2017 general elections, Nieuwsuur ran a 
final story about the ‘Teeven deal’. Its editor Bas Haan had just published an 
investigative book about the ‘Teeven deal’, wherein he disclosed the copious 
comments Opstelten’s successor as Justice minister, then Liberal MP Art van der 
Steur had made in unpublished Ministerial Letters. Van der Steur announced 
his resignation during a parliamentary debate, citing a lack of parliamentary 
confidence (NRC Handelsblad, 2017b). 

Therefore, in our analysis, we focus on three periods: the post-incident period 
with the first parliamentary debate, the period leading up to the resignations, 
and the period  after the resignation of Opstelten and Teeven (table 7.5). 
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Table 7.5 Three phases of the accountability episode regarding Teevendeal 

label Most important events focus:  

Fact-finding: 
post incident   

11 March (2014): ‘Nieuwsuur’ broadcast about the 
settlement 
13 March: Parliamentary debate with Opstelten 
19 March: Municipal elections 

Severity of the 
incident   

Searching for 
the receipt: 
internal 
investigation 
and 
resignations  

4 April: interview with former lawyer Cees H. in newspaper 
8 April: Ministerial letter Opstelten + investigation former 
public prosecutor 
9 July: letter to parliament: inquiry did not find any proof + 
no recollections
4 March (2015): ‘Nieuwsuur’ broadcast about height of 
settlement, based on leaks within ministry and PPO  
5 March: Opstelten sticks with argument that no proof of 
height settlement remains 
9 March: Letter Opstelten + press conference to announce 
resignation Opstelten and Teeven

Responsibility 
and culpability 

Aftermath 11 March: parliamentary debate with PM Rutte, 
independent inquiry 
18 March: Provincial elections  
13 December: independent inquiry report + resignation 
Speaker of the Lower House 
16 December: parliamentary debate with PM Rutte, censure 
vote entire opposition 
22 March (2016): Nieuwsuur broadcast, civil servants 
knew about receipts on old computers + re-installation 
independent inquiry 
8 June: independent inquiry: no cover-up but administrative 
chaos 
25 January (2017): Nieuwsuur broadcast and book report: 
former Liberal MP and current Justice minister had 
extensively advised Opstelten on content letters 
26 January: Parliamentary debate with Van der Steur, he 
resigns 
15 March: parliamentary elections (Lower House) 

Sanctions and 
aftermath 

case analysis 

Information phase: establishing severity 
The incident had multiple characteristics that triggered blame  from journalists 
and opposition alike. The incident connected questions about propriety of the 
hard-line duo, linking them to criminal behaviour and possible cover-up. The 
settlement thus provided ammunition to those already wary of the hard-line 
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stance of the ministerial duo. Second, the approaching municipal elections 
increased the stakes for both the opposition and coalition parties to successful 
assert and deny the severity of this issue. Nieuwsuur revealed and framed 
damaging information at three vital moments and newspapers included the 
settlement in their reflection on the parties’ election campaigns. 

Nieuwsuur, in her revelation, immediately framed the incident as compromising 
the integrity of Teeven as a crime-fighter. The program interviewed one of Teeven’s 
former superiors, retired Prosecutor-General Dato Steenhuis, who was adamant 
that he would never have approved such a settlement (NRC Handelsblad, 2014c). 
Steenhuis argued that not informing the Tax Office about the settlement would 
be ‘morally reprehensible’ (Trouw, 2014, p. 7). Niewsuur also interviewed fiscal 
law professors, who concluded that Teeven could be considered ‘an accessory 
to concealing tax evasion’ (NRC Handelsblad, 2014c). Immediately after the 
broadcast, newspapers announced that Teeven was ‘under the gun’ (Telegraaf, 
2014b) and his ‘political fate remained unclear’ (Volkskrant, 2014b) According 
to the chief political editor of the Volkskrant, ‘crimefighter Teeven, whose party 
carries the slogan ‘no kowtowing to criminals’, is suddenly the man who helped 
one of the biggest drug lords of the nineties to launder five million’ (Du Pré, 
2014, p. 29). 

In response, Opstelten and Teeven focused on problem denial, stonewalling 
and responsibility denial. In response to the Nieuwsuur broadcast, a spokesperson 
of Opstelten claimed that the settlement was in line with the then applicable laws 
(Telegraaf, 2014b, p. 7). Teeven put up a stronger denial, by claiming ‘there was 
nothing wrong with the settlement’, adding that ‘you don’t know everything, 
and I do’ (Volkskrant, 2014b). After his first remarks in the media, Teeven and the 
other VVD-ministers stuck to the ‘constitutional proper practice’ that Opstelten 
was politically responsible for the PPO and that only Opstelten would account in 
Parliament and be interviewed about the settlement (NRC Handelsblad, 2015d). 

The coalition parties rushed the debate with the minister, as they wanted 
to ‘clear the air’ before the municipal elections (NRC Handelsblad, 2014a). 
Opstelten concluded ‘with conviction and without hesitation’ that ‘integrity and 
the rule of law have not been at stake’ (Handelingen II, 2013-14, 13 March, pp. 
36-37). Opstelten justified Teeven’s behaviour: the settlement was within legal 
boundaries, Teeven’s superiors approved it, and it was the best possible deal in 
light of the circumstances at that time (Handelingen II, 2013-14, 13 March). In 
addition, Opstelten concluded that the height of the settlement was lower than 
reported: 
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Parliament juggles with numbers again. I cannot explain the millions the lawyer 
of Cees H. communicated. I start from the facts I received in the files. That is 
it. I have understood that 2 million was always the height of the settlement.,.., 
At a certain point the numbers go from 500 million to 6 or 7 million, but then 
you end up at the facts we talk about: 2 million, of which 750 000 returns to 
the State and the rest ends up at the mister who is in the settlement. That is 
just the way it is (Handelingen II, 2013-14, 13 March)

He did add that in current circumstances the Justice minister personally needed 
to approve such a settlement before it could be reached, and that such approval 
would not be forthcoming. He also claimed that the whole political storm 
about the settlement was unnecessary as his predecessor minister Korthals had 
informed Parliament about its existence back in 2002. 

These justifications were advocated in concert with a second frame: trust-
the-minister. During the parliamentary debate Opstelten often referred to 
the confidential nature of most of the PPO’s work and explained he could not 
provide verifiable evidence about the height of the settlement, or the approval 
of the PPO’s management (Handelingen II, 2013-14, 13 March; Oosting et al., 
2015, p. 149). At the end of the debate Opstelten explicitly asked to be trusted, 
as it was also a ‘matter of confidence’ by Parliament (Handelingen II, 2013-14, 13 
March, p. 16). 

On the other side, the opposition parties tried to maximize the severity of 
the incident, by advocating a unethical (crook) plot for Teeven at the start of the 
incident. During the debate, most opposition parties expressed indignation over 
Teeven’s past actions as a criminal prosecutor. According to Liberal Democrat 
MP Magda Berndsen, the incident ‘blemished the integrity of the junior minister 
(Handelingen II, 2013-14, 13 March, p. 5). Although Parliament did not draw a 
formal conclusion just yet,  the mood of the debate was that Teeven’s behaviour 
in this case had been ‘at a minimum extraordinary, and at worst criminal’ 
(Volkskrant, 2014b). More specifically, most parliamentarians linked a judgment 
about his integrity as a public prosecutor to his current credibility as a junior 
minister (NRC Handelsblad, 2014b). In the debate, the GreenLeft MP Liesbeth 
van Tongeren put it as follows:  

Petty criminals are punished. However, big criminals receive money. This 
government aims to tackle money laundering and seize criminal revenue, 
but this push is led by a junior minister who has settled dubious deals with 
perpetrators as a public prosecutor himself. How do the minister and this 
junior minister think that hardworking citizens, who are currently watching 
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this debate, will think of this situation? (Handelingen II, 2013-14, 13 March, 
p. 2)

Teeven’s reputation had always been based on his prior career, but it now turned 
into a disadvantage. However, the Christian Democrat spokesperson concluded 
at the end of the debate that they did not want to ‘drag’ Fred Teeven ‘through 
the mud’ and that it was too soon to reach a definitive judgment on the integrity 
and appropriateness of his behaviour in the settlement (Handelingen II, 2013-14, 
13 March, p. 33).

Opposition parties not only criticized Teeven’s past behaviour, but, during the 
debate, devoted more and more criticism to how Opstelten accounted for the 
issue in Parliament. They argued that Opstelten was an incompetent account-
giver. For example, they criticized him for only responding in 4,5 pages to over  
94 detailed parliamentary questions the day before the debate about the 
settlement (Kamerstukken II, 2013-14, 13 March).87 Furthermore, the Socialists 
MP De Wit complained during the debate that Parliament was being rushed 
into this debate and that the response by the minister was ‘unsatisfactory’. 
He likened the minister’s perfunctory accountability behaviour to an evasion 
attempt (Handelingen II, 2013-14, 13 March, p. 33). Parliamentarians mostly 
criticized the lack of verifiable evidence the minister produced. One opposition 
MP observed that these issues should not linger and remain a secret, as it would 
not be ‘a good outcome for the junior minister, or for cabinet, and certainly not 
for the credibility of the rule of law’ (Handelingen II, 2013-14, 13 March, p. 33). 
However, no motions were tabled. A summary of the tactics in this part of the 
accountability episode are displayed in table 7.6. 

Compared to the other accountability episode, journalists had a much 
stronger role in the politicization of the incident. Not only was the settlement 
‘revealed’ in a news program, the news program and subsequent newspaper 
coverage immediately framed the settlement as morally wrong, and thus Teeven 
as a criminal abettor. In the media and subsequent parliamentary debate, both 
government actors and their adversaries used stronger tactics to deny and assert 
the severity of the incident than in the Dolmatov case. Teeven and Opstelten 
denied wrongdoing and justified the settlement, but they did not publish 
evidence for either of these tactics and instead used Opstelten’s reputation as 
account-giver as a stake in the debate. On the other hand, both Nieuwsuur and 
the left-wing opposition parties were framed as hunters on Teeven (Telegraaf, 
2014b, p. 7). The journalists and Opposition parties painted the incident as 
evidence that Teeven and his party lacked integrity, helping ‘criminals instead of 
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hard-working citizens’. Furthermore, they did not seem to be too convinced by 
Opstelten’s ‘trust me’ tactic. Nevertheless, the debate quieted attention for the 
incident for a couple of weeks, until another ‘news revelation’. 

Debate phase: responsibility for a long-lost receipt 
Again, news coverage reignited interest for the settlement and increased pressure 
on Opstelten. In an interview with the Volkskrant, Cees H.’s former solicitor, Piet 

table 7.6 Account-givers and -holders tactics in the information-phase of Teeven-deal 

side:   blame avoiding 
behaviour:  

Tactic: arena propagated by:

Account-
givers 

Problem denial    Nothing wrong with the 
settlement 

Media Teeven 

Justifications: settlement 
was within legal boundaries, 
approved by superiors, and of a 
lower amount than claimed 

Media and 
Parliament 

Teeven 

Stonewalling: Teeven cannot talk 
about settlement + settlement is 
confidential 

Parliament Teeven, Labour 

Responsibility 
ascertaining 

Stonewalling: Opstelten is the 
responsible minister, not Teeven 

Parliament Teeven, Labour  

Opstelten is responsible and 
basis his account-giving on facts 
(needs parl. Confidence)  

Parliament Teeven, VVD, 
Labour 

Account-
holders  

Problem 
advocating 

Settlement is morally wrong, as it 
helps criminals instead of ‘hard-
working citizens’ 

Media and 
Parliament  

Nieuwsuur, 
former PPO 
boss, NRC, 
Opposition 
(except 
confessional 
parties) 

Responsibility 
highlighting 

Teeven was responsible for this 
deal and this deal shows his lack 
of integrity 

Media and 
Parliament 

Nieuwsuur, 
Opposition (GL, 
SP, D66, PVV) 

Opstelten is a vague and 
improper account-giver  
(evasion) 

Parliament Opposition 



220 | CHAPTER 7 FRED TEEVEN: FROM ELECTORAL ASSET TO POLITICAL LIABILITY | 221

Doedens, accused Opstelten of talking ‘bullshit’ in Parliament. Doedens claimed 
that Cees H. indeed received almost five million (Volkskrant, 2014a). However, 
Doedens refused to provide verifiable evidence of the height of the settlement. 
Virtually all Opposition parties concluded that the question now revolved 
around whether Opstelten misinformed Parliament. According to the leader of 
the Christian party CU:

No one is going to dismiss a minister over something that happened 15 
years ago, but by now the main question is whether Opstelten misinformed 
Parliament and what his civil servants knew (AD, 2015b)

At this moment, the tactics of Opstelten started to shift towards excuses and 
active shielding by the Prime Minister started. Prime Minister Rutte stated in the 
media: ‘I have no doubt that Opstelten sent the correct information  to Parliament 
(Volkskrant, 2014c, p. 2). In response to questions from the Socialists, Opstelten 
claimed he had never communicated the ‘actual’ amount Cees H. gained from 
the settlement to Parliament (Handelingen II, 2013-14, 8 April). Furthermore, 
Opstelten conceded that he would ask a former public prosecutor, Henk van 
Brummen, to ‘gather more precise facts’ about the settlement and to uncover 
the proof of the height of the settlement (Handelingen II, 2013-14, 8 April). The 
later independent inquiry reported that civil servants had advised the minister 
to install an independent inquiry, but that Opstelten had chosen to appoint an 
internal investigation (Oosting et al., 2015, p. 160). 

In June, July and again in December, Opstelten reported to Parliament that the 
former prosecutor’s investigation did not uncover further proof of the settlement 
in the Department or PPO. Therefore, Opstelten concluded he had ‘made  every 
effort to find out what was going on at that time’, but had ‘to accept that I cannot 
provide ultimate clarity’ (Kamerstukken II, 2013-14, 3 June). In addition, the 
investigator concluded that those involved, including Teeven, had ‘insufficient 
memories about the actual amount of the settlement’ (Kamerstukken II, 2013-
14, 3 June, 2013-14, 10 July). 

Almost a year after the start of the incident and 15 years after the ‘deal’, on 
4 March 2015, Nieuwsuur opened with another item on the settlement between 
the PPO and Cees H (Oosting et al., 2015). According to the programme, its 
editors had received proof from within the PPO and the Department of Security 
and Justice that Cees H. had received 4.7 million. Therefore, ‘the minister had 
repeatedly provided Parliament with inaccurate information’ (Oosting et al., 
2015, p. 172).  Nieuwsuur  thus corroborated Doedens claims and challenged 
Opstelten’s statement that no evidence of the settlement survived at the PPO 
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or Department. Again Nieuwsuur broadcasted its scoop during an election 
campaign, this time as the Provincial elections were drawing near (AD, 2015b). 
In response, none of the parliamentarians openly called for his resignation, 
but many MPs and journalists began to speak about Opstelten as ‘fair game’, a 
common label for politically damaged ministers (see Chapter 5) (Du Pré, 2015; 
Volkskrant, 2015). 

According to the Volkskrant, confirmation that if the minister was wrong 
about both the height of the settlement and the lack of proof, would both 
‘damage Opstelten’s authority beyond repair’ and damage Teeven’s, who ‘let his 
minister go astray’ (Du Pré, 2015). Furthermore, the broadcast was proof that 
the minister ‘bluffed his way into trouble again’ (AD, 2015b). At this point, many 
newspapers recalled multiple parliamentary debates wherein Opstelten failed to 
answer questions and wavered in responses (Telegraaf, 2015b). As doubts over 
the correctness of Opstelten’s information to Parliament took hold, newspapers 
dubbed the incident a ‘suitable cliff-hanger’ in the VVD’s provincial election 
campaign. The VVD election campaign had already been troubled by a range 
of ‘integrity issues’, such as the resignation of a MP and a local politician over 
propriety issues (AD, 2015a). 

Even when Nieuwsuur reported that it had received intelligence from the 
Department and the PPO about the settlement sum, Opstelten reiterated that 
his civil servants had found no proof and that no one remembered the height 
of the settlement exactly. The Prime Minister again expressed his confidence 
in Opstelten, who he claimed was ‘on top of the facts’ (Trouw, 2015a, p. 1). 
While journalists had not published proof for their claim that Opstelten had 
misinformed parliament, things changed on the 9th of March.

In his last response to Parliament, Opstelten conceded that while an ‘ultimate 
quest’ within his Department had not uncovered the original settlement, it had 
unearthed a ‘screen-print’ of it (Kamerstukken II, 2014-15, 9 March). Opstelten 
then declared he would take responsibility for the tardiness of his Department 
and resign. Prime minister Rutte explained that ‘the minister has decided for 
himself that he had to resign’. By resigning, he took ‘full responsibility, an 
appropriate course of action for a political office-holder’ (Oosting et al., 2015, 
p. 202). According to Rutte, Teeven did not have to resign because he was not 
involved in misinforming Parliament (NRC Handelsblad, 2015c). However, as 
Teeven concluded himself, he could no longer function credibly when Opstelten 
resigned over what was now dubbed the ‘Teeven-deal’ (Handelsblad, 2015). A 
summary of the tactics in this part of the accountability episode are displayed 
in table 7.7.
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Again, journalists were the main actors in this part of the accountability, who 
revived interest for the incident and refuted Opstelten’s tactics. This happened 
again a week before (provincial) elections. The opposition followed up both times 
with critical parliamentary questions. Furthermore, they were now helped by 
leaks from within the Department and the PPO. Contrary to what was expected 
in Chapter 6, Opstelten did not establish an independent inquiry when he was 
accused of misinforming Parliament. Instead, he focused on the lack of proof 
and lack of recollection of Teeven. Notice that these statements contradicted 
two of their earlier tactics: Teeven had claimed in the first instance that ‘he knew 
everything’, while Opstelten was adamant in Parliament that the height of the 
settlement was two million. 

Furthermore, Opstelten’s reputation as a competent account-giver had slowly 
declined in the last year with bungles in other parliamentary debates. Opstelten 
was slowly ‘wounded’ as he had gained a scorecard and his reputation was linked 
to the VVD election campaign. Opstelten and Teeven resigned when it became 
clear that ‘serious’ opposition parliamentarians aligned with the Nieuwsuur 
journalists in their criticism and that Opstelten would have a near impossible task 
in defending himself in Parliament against ‘misleading parliament’ allegations.

Sanctions phase: the Liberals as the party of  ‘cover-ups’
The resignations did not stop the political firestorm over the ‘Teeven deal’. In 
the aftermath of the resignations, both the Opposition and various newspapers 
grouped the earlier claims in a larger story of an inappropriate party who put party 
interest over political accountability (Telegraaf, 2015f, p. 4). First, all opposition 
parties demanded the Prime Minister to establish an independent inquiry, which 
would not be limited in scope, expanding to propriety of the settlement and 
the information provision to Parliament (Handelingen II, 2015-16, 10 March). 
Second, the opposition parties not only blamed Teeven and Opstelten for the 
whole affair, but argued that, consecutively, the management of the Department, 
the VVD party leadership, and the Prime Minister were demonstrating a lack of 
respect for the norms of propriety and political accountability in the handling of 
the affair (Trouw, 2015b). 

Rutte meanwhile assured parliament that as the PM, he was working day 
and night to keep his cabinet on track and fully accountable, and that he would 
indeed set-up an independent inquiry (Telegraaf, 2015d). As the ‘constitutional 
cardinal sin’ of misinforming Parliament was the official reason for the Opstelten 
resignation, his resignation provided leeway for the Prime Minister to add a new 
‘responsible cabinet’ tactic in the debate, albeit as a flimsy fig leaf. 
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However, at the same time Rutte reinforced the problem denial and excuse 
tactics over and over, thereby overshadowing his assertion that he was fully 
responsibility and accountable. Rutte and others justified both the correctness 
of the settlement and defended the record of both resigned ministers (NRC 
Handelsblad, 2015e). In addition, Rutte vehemently denied that he had any 
knowledge of the height of the settlement before the resignation of Opstelten 
and Teeven (NRC Handelsblad, 2017c, p. 4). Another powerful VVD-member, 
Health minister Edith Schippers, incongruously hinted at a ‘conspiracy’ by 
unknown adversaries who were trying to exploit the settlement controversy to 
damage the party in the lead-up to the election  (Telegraaf, 2015a, p. 6).

After the independent inquiry concluded that the deal was too high and 
Parliament was not properly informed, Rutte received a censure vote from the 

table 7.7 Account-givers and -holders tactics in the responsibility-phase of Teeven-deal  

side:   blame avoiding 
behaviour:  

Tactic: arena propagated 
by:

Account-
givers 

Responsibility 
denial   

Excuse: investigator could not find 
‘proof’ of height settlement in 
Department’s and PPO’s archives 

Parliament Opstelten 

Excuse: people involved do not 
remember height of settlement 

Parliament Opstelten 

Opstelten’s account-giving in 
Parliament was correct 

Media PM Rutte 

Denial: Opstelten never talked 
about height of settlement in 
Parliament 

Parliament 
(letter) 

Opstelten 

Responsibility 
admission

Opstelten takes responsibility for 
misinforming Parliament (proof 
available and should have been 
earlier). Teeven canno longer 
function credibly 

Media Opstelten, 
Teeven 

Account-
holders  

Problem 
advocating 

Incident is a suitable end of VVD-
election campaign with integrity 
scandals 

Media Nieuwsuur, 
newspapers 

Responsibility 
highlighting 

Opstelten misinformed Parliament 
about height of the deal 

Media and 
Parliament 
(questions) 

Doedens, 
Opposition, 
Nieuwsuur 

Opstelten is wounded because he 
is exposed as a serial ‘bluffer’

Media Opposition, 
newspapers 
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entire opposition for dodging his accountability and for his lack of contrition 
about the mess that had occurred (Handelingen II, 2015-16, 16 December). At 
this moment, Rutte could only kowtow to Parliament and cut people lose who 
were too tarnished by all the revalations. 

Rutte kowtowed to Parliament both after the inquiry report and after the 
Nieuwsuur disclosure that civil servants knew about the ‘screen-shot’ in May 
2014 (Handelingen II, 2015-16, 8 June). In addition, the Speaker of the Lower 
House, a Conservative Liberals MP, resigned after it was revealed that in 2014, 
she had destroyed an anonymous letter that detailed the settlement amount. 
The aftermath of the incident caused further political pain and led to significant 
casualties among the senior ranks of the Department of Security and Justice, 
among them Secretary and a Director-General (NRC Handelsblad, 2015a). 
While they cannot considered scapegoat, as they resigned after the ministerial 
resignations, their removal could be linked to the incident.  

Furthermore, the Teeven and Opstelten’s successors, two former Conservative 
Liberal backbenchers, had to apologize for their behaviour as backstage advisors 
to Opstelten while being sitting members or parliament at that time (AD, 2015c). 
One and a half month before the general elections, Rutte lost a last minister over 
the settlement. Opstelten’s successor, who already apologized over his behaviour 
as backstage advisor, but it was now revealed that he had advised Opstelten not to 
talk about the height of the settlement. Van der Steur announced his resignation 
during a parliamentary debate after concluding that the opposition had lost 
confidence in him (NRC Handelsblad, 2017b). NRC Handelsblad subsequently 
concluded that the party had lost its brand as a ‘crime-fighters party’ and had its 
integrity tarnished (NRC Handelsblad, 2017b). Table 7.8 shows the tactics of the 
account-givers and -holder in the sanctions phase of this accountability episode. 

To conclude, while the Liberals took responsibility for misinforming 
Parliament and withholding information, they still justified the settlement and 
defended the behaviour of Teeven and Opstelten. Especially PM Rutte ended up 
in an uncomfortable split between kowtowing to Parliament and still defending 
the earlier, disproved, tactics. Furthermore, the earlier stonewalling tactics and 
the backstage cooperation of Liberal MPs in defending the ministers eventually 
caught up with the party. 

Reflections: ‘the cover-up is worse than the crime’  
Figure 7.5 compares the course and outcome of the accountability episode in the 
‘Teeven-deal’ with the process that was expected based on the constitutional 
rules and rules-in-use from the interviews. 
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Comparing both processes, we can conclude that the accountability episodes 
in the ‘Teeven-deal’ bore some important similarities to what was expected, but 
also some striking differences. First, the clear switch in the accountability episode 
occurred when Nieuwsuur could successfully claim that Opstelten misinformed 

Table 7.8 Account-givers and -holders tactics in the sanctions-phase of Teeven-deal 

side:   blame avoiding 
behaviour:  

Tactic: arena propagated by:

Account-
givers 

Problem denial    Settlement was justified  Media Rutte  

Incident is a conspiracy by people 
who want to smear VVD-election 
campaign 

Media and 
Parliament 

Schippers 
(Liberals) 

Teeven and Opstelten were good 
ministers  

Parliament Rutte  

Responsibility 
and problem 
admission  

Rutte wants to account 
to Parliament and takes 
responsibility as Premier  

Parliament Rutte   

Resignations (Teeven, Opstelten, 
Speaker, new Justice ministers) 
are a sign that Liberals take their 
responsibility seriously 

Parliament Van Miltenburg 
(Speaker), 
Rutte, Van der 
Steur (minister) 

Liberal spokesperson apologize 
for having worked too closely 
with ministers in defence 

Parliament  Van der 
Steur, Dijkhoff 
(former 
spokespersons) 

Account-
holders  

Problem 
advocating 

Settlement was too high  and 
Parliament was not properly 
informed 

Media and 
Parliament  

Inquiry 
committee,  
Opposition

Responsibility 
highlighting 

Liberals have covered up 
problems and Rutte, as head of 
the Liberals, does not respect 
account-holding function of 
Parliament  

Media and 
Parliament 

Nieuwsuur, 
Opposition 

The Department is an 
administrative chaos  

Parliament Opposition, 
inquiry 
committee 

Sanctions 
propogating 

Everyone who has misinformed 
or withheld important 
information to Parliament must 
resign (such as van der Steur) 

Opposition, 
Nieuwsuur 
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Parliament and parliamentarians hinted at Opstelten’s scorecard of incompetent 
account-giving (a bungler). Opstelten was already damaged that when he had 
to conclude that there was a ‘screenshot’, he had become a party liability by 
that time. As in this case PM Rutte, Teeven and Opstelten all emanated from 
same party, coalition processes took a backseat compared to the Dolmatov case 
and thus did not provide an extra shield. Teeven and Opstelten had become 
party liabilities just before the provincial elections, while the party’s election 
campaign had already been tainted by other propriety incidents.  

Second, Opstelten’s resignation can be explained by his clear breach of an 
institutional ‘taboo’: misinforming Parliament, while Teeven’s personal integrity 
was also linked to the incident. This was exacerbated by Opstelten’s tactics, as 
he had claimed for over a year that no proof was available and that therefore his 
justification of the settlement could not be refuted. Both ministers were accused 
of personal errors that damaged their integrity. While the incident damaged 
Opstelten’s reputation as an account-giver, it damaged Teeven’s integrity as 
a crime-fighter and instead painted him as someone who was careless about 
the rule of law. Teeven had been accused of this in the Dolmatov-case as well. 
Furthermore, the internal investigation did not resolve the hints of an ethical 
breach in the settlement and thus Teeven’s credibility was never restored. 

However, there are also some striking differences that might explain why 
this accountability episode turned so politically ‘deadly’. First, while Dutch 
interviewees expected the media to function as an amplifier of parliamentary 
processes, allegations in this case often originated in the media. Journalists 
(re)ignited the accountability episode at five separate moments to reveal and 
to frame new accusations. Both Nieuwsuur, the lawyers and the left-wing 
opposition parties were framed as hunters on cabinet, who first hunted on 
Teeven (Telegraaf, 2014b, p. 7), then on Opstelten (NRC Handelsblad, 2015d), on 
the Prime Minister (Telegraaf, 2015e, p. 1) and last on Opstelten’s successor, Ard 
van der Steur (NRC Handelsblad, 2017b).  

Second, incoming elections acted as a pressure cooker for the accountability 
process. Coalition forces rushed the first debate, giving Opstelten little time 
to prepare. Nieuwsuur revealed important damaging information in all three 
election periods and newspapers subsequently included the ‘Teeven deal’ in 
their reflection on the states of election campaigns of the Conservative Liberals.  
Fourth, terms of blame avoiding behaviour, Dutch interviewees expected 
ministers to employ accommodative tactics and announce an independent 
inquiry. Contrary to expectations, Opstelten used moderate confrontational 
tactics and did not announce an independent inquiry, while Teeven stonewalled 
allegations. It remains a matter of speculation whether this accountability episode 
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had turned out differently if both ministers had been more accommodative 
and had established an independent inquiry at the beginning of the incident. 
While no civil servants were public scapegoated, the removal of all high-ranking 
servants who had been involved in the accountability episode in 2015 showed 
that also in the Dutch case civil servants are not exempt from blame. 

There are strong indications that it was the staunch defence of both the 
settlement and the ministers that made the incident roll-over into reputation 
damage for the entire party and the prime minister. The Liberals had strictly 
denied the impropriety or harm caused by the settlement. The lack of hedging 
of this justification forced Opstelten to contradict his earlier tactics and instead 
to pursue an excuse tactic (no proof left). When this tactic was also revealed 
to be untrue, Opstelten had not only backed himself in a corner, the denial 
and subsequent excuses were supported by other Liberals and thus provided 
Nieuwsuur and the opposition ammunition to involve the ministerial successors 
and the Prime Minister in the blame game. 

