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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1  Introduction

Critical events that impact our societies and become labeled as crises occur now
and then. Crises are an integral part of our modern world; they are breaking
points that disturb our sense of normalcy. Sometimes these challenges to societal
structures and governing bodies can forever change our daily lives. Some of these
events have been identified and their likelihood and consequences are well known
and therefore plans can be made to deal with them. Others hit without any prior
warning, or perhaps early warnings were not able to break through the barriers
of disbelief or calculated risk-taking. Regardless of their origin, natural disasters,
technical failures, antagonistic attacks, and deadly diseases require response
and communication from governments and various organizations. Events like
these are commonplace today. Some of them are treated as ‘normal incidents’
that are bound to occur in a vast and complex array of governmental activities.
Others spark a blaze of media attention, public emotions, and political upheaval.
A common feature is that nearly all of these events and disturbances affecting
core societal functions are increasingly deemed intolerable by key stakeholders,
the media, and the public at large, and thus are often considered to be social,
political or institutional ‘crises’ (Kuipers and ‘t Hart, 2014).

Crises can have different triggers that shape how they are perceived and
responded to. They can be triggered by unforeseen events and natural disasters;
for example, the tsunami in South East Asia in 2004, floods and forest fires that
regularly strike certain parts of the world, or by the deliberate acts with intentions
to do harm such as 9/11 and the recent terror attacks in Paris and Copenhagen.
Buct they can also be triggered by internal factors within technological, admin-
istrative and political systems. Examples include the technical breakdowns asso-
ciated with the Deep Water Horizon accident in the Gulf of Mexico 2010, the
failing regulatory policies that fueled the economic crisis in 2008, and political
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conflicts and scandals. The classic definition of a crisis assumes the perspective
of the individuals or systems that have to deal with them. From that vantage
point, crises are experienced as situations that seriously threaten core values or
structures, require urgent action, and are highly uncertain in regards to their
origins and consequences (Sundelius et al., 1997; Boin et al., 2005).

But crises do more than threaten societal values and structures. They also
break down familiar symbolic frameworks that legitimate the existing political
and institutional order (Kuipers and ‘t Hart, 2014). Whether a crisis is consti-
tuted as a sociological, institutional, policy or political problem will determine
which response structures should be activated and later on evaluated and held
accountable. Crisis management can thus be an activity that takes place within
organizational and operative planned response processes (for instance firefighting,
police investigations, medical trauma units, military interventions and so on), or
an activity that takes place within the top administrative and political structures
where existing policies and responses by individual political leaders are in focus
(agency responses, parliamentary procedures and cabinet decision-making). Crises
and their management can thus take on different characteristics depending on
whether they are approached from an institutional/organizational, policy, or polit-
ical perspective. Besides the fact that crises can be managed on different ‘levels’,
there are also other dimensions that influence crisis events and the accountabil-
ity processes that follow depending on whether the crises appear to have been
caused by external or internal factors. These differences are significant. They will
determine who will be pointed out as guilty and where blame will be directed.
Furthermore, they will require different types of engagement and strategies by
those involved in managing the accountability processes.

Crisis management is challenging for decision-makers because it requires
action in uncertain situations where there is a lack of confirmed and reliable
information and because the consequences are not always possible to fully assess.
Despite this, the public, media, political opposition and other stakeholders will
demand that those in charge take action and provide explanations and reassur-
ing information. The desire for careful consideration in formulating responses
sometimes collides with the need for swift action and consequently can spark
criticism for slow or failed responses. There are also other trade-offs in managing
crises. Dealing with such value conflicts implies making decisions about the
relative importance of these values, which is a very delicate task. In some cases,
such as the deportation of seemingly innocent refugees to a country with a
questionable humanitarian reputation, the value conflicts are more obvious (see
further chapter 7). In the aftermath these actions or inactions will be scrutinized
and debated. Whether tough calls in crisis management are publicly perceived
as fair and legitimate is the key to a favorable assessment of the response and
the future legitimacy of decision-makers and institutions as well as maintaining
public trust (Svedin, 2012).
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Regardless of whether it is about evaluating the performance of policy makers
or questioning the shortcomings of underlying institutional orders, crises trig-
ger intense public accountability processes (Bovens et al., 2014¢; Kuipers and
‘t Hart, 2014). The high-level of scrutiny and strong public emotions involved
in a crisis event put significant pressure on the responsible actors to publicly
explain and justify their actions as well as display empathy and respect for those
who have been affected. For example, Norwegian Prime Minister Stoltenberg
faced such pressures after the attacks in Oslo in 2010 when the government
quarters had been bombed and a large number of young politicians on summer
camp had been brutally murdered. In the heat of the moment, he hit the right
notes by expressing his sadness and at the same time his determination to unite
the people of the country around the values of openness and inclusiveness in
an attempt to fight terrorism. Later on, when the spotlight was turned on and
highlighted the deficiencies in the performance of the police and other agencies
prior to and during the day of the attacks, Stoltenberg remained untouched but
his government received serious criticism.

The post-crisis accountability process can also be understood as a purification
ritual that helps channel public emotions and enables some sort of social and
political re-equilibration (Kuipers and ‘t Hart, 2014). But at the same time there
may be a palpable tension between the twin imperatives of public accountabil-
ity (scrutinizing performance, identifying flaws, naming culprits and assigning
blame) and drawing sensible lessons for future risk and crisis management.
Sometimes, the logic of ‘managing accountability’ can hinder the learning
process; for example, when some of the involved parties’ just want to ‘move
on’ and refrain from lengthy and painful public investigations. Key actors may
fear that exposing the facts might put them or the institutions or policies they
represent in unfavorable light. It is not only the factual descriptions that macter
when blame and responsibility is assigned. Descriptions of who did wrong and
who did right in a crisis situation do not always corresponds with the rational
explanations of why a crisis happened. These simultaneous manifestations of a
crisis can also gain media attention and public appeal. For instance, attempts
to shed light on the decision-making process behind the decision to go to war
in Iraq by the British and US governments was never fully achieved and was
overshadowed by blame games between decision-makers and agencies that was
closely followed and reported by all the national media.

Different accountability ‘narratives’ are often challenged and their promot-
ers and defenders engage in escalating debates so that their version dominates
and is accepted as the truth. In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, the issue
of determining where blame should be placed (i.e., on the local, state or federal
actors) for the failure to predict and aptly cope with the consequences of the
hurricane was debated nationwide for a long time. At the core of this was the
need to establish what went wrong, who should be held responsible, and what
should be done about it. Different interpretations, which question the dominant
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description of the unfolding events, can create conflict and engage incumbent
decision-makers, their opponents, public scrutiny and media attention (Boin
etal., 2010; Hood, 2011). These conflicts can have such serious consequences
that decision-makers, bureaucratic structures, and policy programs can be hit
hard and become targets of great criticism once the acute crisis phase is over.

Crisis-induced accountability processes focus on three key dimensions and
questions. Firstly, the origins of the crisis: how could this have happened in the
first place? Was this a result of a malfunctioning system or bad decisions/poli-
cies, or was it an unforeseen ‘act of god’? Secondly, the responses to the crisis: did
“we”/”they” do enough and were the actions appropriate and swift once the crisis
had hit full force? Did the responsible authorities take proper action and did the
involved agencies perform satisfactorily under pressure? And thirdly, what should
be learned from this event: what political and policy implications should it have?

There are multiple settings and procedures of post-crisis accountability, with
partly distinctive and partly overlapping purposes. They operate according to
different rules of the game in the interaction between the forum that demands
accountability and passes judgments, and the actors whose behavior is being
judged. Crisis-induced accountability processes may include parliamentary and
judicial proceedings, public inquiries, technical investigations, mass media, and
social media. The careers, reputations, and power of key office-holders drawn
into inquiries and proceedings may be significantly affected — often negatively,
occasionally positively. President George W. Bush managed to uphold a high-
level of trust after 9/11 despite the blame game between federal agencies of who
was to blame for failing to foresee and prevent such an attack. Yet, the same
president never fully recovered from the criticism he received after Hurricane
Katrina. These processes can cast long shadows and push blame up the hier-
archy of bureaucracy to the top political/system level if decision-makers are
perceived as failing to meet expectations and assume responsibility. After the
Srebrenica massacre of civilian Bosnian Muslims in 1995, there were lengthy
investigations with the purpose of determining the scope of responsibility and
the degree to which the Dutch battalion representing the UN mission had failed
to prevent the massacre. These investigations ultimately resulted in the fact that
the entire Dutch government was forced to step down in 2002 (Brindstrom
and Kuipers, 2003).

Likewise, the institutional reputation, integrity and continuity of key organi-
zations are at stake. Consider the structural reorganizations that have taken place
in response to agencies and policies being held accountable for failure to cope
with crisis events such as 9/11 in the US, the consequences of the tsunami in
the Nordic countries (see chapter 4), and the major changes to the regulation of
financial institutions after the financial crisis beginning in 2007. Finally, crises
offer an opportunity to evaluate the continuity of existing policies and programs
that can be adapted, changed, and terminated. Several government programs (for
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example, weapons export and inspection programs such as the Bofors export affair
in Sweden in 1986 (see chapter 7) and the British governments management
of the investigations of chemical weapons in Iraq described in the Butler review
and Hutton inquiry for instance) have been redesigned after being exposed as
unethical or even unlawful and in turn have initiated acute government crises
and resignations of top civil servants and politicians.

This study focuses on the high politics of different types of crisis events and
the stakes and consequences for public office-holders, in particular responsible
ministers. These people are ultimately seen as responsible for making sure that crisis
events do not happen in the first place, and if they do occur then these people are
expected to manage them effectively. The central focus of our inquiry is on the
accountability behavior of high-level office-holders, their interaction with other
stakeholders in framing blame, and the consequences for their political futures.
It actempts to contribute to the development of new theory. More particularly it
takes a deeper look at the dimensions of the crisis-induced blame management of
different events and the use of various meaning-making strategies by high-level
political leaders and their opponents interacting on the accountability arenas.
It attempts to contribute to the ambiguous knowledge on what strategies can
really have an effect in influencing the outcomes in such circumstances to and
under what circumstances do these strategies seem to be effective or not? For
instance, does it matter if a critical event is internal or external, “who” employs
the strategies, or “when” they are implemented?

Some leaders seem to thrive and perform even better in the moment under
this pressure. When President Clinton was subject to impeachment in the
Lewinsky affair he was preoccupied with these troubling events for a long time
but his rating polls were as high as ever. Mayor Guiliani in New York after 9/11,
also under intense pressure managed to come out not just unscathed but even
stronger. In other seemingly similar situations others’ political or administrative
careers are effectively terminated. Prime Minister Aznar in Spain was voted out
of government by the electorate for prematurely placing blame for the Madrid
bombings in 2004 on ETA which proved to be an incorrect assumption and a
political stunt to avoid allegations implying that the attacks were associated with
the Spanish government’s decision to get involved in the Iraq War. The majority
of the work included in this dissertation was conducted during the mid-2000s
and onward. The conceptual model used in the case studies was developed in
2003 and the empirical case studies were published in 2008, 2011 and 2015.
The core of this book aims to advance the field of knowledge and it is done by
forging links to related fields of literature (ministerial careers, cabinet govern-
ment) and by conducting a number of empirical studies mainly on Sweden and
the Netherlands but also including US and British cases.
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1.2 The aim and central research question

The main focus of this book is on how incumbent high-level officials and their
opponents deal with crisis-induced accountability processes. The empirical scope
is limited to four comparative case studies, which examine a small to medium
number of cases. The theoretical scope is broader and aims to contribute to the
existing knowledge and understanding of crisis-induced accountability and its
potential consequences for individuals and governments. The central research
question in this book is: what accountability demands on political office-holders are
triggered by crisis events, how do they manage such demands, and whar implications
do these have for their political survival? In my attempts to address this research
question, I conducted a number of empirical studies that focused on different
aspects of this question. At the outset of this task, a framework for analyzing
accountability strategies in terms of framing blame was developed and published
in an article, which has not been included in this book (Brindstrom and Kuipers,
2003). That framework was then slightly refined and applied in a number of
empirical studies included in this dissertation. After the initial studies focused
on the interaction of framing blame it became clear that applying the conceptual
framework did not sufficiently account for important contextual factors (mainly
pertaining to institutional and individual factors) which seemed significant in
constraining or enabling certain responses. In chapters 6 and 7 another theoretical
approach was therefore introduced in order to strengthen the framework. Each
of the four empirical chapters deals with separate but closely linked questions
regarding how blaming processes evolve and the responses to crisis-induced
accountability processes.

1.3 Outline of the book

This study forms a compilation of several articles and book chapters that address
different aspects of these questions. It is an attempt to contribute to existing the-
ories by providing different explanations for what are the key factors in shaping
post-crisis blame management processes and outcomes. The literature in this
work was used to construct a conceptual framework for analyzing and assessing
the crisis-induced accountability process in which blame management strategies
are implemented by high-level political office-holders in a highly politicized
environment. Furthermore, issues regarding how these strategies are employed
and the contextual and individual factors influencing the success or failure of
these strategies, as well as their impact on political careers, have also been con-
sidered. The empirical core consists of four separately submitted and published
articles and book chapters based on the same analytic framework. Because of this
there is considerable but unavoidable overlap in the chapters when describing
the theoretical basis and analytic framework.
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The study consists of eight chapters. Chapter 2 provides a literature review
that comprises the academic foundations and ‘state of the art’ in the analysis
of post-crisis accountability. It covers literature that has been used to develop a
conceptual framework and a conceptual model that provides a foundation for
both systematic process description and interpretation of empirical cases. In
addition, chapter 2 also discusses the most relevant findings and some of the
unresolved gaps identified in recent research discussions. Chapter 3 presents the
research strategy and methods used in the empirical studies that are to follow.
Thereafter, the empirical work is presented in four separate articles and book
chapters in chapters 4-7:

Chapter 4: “The politics of tsunami responses: Comparing patterns of blame
management in Scandinavia” ' This chapter examines the dynamic and political
process that follows an external event (i.e., a natural disaster). It offers a compar-
ative view of the different meaning-making strategies used to frame blame by the
governments of Sweden, Norway and Finland after the tsunami in Southeast Asia
on Boxing Day 2004. The responses and interaction between the governments,
key ministers, and their opponents in each of the three countries are discussed
in light of the dynamics of crisis-induced blaming processes.

Chapter 5: “Chasing evil, defending atrocities: Blame avoidance and pris-
oner abuse during the war in Iraq” ? This work draws upon the same analytical
approach presented in chapter 4 but it is applied to two cases of prisoner abuse
(i.e., internal events) involving the US and British governments during the
Iraqi war. Here, organizational misbehavior in two similar systems is examined,
providing the opportunity to compare the management and outcome. Likewise,
the ethical aspects of crisis management influencing the accountability process
and the use of meaning-making strategies are also discussed.

Chapter 6: “Crisis, accountability, blame management and ministerial careers:
The Netherlands” * This research builds upon the analysis of meaning-making
strategies and the analytic approach presented in chapters 4 and 5. This chapter

1 This chapter was first published as: Brindstrdm, Annika, Sanneke Kuipers, and Pér Daleus (2008)
“The politics of tsunami responses: comparing patterns of blame management in Scandinavia”
In Governing Afier Crisis: The Politics of Investigation, Accountability and Learning, edited by
Arjen Boin, Allan McConnell and Paul ‘t Hart. Cambridge University Press.

2 This chapter was first published as: Kuipers, Sanneke, Kasia Kochanska, and Annika Brindstrém
(2011) “Chasing evil, defending atrocities: Blame avoidance and prisoner abuse during the war
in Iraq.” In Ethics and Crisis Management, edited by Lina Svedin. Information Age Publishing.

3 This chapter was first published as: Brindstrém, Annika and Marij Swinkels (2015) “Crisis
accountability and career management in the Netherlands” In Organizing Afier Crisis, edited
by Nathalie Schiffino, Laurent Taskin, Celine Donis, and Julien Raone. Berlin: Peter Lang
Publishing Group.
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focuses on the outcome of crisis-induced accountability processes in various types
of crisis events in a political/administrative system with a tradition of coalition
governments (i.c., the Netherlands). It brings together the literature on crisis
accountability and blame avoidance, drawing upon findings from ministerial
tenure research. The conceptual model of blame management is complemented
by taking into account the institutional, political and individual circumstances.
Together, this offers a better understanding of the contextual and personal factors
that highly influence the success or failure of particular meaning-making strategies.
Comparisons are made using a number of high-pressure crisis accountability
events in the Netherlands.

Chapter 7: “Crisis, accountability, blame management and ministerial
careers: Sweden” # This article is a continuation in testing the applicability of
the conceptual model in examining the outcomes of crisis-induced accountability
processes in various types of crisis events within a political/administrative system
with a tradition of single-party governments (i.c., Sweden). Here national crisis
events in Sweden and the consequences they have had for cabinet ministers and
junior ministers are analyzed. The conceptual model juxtaposing two distinct
perspectives (as presented in chapter 6) is adapted here with some minor changes
that take into account the Swedish political and administrative context.

The findings from the empirical studies are compared and contrasted in
chapter 8. Furthermore, this chapter revisits the research question and proposi-
tions presented in each of the empirical chapters giving particular focus to those
findings that are relevant to theory development with less attention given to the
case specific findings. Thereafter, these findings are then reconsidered in relation
to the overall aim and research question of this book (presented earlier here in
chapter 1) and to the key themes outlined in chapter 2 as well as how these findings
contribute to new knowledge and revised research agendas. Chapter 8 concludes
the book by reflecting briefly on this general research project and looking ahead at
what might be relevant themes for future studies and important lessons learned.

4 This chapter was first published as: Brindstrdm Annika (2015) “Cirisis accountability and min-
isterial resignations in Sweden.” Scandinavian Political Studies. Volume 38, Issue 3: 217-320.

I0
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Chapter 2: Current perspectives on crisis,
accountability and political survival

2.1  Introduction

In this section an overview of the theoretical landscape of crisis, accountability
and political survival research will be presented. Different fields of research have
focused on answering different questions and therefore developed their own
lenses and perspectives to understanding the mechanisms of blame manage-
ment. Theories of public relations, political science, political psychology, public
administration and crisis management all provide their own relevant insights
into the accountability and blaming processes that are part of the crisis account-
ability processes in different events. The inquiry here into crisis-induced blame
management will be conceptualized further with the help of some of the most
recent contemporary research findings from two of the most pertinent fields of
research: political accountability and crisis management. This study connects
and builds upon the literature from these two fields.

Each empirical chapter has its own theoretical discussion that is tailored to
the particular issue and case at hand. The current chapter places the approach
of this study at the intersection between these two collected works and identifies
the most relevant findings and theoretical developments from previous studies.
It discusses unresolved issues, points out theoretical and empirical gaps, and
identifies methodological challenges. This chapter ends by presenting a synthetic
conceptual model that serves as a roadmap for exploring the crisis cases.

2.2 Crisis management and accountability

There are several traditions in studying the notion of crisis management as rooted
in public administration, social science, political science, and leadership and
communication studies. Early crisis studies within comparative politics looked

II
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at crises as critical junctures shaping the development of political systems by
examining social upheaval events from riots to the turnover of states and political
order (see Rosenthal et al., 1989). International relations scholars provide rich
understanding of the contexts in foreign policy crises, where conflicts and war
can arise, such as the Korean War in the 50ies and the Bay of Pigs conflict in the
60ies. Such studies have also pointed to the importance of the key actors; that s,
the leaders and their bureaucracies. The psychological and cognitive traits of “who
leads” are likely to be important in explaining the escalation or termination of
critical episodes of conflict, war, and crisis, as pointed out by others (Hermann
etal., 2001; Lindgren, 2003; Boin et al., 2012;).

Public administration and public policy scholars have approached critical
events, such as crises, from another vantage point. Accidents and disasters are
studied as the result of operational and technical failures in safety organizations
or cultures. Classic examples are the explosion of space shuttle Apollo 13 in
1970 and the accident at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant in 1986 (overview
provided in Boin et.al. 2005). Many of these studies give significant attention to
the leaders and decision-makers involved but from a decision-making perspective
isolated to one particular event. Critical decisions that are taken at particular
points in time can change the course of events (see Nohrstedt, 2007). These
significant occasions often present difficult choices and dilemmas with which
decision-makers have to cope. For instance, governments that want to stop deadly
diseases from turning into pandemics have to consider enforcing restrictions
that may negatively impact the transportation of goods and people. Short-term
mass-inoculations may successfully stop the spreading of a dangerous disease but
may also imply unknown negative side-effects in the long-term.

Another common aspect found in crises is that they frequently cast long
shadows on the polities in which they occur (see Boin et al., 2008). The sense
of threat and uncertainty that they elicit is likely to have profound effects on
people’s perceptions of the world around them. In the crisis aftermath this can
de-legitimize existing institutional arrangements and authority relationships,
according to ‘t Hart (1993; see also Kuipers and ‘t Hart, 2014). For leaders,
the prospect of profound changes in the social, political and administrative
discourses should be a trigger for actively responding and trying to influence
and shape the outcomes. Crisis events are also commonly conceptualized around
three key characteristics that will trigger incumbent leaders to respond (see
chapter 1). They pose a serious threat to core values, create a sense of urgency,
and are highly uncertain as to their origin and consequences (Sundelius et al.,
1997; Stern, 2003; Boin et al., 2005). The approach in this book follows the
same standpoint. Crisis episodes are instances of intense, dynamic political and
social processes. They put high pressure on incumbent policymakers regarding
decision-making, communicating, and managing accountability.
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Current crisis research has emphasized the “political” nature of crises (Boin etal.,
2009; Boin etal., 2012). These high intensity events are susceptible to a significant
amount of political and social engineering by those who are in place to manage
them. Consequently, when examining crisis accountability events one can expect
a range of responses including symbolic ones which are far beyond normal oper-
ational activities, as pointed out by ‘t Hart (1993). The political management of
crises emphasizes the way in which decision-makers seek to influence the political
consequences and policy implications that they may expect from post-crisis
investigations, accountability processes, and learning exercises (Boin et al., 2009).
Studies focusing on post-crisis accountability show that accountability assignment
will have consequences for the political realm during the reconstruction process
if the incident is recasted as the product of ‘endemic’ problems stemming from
organizational routines, flawed policies, implementation failures, and/or explicit
intervention by key office-holders (Brindstrédm and Kuipers, 2003; Boin et al.,
2009). This involves specific representations of the problem, which highlight
the responsibility of some and minimize the responsibility of other (f-) actors.
For instance, different representations of the temporal dimension will signal
if incumbent decision-makers can be held accountable or not. Did the faulty
decision or policy implementation take place during their time of duty, or long
before when others were in charge and therefore they should be held responsible?
Defining the spatial boundaries will indicate if a broad spectrum of actors and
organizations were involved in the failure, or if there was a single entity acting
that should be held accountable. The importance of political, social and psycho-
logical dimensions documented in crisis research show that the identification
of a policy failure is a political act and not a true representation of facts (see
Edelman, 1988; Bovens and ‘t Hart, 1996; Boin et al., 2009). Framing is key
in creating and communicating narratives that are used to depict an event (see
Edelman, 1977; Schon and Rein, 1994). In classic framing studies, the use of
frames as cognitive tools and mental schemes are portrayed as ways to deliberately
manipulate audiences” perceptions in order to promote particular narratives or
solutions (Goffman, 1974; Gephart, 1993; Hart, 1993). Goffman (1974) in
his work on frame analysis distinguishes the ‘primary framework’ (the unaltered
event that has taken place) from crafted “lenses” by which these events come to
be understood. Through keying, fabricating and mis-framing the events can be
perceived of as something completely different. De Vries (2004) applies frame
analysis to several crisis events and finds that policymakers’ active engagement in
framing activities is effective in fending off responsibility and blame. According
to De Vries, strategic and deliberate framing strategies are more common during
crisis events than other tactics; for instance, initiating institutional changes and
reforms as suggested by others (see for instance Boin et al., 2009). De Vries’
(2004) meta-structure provides a useful oversight of how frames of policy or actor
failures are connected to particular communication strategies and outcomes in
terms of assigning accountability.
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Crises framed as actor failures

Political framework Personalized framework

“High politics” “Someone is to blame”
Fra_med as No policy failure
policy failures

Social framework Natural framework

“Policy change needed” “Just one of those facts of life”

No actor failure
Figure 2.1: The framing of crisis (De Vries, 2004)

The message from crisis research is that it is crucial for top leaders to master the
ability to communicate with their peers, opponents, mass media, the public, and
other societal actors holding power (Boin et al., 2005). Studies of crisis commu-
nication, impression management, and political marketing also support this view
(see Strombick, 2007; Coombs, 2011). Studies of corporate responses to crisis
events further underscore this (Hearit, 2006). Credibility is widely recognized as a
key asset in situations where there are competing crisis frames. There is a distinct
strand of research on organizational reputation that is concerned with reputa-
tional ‘threats’ and effects on agency behavior and output (see Carpenter, 20105
Maor, 2015). Public agencies act adaptively, strategically, and opportunistically in
developing and maintaining good reputations. Similar to frame analysis, studies
of reputation management show the interactive nature of relationships between
agency and public. Interaction is carefully designed and able to manipulate and
shape external audiences” opinions. Research suggests that intense negative media
coverage will lead to active responses when an agency experiences low agency
output or when it concerns areas where reputation is weaker (Maor, 2015; Maor
and Sulitzeanu-Kenan, 2015). This further underscores the “shielding” effect of
a good reputation during a crisis for both agencies and actors. Consequently,
this “credit line” will give a well-reputed leader protection and a better starting
point to communicate and manage blame during a crisis (Bovens and ‘t Hart,
1996; Coombs, 2011; Boin et al., 2012).

The dynamic and ‘relational’ aspects of crisis accountability processes are also
often discussed in recent crisis studies (see DeVries, 2004; Boin et al, 2010; Hood,
2014). Crisis actors need to relate to and convince other audiences, newsmakers,
peers, and the opposition to pay attention to their particular crisis frame and
support it. Incumbent officials and agencies explain their actions in relation to
a crisis, while their opponents seck to expose their failures. Consequently, crises
are accompanied by a dynamic interaction focused on “accountability man-
agement” (Kuipers and ‘t Hart, 2014). This perspective is also adopted in this
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book. I argue that high pressure and the demand for crisis “accountability” will
force top political actors to actively engage with their opponents in shaping the
narrative on what went wrong and who should be held accountable.

The concept of accountability is a key aspect in the studies included in this
book and there are several understandings of accountability presented in previous
studies. Bovens et al. (2014) note that accountability is commonly defined in
two broad categories: accountability as a virtue (a desired quality) or as a mech-
anism (by which actors can be held accountable). In this study, the focus is on
accountability as a mechanism: a relationship between an actor and a forum, in
which the actor is required to provide answers and the forum can pass judgment.
Here, crisis-induced activities are examined by looking at accountability forums,
which place pressure on political and administrative office-holders to provide
accounts of their knowledge, consideration, and actions prior to and in response
to the crisis. These accountability relationships play a key role in the analysis of
crisis events in chapters 4 to 6.

2.3 The blame management perspective

A key challenge for leaders in coping with crises is to attach meaning to negative
events in a way that helps to alleviate pain and distress and has the ability to
rebalance the order of things. There are several studies documenting how crisis-
induced accountability processes lead to polarization rather than abatement
and produce a “crisis after the crisis” in which issues of blame take central stage
(Bovens and ‘t Hart, 1996; Bovens et al., 1999; Boin et al., 2005:100). There is
an age-old tendency for a community struck by a disaster to look for “culprits”
(see for instance Drabek and Quarantelli, 1967; Douglas, 1992). Bearing this in
mind, policymakers should consider in advance blame-managing strategies they
can apply if and when the need arises. Likewise, blame management is nothing
more than a response mechanism that can be institutionalized and activated in
different ways; for instance, through formalized structures and the delegation
of responsibility, rules and procedures (Hood, 2011), inquiries, and investiga-
tions. In this book blame management is viewed as mainly a social, political
and communicational activity. The success of these activities will depend on the
individual performances of policymakers in crafting strategies and their relations
with their opponents and critics in different arenas (Kuipers and ‘t Hart, 2014).

There are several ways in which actors engage in post-crisis accountability
processes and attempt to influence the way responsibility and blame are framed
(McGraw, 1991; Sulitzeanu-Keenan and Hood, 2005, Hood, 2011). Hood
(2011) identifies three strategies that officeholders can exploit in order to avoid or
redirect responsibility. The first are agency strategies that limit formal responsibility
through delegation. By having a delegation structure in place when crisis situations
occur, much of the potential blame for wrongdoings can at least theoretically
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be avoided or shared with others. The second is a policy or operations strategy
in which policies are designed in such ways that a causal relationship between
the choices of an officcholder and their possible outcomes becomes difficult to
establish (c.f. Weaver 1986; Pierson, 1994). These two strategies both pertain
to ex-ante mechanisms: ways to avoid blame if a situation would occur where
responsibility for blameworthy actions needs to be assigned. The third category
discerned by Hood refers to presentational strategies and is the most relevant to this
research. It focuses on behavior and actions taken to avoid or stage management
of outcomes in situations that have already been established as harmful and as
violating important values (Hood, 2011).

Coombs (2007:155) identifies three categories of presentational strategies:
various forms of denial or diminishing (nothing bad did in fact happen), rebuild-
ing postures (taking responsibility and compensating), and bolstering (praising
stakeholders and victimizing one’s own organization). Few studies have addressed
the actual process and interaction between actor strategies. According to these
studies, strategies are employed following a staged retreat sequence and prone to
particular outcomes which require a more in-depth case study design (Brindstrém
and Kuipers, 2003; Jennings, working paper). Key actors can resort to these
rhetorical strategies to deflect blame onto others. In defense, opponents will do
the same. This struggle is at the heart of the dynamic that is often referred to
as the ‘blame game’, where both sides will use rhetoric and symbolic actions to
frame and put forward their interpretation of what the responsibility landscape
should look like (Boin et al., 2005:103).

Although these studies are insightful, there remain unanswered questions about
different contextual factors that can enable or constrain the use and effectiveness
of particular blame management strategies.

2.4 The trade-off between blame management and learning

As the acute crisis abates, there is often a need for some form of public reckoning
and “lesson-drawing” in order to achieve a stable post-crisis equilibrium (Kuipers
and ‘t Hart, 2014). From a rational perspective, truth-finding dialogues and
learning efforts would be expected in the post-crisis phase. But, the case is often
that even more political high-stake games tend to arise among office-holders, the
media, and others involved (Boin et al., 2005). For policy makers and members
of accountability forums alike this creates a tension between the often stated
need for the system as whole to learn and improve and their own particular and
political interests. Over and beyond surviving and thriving in the ‘game’ of blame
assignment (and sometimes credit-claiming, see Tilly, 2008), they know that this
is going to be a part of the accountability and ‘learning’ processes that are set in
motion following a crisis. These mixed-motives can lead to symbolical acts of
learning and serve as ‘quick fixes’ in organizations or mandates, while preserving
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the overall structure. Such examples of learning are the most commonly identified
learning pattern in relation to crises. It is sometimes referred to as ‘single loop
learning’ (Boin, 2009).

May (1992) distinguishes policy learning (social and instrumental) from
that of political learning in which policy actors become more sophisticated in
advancing their arguments and improving their framing strategies and political
tactics. Prior experience (good or bad) can both increase as well as diminish the
political skill and capital that certain policymakers have with the media, the
public, and their opponents (Bovens et al., 2010). It is therefore likely that the
effectiveness of particular blaming strategies will be influenced by the level of
pre-crisis experience that an incumbent actor has acquired. Learning can also
be addressed as part of the outcome of the post-crisis phase. Firing incumbent
decision-makers might become the ‘solution’ to the problem and a response to
calls for improvement and change. Removing a tainted decision-maker can very
well be the action that is needed to rebalance equilibrium and to provide the
opportunity for other measures and change (Boin et al., 2008). In chapter 6,
the issue of post-crisis learning patterns in relation to blame management is
addressed in a number of crisis events where incumbent governments in the

Netherlands were challenged.