7.5 TeeVeN’S FALLINg FoRTuNeS: CoNCLuSIoNS

Formal rules and informal practices helped us to identify and explain the shift 
from accountability to blame processes that incites the spiraling trajectory of 
Teeven’s and Opstelten’s political capital. In the Dolmatov case, Parliament 
indeed functioned as the primary accountability arena. In this case, Teeven, the 
coalition partner, and the moderate opposition focused on ‘proper’ account-
giving and account-holding. However, in the second case, the ‘Teeven-deal’, both 
sides used much stronger tactics to deny or assert severity and responsibility. 
Nieuwsuur, the lawyers, and the left-wing opposition parties were framed as 
hunters on cabinet, who first hunted on Teeven, then on Opstelten, on the Prime 
Minister, and last on Opstelten’s successor. Thus, while Teeven faced a more 
‘neutral’ accountability setting in Parlliament in the first incident, Opstelten and 
he became hunted in the second incident. In the Dolmatov case, Teeven had to 
account to moderate opposition parties and his coalition partner in the Dutch 
Parliament. In the second accountability episode, both journalists and opposition 
parliamentarians ‘hunted’ the ministers. 

This shift can be explained by the two factors identied in Chapter 5 and the 
identified ‘institutional taboos’ of Chapter 6: a) Teeven’s and Opstelten’s political 
capital had been drained by earlier incidents, b) Opstelten used tactics that 
violated ‘institutional taboos’, and c) upcoming elections had made them electoral 
liabilities. Opstelten had been accused before of using improper tactics and 
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misleading parliament (an institutional taboo), while Teeven had been criticized 
before of being careless with the rule of law. As the couple was such a central 
duo in the Rutte II government, the defence of the couple was strong, you could 
say too strong. Opstelten, backed by Teeven’s silence and Rutte’s active support, 
had claimed for over a year that no proof was available and that therefore his 
justifications of the settlement could not be refuted. The clear switch in the 
accountability episode occurred when Nieuwsuur could successfully claim that 
Opstelten misinformed Parliament and thus accuse him of a ‘personal error’. 

However, in the end non-institutional factors such as upcoming elections 
and ‘hunting’ journalists acted as a ‘fuse’ in the second case, while they were 
not present in the first. Their resignation can be partly explained by the fact 
that they had become a party liability in the election campaign, which had been 
tainted by other propriety incidents. 



Today I made a second error in the House in the period of two weeks. 
I believe the community would fi nd that unacceptable and diffi  cult to 
explain,.., Following my discussion with the Premier he and I agreed it 
would be diffi  cult to sustain and accordingly aft er discussing with him I’ve 
tendered my resignati on as Police Minister.
– Press conference, 25 October 2006 (Daily Telegraph, 2006k)

The whole world knew that Carl had to be more careful with his words. It 
was simply a case of one mistake too many 
– NSW Premier Morris Iemma on Police Minister Carl Scully’s resignati on 
(Sydney Morning Herald, 2006m



carl scUlly: froM 
leadership contender to 

political eMbarrassMent

The survival and resignation of a 
coming man 

chapter 8
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8.1 THe QueNCHINg oF A ‘SPARkLINg’ mINISTeR 

This chapter aims to understand how the formal rules and rules-in-use in New 
South Wales, as exposed in previous chapters, play out in the context of two 
incidents involving the same minister, Carl Scully. Process-tracing focuses on 
finding mechanism-oriented explanations of ministerial resignation or survival 
after accountability episodes. In this chapter I will assess whether the mechanisms 
between an incident and a minister’s survival, as collected from the propositions 
in chapter 4, 5 and 6, can be found in this case and whether these mechanism 
function as expected (Beach & Pedersen, 2013). 

In chapters 5 and 6 I observed that NSW interviewees rules-in-use focus 
on the media and on journalists as key actors, and that they mostly expect 
NSW ministers to employ confrontational tactics, such as counter attacks and 
scapegoating. The expected process from incident to accountability episode and 
outcome of political survival or resignation for NSW ministers is presented in 
figure 8.1 

This chapter focuses on the fall of a NSW contender for the Labor leadership: 
Carl Scully. Carl Scully had a strong electoral profile and was considered to be 
one of the leadership contenders after the retirement of Premier Bob Carr. 
He held multiple important ministerial portfolios and served as Leader of the 
Government in the Legislative Assembly. And yet the politicization of an inquiry 
report regarding a race riot resulted in the end of his ministerial career. On the 
25th of October 2006, Scully announced his resignation. Scully explained that 
multiple personal errors in Parliament caused his resignation. However, Chapter 
4 showed that while NSW minister increasingly step down, they rarely resign over 
personal errors, such as misleading Parliament. Therefore, Scully’s resignation 
can be considered a critical case to reflect on the propositions about the rules of 
the accountability game in NSW politics that emerged from chapters 4-6.

This chapter starts with a short political profile of Carl Scully (8.2). The main 
empirical sections analyse two high-stakes accountability episodes in Scully’s 
ministerial career: the deadly train accident at Waterfall (8.3) and the political 
fall-out of a race riot in the Sydney suburb Cronulla (8.4).60 The analyses of both 
episodes first chronicle of the major events of the case under study, followed by 
an analytical account of the incident, the course of the accountability episode 
and the outcome. Both cases end with a reflection on how the process of both 
cases align with the expected process in figure 8.1. The conclusion (8.5) answers 
the research question and reflects on the role of formal and informal rules in the 
course and outcome of the accountability episodes studied. 
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8.2 C ARL SCuLLy: BACkgRouND AND PoLITIC AL C AReeR 

Carl Scully was a long serving minister who belonged to the powerful Right 
faction of the NSW Labor party. Scully was elected as an Assembly MP for the 
Western Sydney seat of Smithfield in 1990 (NSW Parliament). Scully was a solid 
electoral performer in this safe Labor seat, winning every election on a stronger 
two-party-preferred vote and a positive swing towards him.61 

Scully served between 1995 and 2006 as a minister, holding multiple ministerial 
portfolios in the Carr Governments (1995-2005) and the First Iemma Government 
(2005-2007). While starting as a lower ranking minister for State Development 
and Ports in 1995 (14th), he gained importance in cabinet as Transport minister 
(1998-2003, 9th) and as minister for Roads (1999-2005, 7th), ending as one of the 
highest ranking ministers (Police) in the Iemma Government (2005-2006, 5th).62 
Furthermore, Scully was appointed as Leader of the Government in the Assembly 
in 2003. The Leader ‘sets and arranges the Government legislative program’ in 
the Assembly [Lower House] (Legislative Assembly, 2016, p. 19). As Transport 
minister, Scully received one censure motion, about hollow election promises, 
and two no-confidence motions, all filled by the Liberal Opposition. The last no-
confidence vote was filled half a year before the Waterfall incident (July 2002) 
and aimed to withdraw parliamentary confidence in Scully over railway safety 
issues. The vote was rejected on partisan lines. 

After Premier Bob Carr’s retirement in 2005, journalists named two 
frontrunners in the battle to succeed Carr: Morris Iemma, the then Health 
minister, and Scully, who had just been given the Police portfolio. Both Ministers 
hailed from the Right wing faction that dominated the ALP parliamentary caucus, 
a necessity as Labor Premiers are selected by their own parliamentary caucus63. 
Scully argued in a press conference that as Premier he would add ‘sparkle’ to 
NSW public life, implying Iemma would not (The Australian, 2006f). According 
to the Australian, ‘the campaign then became ugly’, with the leaking of the 
anti-vaccination thesis Scully wrote in 1992, described by his own faction as  ‘a 
238-page (political) suicide note’. Scully called the leaking ‘a dirty trick’ (Sydney 
Morning Herald, 2005c; The Australian, 2006f). Right wing powerbrokers and 
the ALP’s head office announced subsequently that they would back Iemma 
(Sydney Morning Herald, 2005c). Scully subsequently backed out of the contest 
and Iemma was elected unopposed (Sydney Morning Herald, 2006f). Scully 
then became the high ranking Police Minister in the first Iemma government. A 
summary can be found in table 8.1. 
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Table 8.1 In profile: Carl Scully

Party affiliation Labor (1976-now) 

Party faction Labor Right (1990-2006) 

Ministry Incident 1: Transport (1998-03), Incident 2: Police (2005-06) 

Latest electoral history 2010: 3rd (63 384 votes) and 2010: 5th (35 103 votes) 

Earlier experience in 
Parliament

Yes, from 1990 till 1995 backbencher 

Earlier experience as (junior) 
Minister

State Development and Ports (1995-99) and Roads (1999-05)  

Other long-time experience 
public sector

Solicitor (1983-1990) 

Earlier vote of censure or 
no-confidence during cabinet 
period 

Yes, censure vote in 1998 for announcing ‘hollow election 
promises’ in Transport without funding64, no-confidence 
vote in 2000 for ‘dismal performance’ in Transport65 and no-
confidence vote in 2002 for ‘safety of the rail system’66

8.3 ePISoDe 1: THe WATeRFALL TR AIN DISASTeR 

On the morning of the 31st of January 2003, a Tangara train overturned in Royal 
National Park, south of Sydney, hit a cliff face and overhead cables, and killed 
six passengers and the train driver (McInerney, 2004; Sydney Morning Herald, 
2003j, p. 1). The crash was the second-worst rail accident in New South Wales’ 
rail history, only four years after the equally fatal Glenbrook accident (Australian 
Financial Review, 2003c, p. 5). 

Political actors on both sides reacted swiftly. A couple of hours after the 
crash, Premier Bob Carr, together with Transport Minister Scully, arrived at 
the site and expressed sympathy (Sydney Morning Herald, 2003n, p. 4). Carr 
promised an independent inquiry into the cause of the crash and the adequacy 
of the current safety management systems (Australian Financial Review, 2003b; 
Sydney Morning Herald, 2003f). Likewise, the Opposition, personified by 
Shadow Transport Minister Peter Debnam and Opposition Leader John Brogden, 
expressed their sympathy to the families of the victims and support for the 
inquiry (Daily Telegraph, 2003h, p. 2; Sydney Morning Herald, 2003n, p. 4). 
However, the appointment of the Special Commission of Inquiry did not stop 
journalists, the minister, and the Opposition from speculating on the causes for 
the rail accident. Scully announced that the recently installed data loggers, a train’s 
‘black box’, may have been turned off due to an union dispute (Daily Telegraph, 
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2003a, p. 2). Meanwhile, the head of the Inquiry, Justice McInerney, criticized 
both parties publicly for putting pressure on him to come up with a report. 
According to him, ‘the most critical issue in this inquiry is to determine if there 
was a catastrophic malfunction’ of the train (Sydney Morning Herald, 2003q). 
He postponed public hearings until a week after the elections, unintentionally 
creating a vacuum that was keenly filled by continuing speculations and 
allegations. 

The Waterfall accident came at a particularly sensitive time, as the parties 
had just rolled out their campaigns for the State Election on the 23rd of March. 
It did not take long before both parties accused each other of exploiting the 
Waterfall inquiry for political purposes. Labor won the elections and Carr stayed 
on as Premier, immediately listing the rail system as one of his Government’s key 
priorities (Daily Telegraph, 2003l). Subsequently, media attention mostly died 
down, as expected in a government honeymoon period (Chapter 5, see figure 
8.2).

Figure 8.2 Media attention for Scully and the Waterfall rail accident (nr. of newspaper 
per day) 

A week after the elections, Scully was reshuffled. Although Scully retained the 
Roads portfolio, the Transport portfolio was given to Michael Costa, who was 
described as NSW Labor’s ‘Mr. Fix-it’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2003h). Multiple 
media outlets depicted Scully’s reshuffle as a demotion and portrayed him as a 
loser (Daily Telegraph, 2003b; Sydney Morning Herald, 2003h). 
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A week after the elections, the Herald published allegations that rail 
bureaucrats and Scully had rejected expert advice to close the unstable 
Menangle bridge and had delayed the closure purposefully to avoid the electoral 
fallout of such an announcement (Sydney Morning Herald, 2003i). Subsequently, 
the Government referred the Menangle bridge closure to the Independent 
Commission Against Corruption [ICAC], while the Opposition tabled multiple 
motions against the Government, among others to condemn the Government 
for alleged cover-up of rail problems and Carr’s refusal to sack Scully over the 
ICAC inquiry (1 May) and to express lack of confidence in Carr over widespread 
‘cover-ups’ in his Government (26 June). In September, ICAC concluded that no 
evidence existed of corrupt conduct of Scully in the bridge closure (ICAC, 2003). 

In December 2003, the Ministry for Transport released its own report on 
the Waterfall crash, revealing that the driver suffered a heart attack during the 
fatal train ride and that the so-called ‘deadman’s brake’ failed to stop the train 
(Ministry for Transport, 2003). In January 2004, the McInerney Inquiry interim 
report concluded that although no failures to the tracks or the mechanism of 
the trains could be found, the immediate cause of the accident had been the 
failure of the ‘deadman’s brake’ to stop the train. Apparently, these brakes failed 
to work for drivers exceeding 112 Kg (McInerney, 2004). This had been reported 
to StateRail middle managers since 1988, but was ignored and not reported to 
the Department or the minister. According to McInerney, the former StateRail 
[current RailCorp] could be held responsible for three failures: a) the failure 
to adequately assess the health of the driver, b) the failure to address known 
problems with the deadman’s brake, c) the failure to adequately train guards in 
emergency situations. Furthermore, McInerney concluded that ‘the dominant 
culture of StateRail was ‘not one of safety, but of on-time running’ and a broader 
‘blame culture’ among staff existed (McInerney, 2004, p. x). 

Carr, Scully and Costa held a press conference,  while Opposition tabled two 
motions. The Assembly motion condemned Carr for both a lack of accountability 
and a failure to ensure on-time running (LA, 2004, 19 February). In the Council, 
Costa was censured for his alleged lack of accountability towards the ‘people 
of New South Wales’ (LC, 2004, 24 February, p. 6376). One year later, January 
2005, McInerney published his final report, again criticizing existing safety 
management systems. 

Therefore, the analysis focuses on three periods: the post-incident period 
leading up to the elections, the post-election period and the aftermath of the 
interim McInerney report (table 8.2). 
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Table 8.2 Three phases of accountability episode regarding Waterfall-accident 

label Most important events focus:  

Post-
incident 

32 January 2003: Waterfall train accident (7 death), 35 
newspaper articels  
3 February: Carr officially appointed independent inquiry 
(McInerney) 
22 March: Assembly elections, Labor won and Scully got re-
elected 

Severity of the 
incident   

After 
elections  

1 April: McInerney started public hearings
3 April: Scully reshuffled out of Transport (keeps Roads 
portfolio). New minister sacked DG Transport Deegan and 
three others
13 April: Government referred Menangle Bridge incident to 
ICAC 
1 May: motion to condemning Carr + call to sack Scully 
pending ICAC inquiry 
6 June: Opposition: no confidence motion against Scully 
4 September: ICAC cleared Scully: ‘no political considerations 
Menangle Bridge’
1 January 2004: SRA and RIC merged in Railcorp 

Responsibility 
and culpability 

Post-
inquiry 

15 January: McInerney presented interim report (causes of 
incident) 
15 January: Carr, Scully and Costa press conference 
19 February: motion to condemn government: incident and 
train delays February: censure motion against Costa approved 
in Council 
17 January 2005: Final inquiry report 
18 January: Carr and new Transport minister Watkins press 
conference 

Sanctions and 
aftermath 

case analysis 

Information and debate: assessing severity and responsibility
The Premier started the accountability episode the day of the accident, by both 
acknowledging the tragedy and announcing a strong independent inquiry in the 
media. Scully echoed Carr when he ‘wished to convey his condolences on behalf 
the Government to the many families’ (Daily Telegraph, 2003h). Together they 
visited the survivors in the hospital and praised emergency workers at the scene 
of the crash (Sydney Morning Herald, 2003p). In addition, the Premier announced 
a ‘fully equipped, fully-armed judicial inquiry with effectively the powers of a 
royal commission’ (Daily Telegraph, 2003c). Scully announced that same Justice, 
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Peter McInerney, who had investigated the Glenbrook incident in 199967 would 
investigate the Waterfall accident (Sydney Morning Herald, 2003j, p. 1). 
At the same time, Carr warned the Opposition not to make the ‘tragedy’ an 
election issue, as ‘any politician who tries to make an issue out of this will be 
devoured by an angry electorate’ (Australian Financial Review, 2003a). Carr 
expressed his confidence in Scully who, he said, was responsible for ‘delivering 
a record level of investment in rail’, specifically an extra $1billion over the last 
four years (Sydney Morning Herald, 2003g). After defending Scully on the 4th of 
February, Carr left most press dealings related to the accident to Scully. 

Scully painted the Waterfall accident as an isolated incident in an otherwise 
safe transport system and tried to rule out mechanical problems as the cause of 
the crash. 68 Scully used justifications to defend the safety of the NSW rail system 
and pointed out that already 67 of the 95 recommendations from the Glenbrook 
inquiry had been fully implemented (Sydney Morning Herald, 2003f). One day 
after the crash, Scully stated that there ‘was no apparent reason as to why 
the train derailed’ (Daily Telegraph, 2003e; Sydney Morning Herald, 2003c)69. 
StateRail official Michael Gleeson subsequently suggested that speed may have 
been the cause of the tragedy (Daily Telegraph, 2003e). When the drivers’ union 
outlined possible surging of the brakes, Scully reiterated he ‘had been advised 
by senior rail personnel that there is no record of that engine behaving in that 
way’ (Daily Telegraph, 2003p). However, Scully confirmed later three reports 
of mechanical problems had been filled in the past (Sydney Morning Herald, 
2003k). He insisted he had relied on advice by StateRail staff and claimed ‘at no 
stage have I said the train or the track is not a cause or a contributing factor – 
I’ll continue to say that’s a matter for the judge’ (Daily Telegraph, 2003d). Scully 
referred all subsequent speculation about the cause of the crash to the Special 
Commission and argued that ‘the Commission should be allowed to undertake 
this examination without Opposition interference’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 
2003l; The Australian, 2003e).70

On the other side, the Opposition and journalists argued that Waterfall 
was just the latest in a string of previous incidents, demonstrating that the rail 
system was chronically unsafe. The Opposition fed the fire ‘quietly disseminating 
chronologies of rail disasters and mishaps which have occurred under the 
Carr Government’s reign’ (Daily Telegraph, 2003k). Instead of going through 
Parliament, the Opposition mostly focused on influencing journalists, for example 
with evidence of mechanic complaints filed by drivers. Brogden even staged 
a media inspection of rail tracks in Western Sydney (Sydney Morning Herald, 
2003b; The Australian, 2003a). According to Opposition transport spokesman 
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Peter Debnam: ‘the Government is risking people’s lives on the railways every 
day of the week’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2003g). The Rail Tram and Bus Union, supported 

by the other five rail unions in NSW, proved an important advocate of this tactic (Daily 
Telegraph, 2003m, 2003u; The Australian, 2003e).
In a related tactic, newspapers and the Opposition claimed that the Government 
tried to spin its way out of trouble instead of accounting and amending for the 
accident. Multiple newspapers framed themselves as the account-holders to 
an unaccountable Government. Scully would be ´hiding under his desk´ (Daily 
Telegraph, 2003t), keep information away from the public (The Australian, 
2003b, 2003g) and treat information on train derailments as ‘more secret than 
George Bush’s war plans’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2003o).  According to the 
Herald, ‘two things characterise the Scully approach: spin and secrecy’ (2003m).  

Opposition actors also argued that Scully scapegoated the dead driver of the 
train. Opposition Leader Brogden claimed in the media that ´the only person to 
be playing politics over Waterfall is Carl Scully, who, by a process of elimination, 
has been trying to blame the driver before Justice McInerney has completed his 
investigation´ (Australian Financial Review, 2003a). Opposition spokesman Peter 
Debnam even argued that ́ the Government would rather blame innocent drivers 
than fix the safety problem or admit it ś a problem´ (Daily Telegraph, 2003u). On 
the 14th of February, Brogden called for Scully’s sacking in the media, as ´Scully 
has dodged and weaved for too long´ (Daily Telegraph, 2003d; Sydney Morning 
Herald, 2003k). Seven days before the elections, Transport spokesman Debnam 
even produced legal advice claiming that Scully should ´have been sacked for 
telling lies about the Waterfall crash if he were a StateRail employee´ (Daily 
Telegraph, 2003n). 

After the Opposition accused him of blaming the driver, Scully responded that 
the Opposition ‘wasted no time in endeavouring to use Friday’s tragedy in an 
attempt to score points’ and that Brogden ‘is attempting to extract advantage 
from human tragedy’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2003b). Meanwhile, departmental 
spokespersons accused the Opposition of political scaremongering over rail 
safety and train delays (Daily Telegraph, 2003j). 

According to the Sydney Morning Herald, Scully ‘should wear ultimate 
responsibility’ for these systemic failures, because the accident occurred 
‘under his watch’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2003m). Even before the start of 
the independent inquiry, newspapers opened with titles such as ‘latest disaster 
should be the end of the line for Scully’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2003m). In 
addition, the Sun-Herald published a poll in which voters in six marginal Labor 
seats labelled Scully as ‘the worst Minister in NSW’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 
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2003o). At the same time, the Daily Telegraph journalists carried around a 
cardboard cut-out of Scully on multiple train stations and asked commuters if he 
‘was doing a good job as Transport Minister’ (Daily Telegraph, 2003f). 

Scully himself minimized the number of press contacts at the end of February, 
saying ‘I am not available for a daily running commentary on Waterfall inquiry 
issues’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2003a). When accused of hiding by the Daily 
Telegraph, Scully responded ‘I’ve been out campaigning -- if you wanted to talk 
to me you only had to go to Port Kembla, or come out to the electorate’ (Daily 
Telegraph, 2003r). However, colleagues reported off-the-record to the Daily 
Telegraph that they were trying to avoid discussing transport in their electorate, 
with one anonymous MP saying ‘he [Scully] should do us all a favour and 
disappear’ (Daily Telegraph, 2003r).

As expected, between the accident and the elections, all actors focused their 
efforts on the media. The media acted both as an arena for the electoral battle 
between the Government and the Opposition and as a hunting ground in which 
multiple journalists called for Scully’s sacking. Newspapers reported on the 
election as a boxing match, David vs Goliath, between the two parties. While the 
Liberals did not get Scully’s scalp, they ‘have done one hell of a job on Transport 
Minister Carl Scully, reducing him to nervous wreck status’ (Daily Telegraph, 
2003s). The Opposition and journalists focused mostly on questioning the 
integrity of Scully and cabinet, by accusing the other side of either unaccountable 
or unethical practices. The Government in response, focused on destroying 
the integrity of the Opposition, by blaming them for lying, scaremongering or 
pettiness as well as focusing on advocating the safety of the rail system. 

However, while an independent inquiry was expected to lower the speculation 
over the cause of the incident and put a break on responsibility allegations, the 
inquiry did not insulate the government from responsibility allegations. The 
Opposition went even as far as accusing the government of putting commuter’s 
lives at risk. Scully also used only limited problem denial and scapegoating tactics 
in this incident. Subsequently, Scullly became increasingly isolated among the 
government’s side with his colleagues even leaking they hoped he would ‘go 
away’. 
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Table 8.3 Account-givers’ and -holders’ tactics in the information phase of the Waterfall-
accident 

side:   blame avoiding 
behaviour:  

Tactic: arena  propagated by:

Account-
givers 

Problem denial Justification: incident in otherwise 
safe rail system, lot of measures to 
make rail safer

Media Carr, Scully, 
Transport DG, 
Staterail 

Stonewalling: refuse to speculate 
about cause of crash and focus on 
electoral trail 

Media Scully 

Problem 
admission and 
responsibility 
diffusion

Waterfall a terrible tragedy, not 
something for political games 

Media Carr, Scully 

Independent inquiry into cause of 
Waterfall-accident

Media Carr, Scully 

Justification: no mechanical 
failures, could be speeding of 
driver  (retracted)

Media Scully (retracted), 
Staterail 

Account-
holders  

Problem 
advocating 

Accident reveals systemic failures 
(multiple problems) 

Media  Opposition, 
newspapers, 
unions  

Responsibility 
highlighting 

Scully scapegoats drivers to avoid 
responsibility  

Media Opposition, 
unions 

Government (and Scully) 
unaccountable, focus at spin and 
cover-up  

Media Opposition, 
newspapers  

Sanctioning 
propagating   

Scully has been repeatedly 
incompetent and should resign to 
show responsibility for the failures 

Media  Oppoosition, 
newspapers (o.a. 
Daily Telegraph)  

Scully should be sacked for 
blaming driver  

Media Opposition 

Sanctioning phase: a pre-emptive reshuffle
Immediately after the won election, Carr rearranged the political deckchairs 
along with his rail policy priorities. The day after the elections, Carr caught the 
train to listen commuters’ complaints about the rail network (Daily Telegraph, 
2003l). He announced that Scully would be relieved of his Transport portfolio, 
and become Roads and Housing Minister and Leader of the House in the 
Legislative Assembly. Carr rearranged the Transport Department by merging it 
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into a larger Infrastructure and Planning Department and made former Police 
Minister Michael Costa responsible for the Transport Ministry (Sydney Morning 
Herald, 2003e). 

Meanwhile, Costa argued that he was busy addressing the errors made by 
StateRail management. The new portfolio Minister, Michael Costa, immediately 
sacked the Transport Director-General (Sydney Morning Herald, 2003e), along 
with two other senior rail officials (The Australian, 2003c). Costa explained he 
‘wanted to take the portfolio in a new direction’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2003e). 
According to The Australian, the sacking showed that Costa ‘meant business’ and 
that it was a ‘smart strategy’ ‘to sack a few heavyweights and flush out all the 
bad news right at the start’ (The Australian, 2003c). However, the Opposition 
responded with: ‘it’s the Carr Government’s contempt for the community again 
-- blame the manager, not the  Minister’ (The Australian, 2003d).

A week after Scully’s reshuffle, the Herald published allegations that Scully 
had delayed the closure of the unstable Menangle bridge purposefully until 
after the elections to avoid the electoral fallout of such an announcement 
(Sydney Morning Herald, 2003i). The Opposition subsequently, accused the 
NSW Government, and particularly Scully, of conspiring to cover-up safety 
problems. The Opposition moved a motion to ‘condemn the Government for 
misleading the people of NSW by covering up’ independent advice to close the 
bridge and ‘putting the lives of the people of NSW at risk’ (LA, 1 May 2003, p. 
165). Debnam labelled Scully ‘the Government’s chief architect in its program 
of covering up and lies’ (LA, 2003, 1 May, p. 169). In a motion of no-confidence 
against Carr, Deputy Leader O’Farrell argued that Scully ‘would sell his mother 
for the chance to remain on the Government frontbench and would sell his wife 
to be Premier’ (LA, 2003, 24 June, p. 1958). However, after the ICAC concluded 
that no evidence of political corruption could be found in the Menangle bridge 
closure, the Opposition largely stopped this accusation against Scully and the 
Carr Government.

Hence, even after Scully was reshuffled, he was forced to justify the 
integrity of his actions in rail. While Scully refused interview requests from the 
media (Daily Telegraph, 2003o), he responded to attacks of the Opposition in 
Parliament. In response to the motion to condemn the Government over cover-
ups, Scully reacted ‘what an extraordinary amount of absolute claptrap from 
the Opposition’ and ‘Opposition members throw out cover-up allegations like 
confetti at a wedding.. they have cheapened and debased their own allegations, 
they are not worth a pinch of salt’ (LA, 2003, 30 April, p. 116, 167-168).
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Table 8.4 Account-givers’ and -holders’ tactics in the responsibility phase of the Waterfall 
accident 

side:   blame 
behaviour:  

Tactic: arena  propagated by: 

Account-
givers 

Problem 
admission, 
responsibility 
diffusion   

Carr: railway safety important 
issue for the government  

Media Carr, Costa 

Menangle bridge allegations 
referred to ICAC (Scully 
remains minister) 

Parliament Carr 

Costa reveals critical 
investigation reports 

Parliament Costa 

Opposition throws around 
cover-up allegations 
everywhere

Parliament Scully 

Responsibility 
diffusion

Scully reshuffled out of 
Transport

Media Carr 

Merging of the Transport 
portfolio in a larger 
Infrastructure portfolio, Costa 
Transport minister 

Media  Carr 

Costa sacks high-level civil 
servants 

Media Costa 

Responsibility 
admission 

Costa merges Staterail and RIC 
into Railcorp and establishes 
new safety regulator 

Media Costa  

Account-
holders  

Responsibility 
highlighting 

Scully and government 
corrupt: covered-up Menangle 
bridge problems 

Media and 
Parliament 

SMH (Herald), 
Opposition 

Government refuses to 
take responsibility and just 
scapegoats civil servants 

Media Opposition 

Sanctioning 
propagating   

Carr should sack Scully over 
ICAC cover-up allegations   

Parliament 
(motion) 

Opposition 

A few months into his term, Costa published four reports critical of the 
management and maintenance of the NSW rail system in one sweep: a State 
Audit and three safety reports into the bad state of the NSW railway bridges 
and the defective safety procedures of the state’s rail bodies (Sydney Morning 
Herald, 2003d). Costa said he was ‘horrified’ by the safety failures and, as a 
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response, demanded the merger of StateRail [responsible for trains] and the 
Rail Corporation [responsible for most  tracks] into a single agency to be called 
RailCorp. He also ordered regular safety updates and established an Independent 
transport safety regulator (New South Wales Government, 2005; The Australian, 
2003f). 