2.5 Coping with crisis-induced accountability pressures:
The politics of executive survival

Crisis accountability, leadership and blame management studies all point to the
importance of the individual key decision-makers involved in coping with crises.
The outcomes of these high-pressure and dramatic incidents are greatly influenced
by those incumbent office-holders that are in a position to influence the course of
events. The same individuals can also be affected themselves by the consequences
of the crisis, personally and also as representatives of various decision-making
bodies. The stakes can be high. Political leaders of public organizations in par-
ticular are subject to a range of forces: mass media, parliamentary inquiries,
(restraints of) the political system, legislation, their political opposition and the
political climate. Together these influence their behavior and possibilities to act.

Scholars of public policy and politics have long been interested in the turnover
of governments and tenure of political leaders (Mesquita, et al., 2005; Hansen et
al., 2013). There are two main perspectives on the relationship between account-
ability and individual ministerial tenure today. There is a broader accountability
relationship in parliamentary democracies that stems from the “chain of delega-
tion” linking the electorate to the individual ministers through principal-agent
relationships (Strom, 2003): an electoral mandate is given to members of par-
liament to form a government and to scrutinize how the government executes
its mandate. Accountability and sanctions of individual cabinet ministers follow
this delegation relationship, and the government is ultimately evaluated through
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elections. In a similar way Mesquita et al. (2005) explain that the turnover of
political leaders is in the hands of the “winning coalition”. In democracies, a
particular party or candidate receiving the most votes does not necessarily consti-
tute the winning coalition. The winning coalition consists of those groups which
have agreed to build a government together. So in principle, three less popular
parties can create a coalition and trump one very popular party. Consequently,
the size and power of those groups forming the winning coalition in relation to
the larger “selectorate” (all those who are able to vote) will essentially determine
how long a political leader manages to stay in office).

There is a distinct constitutional aspect of accountability which is transferred
through the delegation of power linking the support of the electorate to the
tenure of a political leader. However, there is more to be understood about the
turnover of political leaders. Mesquita et al. (2003) examine why leaders who
seek prosperity and peace are less likely to survive in office than those who allow
corruption and war. They conclude that bad policy can be good politics and good
policy can be bad politics, depending on the circumstances. The circumstances
of the institutional, situational and political context will also affect the likelihood
that a political leader can stay in office. This study will also take a contextual
perspective on political accountability processes.

Scholars interested in ministerial tenure seem to agree on a number of cate-
gories regarding the reasons why ministers resign. Woodhouse (2004) suggests
that ‘departmental fault’ and ‘ministerial accountability’ (the duty of a minister to
keep parliament informed) as cause for resignation can be summarized as failure
to perform “role responsibility” (see also Dowding and Lewis, 2012). On the one
hand, resignations can be the result natural causes (age, illness, etc.). One the
other hand, ministers can be ‘called’ or forced to resign due to a breach of trust
with the prime minister because of failed policies that fall under their department,
due to personal scandals that damage their credibility, or due to a crisis that
they or their subordinate agencies did not handle well (Dowding et al., 2012).
Another important reason behind resignations can be due to “ministerial drift”;
that is, a cabinet minister is drifting too far from the agreed party line or from
the preferred policy line stated by the Prime Minister (Indridadson and Kam,
2008). Dowding et al. (2012) note an increase in forced resignations and partly
attribute this to increased media scrutiny of ministers. In a crisis, ministers who
are perceived as compromising or mismanaging their responsibilities can suffer
undermined public and parliamentary support and they can be called to resign
(Woodhouse, 2004; Bovens 2010; Bick et al., 2012; Dowding and Lewis, 2012;
Fischer, 2012). For instance, Prime Minister Aznar was voted out of office after
the Madrid bombings in 2004 when he appeared to have misled the public about
the causes of the attacks (in Boin et al., 2008). In 1995 the Dutch government
resigned after several critical investigations, taking full responsibility for the failure
to prevent the Srebrenica massacre in 1993 (Brindstrom and Kuipers, 2003).
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The chances of being successful in employing various coping strategies are equally
dependent on the choice of the blame management strategy as other individual,
temporal and institutional factors. Top political leaders are enabled as well as
constrained by both structural boundaries and their individual skills in positioning
themselves with regard to accountability and learning; hence, both these per-
spectives play a crucial role in understanding ministerial resignations after crisis.

Prior studies have often combined comparative case study designs with sta-
tistical methods which give an indication of what factors should be of relevance
to include in more in-depth studies of particular instances where ministers left
office in connection with crisis events (see Bick et al., 2012; Dowding and Lewis,
2012; Fischer, 2012). For instance, the zming of crisis (particularly when they
occur during the electoral cycle) affects the likelihood of politicization and blame
games (Boin et al., 2008). Most scholars agree that cases of resignation often
correlate with intense scrutiny and negative media reporting (Woodhouse, 2004;
Boin et al,, 2005; Dowding and Lewis, 2012).

Certain arenas (such as the media, parliament and public venues) provide the
ideal opportunity for blaming activities and therefore they are often staged here.
But beyond these arenas, it is also crucial to look at the personal and professional
backgrounds of the actors. Their age, gender, prior experiences, political capital
as well as personalities and ‘skills’ can greatly influence how well particular indi-
viduals manage framing and blaming contests (see Boin et al., 2005; Berlinski
2007; Daléus, 2013). Studies in the Netherlands, Sweden, and Germany suggest
that significant political experience, such as parliamentary and cabinet experience,
seems to be a factor that protects ministers from having to leave office (see Bick
etal., 2009b; Fischer and Kaiser; 2009). In short, with experience comes a better
understanding of the formal and informal rules and procedures of the political
arenas and consequently certain leaders learn how they can exploit these arenas.
The relation and relative “importance” of a minister to the prime minister is also
a factor that scholars have found important in protecting ministers from forced
resignations (see Dowding and MacLeay, 2011).

In the two last empirical chapters of this book I include some of the contextual
and individual factors in the analysis of blame strategies. Based on the findings
of prior research a few additional factors deemed to be important for ministerial
tenure in Western parliamentary democracies are also included in the analysis.
These are: prior parliament and cabinet experience, prior calls for resignation
(“pre-crisis” credibility), one’s position in the party, and the cabinet formation
(single-party or coalition cabinet). By factoring in these individual and more
structural characteristics into the conceptual framework I hope to benefit theory
building for both ministerial tenure studies and crisis accountability studies.
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2.6 Studying accountability in action

The field of studying crisis-induced accountability is a rather small field but there
are several significant studies linking crisis situations to harsh accountability
processes and “blame games” (Ellis, 1994; Bovens and ‘t Hart, 1996; Hood,
2002; Hood, 2011). These studies point to unexplored aspects and caveats that
should be examined in order to better understand accountability “in action”
(Hood, 2014; Kuipers and ‘t Hart, 2014). What can actors really ‘do’ to influence
crisis-induced accountability processes and when and how are they successful?
Much effort has been put into studying blame management behavior; there is no
doubt scholars find it important. At the same time, the efficacy of various types
of strategies on possible blame attribution is difficult to substantiate empirically
. One way forward is to examine the interface between theory and evidence
through a more positivist perspective. For instance, this can be done by looking
for historic evidence in larger n-studies between countries and sectors over time
in order to help support or falsify predictions on which factors are important
in linking blame management strategies to outcomes. However, constructions
of models and simplified representations of political reality alone will not be
enough to understand complex and dynamic accountability processes. More
qualitative in-depth studies will provide a more detailed description of events and
subsequently capture the dynamic and interchangeable relations and responses
that are key in shaping accountability outcomes. This could be achieved through
smaller n-case studies that focus on a few distinct (f-) actors. As an example,
Jennings (working paper) in a recent study of four political crises found that
strategies using personal statements to contain high blame levels in the media
seemed to be effective.

The way top decision-makers choose to interact in managing blame is not
random. Therefore, the different outcomes can be predicted and observable and
thus conclusions can be drawn. There are clear gains and losses in the blame game:
stakes are calculated, and positions are geared to support one’s interests. If this
was not true, top level actors would cease to invest in utilizing blame strategies.
Yet in terms of research on the subject, there still remain significant issues and
knowledge gaps relating to theory, analytical approach, and scientific findings
that are worth discussing. This book, in particular the empirical chapters, is an
effort to contribute to filling some of these knowledge gaps.

2.7  Knowledge gaps

This research effort was initiated by my interest in the ways blame management
strategies are applied during crises. When I started taking a deeper look at this
issue in mid-2000 there was not much scholarly work explicitly focused on
understanding the staging and adaptation of such strategies in relation to crisis
accountability events (see ‘t Hart and Bovens, 1999; Hood, 2002). Since then,
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the number of theoretically oriented and empirical studies on various aspects
of blame and accountability management strategies has expanded (Boin et al.,
2005; Resodihardjo et al., 2012; Hood, 2014; Maor and Sulitzeanu-Kenan,
2015). Despite these contributions there are several interesting aspects of these
strategies that can and should be explored further, including the context in which
they are played, the relationships between the involved actors, and their effect
on outcomes. My efforts in attacking these gaps include linking meaningful
theories, focusing on the interface between theory and empirical evidence, and
applying a mix of descriptive and interpretive methods.

As previously seen, the political processing of crisis events involves a wide
range of responses from the media, political opposition, parliament and other
supervisory bodies. Incumbent policy makers and their defenders may respond
to this by utilizing meaning-making tactics and even resorting to excuses, counter
criticism, and scapegoating until they announce reform initiatives. Bu, there
remains a need to examine more closely what political actors can and really want
to do when they are confronted with a crisis. What are the key factors that constrain
or enable the use of particular strategies? There is a wide range of strategies that
in theory could be used but less is known about what is feasible under which
circumstances. In addition to addressing this crucial question, a short summary of
some of the gaps and unresolved issues and questions remaining in the scholarly
debate and theoretical perspectives are presented here.

Most studies on crisis accountability and blame management have paid less
attention to the relationship and interaction between actors that take place over
time and the staged sequencing of actors’ engagement and he significance of
arenas. The creation and use of frames and strategies change over the course of
time when actors engage and interact in displaying and fighting for their inter-
pretation of the events. Framing blame is an activity thart takes place on several
arenas at the same time and with multiple actors involved. Early studies (e.g.
Hood, 2002) did not factor in the effects of changing settings, actors, arenas
and positions. When attempting to do so now, there are few studies that can be
read and used to strengthen my efforts. The conceptual model presented at the
end of this chapter attempts to capture different factors and dimensions that
influence each other and lead to variations in outcomes but are not causally
linked (Brindstréom and Kuipers, 2003).

In the end, there is a range of possible outcomes involved in post-crisis
accountability processes in terms of sanctions and consequences for the stake-
holders. A crisis might just provide the dramatic potential that opponents need
to call attention to underlying problems of policies or actors that can delegitimize
policies, individuals, and organizations. Incumbents have a stake in this process,
as crisis accountability situations can open windows to reform policies, advance
one’s own position, and remove internal critics. There is no clear consensus in
the literature on the efficacy of these different tactics and strategies. There are to my
knowledge no studies, as of yet, that have substantiated any causal links between
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the strategies employed and particular outcomes. This dissertation attempts to
explore this particular relationship further and discuss which outcomes are at
least more likely than others.

Both crisis and accountability studies are increasingly addressing communi-
cation aspects and the role of the media, an arena that does not just provide the
back-drop for other actors but is in fact the prime arena on which incumbents,
critics, status-quo players, and advocates-for-change have to play (Boin, 2009).
This has long been a focus for media and communication scholars in studying
public scandals and reputational crisis (Bromander, 2012; Nord and Ohlsson,
2013). But increasingly broader crisis and accountability studies have recognized
the skill required to maintain trust and credibility when balancing the need for
eflicient crisis responses and displaying empathy in public arenas as a core com-
petency for leaders (Coombs, 2011; Kuipers and ‘t Hart, 2014; Hearit, 2006).
The construction of crisis narratives casting heroes, villains, and victims through
real-time media outlets can have a real effect on policy change (Shanahan et.al,
2011). In the chapters of this book, the media is recognized as an influential
arena that can work to amplify or undermine the framing attempts by incum-
bent leaders. However, in future studies of post-crisis accountability processes
the media should be included as both an actor and an arena given their growing
importance to blame management, as documented in other studies (Bromander,
2012; Nord and Ohlsson, 2013).

Previous crisis accountability studies have largely neglected contextual factors
related to individual skills and competences as well as institutional boundaries
and rules. Studies have favored situational and relational factors described through
detailed crisis narratives and have commonly been examined through a decision
occasion approach where crucial moments within a specific crisis process are
analyzed as examples of sequences of “punctuated equilibrium” (Nohrstedt,
2007). On the other hand, accountability management has been studied through
the use of specific institutional, social and political mechanisms. Recent studies
have suggested paying more attention to the contextual factors that influence the
accountability processes (Fischer, 2012; Kuipers and ‘t Hart, 2014). For instance,
specific administrative/political system features and routines, constitutional
settings, and the characteristics and experience of individual decision-makers may
constrain or enable a certain range of options in managing accountability. These
factors are captured in the ministerial tenure literature. Therefore, I explicitly
attempt to include them in the analysis and discuss them further in the latter
part of this book, in particular the two last empirical chapters.

These distinct perspectives in studying crisis and accountability processes
also have methodological implications. Post-crisis accountability research often
applies qualitative in-depth case studies as the preferred research design (see
Stern, 1999, Nohrstedt, 2007; Boin et al., 2010; ). This reinforces the focus

on situational factors, and critics would argue that such studies cannot clearly
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substantiate causality or patterns (with less data points to compare over time).
There are methodological challenges in studying the use and effects of strategies
in accountability processes while at the same time comparing significant amounts
of empirical observations. As a result, these challenges have limited the number
of multivariate and comparative studies. One suggestion put forth is that future
studies would benefit from focusing on a few core factors (e.g. post-crisis inquiries,
displaying empathy, establishing responsibility, and learning,) and on their role
in the possible re-equilibrium processes (Kuipers and ‘t Hart, 2014). In the two
last empirical chapters the conceptual framework is complemented by pulling
together a few core factors from other fields of literature and by drawing upon
a slightly larger number of crisis cases. The aim is to test if more sensitivity to
context and individual specific features will enrich the original analysis of blame
management strategies (as applied in chapters 4 and 5).

2.8 A conceptual framework

The synthetic framework that is presented here has been developed in two parts.
The first part of the framework, the conceptual model applied in chapters 4 and
5, deals with presentational strategies and is represented in the form of a “blam-
ing tree” (Brindstrém and Kuipers, 2003). The dimensions capture clusters of
questions pertaining to specific aspects that will be important for the analysis. Past
research suggests that the presentational strategies ministers apply will depend on
their perception of 1) how bad the situation is (severity), 2) what or who caused
the problem; depicting events as operational incidents or as symptoms of endemic
problems (agency and causality) and 3) who should be held responsible; that is,
depicting events as caused by a single actor or by ‘many hands’ (responsibility)
(Brindstrom and Kuipers, 2003).

The first dimension focuses on framing a problem as harmful or not. Once
a problem is generally perceived as being harmful and violating or threatening
crucial values (severity dimension), questions about causality are on the table (see
the first dimension in figure 2.2 below). In the second dimension, the agency or
actor will be in focus (see agency dimension in figure 2.2). Incumbents will be
motivated to attribute adverse events to incidents as well as ad-hoc and lower
level causal factors. This will push responsibility and blame down to the operators
and first-line managers and away from the top-level policy makers. In turn, their
opponents will argue that this problem did not occur as a one-time event. Any
prior knowledge of risks or warnings will be exposed and policies, cutbacks and
practices will most likely be questioned (Vaughan, 1999). This debate between
competing frames was particularly salient in the aftermath of the tsunami crisis
studied in chapter 4. If the latter interpretation of agency becomes the domi-
nant one, then system-level policymakers will have a difficult time fending off
responsibility and blame as evident in the case of prisoner abuse (see chapter 5).
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At this point, the government and cabinet ministers might well be implicated,
as was the case for the incumbent ministers involved in managing the tsunami
crisis in Sweden (see chapter 4). In situations that are exclusively understood as
situational crises caused by exogenous forces that could neither have been fore-
seen nor forestalled, blame levels on top political leaders are likely to be low. In
other situations of institutional crises where the problem has been triggered from
within a policy or institution, blame is likely to be more intense and flow higher
up the hierarchy (Boin et al., 2010). The ministerial resignations that followed
in Sweden after revealing the weapons affairs and the investigations in relation to
the murder of Prime Minister Palme clearly follow this pattern (see chapter 7).

In regards to the last dimension of the figure (responsibility dimension),
there are four different type of outcomes different types of outcomes in terms
of attribution of responsibility and blame. These outcomes are proposed as the
most likely, or feasible, ways to attribute accountability and blame based on the
dominant perceptions of severity and agency. Outcome A generates scapegoating
and crisis containment below the political level (i.e. firing a subordinate). Outcome
B invites sanctions against operational organizations, and the adjustment of
rules and procedures. Outcomes A and B can be observed in several of the crisis
events studied in the Netherlands and Sweden. Blame was successfully redirected
to the lower institutional actors, and the political actors could remain in office
(see chapters 6 and 7). Outcome C is the politically most explosive one, at least
from a blaming perspective. Here a crisis is defined as the product of errors or
other shortcomings, over a longer period of time, by clearly identifiable senior
policy makers. The whistle-blowing in relation to the arms deals affairs and the
prisoner abuse scandals fit this pattern (see chapters 5 and 7), rendering intense
political blame management activities. A significant pattern in the examined
Dutch crisis events was the use of “collective” frames, promoting narratives of
shared and dispersed responsibility to several actors and over time with little effect
on outcomes (chapter 6). From a broader policy or institutional perspective,
outcome D is the most salient one. It involves a narrative of a crisis as a result
of fundamentally flawed systems or policy-making. When crisis narratives are
cast in this manner some sort of major policy change or reform is inevitable,
irrespective of the fate of the incumbent political elites.

Strategy choices are not static. They vary depending on the reaction and
response of other stakeholders. The outcomes of such accountability processes
should thus be seen as the result of many actors using different instruments
and arenas when interacting over a longer period of time. The outcome will be
the result of a contest of meaning-making and crisis accountability. Although
in this “fog of war” there will most likely be patterns linking contexts, different
types of crises, strategy choices, and communication with certain outcomes of
blame attribution. This is represented below in the conceptual model called the
“blaming tree” developed by Brindstrom and Kuipers (2003).
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Severity dimension Are crucial values violated or threatened
Agency dimension Incident: operational, Symptom: strategic,
lower-level actors political, higher-level actors
Responsibility Actor Network Actor Network
dimension failure A failure B failure C failure D
Scapegoat  Organizational Failing Policy/system
Mishap Policy makers failure

Figure 2.2: “The blaming tree”

The blaming tree provides an illustration of the dynamics of crisis-induced blaming
processes. It provides a foundation for both systematic process description and
interpretation of empirical cases. When it was applied to the empirical crisis cases,
one of the conclusions that appeared was that it lacked sensitivity to contextual
factors such as the particular political landscape and the division of power in
parliament and cabinet (see for instance chapters 4 and 5). These are significant
factors which are likely to influence the success or failure of particular blame
strategies. Important information on the ability of individual decision-makers
to actually perform certain strategies and gain support for their proposed narra-
tives were not factored in either. The literature on cabinet and ministerial tenure
offered more insights into such influential factors.

For example, findings from the UK suggest that there is a relationship between
the age of a minister and the likelihood of resignation, where young and old
ministers are most at risk (Dewan and Dowding, 2005; Berlinski et al., 2007).
Studies from the Netherlands, Sweden and Germany suggest that politically
related characteristics are more significant to ministerial survival, such as previous
parliamentary and cabinet experience (Bick et.al, 2009a; Fischer and Kaiser,
2009; Bovens et al., 2010: 331). Upholding a high position in the party and
being “closer” to the Prime Minister or holding a more “important portfolio”
leads to a greater amount of protection since the prime minister ultimately can
remove a minister (Dowding and MacLeay, 2011: 125; Hansen et al., 2013).
Prior setbacks are, according to some of these studies, a factor that increases the
risk of resignation (Dowding and Dumont, 2009; Hansen et al., 2013). A key
institutional variable pointed out is whether the cabinet is rooted in a coalition
or single-party government. It appears that it is less likely that ministers will
be fired during coalition governments (Dowding and Dumont, 2009:13; Bick
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etal. 2012; Hansen et al., 2013). This is quite straightforward; Prime Ministers
are more limited within a coalition setting since changes might compromise
relationships within the coalition.

These factors were brought into the conceptual model (see figure 7.1) and
were tested in the two last empirical (see chapters 6 and 7). Due to the limita-
tions of this book, some of the aspects from the original blaming tree were not
addressed when analyzing these cases. The theoretical lenses of these two fields
of literature are different, but there are also obvious differences in design and
choice of research strategies in pulling these together. This is discussed further in
the following chapter on research design and methods (see chapter 3).
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Chapter 3: Research design and methods

3.1 Introduction to the research design

In this chapter I discuss the research design and methodological “span” within
which the empirical chapters of this book are situated. The research designs of
the different chapters range from low N towards medium N case studies. The
methods and analytical tools used are within a span from rich process tracing
to more positivist coding scheme exercises. These studies were performed over
a period of 10 years and the avant-garde methodological scene has significantly
moved forward since. Therefore it is worthwhile to discuss and reflect upon the
study designs and methods used in the earlier studies of this book and the ones
performed more recently. The study designs of the four empirical chapters can
be broadly divided into two different types. They are different in focus, aim,
and methodological approach and also reflect the developments concerning case
study design in the current literature. I will start by briefly discussing the more
contemporary knowledge and developments in case study designs (George, 1979;
George and Bennett, 2005; Blacter and Haverland, 2012). I will then return to
the case studies in this book and reflect upon how I approached them from a
design point of view. In the concluding chapter I continue this discussion by
returning to the methodological choices and limitations of the case studies.

3.2 From descriptive to explanatory case study research

Case study research originated within the qualitative and interpretive social
sciences. It has been defined by Yin as an in-depth investigation of (contempo-
rary) phenomena in a real-life context. A method that is particularly equipped to
answer ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions (Yin, 2009: pp.8—18). Blatter and Haverland
(2012) define case studies as a non-experimental research design that differs from
large -N studies mainly through a smaller number of cases and larger number of
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empirical observations within each. It also involves an intense and iterative reflec-
tion on the relation between empirical observations and theoretical inferences.

The groundbreaking work of Alexander George (1979) introduced the
method of structured, focused comparison and instructed researchers to focus more
on comparisons of ‘within case’ empirical observations. George and Bennett
in their monograph Case Studies and Theory Development (2005) developed
process-tracing as an ‘operational procedure’ to identifying and verifying causal
mechanisms within cases that can influence the operation of other actors. Studies
of small -N cases or single case studies with rich in-depth descriptions and a
large number of empirical observations were suggested as a complement to the
dominant comparative large -N case study templates. Since the late 1970’s George
(1979), Ragin (2008) and others (George and Bennett, 2005; Bennett, 2010)
significantly have developed these case study designs. Studies have focused on
critical junctures, sequencing, and path-dependency to explain outcomes. They
are now also attractive for researchers seeking to offer causal theories, to generalize
social mechanisms, and to formulate hypotheses (Bennett, 2010).

Structured focused comparison has been applied to historical processes in
attempts to uncover who and what influenced their development (George, 1979)
in both ‘within case’ (Lijphart, 1975) and ‘cross case’ comparative political studies
(George and Bennet, 2005). Bennett’s (2010) study of why the Soviet Union
did not intervene in the Eastern European revolutions of 1989 exemplifies the
use of process-tracing to explain what set of factors led to a certain outcome
(non-intervention). Allison and Zelikow’s (1999) story of the Cuban missile
crisis, applying three different analytical methods, showed that explanatory
approaches can reveal factors of influence that would not otherwise have been
considered by the dominant paradigm of that period. In crisis studies, variations
of process-tracing analysis have been applied to explain who knows what and
when, and how their responses affected the outcomes (see Boin et.al., 2005;
Nohrstedt, 2007).

The interest in small -N case studies has increased. Likewise, so has the
debate about the theoretical value of these studies and the “fuzzy” application
of analytical tools and coding principles. This is still a lively debate. The meth-
odological reflections on case study research have expanded greatly, and the
view on case study designs is also more diverse. Blatter and Haverland (2012)
have thoroughly examined the growth of case study approaches and they sug-
gest clarifying and being more specific about what kind of case study methods
researchers are applying. Many case study designs are criticized for being often
too all-encompassing and fuzzy and therefore running the risk of being weak
in explanatory power and reliability. Recent studies offer more structured ana-
lytical tools ranging from comprehensively studying one or just a few cases and
identifying theoretically informed patterns (Yin, 2009) towards more inductive
approaches. (For a summary of this method, see Blatter and Haverland, 2012).
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Ragin’s (2008) Qualitative Case Analysis (QCA) approach strengthens qualitative
small -N research designs by building a bridge between case and comparative
methods. The QCA builds upon and highlights in-depth empirical knowledge and
yet is capable of discerning cross-case patterns, the usual domain of quantitative
analysis. By systematic matching and contrasting of small to medium -N cases
the different causally relevant conditions and contexts can be identified. QCA is
a recent methodological development within political science that draws causal
inferences based on cross-case comparison, yet differs from process-tracing which
is a ‘within case’ method that draws causal inferences. The advantage of QCA is
that it enables generalizing a population of similar cases.

Blatter and Haverland (2012) have presented their own versions of case
study approaches to increase their explanatory power and substantiate causal
mechanisms. In their opinion, spatial continuity and temporal succession (as
part of the context) are particularly important for understanding the behavior
of actors. This counters the criticism of the “fuzzy” use of analytical tools and
unclear contribution of in-depth case studies discussing causal inferences. They
propose that Qualitative Case Analysis (QCA) is best complemented by three
variations of case study design: Causal Process Tracing (CPT), Congruence
Analysis (CON), and Co-variational analysis (COV).

Causal Process Tracing (CPT) is close to George and Bennett’s notion of
process-tracing (2005). CPT stipulates ‘within case’ or small -N case studies
examining what makes certain outcomes possible. In particular, sequential and
situational combinations of causal conditions and social mechanisms (causal
configurations) are in focus. The strength of these ‘within case’ analyses is the
potential of rich descriptions that identify causal chains and temporal explanations
which are necessary and/or sufficient for certain outcomes.

The COV approach (Blatter and Blume, 2008; Blatter and Haverland, 2012)
is similar to QCA. They are both examples of variable centered approaches to
comparative case studies, instead of the outcome centered approaches of the
process-tracing template. In both approaches multiple cases are examined in
order to test if variation in the independent variable (or a particular configuration
of causal conditions) leads to certain outcomes; for example, if the presence of
bureaucratic infighting influences the response to seemingly similar foreign policy
situations. In the COV approach, the researcher should look for cases that have
co-variation in the dependent variable. Control variables should be monitored,
and theoretically deduced hypotheses can be used for causal direction (Blatter
and Haverland, 2012). Variables are not scored according to values but rather
if the formulated expectation of that variable is confirmed or contradicted; that
is, with a yes or no answer. As a result, the researcher can draw causal inferences
if the dependent variable had an effect on the outcomes. The CON analysis is
more theoretically oriented in testing and this explanatory approach provides
new/more insight.
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The empirical research reported in this study traverses two of these emerging
methodological traditions. In chapter 4, the politicization and main political
framing of accountability and blame were examined in relation to an external
event: the 2004 tsunami response in three Nordic countries. In chapter 5, two
comparable government responses to prisoner abuse allegations — internal
events — were examined. George-inspired causal process-tracing methods
were deployed when examining these responses since they were similar types
of internal crisis events (Brindstrém et al., 2008; Brindstrom et al., 2011). In
chapters 6 and 7, the outcomes of politicization of various events were examined:
in particular, issues of crisis accountability and career management in coalition
governments in the Netherlands (Brindstrém and Swinkels, 2015) and issues of
crisis accountability and ministerial resignations in single-party governments in
Sweden (Brandstrom, 2015). These were addressed using the QCA methodology,
with a stronger focus on comparing a larger number of cases and less emphasis
on ‘within case’ process analysis.

The first two empirical studies of this book represent the most dominant
approaches at that time (about ten years ago) to case study analysis. The aim
was to apply a novel theoretical approach to understanding blame management
behavior (first reported in Brindstrdm and Kuipers, 2003: an article not included
in this dissertation) in historical cases. Specifically, I sought to identify the use
of blame management strategies and sought to understand why and how they
affected the course of events in the case(s) at hand. My co-author and I primarily
performed small -N case study designs and used process-tracing as an analytical
approach because it was a tried and tested method for revealing the complexity
of a variety of causes and mechanisms of certain outcomes rather than the effects
of particular causes (George and Bennett, 2005; Blatter and Haverland, 2012).
We coded empirical data using the blaming tree as an analytical template, which
was based on operational definitions of each of the strategies included in the
blaming tree. Based on these studies we could see that blame was assigned in
particular directions when a configuration of certain mechanisms and conditions
were present. The limited number of cases allowed for a discussion of blame
management patterns but offered limited possibilities for identifying causal
mechanisms. By applying the same analytical template to several similar studies
provided an intuitive sense of what combinations of causal conditions or social
mechanisms contributed to the occurrence of specific outcomes (in our case,
ministerial survival/resignation and crisis termination/escalation). From the early
empirical studies I had learned that other variables had to be factored into the
analysis if we were to gain greater explanatory leverage. Drawing upon a hitherto
unrelated strand of research (on ministerial careers) allowed me to offer new and
plausible explanations for the varied outcomes of ministerial blame management
behavior. These were later added to the original blaming tree model. A study
design was chosen that was able to account for more variables and yet at the
same time allowed for a greater number of cases to be included in the analysis.
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Hence the study design moved from a CPT to a more COV type of design. This
entailed developing a more elaborate and rigorous coding book allowing me to
structure the empirical material into data points. The main focus was to test a
set of theoretically informed explanatory propositions.

All in all, in an incremental and, in part, a planned fashion, I have over the
course of more than a decade been able to generate a systematic understanding of
the use and impact of blame management strategies and of the configurations of
(f) actors that enable or constrain the allocation of blame. At the same time, it is
fair to say that the design choices I have made for the various case studies mean
that I have not been able to substantiate the causal mechanisms of these processes.
In chapter 8 I will revisit these choices and their limitations and will make some
recommendations for the design of future studies of blame management.
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Chapter 4: The politics of tsunami responses:
Comparing patterns of blame management in
Scandinavia®

Annika Brindstrom, Sanneke Kuipers and Pir Daléus

4.1 Introduction

On Boxing Day 2004, an earthquake in the Bay of Bengal triggered tsunamis
that flooded the coasts of India, Indonesia, Burma, Sri Lanka and Thailand,
killing hundreds of thousands and leaving millions homeless and destitute.
The involvement of citizens from other continents gave this crisis a truly global
dimension. Governments in Europe and Australia slowly but surely realized
that this catastrophe far from home required a response other than expressing
sympathy, collecting money and sending relief.

Thailand has long been a popular tourist resort for Scandinavians, especially
during Christmas. Approximately 30,000 Swedes and thousands of Norwegians
and Fins were on holiday in the disaster area in the last weeks of December. Soon
after the waves hit the beaches it became clear that many Scandinavian tourists
were missing, making this the worst peacetime disaster ever in all three countries.
Even so, it took the three governments more than twenty-four hours to react
to the crisis and several days to initiate rescue attempts, triggering media and
political criticism at home. Interestingly, despite the similarities in context and
government crisis responses, the tsunami disaster triggered markedly different
political processes in the three most affected Scandinavian countries.