Reshuffling gave the Government the opportunity to acknowledge the 
problems in railway safety without sacking Scully and this largely stopped 
media attention for Scully in relation to the Waterfall incident. Journalists had 
largely lost interest, except for the Menangle Bridge closure. It did not stop the 
blaming by the Opposition. However, the Opposition’s allegations of a cover-
up where disproven by ICAC, which is an authoritative account-holder on 
propriety issues (Chapter 4). Therefore, in the reshuffle, the Opposition lost is 
most important blaming card. However, the reshuffle prevented Scully from 
rebuilding his reputation in Transport or in the Waterfall accident, as it was Costa 
who scapegoated civil servants and portrayed himself as the fixer of Transport 
problems. 

Sequel: neutralizing the issue
McInerney concluded that only StateRail middle managers ‘knowingly permitted 
the use of Tangara trains with ineffective deadma systems’ (Daily Telegraph, 
2004). Following the publication of McInerney’s interim report in January 2004, 
Carr, Costa and Scully held a joint press conference. Carr apologized to the 
passengers, stating that he ‘accepted full responsibility for the Waterfall train 
disaster’. At the same time however, Carr reiterated that there was ‘no evidence 
that [the last] seven chief executives of State Rail were given this  information, 
let alone former Transport Ministers Baird, Langton and Scully’ (Daily Telegraph, 
2004; The Australian, 2004b). Scully added that ‘if Commissioner McInerney 
was concerned about any action I took or didn’t take, he would have called me 
as a witness’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2004d). Scully reiterated that ‘safety 
was always paramount and I always conveyed that in my meetings with senior 
managers’ (Daily Telegraph, 2004). The new RailCorp board sacked two senior 
managers for ignoring the problems with the deadman’s brakes (Sydney Morning 
Herald, 2004d). 

Acting Opposition Leader Andrew Stoner claimed in the media that the 
findings ‘portray a culture of incompetence, secrecy and cover-up at high levels 
within the Government and at the top of the tree were Bob Carr and Carl Scully’ 
(The Australian, 2004a). During parliamentary debates, Scully was portrayed 
as ‘disaster-prone’ and incompetent instead of a crook. In addition, multiple 
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newspapers disagreed with the repeated focus on Scully, arguing that ‘a singular, 
political focus on Carl Scully’s future obscures the real importance of Justice 
McInerney’s interim report into the accident and the rail authority’s scandalous, 
long-term disregard for safety’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2004b).

Carr vowed ‘to shake up this organization until its managers become safety 
fanatics’, starting with a ‘rigorous pursuit and prosecution of the management 
failures and work practices that stand behind the specific causes of this accident’ 
(The Australian, 2004c). Both in January 2004 and 2005, the Carr Government 
committed to implementing the recommendations by the McInerney reports 
(New South Wales Government, 2005), allocating more money to rail safety (The 
Australian, 2004c) and enforcing tough new medical standards for train drivers 
(Sydney Morning Herald, 2004c). At the same time, RailCorp implemented a new 
vigilance control system to repair the faulty deadman’s brakes (Sydney Morning 
Herald, 2004a). 

Scapegoating accusations were repeated, also by the unions, when two 
rail officers, who knew about the failures with the deadman’s brake, were 
sacked after McInerney’s interim report (Sydney Morning Herald, 2004d). 
After McInerney’s interim report, the Opposition moved two motions against 
the Government. First, the Opposition tabled a [failed] Assembly motion to 
condemn the Government for putting spin over responsibility in rail safety and 
for problems with on-time running of the trains (Legislative Assembly, 2004, 19 
February 2004). Second, the Opposition passed a motion to censure Transport 
Minister Costa, which censured Costa  for his failure to be accountable to the 
people (Legislative Council, 2004, 24 February, p. 6376). However, as this was a 
censure motion, this motion had no consequences for the position of Costa (see 
Chapter 4). 

When in February 2004, the Opposition condemned the Carr Government 
in their motion 2004 for their failure to deliver on time rail services, the Acting 
Transport Minister in the Assembly [Costa was a Council member] Joe Tripodi 
responded that ‘first the Opposition condemned the Government for refusing 
to improve rail safety, .., but now the Opposition publicly condemned this 
Government for doing too much to improve safety’ and that the Opposition is 
‘always happy to distort the facts for political purpose’ (Legislative Assembly, 
2004, 19 February, p. 6317-18). 

Again, Carr rearranged the political deckchairs, as demonstrated by Costa’s 
reshuffle at the beginning of 2005. At the presentation of the final Mcinerney 
report, Carr vowed that the new Transport Minister, John Watkins, would 
address all recommendations and that the new NSW Transport Safety Regulator 
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would report biyearly to Parliament over the implementation of the 177 
recommendations in the McInerney report (New South Wales Government, 
2005). Table 8.5 provides an overview of the tactics and counter-tactics in the 
end of the accountability episode. 

Table 8.5 Account-givers’ and -holders’ tactics in the sanctions phase of the Waterfall-
accident 

side:   blame avoiding 
behaviour:  

Tactic: arena  propagated 
by:

Account-
givers 

Problem 
admission, 
responsibility 
diffusion

Carr, Scully and Costa 
apologize to victims, accept full 
responsibility 

Media Carr, Scully, 
Costa 

But problems created by 
omissions of lower/middle 
level civil servants, high-level 
civil servants and ministers not 
informed (they were safety 
advocates) 

Media Carr, Scully, 
Costa

Sacking Railcorp senior managers Media Railcorp 

Change administrative culture: 
managers safety fanatics 

Media Carr, Costa, 
Railcorp 

Reshuffling: new Transport 
minister 

Media Carr 

Responsibility 
diffusion

Opposition doesn’t want safe 
railway, distorts the facts  

Parliament Tripodi (gov.)  

Account-
holders  

Responsibility 
highlighting

Report shows culture of 
incompetency, secrecy, cover-up 
with Carr and Scully at the top  

Media and 
Parliament 

Opposition  

Scully a disaster-prone failure  Parliament Opposition 

Opposition’s focus on Scully 
obscures systemic failures 

Media SMH (Herald) 

Government puts spin over 
responsibility (scapegoating) and 
focusses too little on safety AND 
on time-running of trains 

Parliament 
(motion) 

Opposition  

Sanctioning 
propagating   

Costa accountable to Council and 
people of NSW   

Parliament 
(motion)   

Opposition, 
Council  
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To conclude, McInerney’s conclusion supported the government’s framing of 
Waterfall as an administrative incident. In this part of the episode, journalists 
mostly reported on the government’s statements and at one time even rebuked 
the Opposition’s blaming of Scully. In Parliament, the Opposition tabled multiple 
motions against the Government, the results would be a back-and-forth of 
accusations against each other’s integrity and they did not really affect the 
outcome of the accountability episode. 

reflection on the process 
Figure 8.3 compares the course and outcome of the accountability episode 
after the Waterfall accident with the process that was expected based on the 
constitutional rules and rules-in-use from the interviews. 

Comparing both processes, we can conclude that the accountability episode 
after the Waterfall accident was quite similar to what was expected based on 
the formal and informal rules. First, NSW interviewees expected that the media 
would be the dominant arena for the accountability episode. Indeed, both 
Government and Opposition actors battled over the severity and responsibility 
for the incident in the media. Journalists played a very active role in the early 
stage of the incident, with multiple newspaper commentaries calling for Scully’s 
resignation. In this case, journalists were able to diminish Scully’s capital. While 
the Opposition filed multiple no confidence motions related to Waterfall after 
the elections, not even an adopted censure motion against Costa seemed to 
significantly affect the outcome of the accountability episode.

Second, NSW interviewees expected ministers to be more vulnerable 
for propriety allegations than for propriety ones. Scully was indeed criticized 
for being unethical (blaming driver) before the elections, but mostly for being 
incompetent. Therefore, despite multiple resignation calls by journalists and no 
public support from the Premier, Scully survived. An explanation could be that 
during the election context, Carr did not want to hand a ‘scalp’ to the Opposition. 
Journalists subsequently lost most interest in Scully after the elections and the 
reshuffle. After the elections, Scully was alleged to be corrupt (Menangle). As 
these allegations were discredited by ICAC, they did not fatally damage his 
integrity. 

However, some differences exist between the expectations and what 
happened in this case. First, independent inquiries were expected as effective 
tactics in lowering blame for incidents. While Carr did immediately announce an 
independent inquiry, the announcement did not depoliticize the accident or quiet 
opponents. The timing of the accident, during the election campaign, fuelled 
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media reporting and thus the inquiry did not stop speculation about the causes 
of the crash for more than a day. In addition, the elections gave the Opposition 
an extra incentive to politicize rail and to damage Scully’s reputation, making 
Scully’s scalp a consolation prize in case they would lose the elections. Second, 
NSW interviewees expected ministers to employ confrontational tactics. As a 
result of the deaths, Scully and Carr did not employ strong problem denial tactics, 
except for justifying the safety of the system (and even that was abandoned after 
the elections). When Scully and his bureacrats implicitly blamed the driver, this 
was dismissed by the newspapers, Opposition and the union. Scully did further 
scapegoat his civil servants, but his successor did extensively and used this tactic 
to paint Waterfall as an administrative failure and this was supported by the 
independent inquiry. 

To conclude, Scully had escaped the accountability episode over Waterfall, if 
with some difficulty and by building a scorecard for ‘bungles’. For example, in the 
leadership contest with Iemma, a party insider argued that ‘caucus thought the 
Liberals would use the baggage against him [Scully], especially about trains,.., 
and we wanted the most electable leader, not Scully’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 
2006j). 

8.4 ePISoDe 2: THe CRoNuLL A RIoTS 

Four months into Iemma’s Premiership, on the 4th of December 2005, a fight broke 
out between volunteer lifeguards and teenagers of Middle Eastern descent on a 
Cronulla beach, a suburb of Sydney (Strike Force Neil, 2006, p. 28). The fight was 
reported by some television channels, talk-back radio hosts and in the print media 
as a ‘brutal attack’, sparked by ‘the behaviour of aggressive groups of youths of 
Middle Eastern descent’ (Daily Telegraph, 2005b; Strike Force Neil, 2006). Scully 
announced increased police patrols, while Premier Morris Iemma visited Cronulla 
(Daily Telegraph, 2005b; Strike Force Neil, 2006, pp. 35-37). Tensions increased 
however, and on 11 December, after text messages urging for ‘Leb and wog 
bashings’71, approximately 5,000 people descended on North Cronulla Beach. The 
crowd attacked a couple of youths of Middle Eastern appearance, police officers 
and ambulance personnel. As photos of the Cronulla riot spread, Western Suburb 
inhabitants [from Lebanese background] drove to Cronulla and nearby Maroubra 
to engage in ‘reprisal attacks’ (Strike Force Neil, 2006, p. 49), attacking passers-by 
with baseball bats and smashing cars (2006, p. 49). 
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Politicians across the political spectrum condemned the violence, but 
disagreed whether the riots were caused by racism or ineffective policing 
towards ethnic youths (Sydney Morning Herald, 2005e). Scully increased police 
patrols on beaches and instigated a 36-person taskforce, Strike Force Enoggera, 
to investigate the riots and to press criminal charges (Sydney Morning Herald, 
2005d). On 15 December, the joined Houses of Parliament passed a new bill, 
increasing police powers to lock down certain areas and confiscate cars in riot 
situations (Legislative Assembly, 2005, 15 December, p. 20625). This new bill was 
passed with bipartisan support (Daily Telegraph, 2005e). 

In January, the discussion shifted to whether the Strike Force pursued the 
perpetrators of the ‘original riots’ and of the ‘reprisal attacks’ with equal zeal.  At 
that time, Scully and his family were on an overseas ‘study tour’ to get familiar 
with European anti-terrorism policies (Daily Telegraph, 2006n). 

In February, Iemma announced a reshuffle of his cabinet and relieved Scully 
of the Utilities portfolio, so Scully could focus on Police (Daily Telegraph, 2006g; 
The Australian, 2006a). The main parties were now vying for being seen as tough 
on law and order. After the reshuffle, Iemma and Scully anounced many new law 
and order initiatives in the media (Sydney Morning Herald, 2006g, 2006x, 2006z). 
Opposition Leader Debnam even likened the suburbs of south-west Sydney a 
‘war zone’ and demanded ‘hundreds of police out on the street,.., quickly before 
more people die’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2006b; Legislative Assembly, 2006, 
31 March, p. 21858). Both Iemma and Scully accused Debnam of hysteria and of 
undermining the police (Sydney Morning Herald, 2006b).

On the 3rd of May, the Liberal MP for Cronulla, Malcolm Kerr, asked Scully 
about the internal review ordered by Police Commissioner Moroney. The review 
would focus on the actions of the police force during and after the Cronulla Riots. 
Scully responded that recently retired Deputy Commissioner Norm Hazzard 
would finish his review by the end of August, after which cabinet would decide 
on its release (Legislative Assembly, Q&A, 2006, 3 May, p. 6678). 

Parliamentary and media attention quieted until halfway July (figure 8.4), 
when Scully announced the wrap-up of Strike Force Enoggera and its merger 
into the ‘Middle Eastern crime squad’ (Daily Telegraph, 2006c). In the last tally, 
51 people were charged over the ‘original’ riots and 53 people were charged 
over the ‘reprisal attacks’. 
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Figure 8.4 Media attention for Cronulla riots and Scully (nr. articles per day) 

The Opposition spokesperson, Mike Gallacher, demanded the release of 
the internal review in October. The Australian (2006e) reported that staffers of 
the Police Commissioner had tipped the Opposition that the report had been 
finished. During Question Time, Scully responded to Debnam’s accusations that 
Scully buried the report. Scully accused Debnam of ‘inventing conspiracy stories’ 
(Legislative Assembly, 2006, 17 October, p. 2670-71) and taunted Opposition 
members to give him ‘a copy of that report’ as ‘it has not yet been completed’ 
(Legislative Assembly, 2006, 17 October, p. 2670-71). On Channel9, Scully 
explained that the Police Commissioner had found the report ‘deficient’ (Sydney 
Morning Herald, 2006m). The report author, Hazzard, retorted in the media that 
it had been finished a couple of weeks ago (Sydney Morning Herald, 2006q). 
Subsequently, Scully apologised to Hazzard, admitting that he had discussed the 
draft report with Hazzard and the Police Commissioner.

Scully released the report after a Council order (Ministerial and Parliamentary 
services, S.O. 52, 2006, 19 October, p.1). The report criticized the tabloid press 
for inciting the riots, the police for a lack of operative leadership, blurred chains 
of command, and a lack of resources for the escalation of the riots (Sydney 
Morning Herald, 2006r; The Australian, 2006c). The Opposition stepped up its 
calls on Iemma to sack Scully (Sydney Morning Herald, 2006h). Newspapers 
held polls calling for his resignation (Daily Telegraph, 2006o). Over the weekend, 
Scully told journalists at his home  that while he regretted not being clearer in 
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his answers, he had not meant to be dishonest (Daily Telegraph, 2006d; Sydney 
Morning Herald, 2006h). He repeated this statement in Parliament (Legislative 
Assembly, 2006, 24 October, p. 3212). 

Table 8.6 Three phases of accountability regarding the Cronulla-riots  

label Most important events focus:  

Post-
incident 

5 December 2005: talkback hosts report lifeguards ‘bashed’ by 
Lebanese youth
11-12 December: Cronulla attack and reprisal attacks
13 December: establishing Strike Force Enoggera 
15 December: bipartisan support for bill to give police more 
powers
21 January 2006: Discussion over arrest tally + Scully on ‘study 
tour’ + Moroney sacks head strike force 

Severity of the 
incident   

Law and 
order 
race 

17 February: Scully reshuffled out of Utilities to focus on Police 
February/March: multiple initiatives announced in media 
31 March: Debnam makes ‘arresting Middle Eastern thugs’ 
comments in media
3 May: Liberals spokesperson asks when Hazzard review will be 
published 
18 July: Scully announces Strike Force arrest tally in media 
17 October: Debnam accuses Scully of burying report, Scully 
responds that report is not finished yet 
18 October: Scully claims report ‘deficient’ in the media, which 
Hazzard rejects 
19 October: Council orders publication of report
21 October: Scully apologizes in the media 
21 October: ICAC clears several Liberal MPs from corrupt 
conduct in pedophile case, calls Scully’s accusations ‘tawdry’ 
24 October: Scully apologizes in Parliament 

Responsibility 
and culpability 

Post-
inquiry 

25 October: Scully accuses Opposition of lying over ABC call 
25 October: Scully corrects the record in Parliament and calls 
press conference to resign 
2 April 2007: NSW Assembly elections 

Sanctions and 
aftermath 

On the 25th of October, a day after Scully’s official apology, both Scully and 
Iemma were heckled in Question Time (Legislative Assembly, 2006, 25 October). 
Deputy Opposition Leader Andrew Stoner asked whether Scully also ‘apologized 
to the ABC and other media for lying about the report’, as Scully had called those 
outlets to deny that the report was finished (Legislative Assembly, 2006, 25 
October, p. 3442). Scully retorted ‘now you are lying’ (Legislative Assembly, 2006, 
25 October, p. 3442). Reporters immediately called the ABC Newsroom, which 
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released a statement that Scully had indeed called the ABC (Daily Telegraph, 
2006f). Scully subsequently returned to Parliament to correct the record 
(Legislative Assembly, 2006, 25 October, p. 3442), but Iemma called Scully to his 
office. Scully then issued a press conference to announce his resignation. Iemma 
explained the resignation as ‘simply a case of one mistake too many’ (Sydney 
Morning Herald, 2006m). Scully stayed as a backbencher until the next election.

Scully was not the only political casualty in the Iemma Government at the 
time. In November, the Local Government minister, Kerry Hickey, was caught 
for multiple speeding offences, while the Aboriginal Affairs minister, Milton 
Orkopoulos, was arrested on child sex assault (Daily Telegraph, 2006j). Despite 
a small negative swing against the government in the 2007 elections, Premier 
Iemma managed to lead Labor to an election victory. 

Three phases can be distinguished in this accountability episode: the bipartisan 
post-incident period which ends with the controversy over the arrests, the law-and-
order race starting in January 2006 and ending with the first mistake of Scully in the 
House, and lastly the second mistake of Scully in the House and his resignation. An 
overview of major events in these three periods is shown in table 8.6.

case analysis 

Information phase: post-incident assertions about severity
Conservative newspapers and columnists had asserted even before the riots 
occurred that a systemic law and order problem existed in Sydney. For example, 
the Daily Telegraph argued five days before the attacks, that ‘police played down a 
culture of gang violence at the beaches’ (Daily Telegraph, 2005b). The Opposition 
seized on that storyline  the day after the ‘reprisal attacks’. The Liberal MP for 
Cronulla, Malcom Kerr, commented that the people were tired of intimidation 
by Middle Eastern gangs (Sydney Morning Herald, 2005e). According to the Daily 
Telegraph, Iemma’s ‘response to the riots was little more than a continuation of 
the blinkered politically correct approach to anti-social behaviour that has led, in 
large part, to the current crisis’ (2005a). 

Scully and Iemma also mostly focused on the law and order element of the 
riots and blamed the Opposition for scoring political points on this serious issue. 
While both Scully and Iemma acknowledged the racist element in the riots, but 
also focused on the law and order element. Premier Iemma called the attacks 
‘un-Australian’, that ‘will not be tolerated anywhere, not in Cronulla, not in 
Maroubra [the place of the reprisal attacks]’ (Daily Telegraph, 2005d). They 
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announced an increased police presence around Sydney beaches and a Strike 
Force to arrest the rioters on both sides (Daily Telegraph, 2005e). 

Scully introduced the bipartisan law enforcement amendment so that the 
police could ‘to get the job done’ (Legislative Assembly, 2005, 15 December, p. 
20625). Both the premier and the Minister used war-like metaphors to justify the 
inconvenience of the tough new laws and the heavy police presence for citizens 
of the beach suburbs. For example, Iemma responded with ‘unfortunately, these 
criminals have declared war on us, and our response must be unity to meet 
force with force’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2005a). Meanwhile, they accused the 
Opposition of desperately politicizing the Cronulla Riots. During the discussions 
on 15 December, Scully stated that ‘almost as disturbing as the events of is the 
response of the so-called Leader of the Opposition [who] … has been down in the 
gutter trying to score political points from these serious incidents’ (Legislative 
Assembly, 2005, 15 December, p. 20624). 

On the side, the tabloids and the Opposition tried to paint the government as 
both beholden to ethnic groups and Scully as a repeatedly incompetent minister. 
The Opposition repeated this tactic every time the Government announced 
new policies or when someone was arrested or tried in court over the riots. For 
example, during the January upheaval over the lack of arrests for the ‘reprisal 
attacks’, Debnam concluded that ‘this is the final proof… that this Government 
has refused to lock up these Middle Eastern thugs’ (The Australian, 2006b). 
According to columnist Miranda Devine, Labor had a ‘long-term culpability 
in creating the monster that is plaguing the city, its history of ethnic branch-
stacking and “whatever it takes” tactics to shore up support in the heartland 
electorates of the south-west’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2005b). The day after 
the attacks, the Daily Telegraph called Scully: 

The man with the Midas touch, if not for the fact that some say everything 
he touches appears to turn to something of another colour. Every portfolio 
under his command over the past decade has produced some sort of disaster, 
personally or for the Government 

As evidence, the article listed ‘a tunnel that no one would use’, a ‘desalination 
plant no one wants’, the Cronulla riots, the Waterfall disaster and ‘his failed 
attempt to become Premier’ (Daily Telegraph, 2005c). 

The intensity of both accusations increased when Channel 9 revealed that 
recordings of a ‘reprisal attack’ by ‘Middle Eastern men’ were not lost, as had 
been claimed by Police Commissioner Kevin Moroney, but that the head of the 
Strike Force, Dennis Bray, possessed these tapes for weeks without arresting any 
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of the men (The Australian, 2006b). According to Opposition leader Debnam, 
this showed the Government’s ‘lack of political will to take these thugs on’ (The 
Australian, 2006d). Scully had been away on a counter-terrorism study tour as 
the story of the neglected reprisal arrests broke. ‘Not for the first time Scully’s 
political judgment has been found wanting’ (Daily Telegraph, 2006h). The 
Opposition and multiple newspapers used Scully’s nickname ‘Sparkles’ (see part 
on leadership spill) in a derogatory manner (Sydney Morning Herald, 2006y). The 
Australian concluded that ‘Peter Debnam just scored his first victory as NSW 
Opposition Leader’ (2006b)72.

In response to the revelations about the tapes, the Commissioner and Premier 
Iemma sacked and replaced the Head of the Strike Force, ordered the arrest of 
the men in the video, announced the increase of the Strike Force with 72 police 
officers and the renaming of the organised crime squad to the ‘Middle Eastern 
crime squad’ (The Australian, 2006b). 

Table 8.7 Account-givers’ and -holders’ tactics in the information phase of the Cronulla-
riots 

side:   blame avoiding 
behaviour:  

Tactic: arena  propagated by:

Account-
givers 

Problem 
admission, 
shoring up 
responsibility  

Riots might be race 
related, but the solutions 
are strong law and order 
responses (war metaphors 
and ‘Middle Eastern crime 
squad’) 

Media and 
Parliament 

Scully, Premier 
Iemma, 
Commissioner 
Moroney 

The Opposition is trying to  
score political points 

Media Scully and 
Iemma 

Account-
holders  

Problem 
advocating 

Accident reveals systemic 
law and order problems 

Media and 
Parliament   

Opposition, 
newspapers, 
unions  

Responsibility 
highlighting 

Labor has ignored law and 
order problems due to 
electoral considerations 
(voters with middle eastern 
background)   

Media and 
Parliament 

Tabloid 
journalists, 
Opposition  

This is the latest failure 
in Scully’s many failures 
(including Waterfall) 

Media Opposition, 
newspapers  
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The incident fuelled intense media interest, including highly emotive 
commentary by powerful right-wing columnists and radio hosts. They framed 
the riots in a narrow law and order frame, and the political actors followed. This 
is in line with the expectations in Chapter 5 about the framing role of journalists. 
Furthermore, both the tabloid journalists and the Opposition tried to frame 
the government, and Scully, as almost corrupt: they had ignored law and order 
problems to gain electoral advantage among certain electorates. In response, 
Iemma relabelled the organised crime squad as the ‘Middle Eastern crime squad’. 

Contrary to what was expected, Scully emphasized the problem and the 
government’s responsibility. Both Iemma and Scully only used weak problem 
denial tactics [isolated incident] and went along with the journalists and 
Opposition politicization of law and order.  Scully did not scapegoat any of the 
civil service or police, although the Police Commissioner did. The difference 
between expected tactics and tactics employed by Scully can be explained by 
electoral incentives to politicize law and order issues in New South Wales and 
the strong position of the police force (Casey and Mohr, 2005, p. 142). 

Debate phase: a law and order race 
In February, Scully was reshuffled so he could ‘focus on police’ and subsequently 
Scully spend half a year announcing new law and order initiatives (Daily 
Telegraph, 2006b). Others concluded that the reshuffle was a convenient way 
to scrap a controversial plan for a new desalination plant [part of the Utilities 
portfolio] that risked ‘a loss of political face for the often-embattled’ Scully (Daily 
Telegraph, 2006a).

After the reshuffle, Scully announced expansions of both equipment for and 
the capacity of the police force in the coming year (Daily Telegraph, 2006m; 
Sydney Morning Herald, 2006g; i.e. Sydney Morning Herald, 2006x; The 
Australian, 2005). Scully even organised a demonstration of the new Tasers in 
Parliament, after which the (Labor) Council President officially reprimand him for 
bringing weapons into Parliament (Sydney Morning Herald, 2006a). In August, 
Iemma announced a new gang law, leading to ‘unashamedly the toughest anti-
gang powers this country has ever seen’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2006d). Scully 
announced triumphantly that the tally of arrests for both sides showed that 
‘NSW Police’s largest-ever strike forces’ had acted ‘fairly’. Furthermore, the 
tough Government response had been effective, as the riots had remained a 
‘nasty one-off’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2006p; Telegraph, 2006). 

At the same time, Scully ridiculed Debnam in the media, as having ‘no 
sense of proportion on how to deal with these things. He knows an Opposition 
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leader will only get a [media] run if he says crazy things’ (Sydney Morning 
Herald, 2006b). Iemma and Scully were supported in this accusation by Police 
Commissioner Moroney and the Police Association.73 Scully even threatened to 
refer Debnam to ICAC over Debnam’s comments that he would have ‘charged 
200 Middle Eastern thugs’ over the riots (Clennell, 2006).  

On the other side, the Opposition criticized the government for focusing 
on ‘stunts’ not doing enough on crime, and even corruption. The Opposition 
argued that all the ‘tough law and order’ announcements of the Government 
were stunts, solely aimed to get favourable polls. This accusation was mostly 
advocated by the Opposition’s police spokesman, Mike Gallacher. When Scully 
announced a Taser trial, Gallacher responded by labelling them ‘stunt guns’ 
(Sydney Morning Herald, 2006z). Gallacher maintained this line with each 
new announcement (Legislative Council, 2006, 19 September, p. 1739). In July, 
Debnam criticized the Strike Force over the tally of arrests, as he would have 
instructed ‘the Police Commissioner to take as many police as he needs and 
charge 200 Middle Eastern thugs,.., with anything to get them off the streets’ 
(Sydney Morning Herald, 2006i). Furthermore, Debnam threatened to refer 
Scully to ICAC over his comments that police willing to leak sensitive information 
to the press should “hand in their badge” (Clennell, 2006). 

The Daily Telegraph and Sydney Morning Herald started criticizing both sides 
for ‘stunting’ on law and order policies to gain an electoral edge. In March, the 
Daily Telegraph warned its readers that they would be ‘hit with a policy avalanche 
[of law and order proposals] as Iemma gets desperate for a poll edge’ (2006a). 
Scully was portrayed as a ‘serial stuntman’,….’emblematic for the Government he 
serves: keen to distract from the past, yet offering nothing of substance for the 
future’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2006a). However, newspapers equally blamed 
Debnam for ‘overcooking’ law and order (Daily Telegraph, 2006a). Debnam’s 
remarks about the arrest of 200 ‘Middle Eastern thugs’ were widely criticized and 
even ridiculed, with the Herald concluding that Debnam ‘seriously overstepped 
the mark’ (2006b) and calling for an ‘end to the futile law and order auction’ 
(Sydney Morning Herald, 2006c, 2006o). In October, Scully said that a youth who 
had burned the Australian flag during the riots should have been ‘humiliated’ 
while Debnam called for him to be ‘flogged’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2006k). 
Both statements were ridiculed by multiple columnists as over the top (Sydney 
Morning Herald, 2006a).

However, cover-up allegations started in earnest when Scully announced the 
end of September that the review hadn’t been completed. Debnam immediately 
accused the Government of deliberately withholding and burying the report 
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(Sydney Morning Herald, 2006s). In this tactic, the role of Parliament comes to 
the fore. Debnam provoked Scully’s first ‘misinforming’ statement, when he 
asked Scully in the Assembly ‘why he is trying desperately to delay and bury the 
report’ (Legislative Assembly, 2006, 17 October, p. 2037). 