5 This chapter was first published as: Brindstrém, Annika, Sanneke Kuipers, and Pir Daleus (2008)
“The politics of tsunami responses: comparing patterns of blame management in Scandinavia”
In Governing After Crisis: The Politics of Investigation, Accountability and Learning, edited by
Arjen Boin, Allan McConnell and Paul ‘t Hart. Cambridge University Press.
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Some political leaders in Sweden, Finland and Norway found themselves a target
of intensely critical media scrutiny and political criticism left, right and center,
whereas others managed to escape this media onslaught. Why? This study focuses
on different blaming processes— an inevitable and to some degree necessary part
of societal responses to crisis (cf Douglas 1992). Blaming theory provides a basis
for intelligent speculation about why the criticism on the three Scandinavian
governments varied so widely. It probes into the accountability processes that
evolve as part of the politics of crisis management. Accountability judgements
depend to a large extent on how extreme events are framed politically: the
dominant definition of the crisis includes an implicit reference to responsibility.
Accountability and framing—the story of crisis management that is woven in the
wake of the crisis events themselves — determine the fine line between heroes
and villains, between fame and blame. As Boin et al. (2005: 92) argue: ‘Crises
have winners and losers. The political dynamics of the accountability process
determines which crisis actors end up where’.

As the introductory chapter pointed out, accountability debates are hardly
models of truth-finding dialogue. Here we substantiate the claim that these
debates can rather be more like ‘blame games’, particularly when influential actors
succeed in publicly framing the events and government actions in relation to
these events as blameworthy violations of crucial public values. Blaming generates
efforts by the accused to defend themselves, attack their opponents or to ‘pass
the buck’ to others, setting in motion a spiral of reactions that can prolong or
aggravate the crisis considerably.

News media play an important role in the blame game, in offering a public
stage for framing strategies and by reporting and commenting on the events and
actions. Media can frame actors as cither heroes or villains during a crisis, as the
supporting media coverage of President Bush after 9/11 and the critical media
attack on the President after hurricane Katrina might very well illustrate (See
Preston, 2008: chapter 2; Parker and Dekker, 2008: chapter 10).

Blaming theory assumes that the allocation of responsibility regarding
crises and thus the fate of key politicians, officials and organizations involved,
is determined by three factors: the institutional and political conditions under
which blame games occur; the blame management strategies that actors choose
to employ; and the skill with which they apply these strategies in the public
arena. These factors can help to explain the puzzle of the tsunami blame games in
Scandinavia: one crisis trigger, highly similar polities and administrations; highly
similar government responses; yet markedly different political consequences.

In order to explain these differences, we begin by presenting a model of how
blame games evolve. We then apply it to the political process during the tsu-
nami crisis in Sweden, Norway and Finland. We further elaborate the model by
inducing specific institutional and individual factors that help explain why the
distribution of blame took different turns in the three countries. We conclude by
formulating hypotheses that specify the conditions under which crisis-induced
blame games take shape.
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4.2  Playing hard ball: Blaming strategies in crisis management

When things are perceived to have gone wrong in government, policymakers some-
times willingly accept responsibility. However, ceteris paribus, most policymakers
will try to avoid being linked to the problem, which is exactly what opposition
spokespersons, media critics and others may try to do. Under criticism for alleged
failures and wrongdoing, policymakers resort to rhetorical strategies to escape
blame, including moves to deflect it to others. The latter are then prompted to
do likewise. And so a ‘blame game’ develops: a verbal struggle between protago-
nists inside and outside of government about the allocation of responsibility for
negative events that have occurred in society.® They struggle about the framing
of the situation and the role that policymakers (should have) played in bringing
critical incidents about or failing to prevent them. The literature suggests there
are three core components of framing strategies in blame games:

1. Constructing severity: depicting events as violations of specific core public
values;

2. Constructing agency: depicting events as operational incidents or as symptoms
of endemic problems;

3. Constructing responsibility: depicting the events as caused by a single actor or
by ‘many hands’.”

These strategies are the same for defenders and attackers, because the essence of
a blame game is that initial defenders to outside criticism engage in the game by
becoming attackers themselves. We argue that a blame game is a staged process:
it involves deliberate choices with regard to the way one frames a particular
failure and its causality. The selective adoption of these framing strategies by
political elites will lead to different outcomes of political blaming (Brindstrém
and Kuipers, 2003). Let us examine these strategies in turn.

Constructing Severity

The degree to which an event is framed as a violation of core public values (security,
integrity, social justice etc.) determines the extent to which that event becomes
subject of political and societal debate about blame. Different interpretations of
the event put forward by different actors will struggle for domination. Personal,

6 A ‘frame’ refers to a shared construction of reality (see Goffman 1974) and ‘framing’ activities
can related to both the use and the impact of frames (see for instance Edelman, 1988; Schén
and Rein, 1994; Kingdon, 1995; Iyengar, 1996; D’Angelo, 2002; DeVreese, 2003; Hurst,
2004; Eriksson, 2004). In this chapter a ‘framing’ move can be interpreted according to the
definition of Boin et al. (2005: 88) as ‘the production of facts, images and spectacles aimed at
manipulating the perception and reaction to a crisis’.

7 The ‘problem of many hands was first coined by Thompson (1980).
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political and organizational gains and losses are at stake in this process (Edelman,
1964, 1977, 1988, 1995; ‘t Hart, 1993; Kingdon, 1995; Anheier, 1999; Boin et
al. 2005). Media are explicitly biased towards negative events (good news is no
news). An additional explanation of this focus on failure and the consequent efforts
to avoid blame in this process is the negativity bias of the electorate. Voters are
more likely to withdraw their electoral support when something negative occurs
(cutbacks, scandals, austerity measures) than they are inclined to express support
when political behavior is beneficial to them (Bloom and Price, 1975; Kernell,
1977; Lau, 1985). The negativity bias in electoral behavior instructs politicians
to duck accountability whenever possible. Highlighting governmental failures is
a powerful weapon in the hands of political opponents; one which government
actors wish to deprive them of as much as possible—by denying or re-framing
failure, or by passing the buck to others (Brindstrom and Kuipers, 2003).

Following McGraw (1991) we distinguish blame avoidance from blame
management.® Blame avoidance refers to the construction of ‘severity’: it implies
that public actors seek to frame incidents as inconsequential, not negative in their
social implications, or as lacking political ramifications.” More political actors
have a stake in the political debate if issues can be linked to substantive values
that touch on sweeping social and political themes such as justice, democracy,
liberty (Nelkin, 1975) or national security (Edelman, 1977; Bostdorff, 1994;
Buzan et al.,, 1998). Framing an issue in terms that are salient to ongoing politi-
cal themes is the key to capturing political and public attention (Rochefort and
Cobb, 1994). Timing and substance are also important reasons why attention
focuses on certain issues. As Kingdon (1995: 104) notes, momentum is essential:
when an issue fails to catch on, ‘participants quickly cease to invest in it . When
a story about a negative event does ‘catch on’ and is publicly perceived as falling
within the realm of politics and government, attempts at blame avoidance have
run their course and give way to blame management strategies, which accountable
actors employ to avoid being pinpointed as culpable and/or responsible for the
problems that have been identified (McGraw, 1991: 1135).

Constructing Agency

Once journalists or oppositional political entrepreneurs have ‘discovered” a
potential flasco or scandal, they will put questions about responsibility and
blame squarely on the table. Whilst government actors will be driven to depict
the events as having been caused by incidental, ad hoc factors in an otherwise
sound system, their critics will attempt to portray the event as an embedded
incident, epitomizing a much larger systemic failure.

8 See also Sulitzeanu-Kenan and Hood (2010).
9 That is, beyond the realm of political affairs such as ‘the free market, the private sphere or
matters for expert decision” (Buzan et al., 1998: 29).
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Likewise, in temporal terms, incumbent elites trying to avoid blame will empha-
size the immediate causes of a crisis — such as ‘pilot error’ or ‘rule violations’ to
explain a plane crash. The search for causes then stops at the technical, oper-
ational, subordinate level. By contrast, their political opponents tend to place
the incident in a broader time perspective in order to shift focus to powerful
underlying causes — such as the nature of the relevant laws and regulations,
government cutbacks or reforms, management decisions with consequences
for safety practices, embedded organizational routines, and cultures tolerant of
rule violation.' Going back in time often means going up the hierarchy, from
street-level implementing actors to top-level strategic policy makers (Bovens and
‘t Hart, 1996). Top-level policymakers facing a crisis are therefore usually keen
to narrowly define the scope of investigation and debate while their critics will
want to broaden the time horizon and deepen the scope of post-mortems. The
latter might receive support from operators and middle managers who feel their
superiors are trying to frame them as scapegoats (Brandstrém and Kuipers, 2003).
These operators and middle managers will feed the debate by leaking implicating
information about their superiors to media or opposition critics.

The core assertion here is that framing a failure in narrow technical terms
decreases the likelihood of escalating blame games. Only if the problem becomes
perceived in wider systemic terms and solutions to it become harder to agree
upon, will blame games affect political fates.

Constructing Responsibility

Even if it there is a widespread presumption that the unwanted events were not
just operational incidents, but were in fact linked to earlier decisions of top-
level officials or embedded in organizational culture, the question remains who
precisely should be punished. Incumbent policymakers are likely to argue that
the incident is the result of what we might call a ‘network’ failure: a complex
interplay of structures, actors, decisions, and actions. If this causal story sticks,
responsibility for failures becomes a matter of the proverbial ‘many hands.” If
causality is ‘dispersed,’ then any blame will have to be too; and since blaming
everyone for the something which they arguably contributed to only in small
measure often seems unfair, sanctions are not administered to anyone — an
agreeable outcome for the top brass (Thompson, 1980).

By contrast, pinning down the root of failure to individuals or parts of
organizations will facilitate scapegoat solutions (Ellis, 1994; Jones, 2000).
When incumbent politicians succeed in constricting the diagnosis of a critical
event, they can relieve pressure on themselves by signaling that they are ready
to take steps: firing subordinates and implementing additional measures to deal
with the problem (Rochefort and Cobb, 1994). Having a scapegoat at hand is
obviously convenient for policymakers. For that reason, some argue, providing

10 See an overview of such factors in Vaughan (1999).
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for this blame absorption device has become an important consideration in the
design of public institutions, particularly in the more politically risky areas of
government policy (Hood, 2002)."

4.3 Synthesis: The Blaming Tree

A blame game can develop in different directions, depicted in figure 4.1 as a
decision tree. For each dimension, two alternative options that influence the final
outcome of the blaming process are presented. The evolving blame game can
result in four different outcomes. Firstly, the event can be framed as either ad
hoc or endemic, depending on the time perspective that becomes the dominant
reference frame in the debates. Subsequently, both stand-alone incidents and
systemic failures can be attributed to either complex networks or single actors.
The resultant locus of blame of these alternate strategies is: (i) the scapegoat, an
isolated single actor failure, (ii) the organizational mishap, an incident produced
by ‘many hands’, (iii) the policy maker(s), responsible for shaping flawed policies
and/or tolerating deficient implemenctation strategies and organizational mal-
practices, and (iv) the endemic system failure, a structural problem implicating
many actors in a range of organizations.

Severity dimension
Crucial values violated or threatened

N

Agency dimension

Incident: operational, Symptom: strategic, political,
technical, lower-level higher-level actors in focus
actors in focus

v\ /N

Responsibility dimension

Actor Network Actor Network

failure A failure B failure C failure D

Scapegoat Organizational Failing Policy/system
Mishap Policy makers failure

Source: Brandstréom and Kuipers (2003: 302)

Figure 4.1: Constructing blame by framing political crises

11 Hood argues that ex ante blame avoidance strategies influence the selection of institutional
arrangements for policy implementation e.g. the choice for delegation instead of direct control.
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Now why and how do some accountability processes turn into blame games with
cither of these outcomes? Comparative research will reveal under which condi-
tions actors employing certain framing strategies are likely to be successful in
(re)directing the post-crisis media onslaught — to avoid being blamed or to focus
blame on others. This is not as easy as it might seem. Boin et al. (2005) argue that
blame strategies have a reflexive quality. A strategy can become self-defeating, for
example when actors at the operational level who find themselves scapegoated
by skillful blame-managing superiors, react by feeding media or government
opponents with the necessary evidence to shift blame back to the upper echelons.
Our analysis may have to follow different strategies by actors involved up and
down the tree initially, but in the end we aim to assess the strategies employed
and the resulting outcome for each case.

The framing tree serves as a model, to dissect the cases and understand how
the blame games evolved. The comparative design of this study allows us to
delve deeper into these cases in order to develop hypotheses in the end about
the specific factors that influenced the blaming process and, consequently, its
outcomes. Our assumption here is that both the scope of the crisis and the
behavior of accountable actors in the end define the public perception of the
crisis (as either a single actor deficiency, organizational mishap, failing governance
or system failure). The behavior of accountable actors is in turn influenced by a
mix of situational, individual and institutional factors.

4.4 An Asian disaster making waves in Scandinavia

This study compares Scandinavian public debates following the tsunami disaster:
a crisis that could be characterized as an incomprebensible crisis according to the
typology presented in the introduction of this book. We study the framing strat-
egies employed at the strategic level by policy makers in Sweden, Norway and
Finland when confronted with criticism of their performance as crisis managers.
We also examine which factors — individual, institutional, cultural, situational
— may account for the differential outcomes of these debates. The controlled
variation produced by this ‘natural experiment’ allows us to analyze whether the
obviously bigger human and material impact of the tsunami in Sweden provided
more room for stakeholders to present alternative frames and has influenced the
course and outcomes of the accountability process as compared to the other two
countries (see chapter 1). It seems intuitively appealing to expect that the more
severe the material and personal damage, the more likely it is for political blame
games to occur and escalate (see also chapter 1).

Research on the politics of policy evaluation suggests that the relation between
actual government performance and its public evaluation is low (Bovens and
‘t Hart, 1996; Bovens et al., 1999; Kofman-Bos et al., 2005). The government
performance of the three countries is comparable but Swedish losses (number
of victims) were much bigger. We hypothesize that not so much government
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performance but the scope and depth of the crisis (in terms of losses) affected
the nature of the accountability process and the gravity of the outcome. Simply
put: the bigger the ‘bang’, the bigger the political fallout, regardless of actual
government performance. The scope of the crisis would explain why the Swedish
government was blamed more severely for its handling of the crisis than the two
neighboring governments, even though their operational crisis responses did not
differ all that much.

We have performed a content analysis of national newspaper articles to
reveal if, when and how often political actors use blaming strategies, evaluate
government behavior, (re)allocate responsibility, or attribute blame to specific
culprits. We have coded all articles published on the tsunami disaster in two daily
newspapers in each country published between 2 January 2005 and 22 January
2005."2 Each article was coded according to a codebook.'? We chose to start
the survey one week after the tsunami since our reading of the press coverage
revealed that in this case — unlike Bytzek’s flood coverage in Germany reported
elsewhere in this volume — the media coverage of the first seven days focused
virtually exclusively on depicting the human drama and the course of disaster
operations. It was not until the initial shock was over that media coverage shifted
towards accountability issues.'*

Table 4.1 summarizes the similarities and differences of the crisis response
in the three Scandinavian countries. We use the dimensions of the blaming tree
developed above to analyze how the accountability process evolved in the media,
and which blame avoidance and blame management strategies were used by the
chief protagonists.

12 Complete reference lists with official sources, daily newspapers, news agencies, and articles
coded in the three cases can be obtained upon request from any of the authors.

13 The codebook and codebook instructions based on Verheuvel (2002) with detailed information
on the method applied can be provided as an appendix by the authors upon request.

14 The selection of newspapers was based on their status as national newspapers with a poten-
tially large number of readers and thus potential influence on the key actors. The newspapers
chosen (Svenska Dagbladet, Dagens Nyheter, Aftenposten, VG Nett, Helsingin Sanomat and
Hufvudstadsbladet) are all among the most widespread newspapers in each country. Swedish and
Norwegian newspapers were read in original language. The international edition (in English)
of the largest newspapers in Finland (Helsingin Sanomat) was chosen as well as the dominating
newspaper in Swedish (Hufvudstadsbladet) in Finland. Finland is constitutionally bilingual and
its main newspaper in Swedish is widely read. Newspapers and Internet editions were carefully
scanned every day during three weeks. Articles were coded if the headlines contained references
to key political actors, responsibility or accountability. A complete reference list of the articles
coded can be provided upon request by the authors.
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Chapter 4: The politics of tsunami responses

Constructing Severity

‘Norway is the best country to live in. But not the best country to belong to
when a disaster hits you on vacation.” Thus wrote a journalist on the Norwegian
government’s response to the tsunami disaster.” This comment reflected the
sentiments in the media in Norway’s neighboring countries in the weeks after
Christmas 2004. The Swedish King concluded in an unprecedented and con-
sticutionally controversial interview when asked if the government had done its
job: T have a feeling that we have been very busy, but at the same time it is hard
to see that we have done anything at all’.'® In Finland criticism was hard on the
failing emergency number at the ministry of foreign affairs: ‘In Nokia-land where
there are millions of telephones, the ministry of foreign affairs has only five!”"”

The content analysis revealed that in Norway and somewhat later in Sweden
both opposition leaders and experts participating in the debate (such as govern-
ment agency directors, political scientists, writers etc.) were fast to claim that
the disaster response left much to be desired, and that it had compounded the
victims plight instead of relieving it. In interviews with opposition leaders and
experts, the Swedish and Norwegian governments were severely criticized for their
inadequate handling of the crisis (see table 4.2). In response, government figures
in both countries framed the tsunami disaster as an ‘unimaginable’ surprise that
had simply been ‘too big to handle’. For example, the foreign affairs ministers
asserted in almost identical terms that: they were ‘simply unprepared for the scope
of the disaster’, ‘this was of a magnitude that could not have been predicted, and
‘the extent of the disaster surprised us’."® The media compared their governments’
performance with the response of other European countries, which soon rendered
these arguments unacceptable. The comparisons revealed that the national rescue
teams could have been sent to the affected areas much quicker. By not doing so,
it was argued, the Swedish and Norwegian governments had failed to help their
citizens. For instance, Italy had confiscated all Italian flights bound for Thailand
the first day after the disaster, to fly down and bring Italians home.

At first sight, Finland was the odd case out. It had quickly sent national
airline Finnair to evacuate Finns. Like their Norwegian and Swedish counter-
parts, Finnish authorities were nevertheless criticized, mainly by journalists and
disaster experts, for their slow and inadequate handling of information and for
the indecisive government reaction. In fact, Finnish parliamentary investigators
later credited the speedy evacuation by Finnair to prompt decisions by travel
insurance companies rather than to government intervention."

15 Dagsavisen, 30 December 2004 (Norwegian daily newspaper).

16 Dagens Nyheter, 10 January 2005.

17 http://www.dn.se/DNet/jsp/polopoly.jsp?d=148anda=360198

18 Aftenposten, 30 December 2004; Svenska Dagbladet, 27 December 2004; Helsingin Sanomat,
29 December.

19 Hufvudstadsbladet, 19 January 2005 (Finnish daily newspaper).
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Table 4.2: Content analysis on the severity dimension

Pro govt. Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Total

Deny |Frame|Neu| T |Deny|Frame|[Neu| T |Deny|Frame|Neu| T |Deny|Frame|Neu| T

Norway 8 1 2 |11 3 1 21 6] 0 0 1 (1] 11 2 5 |18

Sweden 2 3 1 6| 4 2 0 6] 3 1 115 9 6 2 |17

Finland - - - | -] 6 0 4 |10] 1 0 0|1 7 0 4 |11

Opponents Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Total

Deny |Frame|Neu| T |Deny|Frame|Neu| T |Deny|Frame|Neu| T | Deny|Frame|Neu| T

Norway ol 7 ]0o]70 30|33 -| -~ |~-]-] 0] 10]0]10
Sweden o| 8 |o|s8|o| 1|06 0| 6 |0]|6] 0] 3]0/ 30
Finland S I I | 3015 - | - | -]~|1 3115

Note: This table indicates whether pro government actors on the one hand (*progovt) and opposition and
critics on the other hand (*contragovt) deny that crucial values were violated (Den), frame the event as a
violation of crucial values (Frame) or stay neutral (Neu). T means total, the hyphens indicate an absence of
articles on the event in that week.

Brief Explanation: The government actors in Norway and Finland predominantly denied any blameworthiness
in their accounts of the events. In Sweden government actors admitted in the first week that crucial values had
been violated, but later on increasingly denied the blameworthiness of their actions. As for the opponents, the
Swedish and the Norwegian oppositions exclusively and undoubtedly framed events as blameworthy. Finnish
media analysis only yielded articles and quotes in the third week after the disaster, but in those quotes
government actors were all in denial, whereas the opinions among opposition actors were divided on the topic
of blameworthiness.

Initially, the governments did not consider themselves primarily responsible for
their citizens abroad in the case of such a disaster overseas. The first response was
to plan for humanitarian aid to the affected areas. Meanwhile, citizens witnessed
increasingly alarming media reports on television of the devastating situation
in the coastal areas, where many had gone missing and were desperately call-
ing for help from national authorities. The Swedish and Finnish governments
repeatedly denied that their failure to respond was blameworthy, whereas the
Norwegians only denied this initially (see table 4.2). In all three countries, the
Prime Ministers assigned the responsibility for handling the crisis to the foreign
ministries. Even though the disaster was no one’s fault, the media uniformly and
increasingly portrayed the government response in Sweden and Norway as falling
short of meeting the state’s responsibility to protect its citizens. By Mid-January,
the Swedish Foreign Minister felt forced to admit that the government should
be better able to protect its citizens abroad.?

20 Dagens Nyheter, 16 January 2005; MFA speech at the Conference of Society and Defence, 16
January 2005.
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Constructing Agency

In the three Scandinavian countries the initial criticism by media, public and
experts focused on the technical problems, such as overloaded telephone lines at
the ministries of foreign affairs, and on the slow dissemination of information
to the respective Cabinets. In Sweden and Finland especially, special emergency
phone numbers had jammed within hours and only a slight percentage of callers
had gotten through. Likewise, it was reported in Norway that existing ‘crisis hot
lines” had proved dysfunctional and that improvisation to fix them had taken
many hours.

Once it was established that pivotal parts of the operational response in all
three countries appeared to have failed, the public spotlight turned to the top
decision-makers. The Swedish Prime Minister argued that his slow response was
due to a lack of information. He complained that incoming fax messages had
not been sent up the hierarchy: “The information we got was not forwarded to
the decision-makers. The problem is not the organization as such but the fact
that someone has not performed his or her duties’ (SR, Ekot 12 January 2005).
The other two Nordic governments attributed their belated response to similar
technical problems. Both the Swedish and the Norwegian ministries of foreign
affairs also blamed the travel agencies who had said they would manage to
evacuate the victims themselves and did not need governmental aid.?! As table
4.3 shows, Norwegian and Swedish policy makers tried to frame the failures as
operational mishaps whereas their critics highlighted the political responsibility
for the mishaps that occurred.

The management of victims’ lists became a delicate issue in all three countries.*
The prospect of potentially minimizing the number of missing by publishing
their names was sacrificed to protect the privacy of the victims and their families.
When the three governments chose different approaches to this dilemma, critics
compared their actions to one another, which elicited critical scrutiny by the
media. Swedish and Norwegian police officials blamed their foreign ministries
for their failure to release the names promptly like other countries, as for exam-
ple Finland and Denmark had done.” The rescue services in all three countries
were similarly critical of the slow organization of evacuation flights and their
governments failure to utilize assistance offered by public agencies.*

In each country, the foreign ministers played down any organizational short-
comings but did admit that their response had been too slow. They promised

21 Nettavisen, 31 December 2004 (Norwegian daily newspaper).

22 Similar problems occurred during other crises, see for instance the account by Kofman-Bos et
al. (2005) of the Bijlmer Air Crash and the Estonia Ferry disasters.

23 Aftenposten, 3 January 2005; Dagbladet, 3 January 2005 (Norwegian daily newspaper); Swedish
SvD, 8 January 2005.

24 Aftonbladet, 13 January 2005; Aftenposten, 30 December 2004; YLE24, 4 January 2005.
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internal evaluations of their ministries’ crisis management capacities.”> Framing
the problem as mainly a lack of resources, they sought to absorb responsibility in a
politically ‘safe’ way, and at the same time move the debate towards possible solu-
tions to the problem e.g. additional resources and organizational improvements.

This appeared to work in Finland and Norway, where critics framed the
causes of the problems mainly in technical-organizational terms, but not in
Sweden where they persistently emphasized the strategic and political factors
at work (see table 4.3). Correspondingly, Finnish and Norwegian government
actors continued to concentrate public discussion on issues such as the lack of
information, technical malfunctions, and slow reactions by civil servants and
agencies, whereas their Swedish counterparts could not.

Table 4.3: Content analysis on the agency dimension

Pro govt Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Total

Techn | Polit |Neu| T |Techn| Polit [Neu| T |Techn| Polit |Neu| T | Techn| Polit | Neu| T
Norway 7 0 4 |11 6 0 06| 1 0 0 |1] 14 0 4 118
Sweden 4 1 1|6] 6 0 0| 6| 4 0 1 |5 14 1 2 |17
Finland - - - -] 8 0 2 |10 1 0 0|1 9 0 2 |11
Opponents Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Total

Techn | Polit [ Neu| T |Techn| Polit [Neu| T |Techn| Polit [Neu| T | Techn| Polit | Neu| T

Norway o |7 0]7| 0 03 |3 - | -] ~1|~|o0 71310
Sweden o | 8|o|8| 1 |14]1]16/ 0|6 ]|0|6/ 1 |28]|1]|30
Finland | 0 a|5] - | —|~-]=1 ol4a|s5

Note: This table indicates whether pro government actors on the one hand (pro govt) and opposition and
critics on the other hand (opponents) frame the event as operational, technical (Techn.), frame the event as
strategic, political (Pol.) or stay neutral (Neu). T means total, the hyphens indicate an absence of articles on
the event in that week.

Brief Explanation: Government actors in all three countries almost exclusively framed the events as technical,
operational, indicating that blame should rest on the shoulders of lower level officials, instead of on them-
selves. The Swedish opposition fiercely contested this interpretation of events by their government, whereas
their Norwegian counterparts commented in a more neutral manner in the third week and the Fins practically
agreed with their government.

In Sweden the blame game escalated when the political leadership was unable
to field the criticism. Swedish Prime Minister Persson declared early after the
occurrence of the tsunami that all other matters should rest, and that it was time
for national solidarity. The parliamentary opposition honored this call, but only
temporarily. In a number of interviews, Persson unsuccessfully continued to focus

25 More telephone lines, on-call teams, better information systems and computer support. Finnish
Prime Minister’s Office, Press Release, 10 January 2005.
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on failures by lower-level officials, arguing that he had trusted the ministry to do
their job: ‘T contacted my state secretary, and asked him to inform me about the
situation. He contacted the Foreign Ministry, which replied that the situation
was being monitored and was under control’.?®

The media and opposition criticized the Swedish PM’s attempt to blame
individuals at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as unjust and as another attempt
to pass the buck. It left him open to even more intense scrutiny of his own and
his government’s actions dating back a long time before the tsunami. Table
4.4 documents the attempts to influence the temporal scope of accountability
discussions.

Table 4.4: Content analysis on attempts by actors to influence the temporal scope of accounta-
hility discussions

Progovt Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Total

Nar | Exp | Neu | Tot | Nar | Exp | Neu | Tot | Nar | Exp | Neu | Tot | Nar | Exp | Neu | Tot

Norway 3 0 8 | 11| 1 1 4 6| 0 0 1 1 411 |13 )18
Sweden 3 1 2 6| 4 0 2 6| 3 0 2 5 10| 1 6 | 17
Finland E e 6 0 4 10| 0 0 1 1 41 6 5| 11
Contragovt Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Total

Nar | Exp | Neu| Tot | Nar | Exp | Neu | Tot | Nar | Exp | Neu | Tot | Nar | Exp | Neu | Tot
Norway 0 3 4 7 0 2 1 3| - -- -- -- 0 5 51 10
Sweden 0 6 2 8 O |1 | 5 16| 0 4 2 6 0 [21]10] 30
Finland - - -] - 0| 5 5| - | - | - | - 0 0 5 5

Note: This table refers to articles where government actors (*progovt) and opposition and critical experts
(*contragovt) narrow the time frame (Nar) or expand the time frame (Exp).

In response to Persson’s accusations, civil servants leaked compromising informa-
tion about a long-term neglect of crisis management preparedness and systemic
disregard of evaluations of earlier crises. Table 4.4 shows that in week three,
opposition speakers and independent experts seize their chance to widen the
time frame. This new perspective fueled the Swedish debate and the tsunami
response became symptomatic of an endemic vulnerability: an institutional lack
of preparedness and thus an organizational incapacity to handle crises.?”

26 Swedish Television (SVT), interview with the PM, 12 January 2005.

27 A Swedish media study recognised that the national media coverage soon got a political element
and stated that the criticism of the social democratic government was unprecedented. 50% of
the media (TV, radio and news papers) reports commenting the Prime Minister was negative
and for the Foreign Minister the number was 75 % (DN, 11 March 2005, ‘Kritiken lyfte
Géran Persson’, Media study by Observer).
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By contrast, Norwegian political actors admitted their part in the slow response
together with the lower levels in the government hierarchy. Although it became
clear that the Norwegian government had failed to implement a two-year-old
plan to enhance crisis management capacity, this did not arouse much criticism.
In Norway, even opposition leaders and critical experts labelled the tsunami an
incident.

Table 4.5: Content analysis on framing the event as incidental, non-recurring or symptomatic/
structural

Pro govt Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Total

Inc |Sym | Neu| Tot | Inc |Sym|Neu| Tot | Inc |Sym|Neu | Tot | Inc | Sym | Neu| Tot

Norway 3/]0|8|11]0]O0 6| 6/ 0] 0|1 1 3101|1518
Sweden 4 1 1 6| 4 0 2 6] 2 0 3 5110 1 6|17
Finland ~-|-|=-]-|0|0|10]10] 0] 0|1 1 0|0 |11 |11
Contra govt Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Total

Inc |Sym|Neu| Tot | Inc |Sym|Neu| Tot | Inc |Sym|Neu | Tot | Inc | Sym | Neu | Tot

Norway o|s|2]7|0]3lo|3|-|~-|~|=-10]|38|2]10
Sweden o|s|o|s|o|11|5 |16|0|5|1]|6 |0 24|6]30
Finland =] ~|~]o]ols |5 ~«|~|~-|~-]0| 0|55

Note: This table refers to Articles where Government Actors (*Progovt) and Opposition and Critical Experts
(*Contragovt) Frame the Event as Incidental, Non-Recurring (Inc) or Frame the Event as Symptomatic,
Structural (Sym).

In sum, government leaders in each country attempted to focus debates about
the causes of crisis management shortcomings on technical, situational malfunc-
tions and lower level organizational mishaps. Their success varied, partly because
of the aforementioned reflexive nature of blame games: at a certain point the
blamed (in this case at the operational level) may react by broadening the time
frame to include the responsibility of others (their superiors). This happened in
Sweden, where ministers were least successful in making blame stick to lower

levels only (see table 4.5).

Constructing Responsibility

Finnish Prime Minister Matti Vanhanen stated in his New Year message that
‘Under conditions such as these, government action alone is never enough’.?®
Political leaders of all three Scandinavian countries conveyed the same message:
this was not just their responsibility. A broad range of actors, both private and
public, had been unprepared for the scope of the crisis and the coordination and

28 Prime Minister’s Office, 30 December 2004.
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actions required. According to the third dimension of the blaming tree, policy
makers can choose to either attribute responsibility to one specific actor, or disperse
responsibility across a complex network of actors, with varying consequences for
the intensity of criticism this provokes. Government actors handled criticism
differently in the three countries (see table 4.6).

Table 4.6: Content analysis on the responsibility dimension

Progovt Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Total

Dis | Con | Neu| Tot | Dis | Con | Neu | Tot | Dis | Con | Neu | Tot | Dis | Con | Neu | Tot

Norway 7 13|15 }|1|0|6|]1|0|0|1]|133]2]18
Sweden 5/1|0|6|2|4)0|6]3|0|2|5]|105]2]17
Finland ~-|-|=]-/9/0|1 1010|011 100|101
Contragovt Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Total

Dis | Con | Neu| Tot | Dis | Con | Neu| Tot | Dis | Con | Neu | Tot | Dis | Con | Neu| Tot

Norway 0 7 0 7 1 0 2 3 -- -- -- -- 1 7 2 10
Sweden 1 7 0 8 6 7 3|16 1 5 0 6 8 | 19| 3 |30
Finland - - - - 0 3 2 5 - - - - 0 3 2 5

Note: This table refers to the number of articles where government actors (*progovt) and opposition and critical
experts (*contragovt) disperse (Dis) or concentrate responsibility (Con) for perceived crisis response failures.