On the other side, Scully denied to have seen the report in the strongest 
terms and accusing the Opposition of inventing ‘conspiracy theories’, while being 
corrupt themselves. While denying the existence of the report, Scully accused 
Debnam of corrupt conduct in trying to influence a prosecutor, a Liberal, in a 
paedophile case: 

Perhaps Opposition members can give me a copy of that report and I will 
consider its contents. They know that the report process has not yet been 
completed so they have invented a story where none exists. It sounds good—
Watergate, Nixon, cover-up and conspiracies…. But before the Leader of the 
Opposition starts inventing stories about our side of the House, there are 
stories on his side of the House that are not mythical and need to be fixed 
[ICAC allegations]

Scully added that Debnam was a ‘right-wing extremist’ and ‘the only story is 
that the Leader of the Opposition is not fit to run his own party’ (Legislative 
Assembly, 2006, 17 October, p. 2670-71). In the media, Scully confirmed that 
‘a draft’ had been handed to him and he appeared on Channel9 to explain that 
Commissioner Moroney had found Hazzard’s report ‘deficient’, as some police 
officers who were criticized had not been properly consulted (Sydney Morning 
Herald, 2006m). 

In response to Scully’s strong denial, the review’s author, Norm Hazzard, 
‘refuted’ Scully’s claims in the media and said that he was ‘appalled that he 
[Scully] would make such a statement without verifying’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 
2006t). Scully subsequently told 2GB radio that he apologized to Hazzard for his 
‘poorly expressed’ comments (Sydney Morning Herald, 2006q).

Debnam was on his feet every parliamentary sitting day accusing the 
Government of burying more reports related to the Cronulla riots [even though 
some of these reports were the responsibility of the Ombudsman]. Furthermore, 
the Opposition forced the release of the review with an ‘order to publish reports’ 
in the Legislative Council. The Telegraph concluded that ‘his bending of the truth 
over the report has unnecessarily tarred the Government with ‘’liar, liar’’ brush’ 
(2006i). 

Scully and Iemma responded by framing Scully as an honest and dedicated 
albeit somewhat careless Police Minister. The Labor Party in the Legislative 
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Council did not oppose the order to publish the draft report and Scully published 
the [draft] report (Legislative Council, 2006, 19 October, p. 2969). Iemma declared 
that Scully had his full confidence, as ‘he wasn’t trying to be dishonest or mislead 
people’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2006r). Scully repeated these statement in a 
weekend press conference and later in Parliament: ‘I wasn’t dishonest. I regret 
not being clearer in answer to questions about the report’ (Sydney Morning 
Herald, 2006h). Note that he does not use the words misleading, as Iemma did 
in the previous statement. The Herald reported that Scully also apologized to 
his colleagues in the right wing Labor faction if his actions had ‘affected the 
Government’s chances of re-election’ (2006w). With Scully political head on 
the block, Iemma refused to make direct statements about Scully’s future as a 
minister: ‘There is an election on the 24th of March and the people will make 
judgments on us and on the Opposition’ (Australian Financial Review, 2006a). 

At this point, both journalists and the Opposition called on Iemma to sack 
Scully (LA, 2006, 18 October, p. 2896; Legislative Assembly, 2006, 20 October, p. 
3126). At this point, newspapers started linking the ‘misleading’ accusations with 
Scully’s reputation of an electoral liability (Sydney Morning Herald, 2006g). The 
Herald concluded that ‘the report’s suppression’ had sealed Scully’s reputation 
as one of the ‘most unsaleable and electorally unpalatable Ministers’ (2006e).  In 
Parliament, Debnam summed up the different polls on Scully’s resignation and 
concluded that ‘what is more urgent, currently 81 per cent of SMH readers, 84 
per cent of Channel9 viewers, 90 per cent of Telegraph readers and 97 per cent 
of 2GB listeners believe that Morris Iemma should sack Carl Scully’ (Legislative 
Assembly, 2006, 25 October, p. 3449). In addition, the corruption charges ended 
up being one step too far, as the ICAC threw out Scully’s allegations toward 
Debnam as ‘tawdry’ (ICAC, 2006), after which the Herald  (2006y) concluded that 
Scully was in the ‘eye of yet another storm’. 

To conclude, again most actors were active in the media, for example by 
announcing many new law and order proposals. Media commentators played 
a key role in linking cover-up allegations to Scully as an electoral liability, 
while Norm Hazzard’s retort bolstered Opposition’s allegations of a cover-up. 
However, in this case Parliament played a prominent role as a hunting ground, 
as Scully’s statements in Parliament provided opponents extra support for the 
liar accusations. In the end, the Premier’s refusion to speculate on Scully’s future 
fuelled the unrest. 

In terms of accusations, in the first half of 2006, both the Opposition and 
Scully tried to get the upper hand in a race on who could be toughest on crime. 
Furthermore, both parties focused on attacking each other’s integrity, by either 



8

CARL SCULLY: FROM LEADERSHIP CONTENDER TO POLITICAL EMBARRASSMENT | 261

accusing the other side of unaccountable or unethical practices. Scully was so 
focused on damaging the Opposition’s integrity that he opened up himself for 
allegations that he misled Parliament. All actors showed an electoral mindset 
in the misleading allegations: while for Dutch ministers it is enough to be called 
out misleading Parliament, in this case it mostly helped to paint Scully as an 
electoral liability. Both journalists and Opposition parties increasingly aligned 
on a ‘liar’ and ‘liability’ stance, while Scully began to waver between attacking 
the Opposition and apologizing, and Iemma distanced himself increasingly from 
his embattled Minister. This enhanced Scully’s vulnerability for additional errors.  

Table 8.8 Account-givers’ and -holders’ tactics in the responsibility phase of the Cronulla-
case 

side:   blame 
behaviour:  

Tactic: arena  propagated 
by:

Account-
givers 

Problem 
admission, 
responsibility 
advocating 

Hard law and order policies 
needed 

Media Scully, Iemma 

Opposition is ridiculous in 
law and order demands (and 
corrupt) 

Media Scully, Iemma, 
Moroney, 
newspapers 

Problem denial There is no final report yet, 
Opposition lies about cover-up  
(and is corrupt) 

Parliament, 
Media 

Scully 
(retracted)  

Problem 
admission, 
responsibility 
admission 

Scully should have been more 
careful and apologizes for 
mistake, but intention was 
good (due process) 

Media and 
Parliament 

Scully, Iemma 

Account-
holders  

Problem 
advocating 

Law and order problem severe, 
Labor does not enough to 
address them, only stunts  

Media  and 
Parliament 

Opposition, 
newspapers 

Responsibility 
highlighting 

Scully covers-up report   Media and 
Parliament 

Opposition 

Scully lies when he says that 
report is not ready yet 

Media Hazzard

Sanctioning 
propagating   

Scully is an electoral liability 
because of incompetence and 
lies 

Media  Oppoosition, 
newspapers 

Scully’s corruption allegations 
against Debnam were tawdry,  
should be sacked

Media Opposition 
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Sanctioning phase: post-inquiry resignation
Scully and Iemma continued to lace their statements with attacks on the 
Opposition right up to Scully’s resignation. On the day of the resignation, Iemma 
accused the Opposition of ‘attempting to rewrite history’ (Legislative Assembly, 
2006, 25 October, p. 3440) while at the same time Iemma avoided to openly 
defend Scully in Parliament. Scully defended the process: ‘the whole point of the 
Hazzard review was to assess whether police could have done better and, not 
surprisingly, there are issues that need to be addressed’ (Legislative Assembly, 
2006, 25 October, p. 3438). Scully also accused the Opposition one last time:

Scully (Labor): Perhaps I could answer that question [about apologizing to the 
ABC] if Channel9 can tell me who in my office rang and at what point I rang 
and what I said. Then perhaps I could answer the question. 

Stoner (Nationals): You rang the ABC. 

Scully: Now you are lying (LA, 2006, 25 October, p. 3442).

Meanwhile, cover-up allegations for Scully continued in Parliament and the media 
that day. In stories about the alleged cover-up of the review, newspapers listed 
‘Scully’s bungles’, a list of perceived failures (Sydney Morning Herald, 2006u). 
The Telegraph accused Scully of also burying the reports on the police handling 
of the ‘reprisal attacks’ (2006l). Debnam dismissed Scully’s apology as ‘insincere’ 
and called for Scully’s resignation as ‘a test of Morris Iemma’s leadership’ (Sydney 
Morning Herald, 2006l, 2006q). Then the ABC publicly announced that Scully had 
indeed called them to deny the existence of a finished report. 

The Opposition did not have time to use Scully second ‘misleading’ of 
Parliament, because Scully resigned two hours after the story broke. After the 
ABC rebuke, Scully corrected the Parliamentary record: although he did ‘not 
recall that specific conversation’, he had to ‘accept that I did actually make that 
call’ and would resign (Legislative Assembly, 2006, 25 October, p. 3464). Scully 
reiterated that he had ‘been motivated by one thing -- to do the very best I could 
for the people of NSW’ and he now wanted journalists to stop ‘the harassment 
and intimidation’(Daily Telegraph, 2006k). Scully announced he resigned because 
he and Iemma believed ‘the community would find [a second error in the House] 
unacceptable’ (Australian Financial Review, 2006d). In Parliament, Iemma 
explained that he had accepted Scully’s apology, but that Scully had just made 
‘one mistake too many’ (Legislative Assembly, 2006, 26 October, p. 3619). Iemma 
explained he asked for Scully’s resignation to ‘maintain confidence in the police 
force’ (Australian Financial Review, 2006d).
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The new Police Minister, John Watkins, promised to fast-track a review 
of recommendations from the Hazzard report (Australian Financial Review, 
2006b). The day after the resignation, the Government introduced four new 
bills, explaining that these bills demonstrated the ‘strong reform agenda of the 
Iemma Government’ as opposed to the ‘braying of the Opposition’ (LA, 2006, 26 
October, p. 3602). 

In their ‘eulogies’, Scully was remembered as one of the Government’s 
fiercest ‘attack dogs’ in Parliament (Australian Financial Review, 2006c). 
However, the ‘misleading parliament’ gaffe was the latest of ‘the skeletons in 
his closet’ (Australian Financial Review, 2006c). The head of the Rail Tram and 
Bus Union [see Waterfall case] responded: ‘if Waterfall hadn’t happened maybe 
things would have been different for him. The guy just seems to have bad luck’ 
(The Australian, 2006f). Scully had simply ‘drawn too much negative publicity for 
the party’ (Australian Financial Review, 2006c). According to anonymous faction 

Table 8.9 Account-givers’ and -holders’ tactics in the sanctions phase of the Cronulla-
case  

side:   blame 
behaviour:  

Tactic: arena  propagated 
by:

Account-
givers 

Problem denial Opposition is lying, never called 
the ABC 

Parliament Scully 

Responsibility 
admission and 
acceptance of 
sanctions

Apologize for second mistake in 
the House (excuse: although no 
recollection)  and resign 

Parliament, 
Media 

Scully 

Iemma: public would not accept 
second error 

Media , 
Parliament 

Iemma 

Watkins: new law and order 
measures to show reform 
agenda 

Media Watkins 
(new Police 
minister)  

Account-
holders 

Responsibility 
highlighting 

Scully lies and should also 
apologize to the media for lying 

Parliament Opposition 

Scully indeed called the ABC Media ABC 

Sanctioning 
propagating   

Scully is a repeated bungler 
and covers-up more reports so 
should be sacked 

Media  Oppoosition, 
newspapers 
(incl. Daily 
Telegraph)  

Iemma should sack Scully to 
show leadership 

Media Opposition 
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chiefs, caucus had felt ‘resentment’ that Scully had ‘blown the Government’s 
recent ascendancy over the Opposition’ in the polls (Daily Telegraph, 2006e).

To conclude, all parties took to the media, which acted both as an arena for the 
upcoming election battle and as a hunting ground in which multiple journalists 
called for Scully’s demise and his sacking. Parliament was used as a secondary 
setting, but it was also the place for Scully’s demise. Even in explaining Scully’s 
resignation, the Premier referred to Scully’s (electoral) viability with the public, 
instead of referring to Parliamentary conventions. When Scully did trip up again, 
Iemma decided to cut him loose. While in the Waterfall case, a combination of 
multiple resignation calls and no public support by the Premier did not lead to 
Scully resignation, it did in this incident. 

reflections 
Figure 8.5 compares the course and outcome of the accountability episode after 
the Cronulla riots with the process that was expected based on the constitutional 
rules and rules-in-use from the interviews. 

Comparing both processes, we can conclude that the accountability episode 
after the Cronulla riots shared some important similarities as well as some 
striking differences with the expectations of the formal and informal rules. First, 
all parties took to the media, which acted both as an arena for the upcoming 
election battle and as a hunting ground in which multiple journalists called for 
Scully’s demise and his sacking. The law and order frame of tabloid journalists at 
the beginning of the incident provided a straightjacket for Iemma and Scully and 
fuelled a bidding war between the Opposition and government on who could 
be toughest on crime. In the end, both parties got ridiculed in the media for 
this bidding war. This is in line with the expectations in Chapter 5 and also with 
the conclusions of Anderson and others (2018) that Australian tabloid journalists 
can reframe incidents in such a way that meaningful discussion about complex 
issues, such as racism, get ignored. 

Second, Scully was painted as a minister with an extensive scorecard of both 
‘bungles’ and cover-ups. The accusation of a lying Scully eventually stuck, also 
due to the repetition of electoral liability and cover-up allegations from earlier 
incidents [such as Waterfall]. Media commentators played a key role in linking 
cover-up allegations to Scully as an electoral liability, while Norm Hazzard’s 
retort bolstered Opposition’s allegations of a cover-up. Even in explaining Scully’s 
resignation, the Premier referred to Scully’s (electoral) viability with the public, 
instead of referring to Parliamentary conventions. 



8

CARL SCULLY: FROM LEADERSHIP CONTENDER TO POLITICAL EMBARRASSMENT | 265

Fi
gu

re
 8

.5
 C

om
pa

ris
on

 o
f c

ou
rs

e 
an

d 
ou

tc
om

e 
of

 a
cc

ou
nt

ab
ili

ty
 e

pi
so

de
 in

 C
ro

nu
lla

-c
as

e 
ag

ai
ns

t p
ro

po
si

ti o
ns

 



266 | CHAPTER 8

Third, it shows that if an authoritative account-holder (ICAC) clears someone 
of corrupt conduct (Debnam), the original allegation can backfire on the one who 
brought it forward (Scully). It added an extra dent to Scully’s reputation at a time 
he was already under the gun. 

However, there are also some striking differences that might explain why this 
accountability episode turned so politically lethal.  First, while Parliament might 
not have been the main accountability arena, it was important in that it provided 
Scully’s opponents ‘official evidence’ that he was a ‘liar’. Scully was so focused 
on damaging the Opposition’s integrity that he opened up himself for allegations 
that he misled Parliament. Furthermore, Scully emphasized the problem and the 
government’s responsibility. Both Iemma and Scully only used weak problem 
denial tactics [isolated incident] and went along with the journalists and 
Opposition politicization of law and order. Scully did not scapegoat any of the 
civil service or police, although the Police Commissioner did. 

The difference between expected tactics and tactics employed by Scully can 
be explained by electoral incentives to politicize law and order issues in New 
South Wales and the strong position of the police force (Casey and Mohr, 2005, 
p. 142). Third, while in the Waterfall case, a combination of multiple resignation 
calls and no public support by the Premier did not lead to Scully resignation, it 
did in this incident. An explanation for this difference could be that a) Iemma 
and Scully had been political rivals for the party leadership; b) Iemma might 
have been less willing to defend Scully over something as sensitive as ‘cover-up’ 
allegations, c) the elections were far enough that Iemma did not want to shield 
a minister like Scully for five months. Therefore, situational factors help explain 
both the increasing stakes and Scully’s eventual demise. 

8.5 SCuLLy’S FALLINg FoRTuNeS: CoNCLuSIoNS

Formal rules and informal practices help us to identify the powerful actors in 
accountability episodes and to explain the shift from accountability to blame 
processes that incites the spiraling trajectory of Scully’s political capital. In both 
cases, an overwhelming effort was made by both Scully and the Opposition 
to discredit each other in the media (insincere, dishonest, hysterical, stunt-
focused). While the hunting ground metaphor, wherein journalists align with 
the Opposition to ‘hunt’ the minister, was also present in the Waterfall case 
[Telegraph journalists with cardboard-Scully], this setting did not persist after 
the Labor-won state elections. However, in the end of the Cronulla riots case, a 
hunting ground setting in the media was definitely more prolonged. Parliament 
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acerbated these processes when the Opposition managed to make Scully 
‘mislead Parliament’ twice in a short time frame. Many journalists and editorial 
teams actively sided with the Opposition in calling on Iemma to sack Scully. 

This shift can be explained by the two factors identified in Chapter 5, a) 
Scully’s political capital had been increasingly drained by earlier incidents, b) 
upcoming elections had made him an electoral liability. Scully slowly became 
less able to defend himself, while his survival came to depend on his electoral 
viability. The minister became vulnerable when adversaries could repeat frames 
they had used in previous incidents. These hunts in the media funnelled towards 
discussions within Labor party whether Scully was an electoral liability. To 
conclude, repetitively and publicly hunted ministers become slowly internal 
political liabilities.

However, in the end non-institutional factors such as upcoming elections 
acted as a ‘fuse’ in Cronulla riots and they triggered the sanctioning by Iemma. 
Both cases show that the strength of the Premier and upcoming elections can 
mean the difference between survival and resignation. While in the first case, 
the Labor-won state election gave Premier Carr an incentive to keep Scully in 
office [no scalp for the Opposition] and strengthened Carr’s position, the state 
elections were too far in the future to help Iemma and would provide Opposition 
and journalists fodder to discredit Scully and Iemma for another five months 
[March 2007]. Although in the Waterfall case, a combination of multiple 
resignation calls and no public support by the Premier did not lead to Scully 
resignation, it did in the Cronulla Riots. In the leadership spill, Scully had been 
abandoned by his Right faction in caucus, and therefore had a weaker position 
in cabinet, especially since the Premier was his former rival for the leadership. 

In the end, Scully’s resignation was prompted by the combination of the 
media arena turning into a hunting ground, a factionally beholden and electorally 
focused Premier, and the backfiring of his own blame avoidance tactics. He had 
made one mistake too many.  



As the head of the department, you try to help a troubled minister in a 
way, like you would help a dying man to die, help a man who does not 
understand he is dying 
– (NLCS3)



the balancing act of 
Ministerial responsibility

Conclusion and discussion

chapter 9
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9.1 THe FINAL C ASuALT y  

She was the last fatality of an eventful coalition government. It was October 2017, 
the government had been in caretaker mode for five months while a new four-
party coalition was slowly being negotiated following that spring’s parliamentary 
elections. The first Dutch female Defence minister and Liberal Party crown 
princes, Jeanine Hennis, faced the music following a critical investigation report 
about a fatal mortar accident during the Dutch military mission in Mali two 
years prior. The Dutch Safety Board (2017) concluded that systemic negligence 
and lack of maintenance by the Defence organization caused the incident. 
The DSB also observed that the ministry of Defence seemed unwilling to learn 
from past mistakes. Hennis forgot her lines and had to repeatedly retake the 
interviews with two news channels, of which one uploaded an uncut version 
of the interview. According to a newspaper, she conveyed ‘an impersonal and 
rehearsed impression’, especially when she repeated the worn trope ‘stepping 
up and not stepping down’ (Volkskrant, 2017a). The day after the publication 
of the report, she announced an ‘operational break’ for all military missions to 
check all ammunition. 

While Hennis’s party leader and prime minister, Mark Rutte, professed his 
continued confidence in her, the outgoing coalition partner and future opposition 
party’s leader, deputy prime minister Lodewijk Asscher, expressed dissatisfaction 
with the ‘technocratic’ tone of Hennis’s response. He claimed in the media that 
this case of institutional failure could be severe enough to expect the minister 
to take her responsibility and resign (NRC Handelsblad, 2017a; Trouw, 2017). The 
Liberal Party’s Leader of the House in return blamed Asscher for playing politics 
over such a grave matter (NRC Handelsblad, 2017a). Journalists doubted whether 
Hennis could ‘defend her political reputation’ in the upcoming parliamentary 
debate about the report, as no party would save the minister in the political 
vacuum of coalition negotiations (Besselink, 2017).

In the ensuing parliamentary debate, Hennis meticulously detailed the 
shortcomings of the army divisions for which she is politically responsible, 
but also defended the Defence organisation. Despite disagreeing with some 
elements of the report, she wants to ‘explain, not justify’ the incident (Volkskrant, 
2017b). Hennis professed: ‘I take full political responsibility. The last years I have 
executed my duties conscientiously. However, that ends today. I step down as 
minister’ (Volkskrant, 2017b). Hennis was not the only casualty. The Commander 
of the Dutch Armed Forces, general Tom Middendorp, also resigned, less than a 
week before he would retire from military service. According to a commentator, 
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Hennis stood against ‘a growling Parliament, with her guns blazing’ and ‘had 
gone down fighting’ (Sitalsing, 2017). 

This incident fits the mould of this book. A Dutch minister who is called to 
account for systemic failures in her portfolio. A minister who subsequently 
stumbles in her account in the media, seeming more interested in surviving 
politically than in taking responsibility for the systemic failures. Journalists who 
fan the fire. A coalition partner who is no longer bound by cabinet solidarity and 
other parties who are not yet bound by a coalition agreement. A Parliament 
who calls the minister to account and severely criticizes her for both the failures 
and her account-giving in the media. A minister who provides that account and 
who ‘takes her own responsibility’ by resigning. Elite actors in this study have 
likened ministerial accountability episodes to opposition-government battles, 
political hunts and tragic falls. These metaphors demonstrate the dramatic 
function of political accountability processes, both in terms of holding ministers 
to account and attributing blame for mishaps. At the same time, the story 
shows that there is no objective assessment of when a minister should resign 
and subsequently, ministers have to balance what are sometimes competing 
demands and assessments of their accountability and blameworthiness. As 
we have seen throughout this book, highly similar incidents can produce very 
different accountability processes and political outcomes in different settings 
and situations. 

The question is how to explain the diverging course and outcomes of these 
accountability episodes. Ministerial durability studies conclude that the formal 
institutional characteristics of a system can explain ministerial resignations, while 
Hood and others (2015, p. 558) claim that these outcomes can be explained by 
uniform blame processes and officeholders’ behaviour. Olsen (2013, 2017) takes 
the middle ground and argues that actors in political cultures hold different 
‘rules-in-use’ that affect how accountability episodes evolve. This study aims 
to shed light on the usefulness of Olsen’s thesis in providing the explanatory 
‘bridge’ between the behavioural and the system approaches. 

This dissertation aimed to uncover how formal institutions and actors’ rules-
in-use affect the course and outcome of high-stakes ministerial accountability 
episodes. To answer this question, this study compared accountability episodes 
in two parliamentary systems where formal and informal rules would be most 
different - a consensual and an adversarial one. Figure 9.1 shows the focus of 
the comparison: how formal rules (A), elites’ rules-in-use (B), blame avoiding 
behaviour (C) and situational context (D) interconnect during accountability 
episodes. 
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In this final chapter, I will discuss the findings of this comparison and discuss 
the contribution and lessons of this dissertation. Section 9.2 will answer the main 
research question along four main themes. This is followed by a discussion of the 
added value of an institutional lens for investigating accountability episodes in 
section 9.3. Section 9.4 will reflect on the main limitations of this study. Sections 
9.5 and 9.6 will formulate directions for future research and implications for 
practice. 

9.2 CoNCLuSIoN  

The answer to the main research question can be summarized in four main 
findings. The first two findings highlight how formal rules and rules-in-use 
bring about diverging courses and outcomes of accountability episodes in the 
two systems. The latter two findings show how rules-in-use also converge 
accountability and blame processes in both systems and how both rules are 
bounded in how they explain ministerial resignations.   

formal rules and rules-in-use empower different account-
holders
Formal rules and rules-in-use affect the course and outcome of accountability 
episodes by giving some account-holders more scrutinizing powers than others 
and by subsequently instilling distinct sacrificial responsibility foci. Chapter 4 
showed that the Dutch Parliament has stronger formal scrutinizing powers to 
hold ministers to account for their portfolio responsibilities, while the New 
South Wales Independent Commission against Corruption has strong scrutinizing 
powers to hold ministers to account for financial scandals. Subsequently, these 
account-holders enforce different types of forced resignations in both systems 
(1946-2017). While NSW ministers are called to resign for both personal errors 
and financial scandals, they are mostly forced to resign over financial scandals, 
while Dutch ministers are mostly called to account and forced to resign over 
personal errors. Half of NSW financial scandal resignations and Dutch personal 
error resignations can be directly linked to an inquiry by either ICAC or the Dutch 
Parliament. 

Furthermore, rules-in-use empower certain account-holders by reinforcing, 
complementing and contradicting these formal rules. In doing so, rules-in-use 
affect which arenas for account-holding and -giving are more influential and 
who are powerful account-holders in these arenas. Chapter 5 found that while 
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Dutch rules-in-use reinforced the formal position of Parliament as the vital 
accountability arena, NSW rules-in-use complemented formal rules by making 
the media a vital arena for ministers to maintain legitimacy. Certain actors have 
political clout within these arenas, namely Dutch ‘moderate opposition’ and 
coalition parties and NSW (tabloid) journalists. These actors act as gatekeepers 
to their arena, broker information with ministers’ frenemies, and ignite blame in 
accountability episodes. 

Actors’ influence on accountability episodes not only depends on formal 
account-holding powers, but also on reputational stakes, informal brokering 
power and (dis)loyalties. For example, while NSW Premiers are formally superior 
to their Dutch counterparts in sacking ministers, they can be informally equally 
constrained by factional power struggles when they want to sack a minister. 
This conclusion supports Olsen’s thesis that rules-in-use affect the course of 
accountability episodes. 

While multiple studies have concluded that ministers are caught in a myriad 
of accountability relations (Busuioc & Lodge, 2017), this study shows that not 
all these relations have equal informal clout. It reveals why some account-
holders are more able to successfully blame ministers than others. Therefore, it 
is important to study who generates blame (Hansson, 2018; Hinterleitner, 2018) 
and what the formal and informal power is of those who blame the minister for 
a policy failure or political scandal.

rules-in-use provide different templates for ministerial bab
Formal and informal rules affect the range of viable blame avoiding tactics that 
ministers can employ in accountability episodes. Chapter 4 found that certain 
formal institutions can constrain ministerial BAB. For example, Dutch ministers 
are more constrained in sacking top administrators. 

However, informal norms more explicitly differ with regard to viable and 
appropriate blame avoidance. In consensual systems, accommodative rather 
than confrontational ministerial tactics are to be expected in accountability 
episodes. Chapter 6 concluded that in the Netherlands, the consensual system, 
elite actors expected accommodative rather than confrontational ministerial 
tactics in accountability episodes. In NSW, the adversarial system, elite actors 
expected ministers to employ confrontational tactics first. While NSW actors 
mostly assessed tactics on their effectiveness, Dutch interviewees focused on 
their appropriateness. For those Dutch interviewees, appropriateness superseded 
political consequences; if the tactic is deemed culturally inappropriate, it cannot 
be effective. Tactics were often deemed inappropriate by Dutch interviewees if 
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they violated formal and informal norms of how a responsible minister should 
behave towards Parliament. An example is the scapegoating of top level civil 
servants. In the Netherlands, this was considered to be both improbable due to 
the strong statutory position of Dutch civil servants and inappropriate because 
a ‘strong minister’ would not do it and parliamentarians do not support it. The 
cases in Chapter 7 underlined that Dutch ministers are vulnerable when they do 
not meet expectations and violate ‘institutional taboos’. This dissertation thus 
concludes that Hood’s hypothesis that office-holders follow a ‘staged retreat 
should differentiate between political  cultures. 

This study shows that indeed ‘what gets you off the hook of blame from one 
cultural starting-point may only dig you into a deeper accountability hole in 
another setting’ (Hood, 2014, p. 614). Therefore, we need to further study how 
political norms shape executive blame avoidance behaviour in other systems 
than the adversarial Westminster-style democracies that have dominated 
existing research. 

rules-in-use reflect remarkably similar blame processes 
However, the course of accountability episodes in both systems  proved 
remarkably similar. In both systems, account-holders process blame during 
sequential accountability episodes, increasingly ‘hunting’ certain ministers, who 
lose their ability to deflect blame and slowly ‘slide off’ the tightrope. 

Chapter 5 and the case-study Chapters (7 and 8) found that elites in consensual 
systems are not ‘kinder’ on their ministers than elites in adversarial systems. 
Dutch elites can also ‘hunt’ ministers if they think the minister is dangling on 
the tightrope. Chapter 5 underscored that both Dutch and NSW ministers are 
increasingly hunted if a) the incident violated important norms in the polity and 
b) the minister has a ‘scorecard’ of earlier mishaps. This is in line with the work 
on framing contests after crises (Boin et al., 2009; De Vries, 2004). The minister 
can be ‘hunted’ by a mob of parliamentarians, journalists, and ambitious party 
members, who try to make him a political liability by framing the minister as 
‘wounded game’ (Dutch) or a ‘crook’ (NSW). In those instances, ministers seem 
to have decreasing agency to give account for their conduct and to secure their 
survival. This study thus supports the assumption that blame processes share 
commonalities in different systems, in the sense that  ministers are slowly 
‘backed into a corner’ as their political capital begins to wane (Hood et al., 2016). 