In Finland, the government chose to quickly admit shortcomings such as lack
of preparedness and inadequate resources. It also signaled its awareness of the
importance of the events through Prime Minister Vanhanen’s early decision to
assign a high-level investigation committee. Finnish opposition parties refrained
from criticizing the government, for which Prime Minister Vanhanen expressed
his gratitude in a hearing on 2 February 2005.% His predecessor, Ahtisaari, the
chair of the Finnish Investigation Committee, stated in a press conference on
11 January 2005 that the aim of his committee was not to assign blame, but to
evaluate in order to improve future operations.” In a parliamentary hearing the
Prime Minister claimed that the organization at large had functioned well.?! As
a consequence, no specific actor was blamed.*? Ahtisaari effectively dispersed
blame across ‘many hands’: various government agencies for lack of information,
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for insufficient emergency hotlines and staff
capacity, the EU for lack of cooperation between EU countries, and media for
not correctly reporting the crisis.*®

29 Hufvudstadsbladet, 4 February 2005.
30 Helsingin Sanomat, 12 January 2005.
31 Hufvudstadsbladet, 4 February 2005.
32 YLE24, 12 January 2005.

33 Dagens Nyheter, 13 January 2005.

49



Crisis, Accountability and Blame Management

The Norwegian government also chose to accept blame when initial attempts
at blame avoidance backfired. The Minister of Foreign Affairs initially defended
his ministry stating that ‘everything worked automatically’.>* Top civil servants
at the foreign ministry pointed out that the travel agencies had overestimated
their own capacity to evacuate victims during the first week.> In response, the
director of the travel industry federation did admit that their emergency plan
had failed.*® Still, criticism of the government did not abate. Then, during a
web chat, the Norwegian Minister of Foreign Affairs went a step further. He
stated that ‘the responsibility [for the belated response] is mine’.?” Likewise, the
Norwegian Prime Minister eventually admitted that the government reaction
had been too slow and that more aid should have been sent to the disaster area
immediately.®® The opposition welcomed the government’s acknowledgements
of its responsibility, and — like in Finland — the debate ended there and then.”

In Sweden, the government did not manage to placate the increasingly vocif-
erous criticism. Its leaders initially denied that it had reacted too tardily; when
this became untenable, they emphasized that the slow response was not due to
any blameworthy behavior on its part. They pointed at mistakes made by lower
level civil servants in processing the incoming information. These attempts at
blame deflection opened a political Pandora’s box. The opposition seized the
opportunity: ‘I think it is a sign of weak leadership if political leaders don't take
responsibility in this situation’, one opposition leader said, deriding the Prime
Minister’s attempts to scapegoat civil servants.”’ In a joint article in a daily news-
paper, the Swedish opposition parties blamed Prime Minister Persson for being
weak and blinded by his long hold on power. The Norwegian social-democratic
party leader came to his neighbor’s aid and criticized the Swedish opposition
for playing ‘party politics’ and politically abusing a tragedy.* Meanwhile, stories
about the Prime Minister’s lack of concern for government crisis management
capacities started to leak from ministry sources. This information exposed the
extent of the government’s failures and shifted attention to the Prime Minister.
Political opponents joined forces in accusing Persson of having cancelled crisis
management exercises and holding him personally accountable for not imple-
menting recommendations of previous crisis management audits.*

34 VG NETT, 7 January 2005 (Norwegian daily newspaper).
35 Nettavisen, 31 December 2004.

36 Dagbladet, 1 January 2005.

37 Dagbladet, 3 January 2005.

38 Dagens Nyheter, 8 January 2005.

39 VG NETT, 10 January 2005.

40 Expressen, 12 January 2005 (Swedish daily newspaper).
41 Dagens Nyheter, 24 January 2005.

42 Dagens Nyheter, 16 January 2005.
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In response to opposition critique, the Social Democratic party secretary charged
the Swedish King — who had made a speech on the tsunami crisis which con-
tained thinly veiled criticism of the government’s response — of overstepping
his constitutional mandate as non-political head of state.*” Commentators duly
retorted that the Prime Minister had sent in his party secretary as a ‘kamikaze
pilot’ to attack the King whose emotional speech during a memorial ceremony
for the victims had struck a chord with the entire nation.* When Prime Minister
Persson criticized the Thai government for failing to react to a warning it had
received two hours before the tsunami, the opposition called this yet another
ill-chosen attempt to pass the buck: ‘Goran Persson seems to be very eager to
disperse blame and avoid responsibility’.* The more the Prime Minister defended
his government by explaining the late response in terms of other people’s failures,
the more scathing his opponents and the media became of his own performance.

After considerable debate, on 13 January 2005, the PM had to accede to an
independent investigation led by the chief justice of appeal.*® The commission
delivered its report in late 2005, blasting the government as a whole and the
Foreign Minister in particular for what it depicted as institutionalized negligence
and a failure to learn from prior experiences and investigations. Given the real-
ity of his personal dominance over his party, and his party’s dominance within
parliament, the report had no immediate political consequences, but it remained
an awkward sting in the government’s side in the run-up to the September 2006
elections. In spring 2000, after weeks of hearings of the top political elite in the
committee of the constitution, the Minister of Foreign Affairs resigned. Formally
her resignation was not linked to the tsunami crisis but the media and public
saw her stepping down as a direct result of the massive critique and the damaged
reputation of the government and the Minister herself.

In May 2006 the Prime Minister’s State Secretary and right-hand, Lars
Danielsson, took a ‘time-out’ as media started probing into his actions during the
tsunami. Danielsson had been under severe media attention since the tsunami
commission’s report because he could not give a clear account of what he did,
whom he called and what he had said to the Prime Minister to alert him on the
26™ of December 2004. His presence in the Cabinet became untenable after
several critical media reports, implying that he had lied to the tsunami commis-
sion and to the standing committee on the constitution.*®

43 Swedish Radio, Ekot, 14 January 2005.

44 Dagens Nyheter, 14 January 2005; Dagens Nyheter, 15 January 2000; Svenska Dagbladet, 11
January 2005.

45 Debate in Parliament, 19 January 2005 and Swedish Television, (SVT) 17 January 2005.

46 http:/[www.regeringen.se/content/1/c6/03/68/53/b7d6be2c.pdf

47 Svenska Dagbladet, 21 March, 2006.

48 Svenska Dagbladet, 19 May, 2006.
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In August 2006 the Justice Ombudsman criticized the government for the
handling of the tsunami crisis and especially the actions of Danielsson.” The
Social Democratic government lost the elections in September 2006 to the center-
right coalition of opposition parties. But post-crisis investigations continued by
intensified media scrutiny. Media accounts revealed that phone-records as well as
tapes containing information on the e-mail communication in the Government
Offices in the days following the tsunami had been erased. Critics claimed the
previous Cabinet had orchestrated an elaborate cover-up. Within a few days, the
new Prime Minister announced in a press conference that the tapes containing
e-mail traffic had been found.”® On February 8* the Commission of 2005 was
reinstated to analyze the new information and its implications for the actors
involved in the tsunami. The Commission will present its conclusions on April
25, 2007. The head of the commission has stated that he wants to present the
“truth” about the actions of the top civil servants close to the Prime Minister
and their involvement in a potential cover-up.”*

45 Conclusions

The aim of this study was to employ a framing and accountability model to
conduct a comparative analysis of three Scandinavian cases. We were especially
interested in what factors influenced the different outcomes of the blaming pro-
cess. Why did the three cases yield such diverging outcomes in terms of blame
assignment, and under what conditions are these different outcomes likely to
emerge? Given the methodological constraints of this study — only two news-
papers were studied per country; no electronic media — this comparative case
study offers a rather coarse cut of crisis-induced accountability processes in the
three countries. Its empirical findings can only provide provisional hypotheses
of the corollaries of crisis-induced blame games that remain to be tested in a
more rigorous fashion.

The comparative analysis shows that in all three cases, media, public and
experts needed little convincing that a terrible thing had happened and that their
victimized countrymen had a right to expect more and quicker support than
they actually received. The first accempts by government officials to avoid blame
by framing the flood disaster as an ‘act of god’ failed. As the governments were
increasingly seen as responsible and dissatisfaction was growing, accusations were
made against them. In terms of constructing severity of government failure, we

49 Svenska Dagbladet, 28 August, 2006.

50 DN, September 2006 (www.dn.se/DNet/jsp/polypoly.jsp?d=1042anda=578247), Svenska
Dagbladet October 12.

51 Svenska Dagbladet, 31 January, February 7 and 15, 2007, Committédirective 2007:15, Ministry
of Finance (http:www.regeringen.se/sb/d/8735/a/76597).
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can conclude that all three countries initially denied that their flawed response
had aggravated the crisis. Later, the public apologies by the Finish and Norwegian
governments seemed to have had a cushioning effect on the blaming process
and the political elite could escape further damage. The Swedish government’s
reaction stands in sharp contrast to this apologetic approach.

In Finland and Norway, the prime ministers had been delegating crisis man-
agement duties to their agencies to a much greater extent than the Swedish prime
minister had done. Consequently, in the Finnish and Norwegian case many hands
were implicated and responsibility was shared between multiple actors, mainly
the ministries of foreign affairs and government agencies. The representation
of what caused the slow response concurs with outcome B, organizational mis-
hap. Moreover in Norway, the travel industry was implicated alongside public
authorities. It accepted its culpability, as opposed to the Finnish and Swedish
travel industry which could demonstrate that they had been pushing for the
government to take action, to no avail.

The framing strategies to assign agency played out differently in the three
cases, partly because Finland and Norway had crisis management delegation
structures in place. Consequently, media and public criticism focused on oper-
ational, technical failure at the level of government agencies (cf. Hood 2002).
In Sweden there was no explicit delegation for crisis management capacities in
place and agency responsibilities were unclear. Persson had informally centralized
crisis management authority during previous extreme events in Sweden, therefore
criticism and blame shifted automatically up the hierarchy.

In Sweden the government continued to deny responsibility. The political
opposition accused it of a long-standing neglect of crisis management capaci-
ty-building at the very core of the state apparatus. The mandates and responsibili-
ties of the government agencies in coping with crises were still under consideration
and remained unresolved. The fact that the Swedish Prime Minister had assumed
a more direct, informal symbolic role as the ‘father of the nation” during other
crises that had taken place in the recent past rapidly turned the tsunami response
into a matter of high politics: where was he now? This finding supports the notion
that the historic record of leaders matters for the blame game. The government’s
attempts to widen the frame of responsibility, and cast blame towards unlikely
culprits such as the Swedish King and the Thai government were, if anything,
counterproductive. The reflexive quality of this framing strategy is illustrated by
these attempts. When Persson made implausible and unsubstantiated allegations
against others, a boomerang effect kicked in, aggravating critique on the Prime
Minister himself.

The Swedish blame game kept fueling itself: the more the government denied
having acted inappropriately, the more fault-finding took place at the hands
of the governments’ political opponents and the mass media. In response, the
Swedish Prime Minister finally proposed a number of improvements to crisis
management capacities, although initially none of these pertained directly to his
own Cabinet office (Debate in Parliament, 19 January 2005, Rixlex).
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One explanation for the severity of the critique of the political elite in Sweden
was the lack of a synchronized political response to the media and public that
encompassed both recommended improvements (a solution) and acceptance of
responsibility on a high-level. The unresolved institutional issue of who should
be responsible for coping with a national crisis, provided a rich background
for critical media. Whereas the public blame focused on failing policy makers
(outcome C), these policy makers’ response aimed at repairing organizational
mishaps (outcome B). This clash in these two interpretations intensified rather
than tempered the criticism. Similar to the findings in the Madrid bombing case
(see Olmeda, 2008) the credibility of the government and the Prime Minister in
particular was undermined by their continued rejection that they got it wrong.
The Swedish Prime Minister and the Minister of Foreign Affairs became the
personification of the failure, and bore the brunt of the inadequacies of the entire
Swedish crisis management system.

In December 2005, the Swedish Commission investigating the response
concluded that: ‘Prime Minister Goran Persson has the overall responsibility for
the shortcomings in the Government Offices’ response to the consequences of
the tsunami’, and that the lack of crisis management capacities in the govern-
ment offices during Persson’s incumbency was due to a conscious choice on his
part.’> Sweden was hit worse in terms of affected victims than Finland or Norway
and the drive to assign responsibility and blame seems to have been stronger in
Sweden. This finding confirms our initial claim that the size of the crisis matters
in accountability processes. Also, uncertainty increased the impact of the event.
The fact that Sweden did not substantially bring down the number of missing
persons in the first month, made every political move delicate and fixed the eyes
of the entire nation on the way government was handling the crisis. Because no
one knew precisely who was missing, many more people were potentially involved
as relatives and acquaintances and the crisis thus had a direct impact on a larger
part of the population. The Swedish government had a bigger crisis to deal with,
but the perceived failures in managing the crisis aggravated the public perception
and political criticism to a greater extent than in their neighboring countries.

46 The road ahead

From this analysis, we infer three hypotheses that explain why different patterns
of blaming emerged in the cases, and might do so in others as well. The first
conditional factor stems from an important difference between the cases. The
formal or informal concentration of power negatively influenced the possibilities

52 Swedish Government Report SOU 2005:104 (2005) Sverige och tsunamin — granskning och
forslag. Fritzes Offentliga Publikationer.
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for incumbent elites to deflect blame in the Swedish case. During his incum-
bency, Swedish Prime Minister Persson had deliberately centralized informal
power within his Cabinet and had been accused of assigning weak ministers
under a tight rein.”® There was no agency at ‘arms-length’, which would allow
for a blame shift to a delegated agency When the crisis hit Sweden, all attention
automatically turned to the Prime Minister, much more so than in the Finnish
and Norwegian cases. In future comparisons, we would therefore like to test the
following hypothesis: The higher the degree of formal and perceived centralization
of executive power, the more likely the blame will go up the governmental hierarchy.

The second factor we detected is the importance of decisive action to launch a
heavy weight inquiry. In fact, our hypothesis for future research would be that #he
sooner policymakers announce a fully independent inquiry by a prominent commission
or institution, the less likely that blaming will escalate for the time pending the inquiry.
Contingent upon the assignments and conclusions of the inquiry commission, a
blame game can still spark off when the inquiry report holds government actors
responsible (see Brandstrom and Kuipers 2003). Timely assigning investigations
to prominent (but non-incumbent) politicians made political escalation less likely
in Finland than in Sweden and Norway. Also, the Finnish inquiry committee
specifically focused on improving the existing crisis management preparedness
and communication structures rather than on accountability for failures made.
The timing and form of inquiry certainly served to de-politicize the crisis in
Finland. In Sweden, the delay in assigning an inquiry was compared to the swift
action in Finland and it was therefore met with more impatience by critics than
might otherwise have been the case.

The third factor of importance is the mitigating effect of manipulating political
opposition. We learned from the Finnish case in particular, that generous public
apologies by the incumbent government and recognition of their own failure may
have a cushioning effect on the subsequent debate. We therefore hypothesize for
further research that: 7he sooner the government acknowledges mistakes of its own,
the less room for intense criticism by the opposition. Proactive, unforced government
self-criticism robs the opposition of the opportunity to lash out at it. It leaves
opponents no option but to agree with the government’s own statements, and
support its intention to remedy the errors made. However, government actors
need to strike a balance in proactively taking on responsibilities and encouraging
other actors to also take their share of responsibility.