Whereas early on, ministers can influence their survival by proactive astute 
account-giving, they have limited possibilities to do so as the blame game 
escalates and high politics considerations (prime ministerial capital, coalition 
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climate, government electoral prospects) begin to dominate. In all stories 
(Chapter 5), the minister’s fate depends on whether the Premier and party leaders 
consider the minister a liability, whether for the government’s reputation, for 
the party, or internally (in the factional warfare). Chapter 7 and 8 concluded that 
this escalation process does not necessarily occur over the course of one blame 
game but often develops over multiple incidents in the course of a minister’s 
career. Most blame management research focus only on the last blame game in 
an executive’s career (Hood et al., 2015; Resodihardjo et al., 2016). The findings 
show that if we want to understand how ministers lose political capital, we need 
to study the full range of controversies that that minister was involved in.

formal and informal rules do not unambiguously explain 
ministerial resignations 
Last, this study shows that both formal and informal institutional practices are 
not unambiguous nor fixed and thus can explain ministerial resignations only to a 
certain degree. For example, contrary to the expectation of ministerial durability 
literature, Chapter 4 concluded that the stronger sacking powers of the NSW 
Premier do not make the political life of NSW ministers more hazardous than 
that of their Dutch counterparts. If anything, Dutch forced resignation levels are 
slightly higher than NSW ones, although only around five per cent of ministers 
was forced to resign in both systems.

While Chapter 4 found only a weak relations between parliamentary 
resignation calls and resignation decisions, Chapter 5 and 6 found that in each 
system multiple rules-in-use coexist and interviewees often disagreed which 
rules-in-use they considered applicable in which case. For example, elites’ 
assessments of effective and appropriate BAB also varied widely, both within 
and between systems. Only some tactics, such as announcing an independent 
investigation early, scored well on both effectiveness and appropriateness within 
both political systems. Furthermore, rules-in-use can change as they are often 
based on retelling of certain iconic cases. New accountability episodes could 
reinforce, but also change existing narratives. For example, the Dutch political 
culture could move towards a stronger mediatized climate and thus give Dutch 
journalists a more powerful role in driving accountability processes and blame 
generation.  

In addition, the cases (Chapter 7 and 8) revealed that situational factors such 
as upcoming elections act as a ‘fuse’ in accountability episodes and they triggered 
the sanctioning by the ministers’ political leaders.  These cases underline that 
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while formal rules and rules-in-use help to explain the course of accountability 
episodes, situational factors often provide the push that makes even powerful 
ministers fall politically.  

We can conclude that the courses and outcomes of high-stakes accountability 
episodes in both systems are the product of a complex balancing act between 
formal rules, informal practices, strategic behaviour and situational context. 
While formal rules define the length and width of the rope, rules-in-use can 
help a minister to balance or make him dangle, and situational factors can cause 
fatal headwinds. Ministers need to pay attention to all three. Some ministers are 
more skilled at walking the tightrope than others, some dangle but stay on, some 
are strong performers but experience increasingly blustery conditions as they 
are called back on the tightrope repeatedly during their tenure. 

9.3 DISCuSSIoN: WHAT HAVe We LeARNeD? 

This dissertation makes several contributions to the literature on political 
accountability and blame avoidance research. Hood (2014) advocated for a 
‘marriage’ of blame and accountability research to understand how executives 
deal with adverse events, and this study is one of the first that explicitly connects 
these unrelated strands of research. It is also the first to study the relation 
between formal rules of political accountability and the process of blame games 
empirically. What can be learned from this effort? 

institutions deserve more attention in blame research      
The findings of this dissertation imply that institutional factors affect blame 
games in two ways: a) by empowering the scrutinizing powers of certain account-
holders and b) constraining the blame avoidance opportunities of account-givers 
(ministers). 

First, while the ‘blame game’ implies two sides to in a blame process, 
much prior studies focused largely on measuring the effectiveness of political 
executives’ responses (Hood et al., 2016; Resodihardjo et al., 2016). Only a 
handful of studies actually studied the interactive nature of blame games  (Boin 
et al., 2009; Brändström & Kuipers, 2003). An institutional perspective underlines 
the need to study how actors generate blame for ministers and shows that 
institutional factors also affect the ‘blaming’ side of accountability episodes by 
enabling certain actors with more scrutinizing powers in certain incidents and 
more reputational clout than others.  Therefore, an institutional perspective can 
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explain why certain incidents lead to high-stakes accountability episodes while 
these incidents would be largely ignored by account-holders in other political 
systems. 

Second, institutional ‘ways of ‘doing ministerial accountability’ constrained 
the viable ways in which ministers could avoid blame. This study thus shows 
why some ministers might be more vulnerable for blame attribution for policy 
failures than others.  Ministers who are bound by stronger formal parliamentary 
accountability and informal norms regarding appropriate account-giving are 
more likely to take hierarchical responsibility and the political fall over personal 
errors. Resodihardjo and others (2016) already argued that blame avoidance 
research should focus on how contextual factors affect blame games, but they 
also did not include these factors in their analysis upfront. This study shows how 
political systems set up distinct cultures of processing ministerial accountability 
and blame. An institutional perspective can thus explain the power distribution 
between account-holders and account-givers and reveal how certain political 
systems ‘do’ ministerial accountability. 

rules-in-use deserve as much attention in accountability 
research as formal mechanisms 
This study shows that contrary to what was expected from ministerial durability 
literature, formal rules affect the outcome of accountability episodes only to 
a certain degree. A major expectation was that Dutch ministers in coalition 
systems would survive accountability episodes more easily due to less clarity 
in responsibility and weaker sacking powers of the PM (Huber &  Martinez-
Gallardo, 2008). Ministerial durability studies, and some accountability ones, 
focus on principal-agent relationships and formal mechanisms to control 
agents to explain accountability processes. According to Dubnick (2014, p. 650), 
these studies regard mechanisms as substitutes for the ‘behaviors involved in 
accountability-based interactions’. 

While multiple studies have concluded that ministers not only are caught in a 
myriad of accountability relations (Busuioc & Lodge, 2017), rules-in-use shed light 
on why not all of the formal mechanisms play out as expected. NSW journalists 
deciding not to call out ‘bad’ behaviour of a newly elected government, Dutch 
Parliament hunting some ministers stronger when they are considered ‘fair 
game’, NSW Premiers paralyzed by factional infighting. This study shows many 
examples of accountability relations where a focus on blame and rules-in-use 
helps to understand these processes where formal mechanisms would not. 
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Rules-in-use and blame considerations can influence where, by whom and how 
accountability discussions get active and play out in a way that goes beyond 
formal mechanisms. My findings thus support Busuioc and Lodge’s (2016, 2017) 
call for a more reputational approach to accountability research in order to 
understanding accountability dynamics. 

qualitative methods give important insights in accountability 
and blame  processes 
Last, this study showed that blame games entail more than a series of ad-hoc, 
attack-reaction verbal exchanges, they are expressions of subtle institutional 
arrangements and cultural norms of what are legitimate public actions (Leong & 
Howlett, 2017). Current blame avoidance literature is dominated  by increasing 
sophisticated quantitative methods  (Hood et al., 2016; James et al., 2016; 
Resodihardjo et al., 2016). While these methods are certainly valuable, this 
dissertation shows that interviews and process-tracing studies are needed to 
uncover the highly perceptual and socially constructed nature of blame narratives 
and political accountability. Such elements of blame games are hard to capture 
in these quantitative studies (cf. Resodihardjo et al, 2016). 

This study showed that especially new methods of qualitative data collection, 
such as qualitative vignettes, can be valuable tools for uncovering political elites’ 
informal expectations of how the game is or ought to be played in political 
processes. The use of qualitative vignettes can be an advantageous tool to 
focus and navigate interviews with elite actors on politically sensitive topics. For 
some interviewees, such as departmental heads, the non-historic, ostensibly 
hypothetical nature of the vignettes provided them with leeway to share valuable 
information about their views on sensitive political processes. Furthermore, the 
vignettes can be used to systematically compare interviewees’ norms, attitudes 
and perceptions. Chapter 5 and 6 show the rich variety of data that can be 
generated, offering both the opportunity for a thick narrative analysis and more 
structured comparative analytical work. 

9.4 L ImITATIoNS 

Despite the new insights gained about the potential of an institutional 
perspective in furthering blame and accountability research, this dissertation 
has some limitations that need to be taken into account. I will discuss three major 
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limitations, two related to the research focus and one related to the comparative 
focus of this study. 

limitations of the research focus    
First, this study aimed to combine institutional and behavioral perspectives 
on accountability, blame and ministerial survival. The study subsequently had 
a rather broad aim, making the theoretical discussion quite wide-ranging and 
giving each chapter a different focus. In a way, each dissertation needs to balance 
between a narrow but neat design and a more wide-ranging but a less focused 
design. In this case, the explorative goal required the second. The primary 
goal of this study was explorative: to empirically assess to what extent Olsen’s 
informal institutional approach to ministerial accountability serves to explain 
diverging courses and outcomes of accountability episodes (Olsen, 2017). The 
propositions gained from this study can subsequently used for a more targeted 
and explanatory research design. 

Second, this dissertation mostly conceptualized the outcome of accountability 
episodes as either survival or resignation. However, to follow the tightrope 
metaphor, ministers do not only either it to the other side unscathed or fall 
off the rope, but they can also become stuck, claw to it by their fingertips, or 
shuffle their way to the end. This study has seen  ministers whose reputation was 
severely damaged in the course of accountability episodes, but who nevertheless 
remained in office due to a coalition power play or because  their position was 
too important to be removed at that point in time. My findings support Busuioc 
and Lodge’s (2016, 2017) call for a reputational approach to understanding 
accountability dynamics. In the present context of ministerial accountability 
this means that  we should focus on measuring the dynamics of a ministers’ 
reputation throughout and across accountability episodes, rather than just apply 
a survival-resignation dichotomy as a simple outcome measure. The case studies 
in this dissertation show that work on political capital could have been leveraged 
in order to better trace the course and outcomes of accountability episodes. 
Future research could use adapted analytical tools, such as the Leadership 
Capital Index (Bennister, ‘t Hart, & Worthy, 2015, 2017) to create more valid 
measures of a minister’s reputation in and after accountability episodes. 

limitations of the comparative design 
The methodological approach of this research had a main drawback related to 
the choice of the two systems. The qualitative, work-intensive, nature of this 
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study limited the comparison to two opposite parliamentary systems. This study 
focussed on comparing the Netherlands and New South Wales, a national system 
and a subnational one. The concern could be that such a comparison would 
provide skewed results. The New South Wales government carries responsibility 
for matters such as defence and foreign policy and thus not all possible 
accountability pressures may be covered. However, to compare the process and 
outcome of accountability episodes, this study was appropriate as the Australian 
States play a critical role in the ‘formation, execution and administration of 
public policy’ (Moon and Sharman, 2003, p. 5). The comparison was sufficient to 
give us a better insight in how differences in parliamentary systems affect both 
the course and outcomes of accountability episodes. 

Furhermore, the Netherlands and New South Wales are representative for 
consensual and majoritarian systems. Individual ministerial responsibility and 
no-confidence votes can also be found in other parliamentary systems, such as 
Belgium, Scandinavia, Canada, Greece and New Zealand. These countries can 
be grouped along the Lijphart’s consensual (Belgium, Austria, Scandinavia) and 
majoritarian (Canada, Greece, New Zealand) axis. Furture research could be 
extended to include a broader set of incidents and a broader set of parliamentary 
systems along the consensual-majoritarian scale to provide the current thesis 
more empirical substance. 

9.5 DIReC TIoNS FoR FuTuRe ReSeARCH 

Based on the discussion and limitations of this study, I recommend the follow 
research agenda. Overall, this dissertation has shown that an institutional 
perspective has the potential to combine blame and (formal) accountability 
research and to subsequently cross-fertilize and open up new avenues in both 
strands. However, the comparison of two systems and two cases was too limited 
to further ‘test’ the relations between formal and informal rules and blame in 
explaining the course and outcome of accountability episodes. Future studies 
could use the propositions by leveraging medium-N comparative case study 
methods (QCA, Rihoux & Ragin, 2008) to compare accountability processes 
revolving around similar incidents, such as public transport, resulting in both 
surviving and resigning ministers. In addition, future research could assess how 
the propositions hold in a wider group of parliamentary systems, by linking them 
to data such as the ParlGov database (Döring, 2016). In this way, the proposition 
can be used to test the role of formal rules and rules-in-use in accountability 
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episodes, both within the same institutional context (similar incidents) and 
across similar institutional contexts (consensual vs majoritarian systems).

However, it could be more exciting and fruitful to see how formal and informal 
institutions shape accountability episodes when the institutions themselves are 
questioned, contested, or in-flux. While the parliamentary systems researched 
are relatively stable and formal rules structure the course of accountability 
episodes to a certain degree, moments when accountability rules are in-flux 
can help us to further investigate the boundaries of institutions in shaping 
political accountability processes (Olsen, 2017). Olsen (2017) argued that those 
moments of turbulence can expose and challenge the formal and informal 
rules that would normally affect accountability episodes. Therefore, we should 
further our understanding of how ministerial responsibility and accountability 
relations institutionalize and de-institutionalize and how these processes affect 
accountability episodes. I propose three directions of research. 

First, future research could investigate how rules-in-use affect accountability 
episodes wherein ‘outsider’ actors play a prominent role. This dissertation 
focused on five types of actors who are often active in accountability episodes 
by virtue of their formal or de facto role. These actors can be regarded ‘insiders’ 
who are familiar with (and socialized with) the informal norms of the political 
culture. However, media scholars have concluded that ‘hyper-accelerated news 
cycles’ accord a prominent role to citizens, action groups and other active social 
media users in framing and fueling political scandals (Ceron, 2015; Chadwick, 
2011, 2017; Vaccari, Chadwick, & O’Loughlin, 2015). Such developments could 
open up high-stakes accountability episodes beyond the elites discussed in 
this dissertation. Therefore, future research should investigate the possible 
role of political contestation on social media in minister-focused accountability 
episodes and the interaction between traditional and new media forms in these 
processes (Chadwick, 2017; Nielsen & Schrøder, 2014). Such research could show 
by how rules-in-use socialize actors and whether they affect outsiders in certain 
account-holding practices. 

Second, future research should assess how the structuring role of political 
institutions plays out in multi-level blame games that straddle numerous 
accountability regimes. In multi-level blame games it is often unclear ‘who can 
legitimately call whom to account for what, who controls relevant incentives 
and information, and what normative criteria shall have priority’ (Olsen, 2015, p. 
462). Examples could be blame games which bridge national and European levels, 
cross-portfolio, such as the current discussion over the uptake of asylum seekers 
who arrive in the Southern European countries. Which rules-in-use exist at the 
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EU level and the national levels? Which prevail during these high-stake clashes, 
especially when ministers have to explain the outcome towards their parliaments 
and electorates?  How do political actors, ministers or otherwise, who are caught 
up in multi-level blame games placate and integrate accountability demands 
from different accountability regimes? 

Third, future research could focus on parliamentary systems that undergo 
democratic change to understand the relation between formal rules and the 
informal practices of political elites. For example, less established parliamentary 
systems such as Poland and Hungary would be interesting cases for further 
study. These systems currently experience ‘democratic backsliding’, such as 
more authoritarian leadership and less adherence to the rule of law (Dawson & 
Hanley, 2016; Foa & Mounk, 2017). What if certain governments and ministers 
suddenly start to reject ingrained formal rules or informal rules-in-use in their 
engagement with accountability forums? Do they lose legitimacy when they 
ignore formal accountability rules? And how will the ‘old’ norms hold, or erode? 
Future research should focus on how political actors reject, ignore or try to 
change formal rules and rules-in-use regarding ministerial accountability and 
the consequences of these actions. These studies could explore both whether 
explicitly rejecting formal rules or rules-in-use affect ministerial survival and 
what if any, effect such norm-violations have on the democratic doctrine of 
ministerial responsibility (and responsible government more widely). 

These directions might help to explore theoretical avenues that are promising 
in better fleshing out how institutions and processes of (de)institutionalization 
affect accountability episodes and blame processes. 

9.6 ImPLIC ATIoNS FoR PR AC TICe 

Based on the findings of this dissertation, I can provide some implications for 
ministerial account-giving and political account-holding in both systems. Indeed, 
the comparison of the systems uncovered some ingrained practices and current 
institutional arrangements that could be challenged. The findings of this study 
warrant both a reflection on the working of institutional arrangements and on 
some advice for how actors manage blame tactically. 

implications for current institutional arrangements 
This dissertation underlines that the lament that ministers ‘no longer resign’ 
is undeserved nostalgia and cautions against using resignations as the sole 
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yardstick for to assess the quality of ministerial accountability. Although the 
numbers are still small, there is a rising trend of calls for resignations and actual 
resignations since 1945 across many parliamentary democracies (Bovens et al., 
2015; Dowding & Lewis, 2012; Richard Mulgan, 2012). This study agrees with 
those finding for the Dutch and NSW case, as ministers in both systems are 
more often called to resign and more resign. Some studies regard resignations 
as a yardstick of the quality of ministerial responsibility (Woodhouse, 2017). 
However, this study shows that ministerial resignations are not only defined 
by institutional arrangements or failed account-giving but also by situational 
factors, i.e. ministers resigning not to atone for policy failures but to keep 
the coalition ahead in the elections. Therefore, we should keep in mind that 
ministerial responsibility encompasses more than ministers’ ‘heads rolling’. The 
quality by which ministers explain and defend the government’s role in a certain 
incident and take policy responsibility for how such failures will be mitigated in 
the future might be an equally important indicator of the working of ministerial 
accountability as resignation ‘counts’. 

In terms of ministerial account-giving, this study also shows that ministerial 
responsibility puts tremendous focus on ministers in accountability episodes. 
This principle is necessary to ensure that someone can be called and held 
to account for government action. However, Dutch parliamentarians can 
scrutinize ministers over the minutiae of administrative decisions within their 
portfolio to encourage a slip up in terms of misleading Parliament, while civil 
servants are barred from providing more information and details about these 
processes directly to Parliament. It could be that a more public administrative 
accountability of Dutch civil servants, as in providing information on the leadup 
to certain incidents, can actually help Parliament to hold ministers to account 
while providing ministers more space to explain and defend government actions. 
However, the NSW case shows that administrative accountability might go too 
far. In the interviews, scapegoating of NSW civil servants was considered an 
accepted way to ‘throw some red meat’ to tabloid journalists. This is not a pretty 
picture for NSW in terms of ministerial accountability. As always, the answer 
might be somewhere in the middle, where Dutch civil servants are less shielded 
from Parliament in terms of answerability, while NSW civil servants are more 
protected from their ministers in terms of sanctioning.

In terms of account-holding, while this dissertation focused extensively on 
what ministers should and should not do in accountability episodes, it also 
gives account-holders reason to pause and reflect on their own behaviour and 
their causal responsibility for the incident. For example, in the case that started 
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this chapter, the Dutch Defence minister, the Parliament that condemned her 
department’s failings had also approved a new military mission to Mali despite 
extensive budget cuts to the Defence organisation and material. Behn (2001, p. 
4) already concluded that: 

Being in the accountability-holding business can be fun. The accountability 
holders get to go around checking on other people – to see if the account-
givers have done anything wrong,.., the accountability holders themselves 
don’t have to do anything particularly right. They just have to catch other 
people doing things that are wrong.

While ministers should be held to account thoroughly, we need to also re-evaluate 
the blaming actions of account-holders. Do they make excessive demands on 
ministers’ account-giving, misconstrue the norm violations in certain policies, 
or ignore important policy issues? In this hunting role, parliamentarians are at 
least bound to parliamentary rules and convention and journalists, to a lesser 
extent, to the standards of their profession. However, the rise of social media 
and moral outrage could skew blame game processes towards an ‘off with their 
heads’ attitude without some reflection on the role of the hangman himself.  

Last, the Dutch and NSW system could learn from each other in terms of 
institutional arrangements.

Dutch lessons for New South Wales institutions 
In New South Wales, the adversarial culture between Opposition and government 
at her best informs citizens with political fights over incidents and forces 
ministers to defend themselves vigorously and stage a convincing performance. 
However, an Australian journalist recently wrote a long essay on how the 
extreme ‘tribalism’ and coup culture between and within parties renders any 
form of consensus impossible and political life increasingly toxic (Murphy, 2017). 
This toxicity does not encourage ministers to lead their  department better, to 
answer questions from Parliament in a factual and detailed manner, to improve 
policy, but focuses on gaining a poll edge, ‘knifing’ the Opposition (or your 
colleagues) over misbehaviour and pure power struggles. 

Furthermore, the focus on personal propriety issues in the NSW system 
provides ‘few incentives for legislators to invest time and resources in the 
provision of executive oversight’ in terms of complex policy issues (Lindberg, 
2013, p. 219). The danger is that in this cutthroat culture parliamentarians and 
journalist focus on incidents that deliver scalps (financial scandals) and ignore 
the more substantive policy issues. In many ways, this dissertation underlines 
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that danger. A Premier should never be seen to give the Opposition a scalp by 
forcing a minister to resign over a personal error, even if the error warranted 
one. Across the aisle, the Opposition always tries to frame all ministers as not 
only incompetent, but as a criminal and a crook. Dutch parliamentary discussions 
also focus on holding ministers to account and improve policy failures. 

The question is how to reverse this toxicity and give more reward for ministers 
and parliamentarians to focus on political and policy lessons during political 
accountability discussions. While it might be a farfetched idea, the Dutch context 
shows that recruiting some ministers from outside the political class might help 
find ministers with more background in the specific portfolio, increase ministerial 
competence in terms of policy content of their account-giving, and reduce 
partisan tensions. While NSW ministers are always parliamentarians, they do 
not have to be according to the Constitution. 

NSW lessons for Dutch institutions 
In the Netherlands, account-holders police ministers extensively on their portfolio 
performance, but scrutinize them less on their financial conduct and propriety. 
Ministers in New South Wales are policed much more strongly on their conduct 
in terms of propriety and integrity and there is often extensive discussion with 
account-holders over what is appropriate for ministers to do in terms of financial 
arrangements, acceptance of gifts and the influence of lobbyists.
In the Netherlands, this discussion has only just started, and could (and should) 
be cultivated by Parliament. For example, a Freedom of Information request 
showed that the employers’ organisations and multinationals often talk with 
individual ministers. However, not all Dutch ministers disclose their meetings 
on their website. NSW ministers have to adhere to an extensive ministerial code 
that is policed by an independent organization. They are for example obliged to 
publish weekly agenda’s, disclosing who they meet and what they talk about. 
While I do not say that there is a reason to suspect Dutch ministers of unethical 
practices, accountability also means answerability and this starts with publishing 
information that enables account-holders to scrutinize them. 

implications for effective blame game management’ 
This study does not only invite a reflection on both systems’ institutional 
arrangements for political accountability, but also on how ministers and their 
account-holders manage blame tactically.  When I explain my research topic, 
people invariably ask me what minister should do to stay in office, or what 
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account-holders should do to make a minister resign. What would I advise both 
groups? 

This study showed that there is no one golden tactic for either blame 
attribution or blame avoidance and to search for such a holy grail misconstrues 
what blame games are about. To successfully manage blame games, ministers 
need to appreciate the institutional and situational perils of the incident, 
connect to relevant political and public audiences and build a compelling story of 
blamelessness. Rather than suggesting what is the ‘right’ mix of blame avoidance 
tactics, I can provide seven rules of the game to help ministers recognize and 
avoid some institutional and situational pitfalls. 

Table 9.1 Rules for ministers 

rule Rule characterizations explanation

1 Ministerial responsibility 
turns the spotlight on you

The convention of ministerial responsibility focuses 
the accountability episodes on you, so don’t get caught 
unaware  

2 You might be less 
competent, but you 
cannot misbehave 

You are ‘hunted’ when adversaries can make a frame of 
misbehavior (NSW: crooks) or inappropriateness (Dutch: 
inappropriate account-giver to Parliament) stick 

3 Recognize that some 
defences are more 
appropriate 

In Dutch: blaming civil servants and not informing 
parliament are two responses which could be lethal, while 
in NSW this can be said for responses that hint at corrupt 
conduct (according ICAC rules)

4 Announce an independent 
investigation early 

Launching and independent investigation is widely seen as 
an  effective and appropriate strategy and might give you 
some breathing space 

5 Multiple strikes and you’re 
out  

Your reputation affects how actors treat you in 
accountability episodes. When your leadership capital is 
damaged and you get a reputation of ‘repeat offender’, 
you are politically ‘dying’. 

6 Stay in favour with your 
political leader 

Ultimately, the party leader/Premier is your shield or your 
hangman  so stay in favour with them 

7 Don’t give adversaries a 
sword close to elections

Resignations in the end are about political opportunity: 
are you a liability towards the electorate. Elections will b) 
increase the risk that adversaries make you an electoral 
liability and b) will diminish the policy and stability costs of 
cutting you loose  
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Similar reflections apply for the other side of the blame game. Account-
holders are by definition a more diverse bunch than ministers and only 
because of this it would be difficult to establish a specific mix of successful 
blame techniques. Rather, account-holders need to recognize institutional and 
situational opportunities of an incident, relate to their relevant audiences and 
construct a convincing story of ministerial culpability.  Therefore, the seven 
rules for account-holders focus on institutional and situational opportunities to 
establish a minister’s culpability convincingly. 

Table 9.2 Rules for account-holders 

rule Rule characterizations explanation

1 Start sotto voce but 
know when to strike 

Do not start at full blast, accountability episodes have a 
long running time. If you use your account-holding powers 
too loosely or too often, you might lose your authority as an 
account-holder. Wait fro the right situational circumstances   

2 Use the scrutinizing 
powers at your 
disposal  

Parliamentary inquiries and ICAC investigations are powerful 
tools to hold ministers to account but also informal 
gatekeeping powers can be employed to untangle ministers’ 
role in failures 

3 Cultivate information 
exchange with 
‘frenemies’

A minister’s party members might be out for his position and 
have blameworthy information that you can use to tighten the 
screws  

4 Establish a pattern 
of misbehavior or 
inappropriateness

Your best chance to make the minister a political liability is 
by establishing a pattern of misbehavior (with regard to the 
ministers’ actions or their account-giving capacities) 

5 Don’t hunt alone You are stronger together, if account-holders from multiple 
positions (parliamentarians and journalists) hold a minister to 
account it is often more successful

6 Inaccurate accusations 
harm your account-
holding authority 

When you accuse a minister of something, be confident that 
you have to facts ‘right’ (For example if you refer a minister to 
ICAC and the minister is cleared, that will backlash on you) 

7 Getting a ‘scalp’ is not 
necessarily a reflection 
of your effectiveness 

Holding ministers to account is often conflated with  ‘heads 
rolling’, but you might be more effective if you broaden your 
account-holding focus beyond the scalps 
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onderzoek naar aangeschoten wild  
Gepolitiseerde incidenten in het portfolio van een minister en financiële 
schandalen leiden vaak tot politieke drama’s. Deze drama kunnen verschillende 
vormen aannemen, afhankelijk van de reputatie van de minister en het 
soort incident. Ministers, Kamerleden en journalisten spreken vaak van 
gladiatorengevechten, het jagen op aangeschoten wild, en politieke tragedies. 
Welke vorm ze op aannemen, deze incidenten leiden vaak tot verhoogde media 
aandacht en parlementaire controle. De incidenten zijn riskant: ze kunnen niet 
alleen de reputatie van een minister beschadigen, of leiden tot het aftreden van 
een minister, maar ook het vertrouwen in de politiek schaden. Er bestaan echter 
zowel binnen als tussen parlementaire systemen grote verschillen in de manier 
waarop deze verantwoordingsepisodes verlopen en de politieke uitkomsten van 
deze episodes. 

De vraag die ik in hoofdstuk 1 introduceer is in hoeverre institutionele 
kenmerken van deze systemen invloed hebben op het verloop en de 
uitkomst van deze verantwoordingsepisodes. Immers, ministers zijn de 
spin in een institutioneel web dat mede wordt gevormd door ministeriele 
verantwoordelijkheid. Dit institutionele web bestaat uit zowel formele regels als 
informele gebruiksregels met betrekking tot ministeriele verantwoordelijkheid 
en -verantwoording. Deze dissertatie heeft onderzocht hoe de sociale relaties 
tussen ministers, hun topambtenaren en degenen aan wie ze verantwoording 
afleggen (parlementariërs en journalisten) invloed heeft op het verloop van deze 
riskante verantwoordingsprocessen. 

Specifiek onderzoekt deze studie de waarde van de veronderstelling 
van Johan P. Olsen (2017) dat in elk systeem ministers en hun opponenten 
verschillende informele gebruiken hebben die aangeven wat gepaste en legitieme 
verantwoordingsprocessen zijn. Deze veronderstelling is tegengesteld aan die 
Chrisopher Hood (2011), dat ministers, zelfs in verschillende systemen, dezelfde 
tactieken gebruike om schuld te ontwijken. De hoofdvraag van dit onderzoek is 
dus: 

Welke invloed hebben formele regels en de gebruiksregels van actoren op 
het verloop en de uitkomst van riskante verantwoordingsepisodes in twee 
tegenovergestelde parlementaire systemen? 

De twee tegenovergestelde parlementaire democratieën zijn consensus en 
meerderheidsculturen. Deze studie verwacht dat dit verschil het verloop en de 
uitkomst van verantwoordingsepisodes beïnvloedt: a) in consensus culturen 
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kunnen ministers minder sterke schuldontwijking toepassen, aangezien ze 
bijvoorbeeld parlementaire vragen niet zomaar kunnen negeren en b) ministers 
in consensus culturen minder vaak aftreden, omdat de Premier een beperktere 
ontslagmacht heeft (Huber & Martinez-Gallardo, 2008).  

drie theoretische verklaringen, één focus
Om meer inzicht te krijgen in hoe formele en informele regels het verloop en 
de uitkomst van verantwoordingsepisodes beïnvloeden, heb ik gebruik gemaakt 
van de theoretische inzichten uit drie literatuurstromingen in hoofdstuk 2. 
De drie stromingen geven verschillende verklaringen voor het verloop van 
verantwoordingsprocessen en het gedwongen aftreden van ministers. 

Kort gezegd gaat de ‘ministerial durability’ literatuur ervan uit dat formele 
kenmerken van parlementaire systemen verschillende patronen in het aftreden 
van ministers kunnen verklaren (Budge, 1985; Huber & Martinez-Gallardo, 
2008). Premiers hebben veel minder macht in coalitiestelsels, zoals Nederland, 
dan in meerderheidsstelsels, zoals Groot-Brittannië, om ministers te ontslaan 
of van portfolio te laten wisselen, aangezien ze afhankelijk zijn van andere 
coalitiepartijen voor een parlementaire meerderheid (Fischer et al., 2012, p. 
506). Deze aanname is echter weinig onderzocht in vergelijkende studies. 

De ‘blame avoidance’ literatuur gaat ervan uit dat het aftreden van ministers 
verklaard kan worden vanuit de tactieken die ministers gebruiken om schuld te 
ontwijken (Hood et al, 2009; 2016; Brändström & Kuipers, 2003). Een van de 
belangrijkste hypotheses verwacht dat politieke gezagsdragers in verschillende 
systemen zich allemaal op dezelfde manier verdedigen (Hood, Jennings & 
Copeland, 2016). Eerst gaan ministers de confrontatie aan, bijvoorbeeld door 
te weerspreken dat er sprake is van falen of dat zij verantwoordelijk zijn. Alleen 
als ze geen andere optie hebben zullen ministers zich meegaander opstellen en 
meer schuld op zich nemen, door bijvoorbeeld beleidsveranderingen voor te 
stellen of excuses aan te bieden.  Deze aanname is echter alleen onderzocht in 
meerderheidsstelsels, waar politiek conflict de norm is. 

Wat beide stromingen negeren zijn de discussies tussen ministers en 
degene aan wie ze verantwoording moeten afleggen in deze incidenten. 
De ‘institutional accountability’ literatuur gaat ervan uit dat verschillen in 
verantwoordingsprocessen verklaard kunnen worden door de informele 
verhoudingen en normen die bestaan onder ministers en degenen aan wie ze 
verantwoording leggen (Olsen, 2013; 2017). Deze informele normen en de rol 
die deze informele gebruiken spelen in politieke verantwoording zijn echter 
empirisch weinig onderzocht. 
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Deze inventarisatie geeft ons twee inzichten. Ten eerste kunnen we 
verantwoordingsprocessen beter begrijpen als we parlementaire systemen op 
drie niveaus vergelijken: formele verantwoordingsregels, informele gebruiken 
van politieke elites en het schuldontwijkende gedrag van ministers. Daarnaast 
kunnen we de rol van formele regels en informele normen het duidelijkst zien als 
we twee parlementaire systemen vergelijken die tegengesteld zijn op twee punten: 
a) de regeringssamenstelling (een meerderheidsstelsel vs. een coalitiestelsel), b) 
de politieke cultuur (een conflictcultuur vs. een consensuscultuur). Deze twee 
keuzes vormen de basis van de systematische vergelijking die in dit onderzoek is 
uitgevoerd.  

een systematische vergelijking 
Een systematische vergelijking van deze processen in twee parlementaire 
systemen vormt de basis van dit onderzoek. In hoofdstuk 3 licht ik de onderzoek 
keuzes en methoden verder toe. 

Kort samengevat heb ik gekozen om twee tegenovergestelde parlementaire 
systemen te onderzoeken. Een vergelijking van tegengestelde systemen kunnen 
factoren belichten die anders als vanzelfsprekend worden beschouwd. De 
twee systemen zijn: Nederland en de Australische Staat New South Wales. 
Ministeriele verantwoordelijkheid is een belangrijk beginsel in beiden systemen. 
De systemen zijn echter tegenpolen wat betreft regeringssamenstelling en 
politieke cultuur. Nederland heeft een evenredig kiesstelsel dat ertoe leidt dat 
geen van de partijen genoeg parlementszetels verovert in de Tweede Kamer om 
zonder coalitie te regeren. Daarnaast heeft Nederland van oudsher een politieke 
consensuscultuur waarin politieke elites samenwerking waarderen over conflict. 
New South Wales heeft een meerderheidsstelsel waarin bijna altijd een partij (of 
de combinatie Liberals-Nationals) de meerderheid van de zetels in het Lagerhuis 
verovert. 

Voor de vergelijking van deze twee systemen heb ik een combinatie van 
verschillende kwalitatieve en kwantitatieve methoden toegepast. Ten eerste 
heb ik de rol van formele verantwoordingsregels onderzocht door middel van 
een staatsrechtelijke inventarisatie van zowel de reikwijdte van ministeriele 
verantwoordelijkheid en het informatie- en sanctierecht van de Kamer (en andere 
actoren).  Ten tweede heb ik vignet-interviews gehouden met 61 voormalig 
ministers, Kamerleden, journalisten en topambtenaren in beide systemen. Het 
doel van deze interviews was zowel het naar boven halen van de gebruiken voor 
ministeriele verantwoordingsprocessen en om te zien of deze actoren andere 
ideeën hebben met betrekking tot wat gepaste en legitieme manieren zijn van 
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ministers om schuld te ontwijken.  Tenslotte, heb ik in elk systeem het aftreden 
van een minister geanalyseerd om te begrijpen hoe de opgedane proposities 
over de rol van formele en informele instituties zich afspelen in historische 
casussen. De bevindingen van deze vier deelstudies licht ik verder toe in de 
volgende sectie. 

resultaten 
Deze sectie vat de bevindingen van elke deelstudie kort samen. Een uitgebreide 
analyse en discussie kunt u vinden in de desbetreffende (Engelse) hoofdstukken. 

hoofdstuk 4 vergelijkt de formele verantwoordelijkheid- en verantwoordings 
regels in beide systemen en vergelijkt deze regels met patronen in het 
gedwongen aftreden van ministers in beide systemen. Deze deelstudie laat zien 
dat het het staatsrecht geen objectieve maatstaf vormt voor wanneer ministers 
moeten aftreden.  Wel beïnvloeden formele regels welke incidenten riskante 
verantwoordingsepisodes kunnen worden en welke actoren gezag hebben om 
ministers ter verantwoording te roepen. De Tweede Kamer heeft een sterker 
informatie- en sanctiemacht vergeleken tot het NSW Lagerhuis en de TK roept 
ministers vaker ter verantwoording en dwingt ministers vaker tot aftreden voor 
politieke fouten en gebrek aan parlementair vertrouwen dan in NSW. New 
South Wales daarentegen heeft een gezaghebbende actor in de Onafhankelijke 
Commissie tegen Corruptie, die ministers ter verantwoording kan roepen en 
vaker dwingt tot aftreden voor financiële schandalen.  In tegenstelling tot wat 
was verwacht, leidt het verschil in ‘ontslagmacht’ van de NSW Premier niet 
tot hogere aantallen ministeriele aftredens. In beide systemen worden gelijke 
relatieve aantallen Nederlandse en NSW ministers gedwongen af te treden (1947-
2015). Een consensussysteem is dus niet noodzakelijk ‘liever’ voor ministers. 

Hoofdstuk 5 vergelijkt de informele gebruiken die politieke elites 
beschrijven in verantwoordingsprocessen in Parlement, de media en in 
de coalitie/regeringspartij. Deze deelstudie laat zien dat ‘gebruiksregels’ 
bepaalde actoren meer informele macht geven dan anderen om de gang van 
verantwoordingsepisodes bepalen. Daarnaast vormen deze informele regels een 
houvast voor actoren, ze vertellen een verhaal over hoe actoren met ministers 
[moeten] omgaan, welke rol ieder heeft in verantwoordingsprocessen en 
schrijven scripts voor gedrag. Elke setting (parlement, media en regeringspartij) 
heeft een verhaal dat zich richt op ministeriele verantwoording en een verhaal 
dat zich richt op schuldtoekenning. Het verhaal over schuldtoekenning wordt 
gebruikt als de minister al meerdere riskante verantwoordingsepisodes achter 
de rug heeft en actoren twijfels hebben over de gepaste verantwoording en 
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de geschiktheid van de minister. Deze informele regels komen echter voort 
uit eerdere incidenten en kunnen door nieuwe episodes worden versterkt of 
worden veranderd. 

hoofdstuk 6  onderzoekt in hoeverre  politieke elites in beide systemen 
hetzelfde schuldontwijkend gedrag van ministers verwachten in vergelijkbare 
scenario’s (vignetten) en hoe eventuele verschillen verklaard kunnen 
worden. Alleen NSW elites verwachten dat ministers eerst beginnen met 
sterke schuldontwijkende tactieken en zich pas na meer schuld  geleidelijk 
terugtrekken en zich proberen te verzoenen. De analyse laat zien dat door 
sterkere (formele en informele) institutionele beperkingen, Nederlandse elites 
geen ‘getrapte terugtrekking’ (Hood et al, 2016) van ministers verwachten, maar 
dat ze verwachten dat ministers zich meer [proberen te] verzoenen met hun 
schuldeisers. 

Hoofdstuk 7 en 8 volgen elk twee incidenten die betrekking hebben op een 
minister met een sterk profiel. Hoofdstuk 7 analyseert twee incidenten in de 
politieke loopbaan van staatssecretaris Fred Teeven en Hoofdstuk 8 analyseert 
twee incidenten in de ministeriele loopbaan van Transport-, en later Politieminister 
Carl Scully in New South Wales. De gestructureerde vergelijking van deze 
vier verantwoordingsepisodes laat zien dat de processen die in de interviews 
worden beschreven (Hoofdstuk 5) gebruikt kunnen worden om de actoren te 
identificeren wiens beoordeling van de ministeriele verantwoording de uitkomst 
van verantwoordings-episodes beïnvloed en om de neerwaartse spiraal van de 
reputatie van beide bewindsmannen te verklaren. Uiteindelijk vormen echter 
situationele omstandigheden, zoals aankomende verkiezingen, de trigger voor 
het aftreden van ministers. De informele regels kunnen dus verklaren waarom 
sommige ministers langzaam aangeschoten wild worden, maar verklaren niet 
zozeer wanneer ministers worden gedwongen om af te treden. 

conclusie en implicaties 
In Hoofdstuk 9 worden de bevindingen van de verschillende empirische 
deelstudies gecombineerd om zo de hoofdvraag te kunnen beantwoorden. 
Samengevat heeft dit onderzoek vier centrale bevindingen die gezamenlijk de 
hoofdvraag beantwoorden. 

Ten eerste, hebben formele regels en informele gebruiken invloed op 
verantwoordingsprocessen doordat ze verschillende actoren meer (informatie 
en sanctie)bevoegdheden en invloed geven dan anderen. Het Nederlandse 
Parlement heeft een sterkere formele positie om ministers ter verantwoording 
te roepen voor beleidsfalen, terwijl New South Wales een belangrijke 
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extraparlementaire commissie heeft voor financiële schandalen. De ‘rules-
in-use’ geven bepaalde actoren meer invloed doordat ze deze formele regels 
versterken, aanvullen of tegenspreken. Terwijl de Nederlandse normen de 
positie van het Parlement versterken, en dan met name van coalitiepartijen 
en de ‘gematigde oppositie’, geven deze gebruiken in NSW juist de media, en 
dan met name de tabloidpers, veel macht. De invloed van actoren hangt dus 
niet alleen af van hun formele bevoegdheden, maar ook van hun reputatie, 
onderhandelingsvermogen en onderliggende loyaliteiten. Zo hebben NSW 
Premiers bijvoorbeeld veel formele macht om iemand te ontslaan, maar zijn 
ze informeel ingeperkt door ingewikkelde verhoudingen binnen hun partij. 
Dit laat zien waarom schuldprocessen moeten worden onderzoek vanuit een 
institutioneel perspectief. Immers sommige actoren hebben veel meer invloed 
in het toekennen van schuld aan ministers dan anderen. Dit laat dus zien dat 
‘schuld’ onderzoek zich meer moet richten op wie schuld toekennen en welke 
formele en informele institutionele bevoegdheden die hebben. 

Ten tweede, laten de interviews zien dat formele regels en informele gebruiken 
verschillende blauwdrukken geven voor hoe ministers schuld ontwijken. Het gaat 
hier echter vooral om verschillende normen voor wat passend en geaccepteerd 
schuldontwijkend gedrag is. Nederlandse geïnterviewden verwachten dat 
ministers veel minder de confrontatie opzoeken en meegaander gedrag 
vertonen dan de NSW geïnterviewden en focusten daarbij vooral op wat ‘gepast’ 
was in plaats van wat ‘effectief’ was. Bijvoorbeeld verwachten Nederlandse 
geinterviewden veel minder dat ministers hun ambtenaren als zondebok naar 
voren zouden schuiven, omdat dit zowel formeel lastiger is als informeel niet 
gepast voor ministers die zich ‘verantwoordelijk’ gedragen. De case laat ook zien 
dat deze institutionele taboes een sterke invloed hebben op het verloop van 
het verantwoordingsproces. Dit laat zien dat, in tegenstelling tot wat Hood en 
anderen (2016) poneerden, politieke bewindspersonen niet allemaal op dezelfde 
manier schuld ontwijken. 

Formele en informele regels  zorgen echter niet voor verschillen in de manier 
waarop de schuldvraag wordt ‘verwerkt’. In beide systemen worden ministers 
‘gejaagd’ over de duur van meerdere verantwoordingsperiodes, waarbij 
ministers langzaam hun mogelijkheden om schuld te ontwijken verliezen en 
dus gaan wankelen op het koord. Ook in Nederland, een consensueel systeem, 
wordt er dus gejaagd op ministers. Ministers worden gejaagd als a) het incident 
belangrijke normen overschrijdt, b) de minister gezien wordt als ‘recidivist’ op 
het gebied van ‘verkeerde’ verantwoording. In de jacht wordt geprobeerd om 
de minister een blok aan het been van de politieke leider te maken. Dit laat dus 
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zien dat de manier waarop schuld wordt toegekend sterk overeenkomt in beide 
systemen, waarbij ministers dus langzaam in een hoek worden gedreven en zich 
steeds moeilijker kunnen verdedigen als ze politiek kapitaal verliezen (Hood et al, 
2016). Aan het eind zijn de ministers compleet afhankelijk van de overwegingen 
van de politieke top. 

Tenslotte laten de bevinden van de deelstudies zien, dat formele en informele 
regels vooral nuttig zijn in het verklaren hoe verantwoordings-processen verlopen 
dan in het verklaren van wanneer ministers moeten aftreden. Immers, formele 
regels en gebruiken staan niet vast en zijn vaak ambigue. Bijvoorbeeld maakt 
de formele ontslagmacht van NSW Premiers geen verschil in de mate waarin 
ministers worden gedwongen af te treden. Daarnaast vormden situationele 
omstandigheden, zoals aankomende verkiezingen, vaak een belangrijke rol in 
het aftreden van ministers in de casussen. 

Uiteindelijk zijn het verloop en de uitkomst van verantwoordings-processen 
in beide systemen het product van een ingewikkelde balanceeract tussen  het 
staatsrecht, informele gebruiken, strategisch gedrag en de politieke situatie.  
Staatrechtsregels beinvloeden hoe breed  en hoe lang het touw is waar ministers 
overheen moeten lopen, gebruiken kunnen ministers helpen om vooruit te 
komen, of hen juist laten wankelen en situationele omstandigheden kunnen 
zorgen voor  fatale tegenwind. Ministers moeten rekening houden met alle drie. 
Sommige ministers zijn beter in koorddansen dan anderen, sommige wankelen, 
maar blijven staan en sommige zijn sterke figuren maar moeten steeds zwaardere 
omstandigheden weerstaan wanneer ze steeds opnieuw hun kunsten op het 
koord moeten vertonen tijdens hun ambtsperiode.

Dit proefschrift laat zien dat onderzoeken naar ministeriele aftreden en 
‘schuldontwijkend gedrag’ van elkaar kunnen leren en verbonden kunnen worden 
door ook te kijken naar informele gebruiken in verantwoordings-processen. 
Onderzoek naar ‘blame games’ moet een betere institutionele lens krijgen, 
terwijl onderzoek naar het aftreden van ministers meer moet kijken naar manier 
waarop de verschillende actoren met elkaar omgaan tijdens deze processen.

Verder onderzoek naar ministeriele verantwoording en schuld zou kunnen 
testen of de bevindingen van dit onderzoek ook zichtbaar zijn in andere casussen 
en in andere parlementaire systemen. Vooral zou het interessant zijn als nieuw 
onderzoek zich richt op de rol van formele regels en informele gebruiken juist op 
momenten waarin deze regels en gebruiken onder druk staan, worden betwist, of 
veranderen. Olsen (2017) gaf aan dat dit soort momenten kunnen laten zien wat 
het nut en de grenzen van dit soort instituties zijn. Bijvoorbeeld, verder onderzoek 
kan gedaan worden naar hoe ministers zich verantwoorden in a) incidenten 
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waarbij ‘buitenstaanders’ betrokken zijn, zoals een grote betrokkenheid van 
sociale media gebruikers, of b) incidenten die grenzen overschrijven (Brexit, 
het EU-immigratiedebat) en waar het dus niet duidelijk is welke instituties van 
toepassing zijn, of c) incidenten in systemen waar de democratische rechstsstaat 
onder druk staat, zoals in Hongarije. 

Dit onderzoek heeft een aantal praktische implicaties. Ten eerste, laat het 
onderzoek zien dat in beide systemen ministers steeds vaker worden opgeroepen 
om af te treden en dit ook vaker doen. Het laat ook zien dat het aftreden van 
ministers niet per se iets zegt over ministeriele verantwoordelijkheid. Immers, 
het aftreden kan juist zijn om de discussie te omzeilen, om de druk van de 
regeringspartij te verminderen, om het een wit voetje te halen in de verkiezingen. 
Ministeriele verantwoordelijkheid gaat ook over hoe ministers zich verdedigen 
en verklaren en of ze beleidsverandering doorvoeren. 

Ten tweede, onderstreept dit onderzoek dat de focus sterk gericht is op 
ministers tijdens incidenten. Er moet immers iemand verantwoordelijk kunnen 
worden gehouden voor falen. Maar Nederlandse ministers worden soms tot in 
de minutieuze details van hun enorme portfolio ondervraagd in de Kamer om 
zo de minister te kunnen ‘verleiden’ tot een fout, terwijl ambtenaren vaak meer 
duidelijkheid kunnen geven over bepaalde processen maar dit niet in de Kamer 
[kunnen] doen. Het kan dus goed zijn om Nederlandse ambtenaren een meer 
verantwoordelijke rol te geven in termen van informatievoorziening aan de 
Kamer. New South Wales laat echter zien dat dit niet zonder gevaren is voor 
de kwaliteit van ministeriele verantwoording. Daarnaast laat dit onderzoek zien 
dat het in ministeriele verantwoordingsprocessen ook belangrijk is om naar de 
andere, beschuldigende, kant te kijken. Uiten deze actoren excessieve vragen, of 
beschuldigingen naar ministers of negeren ze juist belangrijke incidenten? 

De systemen kunnen ook wat van elkaar leren. NSW laat een behoorlijke 
toxische omgeving zien voor politieke elites, waarbij de focus ligt op scalperen 
en niet op ter verantwoording roepen voor beleidsfalen. De Nederlandse casus 
laat zien dat mogelijk kan helpen als ministers worden geselecteerd met een 
a-politieker en beleidsinhoudelijkere achtergrond. Aan de andere kant laat de 
NSW casus zien dat Nederlandse ministers nog weinig worden gecontroleerd op 
integriteitskwesties en ook hier minder openheid hoeven te geven dan in andere 
systemen. Dit onderzoek eindigt met een verschillende ‘regels’ hoe ministers 
en hun opponenten de ‘blame game’ beter kunnen begrijpen en misschien wel 
kunnen spelen. 
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a interview protocol and vignettes 
(Dutch version available upon request) 

- Background 
- Experience with incidents related to political responsibility 
- How to describe ministerial responsibility 
- Explain process of interview: hypotheticals: incident, reaction, outcome. 

o To stay clear of the contested real-world cases
o Could be that hypothetical situation is not plausible: please say and explain 

why not. 
o Short and simplified: if missing context, you are welcome to expand. 

Vignette 1 
The Daily Telegraph reveals some State Ministers have very close ties to the big 
industrial corporations. Especially the Minister for Resources and Energy and the 
Minister for Transport and Infrastructure are criticised in the article. The Minister 
for Resources and Energy would have flown to a prestigious tennis tournament 
in the private jet of an important energy supplier. A big infrastructure company 
has sent the Minister of Transport and Infrastructure a small painting which is 
over thousand dollars’ worth. The Minister did not disclose this gift in his returns. 
Multiple newspapers, among them the Sydney Morning Herald and the Daily 
Telegraph, report both incidents. The Parliamentary opposition criticizes the 
behaviour of both Ministers and demands an explanation. 

1. How would you assess this situation? How would you describe it in one line?
2. What do you think the Minister should do? (and which Minister?)
3. What do you think the Minister will do? What would you advise?

The Minister for Resources and Energy states she does not understand the uproar. 
According her spokesperson ‘the Minister is a person of integrity; therefore the 
trip with the jet is no problem’. The Minister for Transport and Infrastructure 
claims, both in Parliament and on television, to have no memory of a painting as 
a gift. 

1. What do you think of the Ministers’ accounts?
2. What do think the Ministers should do now?
3. What do think the Ministers will do now? What would you advise?
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The Minister for Resources and Energy stays in office, despite the indignation 
from both the Opposition and from the flanks of the Minister’s party. Insiders say 
anonymously that the Premier is wary to force her due to her popularity in the 
powerful right faction of the party. The Minister for Transport and Infrastructure 
retracts his statements shortly after his address in Parliament. His staff recognized 
gift as one of the paintings hanging in a room next to the Minister’s office. The 
Minister stands by his claims that he does not remember the gift, but has to 
acknowledge that he misinformed Parliament. He announces his resignation after 
a consultation the Premier.  

1. Ideas about survival and resignation in the cases
2. Other politically viable options 
3. New information (contracts with companies) 

Vignette 2
The news channel ABC reports the murder of a prisoner by his cellmate while in 
custody. The penalty of the murdered man had already expired, but he was not 
yet released due to a communications error within the facility. The murderer has 
multiple psychological problems and needed medication. The guards on duty at 
the time of the murder, were not informed of the fact that both detainees have 
had several quarrels and that the murderer hadn’t received his medication. It 
appears that such communication errors were common at this division of the 
prison due to low staff numbers. Human rights groups criticize the Corrective 
Services NSW and the Minister for Corrections in the media. They point to the 
recent budget  cuts in the prison budget and a related ministerial directive to 
increase the number of detainees in one cell without detailed screening of those 
detainees. A powerful crossbencher (an Independent) demands an immediate 
debate with the Minister for Corrections, responsible for the Corrective Services 
NSW. 

1. How would you assess this situation? How would you describe it in one line?
2. What do you think the Minister should do? 
3. What do you think the Minister will do? What would you advise?
According prison experts, this incident shows that the current budget cuts 
put prison staff under too much time pressure and the cell directive threatens 
the security of prisoners and the diligence of the prison system. The Minister 
explicates during the debate that he regrets the death and promises Parliament 
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to place the Corrective Services under tightened departmental supervision. 
He declares: “This should never have happened. I intervene to prevent such 
mistakes in the future.” He advises against a motion tabled by the opposition 
for a broad and independent investigation into the quality and safety within all 
detention centres.

1. What do you think of the Minister’s accounts?
2. What do think the Minister should do now?
3. What do think the Minister will do now? What would you advise?

In the weeks after the incident two new violent incidents occur in other prisons, 
both related to cell placement and staff communication errors. Various newspapers 
and talk shows cite the incidents as examples of abuses within government. 
They link the incidents to the Minister, who was previously also confronted with 
negative news related to budget cuts and prison staff. The latest polls for the 
upcoming elections (in about four months) indicate that large numbers of voters 
have no confidence in the Minister and his party. The incident seems to affect 
the balance of power between the two major factions in the party. The Minister 
indicates, after consultation with the Premier and the chairman of his party, that 
he takes responsibility and will resign.

1. Ideas about resignation/survival
2. Other politically viable options 
3. Timing of resignation in electoral process 

Vignette 3: 
Three years ago, the Premier and the Minister for Transport finally launched the 
prestigious new light rail service to Western Sydney. The program budget of 25 
million Dollars allowed the extension of the rail tracks and the procurement of 
faster high-tech trams. The Transport Minister claimed that the new light rail 
service would have three major advantages: it would ease Western Sydney’s 
overloaded roads and train lines, it would benefit businesses in Western Sydney 
and it would reduce air pollution (and thus contribute to help accomplish the 
climate goals of the incumbent State Cabinet). 

The program was popular, and instigated a major increase in support for the 
party in the polls. However, within a year, the first problems emerged: citizens 
in the corridor between CBD and Western Sydney complained about the lack of 
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proper consultation regarding the rail extension plans and the SMH reported 
above market-price procurement of the new trams from manufacturers with 
ties to the governing party. On top of everything, a couple of months later, two 
tram accidents occurred and multiple passengers were injured. Due to corrosion 
on the trams exterior, metallic strips affixed to the roof of the trams had come 
undone during service and had bent upwards towards the overhead cables, 
leading to severance of those cables. 

1. How would you assess this situation? How would you describe it in one line?
2. What do you think the Minister should do? (and which Minister?)
3. What do you think the Minister will do? What would you advise?

The Premier and the Transport Minister emphasize in the media their regret 
regarding the tram accidents and their intention to investigate the reported 
procurement fraud. They explain that meanwhile, the program seems to be a 
success in terms of reducing overcrowding of public transport and roads. They 
refrain from any further comments, because they are awaiting the investigation 
by  the Office of Transport Safety Investigations into the accidents. The Opposition 
argues that a mere investigation will not suffice, and calls for a Royal Commission 
regarding both the extension of the rail and procurement of the trams. 

The Premier and the Minister for Transport have to testify during the Royal 
Commission inquiry. The Minister for Transport claims that the problems relate 
to a network of actors. He claims that other manufacturing companies leaked 
false information to discredit the procurement process, the Federal government 
withdrew funding for the program at the last minute and the private operator 
of the trams failed to maintain and inspect the new trams. Leaks show that the 
Minister required a speedy procurement of the new high  tech trams  without 
proper testing, as the Premier was eager to provide relief for Western Sydney 
commuters. The Minister for Transport admits that the program took off so fast 
that proper inspection of the trams did not take place. He refuses to react to 
suggestions by one of the inquiry committee members that the new rail service 
had to prove its success before a vital  by-election in Seven Hills in the previous 
summer.

1. What do you think of the Ministers’ accounts?
2. What do think the Ministers should do now?
3. What do think the Ministers will do now? What would you advise?
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The Royal Commission concludes that especially the Minister for Transport 
and the Transport for NSW have failed in their oversight of the program’s 
implementation. They should have established quality criteria for the new trams 
and provided a better inspection. The inquiry committee holds the Minister 
responsible for not informing Parliament on early signs of trouble with the 
implementation of the new rail service. The Commission cannot prove fraud in 
the procurement process, but does find ‘large irregularities’ in the procurement. 

The Minister replies in the ensuing Legislative Assembly debate that he partly 
agrees with the conclusions of the Royal Commission, but that he thinks that 
causality between the missing criteria and the tram accidents is exaggerated 
and that the allegations of misinforming Parliament are too strong. The Minister 
claims he wants to ‘step up’ (to deal with the current situation) rather than step 
down and he proposes to work guidelines for a better procurement process. The 
Opposition asks for the Minister’s resignation during the debate. The Minister 
announces to hand over part of his rail portfolio to the Minister assisting the 
Minister for Transport, but he does not step down. 

1. What do you think of the fact that the Minister for Transport stayed on?
2. Would it have mattered if the policy had been designed by his predecessor of 

the same political party?
3. What do you think the Minister for Transport should have done?

After vignettes: 
- Core issues with regard to political responsibility and ministerial resignations? 
- Missed – like to add
- Mirror of ‘real’ incident in current NSW politics
- Role of other actors (e.g. civil servants/media) in responsibility questions and 

min. survival 
- Role of electoral cycle 
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c coding trees 

 

figure c.1 Collapsed coding tree (in NVIVO), analysis of the interviews 
 

figure c.2 Expanded coding tree, with sub-codes visible
 



C  CODING TREES | 349

figure c.3 Expanded coding tree, with coded interview visible 

 
figure c.4 Example collapsed coding tree for the cases (in this example Dolmatov) 

Figure C.5 Example expanded coding tree for the cases, with coding example (Dolmatov)
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d c ase selec tion

d.1 case selection fred teeven
To identify relevant incidents for process-tracing, I focused on the newspaper 
attention throughout his ministerial career (2010-2015). Figure D.1 plots all 
articles of the four highest-circulation newspapers in which junior minister 
Teeven was named in the headline and lead of the story between 2010 and 
2015.74 The Figure shows that Teeven attracted considerably more (negative) 
media attention in his second term including twelve weeks during which Teeven 
was the subject of 25 or more articles per week. 

figure d.1 Media attention for junior minister Teeven
Source: Lexisnexis (HLEAD:Teeven; Newspapers: Telegraaf, AD, NRC, Volkskrant, Trouw; Time: 10-2010/06-
2015 

Table D.1 shows the media attention peaks over both policy incidents and political 
incidents, with the peak over the suicide of an asylum seeker coinciding with a 
parliamentary vote of no-confidence and the peak over the ‘Teevendeal’ being 
the highest peak. This dissertation therefore focuses on these two incidents that 
imply some blame attribution (as opposed to immigration numbers remark).  The 
first issue revolved around the suicide of a rejected asylum seeker, Aleksandr 
Dolmatov.
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table d.1 Teeven: Media attention peaks with a single subject

time Articles per 
week

subject 

15-21st  April 
2013 

52 articles Parliamentary debate and confidence vote for Teeven over 
handling of the suicide of a rejected asylum seeker, Aleksandr 
Dolmatov, in detention

10-16th March 
2014

29 articles Scoop of news program ‘Nieuwsuur’ and subsequent 
parliamentary discussions about a deal Teeven struck as public 
prosecutor with a criminal Cees H, of which the Tax Office was 
not informed

12-18th May 
2014

32 articles Comments of Teeven about the steep rise in the number of 
incoming refugees

2-8th March 
2015

31 articles New information uncovered by ‘Nieuwsuur’ about the deal 
with Cees H.

9-15th March 
2015 

118 articles Resignation of Teeven and Opstelten over the deal with Cees H.

d.2 case selection carl scully
To identify relevant incidents for process-tracing, I focused on the last six years 
of his Ministerial career (1999-2006).  Figure D.2 plots all articles of the four 
highest-circulation newspapers in which Minister Scully was named in the story 
between 1999 and 200875.

figure d.2 Media attention for Minister Scully
Source: Lexisnexis (HLEAD:Scully; Newspapers: Sydney Morning Herald, Daily Telegraph, The Australian, 
Australian Financial Review; Time: 01/1999-01/2007)
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Table D.2 shows the media attention peaks over both policy failures and political 
incidents (resignation Premier Carr), with the peak over the Waterfall rail accident 
being the longest peak and the Cronulla riots the highest peak. This dissertation 
therefore focuses on these two incidents that imply some blame attribution (as 
opposed to the leadership contest). 

table d.2 Scully: Media attention peaks with a single subject

time Articles per 
week

subject 

22-28th May 2000 18 articles Rail breakdowns on Wednesday 24th, Scully announces one 
free travel day and ‘gives last warning’ to rail executives

17-23rd December 
2001

11 articles Rise in Harbour bridge toll

27th January-2nd 
February 2003

13 articles Waterfall rail accident – 7 deaths 

3-9th February 
2003

12 articles Waterfall rail accident – 7 deaths

22-28th November 
2004

11 articles Death of young (P-plate) drivers on NSW roads 

25-31st July 2005 43 articles Resignation of Carr, Scully and Iemma strongest leadership 
contenders (Iemma won) 

31st October – 6th 
November 2005

18 articles Costs of Cross City Tunnel deal (Scully already Police 
Minister) 

23-29th October 
2006

60 articles Sacking of Scully over ‘misleading Parliament’ over report 
into Cronulla Riots 
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e forced resignations in the netherl ands and 
NSW (1946-2017)

The Netherlands (1946-2017) 

Minister year Position Ministry party 
background 

Portfolio Type of  resignation Reason for resignation

Johan Ringers 1946 minister Beel 2 No party Post-war 
development

Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Protest resignation regarding cabinet policy for Indonesia

Jules Schagen 
van Leeuwen

1947 minister Beel 1 No party Navy Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Protest resignation regarding cabinet policy for Indonesia

Maan Sassen 1949 minister Drees 1 Christian (KVP) Overseas 
territories 

Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Protest resignation regarding cabinet policy for Indonesia

Wim Schokking 1950 minister Drees 1 Protestant 
Christian (CHU) 

War (Defence) Personal error  
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Resigned because a majority of the Lower House (KVP, ARP and VVD) 
withdrew their confidence (implicitly). Coalition partner VVD wanted his 
resignation earlier. After the Upper House also criticized his budget, the 
minister resigned

Ferdinand 
Kranenburg

1958 junior 
minister

Drees 4 Labour War (Defence) Personal error  
(ministerial 
incompetence)

When the department purchased faulty helmets, a parliamentary inquiry 
(onderzoek) was established. He was not present in the Upper House to 
defend his department. The Upper House affirmed an (implicit) censure 
motion against the junior minister

Sidney van den 
Bergh

1959 minister De Quay Conservative 
Liberals 

Defence Miscellaneous (sexual 
scandal)

Was involved with a married woman living in the USA and was accused of 
helping the kidnap one of her children 

Charles van 
Rooy

1961 minister De Quay Christian (KVP) Social Affairs Personal error  
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Was not able to lead a proposal for child support through the Lower House. 
Led to criticism in cabinet. Decided to resign.

Jan 
Smallenbroek

1966 minister Cals Anti-
revolutionary 
party (ARP) 

Internal Affairs Miscellaneous (drunk 
driving)

Was involved in drunk-driving incident, which he did not report until a day 
later. 

Leo de Block 1970 junior 
minister

De Jong Christian (KVP) Economic Affairs Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Protest resignation regarding industrial relations policy (parliament had 
previously defeated his policy with motion). 

Adri van Es 1972 junior 
minister

Biesheuvel 2 Anti-
revolutionary 
party (ARP) 

Defence Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Policy disagreement with own minister over structure of Defence department

Jan Glastra van 
Loon

1975 junior 
minister

Den Uyl Liberal 
Democrats 

Justice Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Policy disagreement with department, sacked by Justice minister



E  FORCED RESIGNATIONS IN THE NETHERLANDS AND NSW (1946-2017) | 355

Minister year Position Ministry party 
background 

Portfolio Type of  resignation Reason for resignation

Johan Ringers 1946 minister Beel 2 No party Post-war 
development

Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Protest resignation regarding cabinet policy for Indonesia

Jules Schagen 
van Leeuwen

1947 minister Beel 1 No party Navy Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Protest resignation regarding cabinet policy for Indonesia

Maan Sassen 1949 minister Drees 1 Christian (KVP) Overseas 
territories 

Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Protest resignation regarding cabinet policy for Indonesia

Wim Schokking 1950 minister Drees 1 Protestant 
Christian (CHU) 

War (Defence) Personal error  
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Resigned because a majority of the Lower House (KVP, ARP and VVD) 
withdrew their confidence (implicitly). Coalition partner VVD wanted his 
resignation earlier. After the Upper House also criticized his budget, the 
minister resigned

Ferdinand 
Kranenburg

1958 junior 
minister

Drees 4 Labour War (Defence) Personal error  
(ministerial 
incompetence)

When the department purchased faulty helmets, a parliamentary inquiry 
(onderzoek) was established. He was not present in the Upper House to 
defend his department. The Upper House affirmed an (implicit) censure 
motion against the junior minister

Sidney van den 
Bergh

1959 minister De Quay Conservative 
Liberals 

Defence Miscellaneous (sexual 
scandal)

Was involved with a married woman living in the USA and was accused of 
helping the kidnap one of her children 

Charles van 
Rooy

1961 minister De Quay Christian (KVP) Social Affairs Personal error  
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Was not able to lead a proposal for child support through the Lower House. 
Led to criticism in cabinet. Decided to resign.

Jan 
Smallenbroek

1966 minister Cals Anti-
revolutionary 
party (ARP) 

Internal Affairs Miscellaneous (drunk 
driving)

Was involved in drunk-driving incident, which he did not report until a day 
later. 

Leo de Block 1970 junior 
minister

De Jong Christian (KVP) Economic Affairs Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Protest resignation regarding industrial relations policy (parliament had 
previously defeated his policy with motion). 

Adri van Es 1972 junior 
minister

Biesheuvel 2 Anti-
revolutionary 
party (ARP) 

Defence Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Policy disagreement with own minister over structure of Defence department

Jan Glastra van 
Loon

1975 junior 
minister

Den Uyl Liberal 
Democrats 

Justice Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Policy disagreement with department, sacked by Justice minister
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Roelof Kruisinga 1978 minister Van Agt 1 Christian 
Democrats 
(CDA) 

Defence Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Protest resignation regarding nuclear policy

Frans 
Andriessen

1980 minister Van Agt 1 Christian 
Democrats 
(CDA) 

Finance Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Protest resignation regarding size of budget cuts

Ad Nooteboom 1980 junior 
minister

Van Agt 1 Christian 
Democrats 
(CDA) 

Finance Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Protest resignation regarding size of budget cuts

Charl Schwietert 1982 junior 
minister

Lubbers 1 Conservative 
Liberals 

Defence Miscellaneous (lying 
about resume)  

Had lied about his conscription and qualifications on his resume

Gerrit Brokx 1986 junior 
minister

Lubbers 2 Christian 
Democrats 
(CDA) 

Housing and 
environment

Personal error 
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Resigned when parliamentary inquiry (enquete) was established into building 
subsidies. His own parliamentary leader wrote to him that he feared Brokx 
would be too damaged, this letter leaked

Wim Van 
Eekelen

1988 minister Lubbers 2 Conservative 
Liberals 

Defence Personal error 
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Resigned because he was in the previous Ministry (Lubbers 1) responsible 
for the failed fraud-proof passport. A parliamentary inquiry concluded his 
involvement was part of the problem.

Rene Van der 
Linden

1988 junior 
minister

Lubbers 2 Christian 
Democrats 
(CDA) 

Foreign Affairs Personal error 
(misleading Parliament) 

Resigned because a parliamentary inquiry  (enquete) concluded that he 
misled Parliament over the failed fraud-proof passport.

Albert-Jan 
Evenhuis

1989 junior 
minister

Lubbers 2 Conservative 
Liberals 

Economic Affairs Financial scandal Possible conflict of interest over a loan (acquitted after resignation)

Gerrit Braks 1990 minister Lubbers 3 Christian 
Democrats 
(CDA) 

Agriculture Personal error  
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Resigned because the coalition partner (PvdA) withdrew its confidence in the 
minister over his policies to battle fishing fraud, after earlier parliamentary 
investigation. The PvdA leader in Parliament called the minister to let him 
know they would support a no confidence motion

Elske Ter Veld 1993 junior 
minister

Lubbers 3 Labour Social Affairs Personal error  
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Survived a lot of criticism from her own party for the disability policies in 
her portfolio. During the discussion of the bereaved policy received so much 
criticism from her own party that she resigned

Roel in ‘t Veld 1993 junior 
minister

Lubbers 3 Labour Education Financial scandal Resigned over ancillary positions during his time as university professor

Ernst Hirsch 
Ballin

1994 minister Lubbers 3 Christian 
Democrats 
(CDA) 

Justice Personal error 
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Resigned over the IRT-affair (manner in which police corps used criminal 
detection methods). Survived a censure motion, but received a motion which 
stripped his portfolio of organized crime.

Ed van Thijn 1994 minister Lubbers 3 Labour Internal Affairs Personal error 
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Resigned over the IRT-affair (manner in which police corps used criminal 
detection methods). Survived a censure motion, but received a motion which 
stripped his portfolio of organized crime.

Minister year Position Ministry party 
background 

Portfolio Type of  resignation Reason for resignation
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Roelof Kruisinga 1978 minister Van Agt 1 Christian 
Democrats 
(CDA) 

Defence Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Protest resignation regarding nuclear policy

Frans 
Andriessen

1980 minister Van Agt 1 Christian 
Democrats 
(CDA) 

Finance Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Protest resignation regarding size of budget cuts

Ad Nooteboom 1980 junior 
minister

Van Agt 1 Christian 
Democrats 
(CDA) 

Finance Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Protest resignation regarding size of budget cuts

Charl Schwietert 1982 junior 
minister

Lubbers 1 Conservative 
Liberals 

Defence Miscellaneous (lying 
about resume)  

Had lied about his conscription and qualifications on his resume

Gerrit Brokx 1986 junior 
minister

Lubbers 2 Christian 
Democrats 
(CDA) 

Housing and 
environment

Personal error 
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Resigned when parliamentary inquiry (enquete) was established into building 
subsidies. His own parliamentary leader wrote to him that he feared Brokx 
would be too damaged, this letter leaked

Wim Van 
Eekelen

1988 minister Lubbers 2 Conservative 
Liberals 

Defence Personal error 
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Resigned because he was in the previous Ministry (Lubbers 1) responsible 
for the failed fraud-proof passport. A parliamentary inquiry concluded his 
involvement was part of the problem.

Rene Van der 
Linden

1988 junior 
minister

Lubbers 2 Christian 
Democrats 
(CDA) 

Foreign Affairs Personal error 
(misleading Parliament) 

Resigned because a parliamentary inquiry  (enquete) concluded that he 
misled Parliament over the failed fraud-proof passport.

Albert-Jan 
Evenhuis

1989 junior 
minister

Lubbers 2 Conservative 
Liberals 

Economic Affairs Financial scandal Possible conflict of interest over a loan (acquitted after resignation)

Gerrit Braks 1990 minister Lubbers 3 Christian 
Democrats 
(CDA) 

Agriculture Personal error  
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Resigned because the coalition partner (PvdA) withdrew its confidence in the 
minister over his policies to battle fishing fraud, after earlier parliamentary 
investigation. The PvdA leader in Parliament called the minister to let him 
know they would support a no confidence motion

Elske Ter Veld 1993 junior 
minister

Lubbers 3 Labour Social Affairs Personal error  
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Survived a lot of criticism from her own party for the disability policies in 
her portfolio. During the discussion of the bereaved policy received so much 
criticism from her own party that she resigned

Roel in ‘t Veld 1993 junior 
minister

Lubbers 3 Labour Education Financial scandal Resigned over ancillary positions during his time as university professor

Ernst Hirsch 
Ballin

1994 minister Lubbers 3 Christian 
Democrats 
(CDA) 

Justice Personal error 
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Resigned over the IRT-affair (manner in which police corps used criminal 
detection methods). Survived a censure motion, but received a motion which 
stripped his portfolio of organized crime.

Ed van Thijn 1994 minister Lubbers 3 Labour Internal Affairs Personal error 
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Resigned over the IRT-affair (manner in which police corps used criminal 
detection methods). Survived a censure motion, but received a motion which 
stripped his portfolio of organized crime.

Minister year Position Ministry party 
background 

Portfolio Type of  resignation Reason for resignation
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Robin 
Linschoten

1996 junior 
minister

Kok 1 Conservative 
Liberals 

Social Affairs Personal error  
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Resigned after a parliamentary inquiry into the CTSV (regulatory authority 
social insurances) was critical of the CTSV and the junior minister, especially 
in how he informed Parliament. Coalition partners PvdA and D66 refused to 
state their confidence.

Hayo Apotheker 1999 minister Kok 2 Liberal 
Democrats 

Agriculture Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Protest resignation, too little support for agriculture policy

Bram Peper 2000 minister Kok 2 Labour Internal affairs Financial scandal Resigned over upheaval over expenses during his time as mayor of Rotterdam

Philomena 
Bijlhout

2002 junior 
minister

Balkenende 1 LPF Social Affairs Miscellaneous (lying 
over past) 

Resigned over past in Surinam militia during December murders (1982)

Eduard Bomhoff 2002 minister Balkenende 1 LPF Health Cabinet solidarity 
(internal discord)

Internal strife with minister Heinsbroek, both forced to resign

Herman 
Heinsbroek

2002 minister Balkenende 1 LPF Economic Affairs Cabinet solidarity 
(internal discord)

Internal strife with minister Heinsbroek, both forced to resign

Benk Korthals 2002 minister Balkenende 1 Conservative 
Liberals 

Defence Personal error 
(misleading Parliament) 

Resigned after a parliamentary inquiry concluded he had misled parliament 
during his time as Justice minister (Kok 2) over his knowledge over a deal in a 
building fraud case.

Annette Nijs 2004 junior 
minister

Balkenende 2 Labour Education Cabinet solidarity 
(internal discord)

Disagreement with own minister, sacked

Thom de Graaf 2005 minister Balkenende 2 Liberal 
Democrats 

Admin. reform Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Protest resignation after key policy for elected mayor was rejected in the 
Upper house

Piet Hein 
Donner

2006 minister Balkenende 3 Christian 
Democrats 
(CDA) 

Justice Departmental error Resigned after investigation report into deathly fire in a detention centre 
severely criticized the government (but not ministers personally)

Sybilla Dekker 2006 minister Balkenende 3 Conservative 
Liberals 

Housing and 
Environment

Departmental error Resigned after investigation report into deathly fire in a detention centre 
severely criticized the government (but not ministers personally)

Ella Vogelaar 2008 minister Balkenende 4 Labour Neighbourhoods 
and Integration

Personal error 
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Resigned after the PvdA-leader in cabinet withdrew his confidence in her 
performance as minister

Jack de Vries 2010 junior 
minister

Balkenende 4 Christian 
Democrats 
(CDA) 

Defence Miscellaneous (sexual 
scandal)

Resigned over affair with subordinate (couple of months before elections)

Co Verdaas 2012 junior 
minister

Rutte 2 Labour Economic Affairs Financial scandal Resigned over wrongful expense claims during time as Provincial delegate

Frans Weekers 2014 junior 
minister

Rutte 2 Conservative 
Liberals 

Finance Personal error 
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Resigned after Parliament severely criticized him (over multiple months) for 
how he handled the allowance fraud and his Tax Office. The entire Opposition 
threatened to table and vote for a no confidence motion.

Minister year Position Ministry party 
background 

Portfolio Type of  resignation Reason for resignation
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Robin 
Linschoten

1996 junior 
minister

Kok 1 Conservative 
Liberals 

Social Affairs Personal error  
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Resigned after a parliamentary inquiry into the CTSV (regulatory authority 
social insurances) was critical of the CTSV and the junior minister, especially 
in how he informed Parliament. Coalition partners PvdA and D66 refused to 
state their confidence.

Hayo Apotheker 1999 minister Kok 2 Liberal 
Democrats 

Agriculture Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Protest resignation, too little support for agriculture policy

Bram Peper 2000 minister Kok 2 Labour Internal affairs Financial scandal Resigned over upheaval over expenses during his time as mayor of Rotterdam

Philomena 
Bijlhout

2002 junior 
minister

Balkenende 1 LPF Social Affairs Miscellaneous (lying 
over past) 

Resigned over past in Surinam militia during December murders (1982)

Eduard Bomhoff 2002 minister Balkenende 1 LPF Health Cabinet solidarity 
(internal discord)

Internal strife with minister Heinsbroek, both forced to resign

Herman 
Heinsbroek

2002 minister Balkenende 1 LPF Economic Affairs Cabinet solidarity 
(internal discord)

Internal strife with minister Heinsbroek, both forced to resign

Benk Korthals 2002 minister Balkenende 1 Conservative 
Liberals 

Defence Personal error 
(misleading Parliament) 

Resigned after a parliamentary inquiry concluded he had misled parliament 
during his time as Justice minister (Kok 2) over his knowledge over a deal in a 
building fraud case.

Annette Nijs 2004 junior 
minister

Balkenende 2 Labour Education Cabinet solidarity 
(internal discord)

Disagreement with own minister, sacked

Thom de Graaf 2005 minister Balkenende 2 Liberal 
Democrats 

Admin. reform Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement)

Protest resignation after key policy for elected mayor was rejected in the 
Upper house

Piet Hein 
Donner

2006 minister Balkenende 3 Christian 
Democrats 
(CDA) 

Justice Departmental error Resigned after investigation report into deathly fire in a detention centre 
severely criticized the government (but not ministers personally)

Sybilla Dekker 2006 minister Balkenende 3 Conservative 
Liberals 

Housing and 
Environment

Departmental error Resigned after investigation report into deathly fire in a detention centre 
severely criticized the government (but not ministers personally)

Ella Vogelaar 2008 minister Balkenende 4 Labour Neighbourhoods 
and Integration

Personal error 
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Resigned after the PvdA-leader in cabinet withdrew his confidence in her 
performance as minister

Jack de Vries 2010 junior 
minister

Balkenende 4 Christian 
Democrats 
(CDA) 

Defence Miscellaneous (sexual 
scandal)

Resigned over affair with subordinate (couple of months before elections)

Co Verdaas 2012 junior 
minister

Rutte 2 Labour Economic Affairs Financial scandal Resigned over wrongful expense claims during time as Provincial delegate

Frans Weekers 2014 junior 
minister

Rutte 2 Conservative 
Liberals 

Finance Personal error 
(ministerial 
incompetence)

Resigned after Parliament severely criticized him (over multiple months) for 
how he handled the allowance fraud and his Tax Office. The entire Opposition 
threatened to table and vote for a no confidence motion.

Minister year Position Ministry party 
background 

Portfolio Type of  resignation Reason for resignation
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Fred Teeven 2015 junior 
minister

Rutte 2 Conservative 
Liberals 

Justice Personal error  
(ministerial 
incompetence related 
to Opstelten)

Resigned after Opstelten resigned because he had misled parliament over a 
deal Teeven had made with criminal Cees H. in his time as prosecutor.

Ivo Opstelten 2015 minister Rutte 2 Conservative 
Liberals 

Justice Personal error 
(misleading parliament)  

Resigned after it became clear he had misled parliament over a deal Teeven 
had made with criminal Cees H. in his time as prosecutor

Wilma 
Mansveld

2015 junior 
minister

Rutte 2 Labour Transport Personal error 
(misleading parliament)  

Resigned after a parliamentary inquiry concluded that she had misled 
parliament over problems with the high-speed train Fyra.

Ard Van der 
Steur

2017 minister Rutte 2 Conservative 
Liberals 

Justice Personal error 
(overstepping 
boundaries as MP) 

Resigned after it became clear he was heavily involved as parliamentarian in 
the information Opstelten would provide to parliament in the Teevendeal. 
Opposition threatened to table a no confidence motion against the minister

Jeanine Hennis 2017 minister Rutte 2 Conservative 
Liberals 

Defence Personal error (political 
responsibility)  

Decided to take ‘political responsibility’ for a deathly mortar incident in Mali. 
The Dutch Safety Board concluded that  that systemic negligence and lack of 
maintenance by the Defence organization were the root cause of the incident. 

New South Wales (1947-2017) 

Minister year Position Ministry party 
background 

Portfolio Type of resignation Reason for resignation 

Clive Evatt 1954 Assembly Cahill 2 (1953-
56)

Labor Housing Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement) 

Resignation over cabinet disagreement with Premier over housing 
policy

Jack Beale 1973 Assembly Askin-Cutler 5 
(1972-73)

Liberals Environment Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement) 

Protest resignation over policy disagreement with the Premier 

Tom Lewis 1976 Assembly Lewis-Punch 
(1975-76)

Liberals Premier Leadership spill Resigned after a leadership spill was called 

Rex Jackson 1983 Assembly Wran 4, 5 and 6 
(1981-84)

Labor Corrective 
Services

Financial scandal 
(bribery) 

Resigned after a newspaper revealed wiretaps showing that Jackson had 
accepted bribes for the early release of prisoners. Later served three years in 
prison. 

Laurie 
Brereton

1987 Assembly Unsworth 
(1986-88)

Labor Public Works Internal conflict 
(conflict with 
Unsworth)

According to Thompson and Tillotsen (1999) resigned after a conflict with the 
Premier and refused to accept another post 

Matt Singleton 1989 Assembly Greiner-Murray 
(1988-91)

Nationals Administrative 
Services 

Financial scandal (code 
of conduct)  

Resigned after it became known he had breached the ministerial code of 
conduct, for failing to disclose a conflict of interest over land property 

Terry 
Metherell

1990 Assembly Greiner-Murray 
(1988-91)

Liberals Education Financial scandal (tax 
evasion)  

 Resigned following charges of breaches of the Taxation Administration Act 
(failed to return his tax files) 

Minister year Position Ministry party 
background 

Portfolio Type of  resignation Reason for resignation
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Fred Teeven 2015 junior 
minister

Rutte 2 Conservative 
Liberals 

Justice Personal error  
(ministerial 
incompetence related 
to Opstelten)

Resigned after Opstelten resigned because he had misled parliament over a 
deal Teeven had made with criminal Cees H. in his time as prosecutor.

Ivo Opstelten 2015 minister Rutte 2 Conservative 
Liberals 

Justice Personal error 
(misleading parliament)  

Resigned after it became clear he had misled parliament over a deal Teeven 
had made with criminal Cees H. in his time as prosecutor

Wilma 
Mansveld

2015 junior 
minister

Rutte 2 Labour Transport Personal error 
(misleading parliament)  

Resigned after a parliamentary inquiry concluded that she had misled 
parliament over problems with the high-speed train Fyra.

Ard Van der 
Steur

2017 minister Rutte 2 Conservative 
Liberals 

Justice Personal error 
(overstepping 
boundaries as MP) 

Resigned after it became clear he was heavily involved as parliamentarian in 
the information Opstelten would provide to parliament in the Teevendeal. 
Opposition threatened to table a no confidence motion against the minister

Jeanine Hennis 2017 minister Rutte 2 Conservative 
Liberals 

Defence Personal error (political 
responsibility)  

Decided to take ‘political responsibility’ for a deathly mortar incident in Mali. 
The Dutch Safety Board concluded that  that systemic negligence and lack of 
maintenance by the Defence organization were the root cause of the incident. 

New South Wales (1947-2017) 

Minister year Position Ministry party 
background 

Portfolio Type of resignation Reason for resignation 

Clive Evatt 1954 Assembly Cahill 2 (1953-
56)

Labor Housing Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement) 

Resignation over cabinet disagreement with Premier over housing 
policy

Jack Beale 1973 Assembly Askin-Cutler 5 
(1972-73)

Liberals Environment Cabinet solidarity 
(policy disagreement) 

Protest resignation over policy disagreement with the Premier 

Tom Lewis 1976 Assembly Lewis-Punch 
(1975-76)

Liberals Premier Leadership spill Resigned after a leadership spill was called 

Rex Jackson 1983 Assembly Wran 4, 5 and 6 
(1981-84)

Labor Corrective 
Services

Financial scandal 
(bribery) 

Resigned after a newspaper revealed wiretaps showing that Jackson had 
accepted bribes for the early release of prisoners. Later served three years in 
prison. 

Laurie 
Brereton

1987 Assembly Unsworth 
(1986-88)

Labor Public Works Internal conflict 
(conflict with 
Unsworth)

According to Thompson and Tillotsen (1999) resigned after a conflict with the 
Premier and refused to accept another post 

Matt Singleton 1989 Assembly Greiner-Murray 
(1988-91)

Nationals Administrative 
Services 

Financial scandal (code 
of conduct)  

Resigned after it became known he had breached the ministerial code of 
conduct, for failing to disclose a conflict of interest over land property 

Terry 
Metherell

1990 Assembly Greiner-Murray 
(1988-91)

Liberals Education Financial scandal (tax 
evasion)  

 Resigned following charges of breaches of the Taxation Administration Act 
(failed to return his tax files) 

Minister year Position Ministry party 
background 

Portfolio Type of  resignation Reason for resignation
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Minister year Position Ministry party 
background 

Portfolio Type of resignation Reason for resignation 

Nick Greiner 1992 Assembly Greiner-Murray 
2 (1991-92)

Liberals Premier Financial scandal 
(favouring Metherell 
for position to free MP 
seat)  

Resigned after adverse findings by the ICAC into the appointment of Terry 
Metherell to the public service

Tim Moore 1992 Assembly Greiner-Murray 
2 (1991-92)

Liberals Environment Financial scandal 
(Metherell)  

Resigned after adverse findings by the ICAC into the appointment of Terry 
Metherell to the public service

Michael 
Yabsley

1992 Assembly Greiner-Murray 
2 (1991-92)

Liberals State 
Development

Cabinet solidarity Protest resignations over the Greiner and Moore resignations

Ted Pickering 1992 Council Fahey-Murray 
1 and 2 
and Fahey-
Armstrong 
(1992-95)

Liberals Justice Personal error 
(misleading Parliament)

Resigned  following evidence by the police commissioner Lauer to a 
parliamentary inquiry that Pickering had misled Parliament over his 
knowledge of a report about the death of a prisoner in police custody.

Terry Griffiths 1994 Assembly Fahey-Murray 
1 and 2 
and Fahey-
Armstrong 
(1992-95)

Liberals Police Miscellaneous (sexual 
harassment) 

Resigned over claims of sexual harassment of his ministerial staff 

Brian Langton 1998 Assembly Carr 1 and 2 
(1995-99)

Labor Fair Trading Financial scandal 
(misuse travel funds)  

Resigned after the ICAC concluded that he had misused parliamentary air 
travel entitlements and knowingly made false statements concerning these 
travel warrants. Despite Langton’s admission of misuse, the Premier asked for 
Langton’s resignation only after ICAC’s findings. 

Richard Face 2003 Assembly Carr 3 (1999-
2003)

Labor Gaming and 
Racing

Financial scandal  Resigned after a complaint to ICAC was made that he prepared to become a 
gaming consultant immediately after he would retire. Was subsequently fined 
by the ICAC over lying about using ministerial staff to set up the consultancy. 

Milton 
Orkopoulos

2006 Assembly Iemma 1 (2005-
07)

Labor Aboriginal Affairs Miscellaneous (Sex 
offense)  

Sacked when the Premier heard Orkopoulos would be charged with child sex 
and other offences. Is currently serving prison time. 

Carl Scully 2006 Assembly Iemma 1 (2005-
07)

Labor Police Personal error 
(misleading Parliament) 

Resigned over misleading parliament over Cronulla police riots report. 

Morris Iemma 2008 Assembly Iemma 2 (2007-
08)

Labor Premier Leadership spill Deposed as Premier after leadership spill 

Matt Brown 2008 Assembly Rees (2008-09) Labor Police Miscellaneous (sexual 
scandal)  

Resigned after ‘ inappropriate conduct’, i.e. drunken behaviour at a party in 
Parliament House

Tony Stewart 2008 Assembly Rees (2008-09) Labor Small Businesses Miscellaneous (sexual 
harassment)

Dismissed after allegations that he had verbally and physically harassed a 
staff member

John Della 
Bosca

2009 Council Rees (2008-09) Labor Health Miscellaneous (sexual 
scandal)  

Resigned after a newspaper announced that he had an affair with a young 
woman in his parliamentary office  (while his wife was a federal MP) 
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Minister year Position Ministry party 
background 

Portfolio Type of resignation Reason for resignation 

Nick Greiner 1992 Assembly Greiner-Murray 
2 (1991-92)

Liberals Premier Financial scandal 
(favouring Metherell 
for position to free MP 
seat)  

Resigned after adverse findings by the ICAC into the appointment of Terry 
Metherell to the public service

Tim Moore 1992 Assembly Greiner-Murray 
2 (1991-92)

Liberals Environment Financial scandal 
(Metherell)  

Resigned after adverse findings by the ICAC into the appointment of Terry 
Metherell to the public service

Michael 
Yabsley

1992 Assembly Greiner-Murray 
2 (1991-92)

Liberals State 
Development

Cabinet solidarity Protest resignations over the Greiner and Moore resignations

Ted Pickering 1992 Council Fahey-Murray 
1 and 2 
and Fahey-
Armstrong 
(1992-95)

Liberals Justice Personal error 
(misleading Parliament)

Resigned  following evidence by the police commissioner Lauer to a 
parliamentary inquiry that Pickering had misled Parliament over his 
knowledge of a report about the death of a prisoner in police custody.

Terry Griffiths 1994 Assembly Fahey-Murray 
1 and 2 
and Fahey-
Armstrong 
(1992-95)

Liberals Police Miscellaneous (sexual 
harassment) 

Resigned over claims of sexual harassment of his ministerial staff 

Brian Langton 1998 Assembly Carr 1 and 2 
(1995-99)

Labor Fair Trading Financial scandal 
(misuse travel funds)  

Resigned after the ICAC concluded that he had misused parliamentary air 
travel entitlements and knowingly made false statements concerning these 
travel warrants. Despite Langton’s admission of misuse, the Premier asked for 
Langton’s resignation only after ICAC’s findings. 

Richard Face 2003 Assembly Carr 3 (1999-
2003)

Labor Gaming and 
Racing

Financial scandal  Resigned after a complaint to ICAC was made that he prepared to become a 
gaming consultant immediately after he would retire. Was subsequently fined 
by the ICAC over lying about using ministerial staff to set up the consultancy. 

Milton 
Orkopoulos

2006 Assembly Iemma 1 (2005-
07)

Labor Aboriginal Affairs Miscellaneous (Sex 
offense)  

Sacked when the Premier heard Orkopoulos would be charged with child sex 
and other offences. Is currently serving prison time. 

Carl Scully 2006 Assembly Iemma 1 (2005-
07)

Labor Police Personal error 
(misleading Parliament) 

Resigned over misleading parliament over Cronulla police riots report. 

Morris Iemma 2008 Assembly Iemma 2 (2007-
08)

Labor Premier Leadership spill Deposed as Premier after leadership spill 

Matt Brown 2008 Assembly Rees (2008-09) Labor Police Miscellaneous (sexual 
scandal)  

Resigned after ‘ inappropriate conduct’, i.e. drunken behaviour at a party in 
Parliament House

Tony Stewart 2008 Assembly Rees (2008-09) Labor Small Businesses Miscellaneous (sexual 
harassment)

Dismissed after allegations that he had verbally and physically harassed a 
staff member

John Della 
Bosca

2009 Council Rees (2008-09) Labor Health Miscellaneous (sexual 
scandal)  

Resigned after a newspaper announced that he had an affair with a young 
woman in his parliamentary office  (while his wife was a federal MP) 
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Minister year Position Ministry party 
background 

Portfolio Type of resignation Reason for resignation 

Nathan Rees 2009 Assembly Rees (2008-09) Labor Premier Leadership spill Deposed as Premier after leadership spill 

David 
Campbell

2010 Assembly Keneally (2009-
11)

Labor Transport and 
Roads

Miscellaneous (sexual 
scandal)  

Resigned after a newspaper revealed he visited gay sex clubs (while being 
married) 

Ian Macdonald 2010 Council Keneally (2009-
11)

Labor State 
Development

Financial scandal 
(misuse public funds) 

Resigned after an investigation revealed that Macdonald had misused public 
funds and the Premier referred him to ICAC

Paul Mcleay 2011 Assembly Keneally (2009-
11)

Labor Ports and 
Waterways

Miscellaneous (sexual 
scandal)  

Resigned over accessing gambling and adult websites from a parliamentary 
computer

Greg Pearce 2013 Council O’Farrell (2011-
14)

Liberals Finance Financial scandal 
(failure to disclose 
conflict of interest)  

Resigned after it became known that he failed to disclose a conflict of interest 
when making an appointment to the board of Sydney Water 

Barry O’Farrell 2014 Assembly O’Farrell (2011-
14)

Liberals Premier Personal error 
(misleading ICAC)   

Resigned after misleading an ICAC investigation while testifying as a witness  

Chris Hartcher 2013 Assembly O’Farrell (2011-
14)

Liberals Resources Financial scandal 
(favouring others)  

Reisigned after his office was raided by the ICAC. The ICAC investiged 
Hartcher for alleged involvement in a corrupt scheme to receive illegal 
political donations

Mike Gallacher 2014 Council Baird 1 (2014-
15)

Liberals Police Financial scandal 
(favouring others

Reisigned after being named in an ICAC investigation for alleged involvement 
in a corrupt scheme to receive illegal political donations
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Minister year Position Ministry party 
background 

Portfolio Type of resignation Reason for resignation 

Nathan Rees 2009 Assembly Rees (2008-09) Labor Premier Leadership spill Deposed as Premier after leadership spill 

David 
Campbell

2010 Assembly Keneally (2009-
11)

Labor Transport and 
Roads

Miscellaneous (sexual 
scandal)  

Resigned after a newspaper revealed he visited gay sex clubs (while being 
married) 

Ian Macdonald 2010 Council Keneally (2009-
11)

Labor State 
Development

Financial scandal 
(misuse public funds) 

Resigned after an investigation revealed that Macdonald had misused public 
funds and the Premier referred him to ICAC

Paul Mcleay 2011 Assembly Keneally (2009-
11)

Labor Ports and 
Waterways

Miscellaneous (sexual 
scandal)  

Resigned over accessing gambling and adult websites from a parliamentary 
computer

Greg Pearce 2013 Council O’Farrell (2011-
14)

Liberals Finance Financial scandal 
(failure to disclose 
conflict of interest)  

Resigned after it became known that he failed to disclose a conflict of interest 
when making an appointment to the board of Sydney Water 

Barry O’Farrell 2014 Assembly O’Farrell (2011-
14)

Liberals Premier Personal error 
(misleading ICAC)   

Resigned after misleading an ICAC investigation while testifying as a witness  

Chris Hartcher 2013 Assembly O’Farrell (2011-
14)

Liberals Resources Financial scandal 
(favouring others)  

Reisigned after his office was raided by the ICAC. The ICAC investiged 
Hartcher for alleged involvement in a corrupt scheme to receive illegal 
political donations

Mike Gallacher 2014 Council Baird 1 (2014-
15)

Liberals Police Financial scandal 
(favouring others

Reisigned after being named in an ICAC investigation for alleged involvement 
in a corrupt scheme to receive illegal political donations





notes
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endnotes

1  These quotes are derived from Anne Bos’ dissertation ‘Verloren Vertrouwen’ (2018, p. 188 and 350) in 
which she analyses all Dutch ministers who were forced to resign prematurely between 1967 and 2002.

2  Ostrom (2005, p. 825; 2007, p. 49) labelled these institutional practices ‘rules-in-use’, as these are ‘the 
dos and don’ts that one learns on the ground’

3  While Berlinski and others (2012, p. 175) concluded that ‘background characteristics (such as age, 
gender, etc.) of ministers are important determinants, in their own right, of ministerial tenure’, much of 
these studies have shown ambiguous results for the role of personal characteristics between systems. While 
studies in majoritarian systems, have found that personal characteristics matter for whether ministers are 
more at risk to resign (Berlinski, Dewan, & Dowding, 2007; Dewan & Dowding, 2005), studies in consensual 
systems have found that only politically related characteristics like previous parliamentary and cabinet 
experience influence resignation hazards (Bäck, Meier, & Persson, 2009; Bovens et al., 2015). 

4  Ministers can resign because of old age, sickness or a new political post outside of cabinet, and 
ordinary discontinuations, such as collective cabinet reshuffles or election results. Although resignations are 
not always what they seem (G. Marshall, 1989, p. 127), we can assume that these resignations happen for 
non-political reasons and have little to do with accountability or blame. 

5  These studies follow the reasoning of Dewan and Myatt (2010, p. 271), who argue that while one can 
observe resignation calls and the reaction of the principal after such calls, performance cannot be directly 
observed. 

6  A notable exception is Huber and Martinez-Gallardo’s (2008) study on ministerial turnover in 19 
parliamentary democracies, but this study does not include resignation calls or government popularity in its 
analysis.

7  This conception of informal institutions (practices and narratives) corresponds with Bevir and Rhodes’ 
concept of ‘traditions’ as broad patterns of beliefs and practices (Bevir & Rhodes, 2010; Bevir, Rhodes, & 
Weller, 2003), that actors use to make sense of experiences, but at the same time that are modified and 
extended by the actors themselves in response to dilemmas – situations in which tradition-based beliefs 
and practices provide neither feasible nor widely accepted response scripts (Bevir & Rhodes, 2001, p. 117). 
Colin Hay persuasively suggested that  ‘the concept of tradition in interpretivism and that of institution in 
constructivism play almost entirely analogous roles’ (Hay, 2016, p. 532).

8  These activities can take the form of pre-emptive blame avoidance and reactive blame management 
strategies (Hinterleitner, 2017; Hood, 2011; Weaver, 1986). As this dissertation focusses on ministerial 
accountability after incidents, we focus on reactive blame management (Hinterleitner, 2017; Hinterleitner & 
Sager, 2016; Vis, 2016).

9  A lot of different labels exist for describing blame avoiding behaviour: presentational strategies (Hood, 
2011; Resodihardjo et al., 2016), blame responses (Resodihardjo et al., 2016) and discursive strategies 
(Hansson, 2015b). Each of these labels differs slightly with regard to intentionality (strategies imply ‘a careful 
plan’) and the range of behaviour (from more discursive to also non-verbal or other types of actions). To be 
encompassing and to steer clear of ideas about intentionality, I choose to follow Hinterleitner (2017), who 
talks about blame avoiding behaviour (BAB) or BA tactics. 

10  In parliamentary systems, ministers must always retain the confidence of the legislature, while in 
presidential systems, they are separate and need to (at least) retain the confidence of a directly elected 
President (Bucur, 2017, p. 4).

11  The 75 members of the Upper House, First Chamber, are indirectly elected by the members of the 
twelve provincial legislative assemblies every four years.
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12  I excluded ‘transition cabinets’, which are cabinets that are sometimes formed when the ruling 
governing coalition lost a majority in the Lower House. These transition cabinets have as main tasks to issue 
new elections and to deal with current business (Parlement en Politiek, n.d.-a).

13  Although some studies have reported a strong media power of journalists towards politicians (Van 
Aelst et al., 2008).

14  In this research, this hurdle was overcome by a prolonged research visit in New South Wales, as well as 
reading extensive background material and talking to experts on New South Wales politics. The publications 
arising from the ‘Sesquicentenary of Responsible Government History Project’ (2006) were especially useful 
for this purpose.

15  Using the data on ministerial appointments from the website of the Dutch Parliamentary 
Documentation Centre of Leiden University (PDC, https://www.parlement.com/id/vh8lnhrqszxr/kabinet) 
and from the inventory of the NSW Project for the Sesquicentenary of Responsible Government (found in 
State Library of NSW, until 2006) and the NSW Parliament website https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/
members/pages/ministers.aspx). I coded the Dutch resignations until 26 October 2017, with the start of 
a new cabinet (Rutte III) and the NSW resignations until 26 January 2017 (the resignation of Premier Mike 
Baird and the appointment of new Premier Gladys Bereklijan. 

16  I compare the numbers and types of ministerial resignations against the total of ministers, following 
the practice of Bovens and others (2015). Berlinski et al  (2007) and Fischer and others (2006) did not not 
compare resignation figures against the total number of ministers in office in that period.

17   For example, I combined the cabinets Wran IV, V and VI. Reshuffles are coded when ministers changed 
their main portfolio.

18  In the Netherlands, no confidence and censure motions cannot be distinguished from other 
types of motions. However, I coded motions as such when the authors of the motion explained they 
censured the minister (“keurt af”) or had no confidence in the minister (“zegt het vertrouwen op”). The 
‘Official announcements’ website of the government (https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/zoeken/
parlementaire_documenten) one can search for these keywords in all tabled motions between 1981 and 
2017. In New South Wales, censure and no confidence motions are explicitly tabled as such in Hansard 
(https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/search/Pages/AdvancedSearchHome.aspx#/search) and can be 
retrieved for the period 1978 and 2017.

19  In many ministerial careers studies, scholars perform a Cox resignation analysis, which models the 
‘hazard rate’, i.e. the likelihood that a minister will resign at any point in time. Unfortunately, Cox regression 
is too advanced and would have required years of additional statistical training to master.

20  Although a spread over different positions does not completely guard the interviewer against self-
serving or “party-line” accounts, it helps at least to diminish the bias to some extent (Berry, 2002; 680). The 
abundance of civil servants with a Justice Department in the Dutch case can be explained by the fact that 
the Justice-ministers are overrepresented in Dutch ministerial resignations (Bovens et al, 2014).

21  The Australian story was originally the home insulation story, but it was too familiar and therefore 
caused too much ‘contamination by information’ (Fischhoff & Beyth, 1975) to respondents who 
remembered it.

22  Three Dutch (junior) ministers (Mansveld, Opstelten & Teeven) between 2005 and beginning of 2017 
and one NSW minister (Scully) and one NSW Premier (O’Farrell) (see Chapter 4) between 2005-2017.

23  Resignation call in the Sydney Morning Herald on 2 February 2003 (Sydney Morning Herald, 2003m) and 
resignation call in Parliament (LA, 2004, 19 February, p. 6316). Both resignation calls were made made in the 
context of the Waterfall train accident.
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24  In the Dutch population, the Dutch junior railway minister Mansveld would have been possible too, but 
she had a) a lower profile than Fred Teeven and b) the motion of no confidence she survived related to the 
incident she eventually resigned over (the new and failing Fyra trains).

25  Resignation call in the national newspaper ‘de Volkskrant’ on 18 April 2013 (de Volkskrant, 2013) and 
resignation call in Parliament (Kamerstukken II, 2012-13, 18 April). Both resignation calls were made in the 
context of the Dolmatov-case.

26  Case Dolmatov (Inspectie Veiligheid en Justitie, 2013; Onderzoeksraad voor Veiligheid, 2014), Case 
‘Teevendeal’ (Oosting, Bauduin, & van den Berge, 2016; Oosting, Bauduit, van den Berge, & Borgers, 2015), 
Case Waterfall (McInerney, 2004, 2005) and Case Cronulla Riots (Strike Force Neil, 2006).

27  In the Netherlands: Telegraaf, Volkskrant, NRC Handelsblad, Trouw, and AD. In New South Wales: Daily 
Telegraph, Sydney Morning Herald, The Australian and Australian Financial Review.

28  case dolmatov: Search terms: HLEAD((Dolmatov) AND (Teeven)). Search dates: 17-01-2013 (date of 
suicide) until 28-05-2014 (last parliamentary debate about OVV report). Nr. Of articles: 138 articles (no 
duplicates). case teevendeeal: Search terms: HLEAD(Teeven-deal) OR HLEAD(Teevendeal) OR HLEAD((Cees 
H.) AND (Teeven)) OR (HLEAD(Teeven) AND (deal)) OR (HLEAD((Teeven) AND schikking)). Search dates: 11-
03-2014 (first Nieuwsuur broadcast about deal) until 18-03-2015 (local elections, just after resignation of 
both ministers), with some extra information until 17-03-2017 (new parliamentary elections). Nr of articles: 
167 articles until 18-03-2015 (in aftermath 379 more articles, no duplicates).  case Waterfall: Search terms:  
((Scully AND Waterfall) OR (Scully AND ‘train disaster’)). Search dates: 31-01-2003 (Waterfall accident) 
until 01-02-2005 (after final McInerney report). Nr. Of articles: 207 articles (no duplicates) case cronulla: 
Search terms:((Scully AND Cronulla) OR (Scully AND riots)). Search dates:  11-12-2005 (start day of the riots) 
until 2-11-2006 (one week after resignation). Nr of articles: 341 articles (no duplicates). Multiple search 
terms were tried for each case and these terms proved to be the most accurate, catching the most relevant 
articles.

29  For Dutch parliamentary documents: https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/zoeken/parlementaire_
documenten and for NSW parliamentary documents https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/search/Pages/
AdvancedSearchHome.aspx#/search.The same search terms and search dates were used as for the 
newspaper searches.

30 33 Parliamentarism is accordingly defined as that form of constitutional democracy in which executive 
authority emerges from and is responsible to legislative authority (Lijphart 1984, 1992). According to 
Ganghof (2018, p. 261), New South Wales can only be considered as a semi-parliamentary system, which 
he defines as a system in which the legislature is divided into two directly elected parts, and therefore two 
equally legitimate parts, only one of which can dismiss the prime minister in a no-confidence vote. This is an 
interesting idea and indeed, while the Legislative Council has been directly elected since 1984, they cannot 
dismiss the PM or government (Ganghof, 2018; Smith, 2018). However, Elgie (2018) points out that in the 
cited definition of parliamentarism, ‘parliament’ is mentioned and not explicitly the Lower House and that 
the original concept of parliamentarianism does not specify the origin of the legislature (as directly elected). 
Furthermore, the focus of this dissertation is on the resignation of individual ministers and not questions of 
collective responsibility. Whether the NSW Legislative Council can dismiss individual ministers is a matter of 
ongoing debate (Smith, 2018, p. 261). 

31  Constitutional conventions have been defined as a ‘the rules that the political actors ought to feel 
obliged by, if they have considered the precedents and reasons correctly’ (G. Marshall & Trotter, 1984, p. 
12)..

32  I follow Lijphart in counting the Liberals and Nationals as one party, as they have no other coalition 
alternatives and always govern together (Lijphart, 1999).
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33  Section 13B(3)(a) and (c) explicate that both ministers and parliamentary secretaries can be members 
of either the Assembly or the Council and conventionally they are. The constitution banned governments 
from consisting of more than twenty ministers, but this section was repealed in 1997 (Twomey, 2004; 685). 

34  Based on own counting of data from the Project for the Sesquicentenary of Responsible Government in 
NSW (Bennett, 2006) with added data from the NSW Parliament website. 

35  This has not always been the case. Before the 1980’s the decision who would be selected for a minister 
position would be decided by open ballots within the caucus (Leigh, 2000). 

36  Executive authority is formally vested in the King and its ministers, but in practice wielded by the 
Prime Minister and his ministers in the Cabinet (ministerraad) (art 40(1) and 45(1 and 2)). Since 1983, the 
ministerraad is recognized by the constitution (Visser, 2008; 113). 

37 Secretariaat ministerraad (2013-04-16) Handboek voor aantredende bewindspersonen: rijksoverheid.
nl/documenten/richtlijnen/2017/10/03/handboek-voor-bewindspersonen

38  In general, Dutch civil servants are bound by a confidentially clause on all information they obtained 
while in their role (“Ambtenarenwet, art. 125 a, lid 3,”).

39  Ministers can according to Standing Orders be present in the other House to answer questions on their 
legislation, but this only happened once (when Fahey was Industrial Relations minister in 1992). 

40  Specifically, the Court of Appeal had to rule on the information powers of the Council after an 
Opposition majority voted to expel Treasurer Michael Egan from the House (“Egan vs Chadwick,” 1999). 
Egan refused to table documents in a water contamination scandal, claiming the documents were privileged 
(Clune, 2017). The three judges differed considerably in their conclusions of how far cabinet privilege 
reaches and according to some, this matter is unresolved. 

41  The Dutch system does not officially distinguishes censure and no confidence motions from other 
motions (neither in the law or in Parliamentary Rules of Procedure; Visser, 2008)

42  In case of a cabinet reshuffle, the Premier resigns and is re-commissioned by the Governor to form a 
new government. The Premier then advises the Governor to appoint Ministers to their new portfolios and in 
the appropriate order of seniority (Twomey and Wilkins, 2011; D6). 

43  Senior civil servants are director level and above (“Government Sector Employment (Senior Executive 
Bands) Determination 2014,” 2014, art. 3). In addition, the assigned minister responsible for particular 
statutory bodies has usually the power to appoint and dismiss board members of these bodies (Governance 
Institute of Australia, 2014, p. 13). In addition, the ACT states dismissal ‘normal’ procedures for misconduct 
(section 69) and ‘unsatisfactory performance’ (section 68). When a senior executives would be dismissed, 
they would still be entitled to a salary and employment benefits for the duration of their contract, but would 
come on the ‘unattached list’, until they found a new position within the NSW government or until they were 
remunerated (Dempster, 2004)

44  Penal Code arts. 177, 177a, 362 and 363, 126

45  However, according to Article 71 of the Constitution parliamentarians and ministers are not liability for 
things they say during sittings of Parliament (both oral and written). This form of immunity is called “non-
liability” and only counts for what ministers do in the exercise of their functions (Annink & Ten Berg, 2007; 
414).

46  Between 1988 and 2014,  the ministerial Code of Conduct was an ‘informal guide’ and did not give rise 
to legal obligations (NSW MCoC, 2014; Twomey, 2004; 685).

47  Generally, if ministers are under investigation by ICAC, they will give up their ministerial office and 
retreat to the backbench during the course of investigation. 

48  In the Bovens database there were ministers who had been re-elected to Parliament in the new 
elections and had to resign before a new cabinet could be sworn in (as it was practice between 1945 and 
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1982) because the offices of Parliamentarian and minister are incompatible. I decided to exclude these, as 
they are not pull resignations and skew the data.

49  As I employ narrative analysis, I chose to largely let the interviewees speak in their own words (Murgia 
& Poggio, 2009, p. 412). The quotes cited in the text have been chosen due to their representativeness of 
storyline elements apparent in other interviews. At the end of each of the four main sections that follow, I 
present tables showing the prevalence of storylines across the total population of interviewees. 

50  Most factional battleground stories came from within the parties and not in the relation between 
Liberals and Nationals. Although Nationals Deputy Premier can ‘dig his heels in’ against a Liberal Premier for 
sacking one of his ministers (NSWM1), the Liberal-National coalition is not one ‘of convenience, but one of 
necessity’ as there are not other governing partners possible.

51  Interviewees often mentioned ministers using multiple behaviour to support for example a minister’s 
responsibility denial. Also, interviewees often discussed more than one vignette in the interview. In other 
words, the same Dutch interviewee could have mentioned both scapegoating and announcing independent 
inquiries to support a minister denying responsibility (within one vignette). 

52  Difficult category, because coding both refers to bigger institutional changes, as over the more ritual-
like ‘stepping up, not stepping down’. Future research would need to distinguish better between the two. 

53  Section 3.4 and appendix E can provide more information on the selection of these two incidents.

54  In 93 articles in the complete sample of 2116 articles in LexisNexis about Teeven in 2010-2015 (see 
Figure in appendix E), so in 5% of all articles in my sample. 

55  Source: Personal descriptions on Parlement.com

56  http://www.parlement.com/id/vg9fgopufnzg/f_fred_teeven: involved in couple of high profile 
organised crime cases: Bouterse, Mink K. and Johan V. (alias ‘De Hakkelaar’).

57  (Motie van Gesthuizen, 29344, nr. 110. In H TK 2012-2013 (19-12-2012), 38, nr. 62; 179). 

58  SP (15 seats), CDA (13 seats), D66 (12 seats), CU (5 seats), GL (4 seats) and PvdD (2)  

59  While Opstelten’s civil servants had only one day to process the avalanche of questions, the time 
constraints had been imposed on them by the coalition partners wanting to hold the debate at the shortest 
possible notice (Handelingen II, 2013-2014, 13 March).

60  Section 3.4 and appendix E can provide more information on the selection of these two incidents.

61  Primary vote (1991: 52.1%, 1995: 60,3%, 2003: 67,3%) and TPP (1991: 57%, 1995: 63,7%, 2003: 77,8%). 
In 1991 swing was 1.9% , in 1995 6.7%, in 1999 9.3%, in 2003 swing was 5% in favour of Scully.

62 https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/members/Pages/member-details.aspx?pk=2093. According to the 
Constitution Act of 1902 (Section 35D), the seniority of the minister if determined by according to the order 
of their respective appointment as Members of the Executive Council. The Premier determines this order 
and subsequently, the seniority of ministers is not directly related to the portfolios they hold (Department of 
Premier and Cabinet, 2011, p. 4). For example, when Scully served as Police minister (and Utilities minister) 
in the Iemma Ministry (2005-2007), he ranked 5th, while the Police minister in the Third Carr Ministry, John 
Watkins, ranked 10th.

63  According to the SMH, the Right wing faction controlled 48 of the 73 votes in caucus (Sydney Morning 
Herald, 2005c).

64 https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/Hansard/Pages/HansardResult.aspx#/docid/
HANSARD-1323879322-19200 

65 https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/Hansard/Pages/HansardResult.aspx#/docid/
HANSARD-1323879322-22008 
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66 https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/Hansard/Pages/HansardResult.aspx#/docid/
HANSARD-1323879322-27895 

67  The Glenbrook rail accident occurred in December 1999, when, near Glenbrook Station in the Blue 
Mountains, a CityRail train collided with a long-haul freight train. The Commission of Inquiry into the 
Glenbrook accident, headed by Justice Peter McInerney, concluded that after a power failure disabled two 
consecutive automatic signals: due to their fail-safe design, both exhibited danger (red). According to the 
Commission, fault lay with a number of procedures, their application by railway employees, and the training 
those employees had received. 

68  Scully first announced that the new data loggers in the train would be able to pinpoint the cause of 
the crash. However, he one day later he stated that a StateRail officer misinformed him and that these data 
loggers were not switched on yet, due to problems with the unions (Daily Telegraph, 2003g).

69  Scully’s dismissal of mechanical problems or track failure fuelled scapegoating allegations, to which 
Scully responded with ‘it’s an outrageous suggestion and it has my contempt’ (Daily Telegraph, 2003p).

70  However, on the 5th of March, the Director-General for Transport, Michael Deegan, held a press briefing 
with the Opposition and multiple journalists, in which he showed Inquiry documents to explain the ‘highly 
technical nature’ of the investigation in order to ‘hose down the speculation of an unhelpful nature’ (Daily 
Telegraph, 2003i). However, he was rebuked by McInerney, who said he had not given clearance to show the 
document, and was subsequently reprimanded by Scully (Sydney Morning Herald, 2003r)

71  Leb being short for ‘Lebanese’ and ‘WOG’ a derogatory term used as a racial slur for people 
from Southern Europe and Mediterrenean parts of the Middle East.

72  The discussion continued in February, especially as a knifing incident occurred on Bondi beach and the 
Sydney Morning Herald ‘revealed’ that the Police commander on the night of the reprisal attacks directed 
officers not to approach cars containing people of Middle Eastern appearance (Sydney Morning Herald, 
2006n, 2006v). Scully announced that while a minority, ‘anyone that misbehaves [is] to be rounded up and 
locked up’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2006v).

73  Although the Police Association sometimes accused Scully of interfering too, until the end their support 
stuck, even leading to ‘an unprecedented circular [on 25 October] calling for Scully to stay and an ‘end to the 
politicking around the Cronulla report’ (Daily Telegraph, 2006f). 

74  HLEAD=Teeven, in five Dutch newspapers with highest readership (Telegraaf, AD, Volkskrant, NRC 
Handelslbad, Trouw) between 10 October 2010 and 31 March 2015.

75  HLEAD=Scully, in five NSW newspapers with highest readership (Daily Telegraph, Sydney Morning 
Herald, The Australian, Australian Financial Review) between 01/1999 and 01/2007.
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