It is necessary to further test the relation between political escalation and
personal and material damage. In this study the link between escalation of blame
and the size of the damage was fairly straightforward (in contrast to Bovens

53 Ogren, M (2005); Dagens Nyheter, 7 January 2004, 11 January 2005, 14 January 2005;
Svenska Dagbladet, 31 December 2004, 7 January 2005.
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and ‘t Hart 1996; Bovens et al. 1999): the hardest-hit country also manifested
the toughest accountability process. Nevertheless, the comparison also brought
striking differences in actor behavior during the accountability processes in the
three countries to the surface. Blame games turned out to be short-lived when
generous public apologies are made early on by a country’s political leaders and
when timely investigations are started. Some strategies that were successfully
employed in one country were less successful in another, because of institutional
factors such as centralization of authority and the lack of designated agencies to
take responsibility. This chapter has shed some light on explanations for diverging
blame games in similar situations. When political leaders fail to manage blame in
a crisis characterized by considerable damage or threat, they create for themselves
a crisis after the crisis.
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Chapter 5: Chasing evil, defending atrocities:
Blame avoidance and prisoner abuse during
the war in lrags

Sanneke Kuipers, Kasia Kochanska and Annika Brindstrém

5.1 Introduction

In 2004, the world witnessed in horror, through a series of pictures that were
leaked to US media, how US soldiers stationed in the Abu Ghraib prison had
physically, sexually, and psychologically abused Iragi prisoners (Hersh, 2004).
The pictures instigated a heated debate on blame and accountability regarding
the atrocities American troops had exposed their prisoners of war (POWs) to.
The focus of criticism soon shifted up the chain of command, to Secretary of
Defense Rumsfeld and the Bush administration’s decision to disregard the Geneva
Convention and applying the term i//egal combatants in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Around the same time, UK soldiers stationed in Iraq were accused of sim-
ilar practices: torturing prisoners and even killing one of their detainees.”
Investigations disclosed that the body of the deceased suspect, who had never
received a fair trial, sustained 93 separate injuries caused by severe physical
abuse at the hands of his British captors.*® The British army was quick to frame
the situation as an isolated and tragic event that every member of the regiment
“bitterly regrets” (Stevenson and Weaver, 2009). The case received much media

54 This chapter was first published as: Kuipers, Sanneke, Kasia Kochanska, and Annika Brindstrom
(2011) “Chasing evil, defending atrocities: Blame avoidance and prisoner abuse during the war
in Iraq.” In Ethics and Crisis Management, edited by Lina Svedin. Information Age Publishing.

55 The case of Baha Musa became public after a video showing the abuse was revealed.

56 Musa was tortured to death one day after his detention.
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attention within the UK and led to the conviction of a low ranking army official
but did not spark much of a debate on British army institutions nor did it seriously
compromise the British minister of defense or other politically responsible actors.

That media accounts of unethical behavior in crisis situations lead to polit-
icization and blame avoidance among responsible actors is hardly surprising.
But why do blame game outcomes differ, when violations of core values are so
similar? This chapter aims to shed new light on the relationship between unethical
behavior in times of crisis and the accountability and blaming processes that
follow. Does the ethical dimension by nature lead to a truth finding dialogue,
and does it influence the intensity of politicization and the outcome of blaming?

5.2 Blame avoidance theory

Blame avoidance research identifies three strategies for officeholders trying to
avoid responsibility for their own or subordinates’ wrongdoings (Hood et al.,
2009). These three strategies are (1) agency strategies: avoiding blame by limiting
formal responsibility through delegation (cf. Hood, 2002), (2) policy strategies:
avoiding blame by designing policies that obscure the causal relation between
officeholder and outcome of his or her decisions (cf. Weaver, 1986; Pierson, 1994),
(3) presentational strategies: avoiding blame by framing events and manipulating
public and media perception (McGraw, 1990; Brindstréom and Kuipers, 2003;
Hood et al., 2009). This study will focus on presentational strategies, after the
blameworthy event has occurred. Presentational strategies constitute actual
crisis management strategies as they aim to mitigate the (possible) eruption of a
firestorm of criticism after a major public service mistake has taken place.

When things are perceived to have gone wrong in government, office-holders
will try to avoid responsibility. They can resort to rhetorical strategies to escape
blame, including moves to deflect blame onto others. In defense, their opponents
do the same. And so a blame game develops: a verbal struggle about the allocation
of responsibility for policy mistakes or negative events.”” We claim there are three
core components to the framing strategies in blame games:

4. Constructing severity: depicting events as violations of core public values;

5. Constructing agency: depicting events as operational incidents or as symptoms
of endemic problems;

6. Constructing responsibility: depicting events as caused by a single actor or by

‘many hands’.*®

57 A ‘frame’ refers to “the production of facts, images and spectacles aimed at manipulating the
perception and reaction to a crisis” (Boin et al, 2005: 88) and ‘framing’ can relate to both the
use and the impact of frames (e.g. Edelman, 1988: Schon and Rein, 1994; Kingdon, 1995;
Iyengar, 1996; D’Angelo, 2002; DeVreese, 2003; Hurst, 2004; Eriksson, 2004).

58 The problem of many hands was first coined by Thompson, 1980.
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A blame game is a staged process. It involves deliberate choices by actors to frame
a particular failure and its causality. The selective adoption of framing strategies by
political elites and their skills in adopting them will result in different outcomes
of political blaming (Brindstrom and Kuipers, 2003). Let us first examine each
of these strategies in turn.

Constructing severity

The degree to which an event is framed as a violation of core public values (security,
integrity, social justice etc.) determines whether that event becomes ‘politicized’:
subject of a critical political and societal debate. Actors will struggle to dominate
this debate with their interpretations of the event. Personal, political and organ-
izational gains and losses are at stake in this process (Edelman, 1977; 1988;
Hart 1993; Boin et al., 2008). Media are explicitly biased towards negative events
(good news is no news). Voters are also punishing officeholders harder for negative
actions than rewarding them for good behavior. The negativity bias in electoral
behavior instructs politicians to duck accountability whenever possible (Bloom
and Price, 1975; Lau, 1985). Highlighting governmental failures is a powerful
weapon in the hands of political opponents. Therefore officeholders will seek to
deprive their opponents of this opportunity, by denying or re-framing failure,
or by passing the buck to others (Brindstrém and Kuipers, 2003).

Following McGraw (1991) we distinguish blame avoidance from blame
management.”” Blame avoidance refers to the denial of blameworthiness or
‘severity’: incidents are framed as inconsequential, not negative in their social
implications, or as lacking political ramifications.*® In the domain of misfortune,
expert judgment or confidentiality/secrecy, the blame game is likely to fade out.
By contrast, if wrongdoings are framed as a violation of substantive values such
as justice, democracy, liberty (Nelkin, 1975) or national security (Edelman,
1977; Bostdorfl, 1994; Buzan et al., 1998), a blame firestorm may erupt. When
a story about negative political performance does catch on, attempts at blame
avoidance have run their course and give way to blame management strategies,
which accountable actors employ to avoid being pinpointed as culpable and/or
responsible for the problems that have been identified (McGraw, 1991: 1135).

Constructing agency

Once journalists, interest groups or oppositional politicians have detected a
potential scandal, they will put questions about responsibility on the table.
Whereas officeholders attempt to point at incidental, ad hoc causal factors in an

59 See also Sulitzeanu-Kenan ( 2010) and Hood (2002).
60 Le., beyond the realm of political affairs such as “the free market, the private sphere or matters
for expert decision” (Buzan et al., 1998: 29).
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otherwise sound system, their critics will portray any wrongdoings as epitomizing
a much larger systemic failure (Brindstrom et al., 2008). So, in temporal terms,
incumbent elites trying to manage blame will emphasize the immediate causes,
such as human error or rule violations by lower level operators to explain what
went wrong. By contrast, the accused will stress a broader time perspective in
order to shift focus to powerful underlying causes, such as the relevant regula-
tions, government cutbacks, organizational routines, and cultures tolerant of
rule violation.®!

Going back in time often means going up the hierarchy, from street-level
operators to top-level strategic policy makers (Bovens and ‘t Hart, 1996). The
latter are thus usually keen to narrowly define the scope of investigation and
debate while their critics will want to broaden the time horizon and deepen the
scope of post-mortems. Operators and middle managers who feel their superiors
are trying to frame them as scapegoats will feed the debate by leaking implicating
information about their superiors to media or opposition critics (Brindstrdm and
Kuipers, 2003). Successfully framing a failure in narrow technical terms decreases
the likelihood of escalating blame games in terms of political implications and
sanctions. Only if the problem becomes perceived in wider systemic terms, will
blame games affect political fates.

Constructing responsibility

When the frame has been established on the agency dimension, the question
remains who exactly should be punished. Incumbent policymakers tend to
argue that the incident is the result of a nerwork failure: a complex interplay
of structures, actors, and decisions. Network causality makes responsibility for
failures a matter of the proverbial many hands. If causality is dispersed, then any
blame will have to be dispersed too and sanctions are not administered to anyone
(Thompson, 1980).

By contrast, pinning down the root of failure to individuals or parts of organi-
zations will facilitate scapegoat solutions (Ellis, 1994; Rochefort and Cobb, 1994;
Jones, 2000). When incumbent politicians succeed in defining such a diagnosis
of a critical event, they can relieve pressure on themselves by signaling that they
are ready to take steps: firing subordinates and implementing additional measures
to deal with the problem (Brindstréom and Kuipers, 2003).

5.3  Synthesis: The blaming tree framework

A blame game is a staged process, where each stage presents different alternatives,
depicted in figure 5.1 as branches of a blaming tree. These alternative options

61 See an overview of such factors in Vaughan (1999).
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influence the course of the blaming process, resulting in either of four different
outcomes. Firstly, the event can be framed as either ad hoc or endemic, depend-
ing on the time perspective that becomes the dominant reference frame in the
debates. Subsequently, both stand-alone incidents and systemic failures can be
attributed to either complex networks or single actors. The resultant locus of
blame is: (i) the scapegoat, an isolated single actor failure, (ii) the organizational
mishap, an incident produced by ‘many hands’, (iii) failing policy maker(s),
responsible for shaping flawed policies and/or organizational malpractices, and
(iv) the endemic system failure, a structural problem implicating many actors
in a range of organizations (Brindstrém and Kuipers, 2003). The framework is
illustrated in chapter 2.

Now, why and how do accountability processes lead to different outcomes?
Comparative research will reveal under which conditions certain framing strate-
gies are likely to be successful in (re)directing the post-crisis media onslaught, to
avoid being blamed, to focus blame on others, or to successfully disperse blame
among many hands. 7he blaming tree serves to analyze the cases and understand
how the blame games evolved.® Our assumption here is that the behavior of
accountable actors in the end defines the public’s perception of the crisis as either
a single actor deficiency, organizational mishap, failing governance or a system failure.
The behavior of actors is in turn influenced by a mix of situational, individual
and institutional factors.

5.4  Severity of events: Public shame and blame?

The cases discussed here are the type where the severity of events seems beyond
dispute and in this chapter we will have a closer look at how actors managed
blame and to what results. Picture of abused POWS, and the autopsy report of the
tortured body indicate we are dealing with severe unethical behavior committed
by American and British soldiers and possibly sanctioned by their governments.

Figure 5.1 portrays the critical attention by the New York Times and the
Guardian on the abuse of the Iragi prisoners. The negative publicity towards
the US seems disproportional to that directed at the UK, though from 2006
onwards attention for the British case in the Guardian shows an upward trend.
Given the fact that the allegations were similar, the question rises why these
blame games took a different course and to what extent the countries’ political
leadership was held responsible.

62 The comparative design of this study allows us to delve deeper into these cases in order to
identify specific factors that influenced the blaming process and, consequently, its outcomes.
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Figure 5.1: Negative publicity in the New York Times and the Guardian

Before moving to an analysis of the blame management strategies that were
employed in the two cases, we first need to substantiate our core claim that
blame was attributed differently in the two cases. At the international level
criticism (including naming and shaming) on the US and UK by intergovern-
mental organizations (IGOs), and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) will
indicate the level and direction of blame attribution. At the national level we
look at national public inquires performed after 2004, and to what extent these
inquiries attributed responsibility to the US and UK governments.

Blame on the International Arena: 1GOs and NGOs

The International Criminal Court (ICC) provides 341% entries on the Abu Ghraib
case (ICC Advanced Search Engine, 2010). The United States is a non-member
of the ICC, and therefore the Court does not have legal rights to interfere with
the state’s affairs. Regardless, the ICC provides information (such as newspaper
articles, the reports of NGOs and democratic inquiries) regarding the cases of
abuse of the Iraqi prisoners performed by the American soldiers, as a form of
shaming’. The ICC has no references to the British abuse case® and therefore
does not intentionally shame the UK for the cases of POW abuse.

63 All the information regarding the Abu Ghraib case can be found in the Court’s two official
languages (English and French), where ninety-three references are to be found in English and as
much as two hundred forty two are available in French (ICC Advanced Search Engine, 2010).

64 The only keyword yielding four entries is Basra, but these entries include no relation to the
abuse by the British soldiers. The maltreatment of the Iraqi prisoners performed by the UK
troops stationing in Iraq is known as the Baha Mousa case. The pictures of Mousa’s tortured
body triggered attention of the national media and served as a symbol of abuse of Iraqi detain-
ees done by British soldiers. Therefore Baha Mousa was used as keyword when searching for
information on the abuse performed by British soldiers in Iraq. The supportive keywords when
searching for information available on the matter were Donald Payne (a convicted soldier),
Basra (a detention centre where Mousa was interrogated) and abuse/UK soldiers/ Iraq.
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The United Nations search engine yields 29 entries on US involvement in the
abuse of Iraqi prisoners in Abu Ghraib and also links the Abu Ghraib events
to other instances of US torture. High Commissioner for Human Rights Navi
Pillay depicted Abu Ghraib as an example of the US violating the Convention
against Torture (CAT), saying: “The Guantanamo and Abu Ghraib prisons
(...) became high-profile symbols of the practice of torture. New terms such as
‘water-boarding’ and ‘rendition’ entered the public discourse, as human rights
lawyers and advocates looked on in dismay” (UN News, 26 June 2009). The
UN did not produce any documents regarding British abuse of Iraqi detainees.
This indicates that the UN did not apply any sanction on the country in regard
to that matter.

The table below (see table 5.1) presents the number of references to the US
and the UK cases of torture made by four different NGOs during the same
time period.

Table 5.1: Number of references to the US and UK cases of abuse as reported by NGOs

Name of the NGO # of entries US case # entries UK case
Amnesty International 196 11
International Committee of the Red Cross 8 1
Centre for Research on Globalization 9 0
Human Rights Watch 213 3

Many more entries surfaced criticizing the US. than the UK. during the same
time period. NGOs recognized that the British offences took place, but over-
all they did not criticize British institutions, policy makers or their positions.
Criticism directed at the US focused, apart from the specifics of Abu Ghraib,
on bad leadership, long standing malpractices and the fundamental flaws in the
US war on terrorism.

Blame on the National Scene: Public inquiries
In order to identify culpable parties and assess the severity of their wrongdoings,

national governments can appoint inquiries (by court procedures, parliamentary
inquires or other public audits) to hold individuals and organizations accountable.

Inquires in the United States

Between 2003 and 2008 the US Army conducted five investigations into the
interrogation methods applied to detainees by US soldiers. In July 2003, Amnesty
had informed the US ministry of defense of the abuse.®® The US ministry of

65 On 23 July, Amnesty International announced that it received reports regarding prisoners
abused performed by the Coalition forces (Associated Press, 7 May 2004: 5).
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defense asked General Ryder to investigate the allegations. On 5 November 2003,
Ryder reported problems with all US-led Iraqi prisons. Ryder’s report, however,
only focused on recommendations, not on establishing culpability.

In January 2004, General Taguba and his investigators specifically looked
at the cases of abuse performed by military police officers in the Abu Ghraib
prison. They concluded that the Abu Ghraib units run by the military police
“lacked discipline, had no training whatsoever and lacked leadership presence”®
(Burlas, 2004). Furthermore, the abuse was framed as “systematic and illegal
and suggested that the problem might be far reaching” (Lobe, 2 May 2004: par.
10-11). Taguba requested legal action against the members of the US Army and
the two civilian contractors involved (ibid: par. 8). Army reports provided by
Fay and later Jones focused mainly on the role of intelligence units in the abuse
of prisoners.”” According to these reports high rank officials knew of the abuse
at Abu Ghraib but had failed to stop it. Fay’s report concluded that the primary
cause of the maltreatment was misconduct by a small number of soldiers, made
possible by lack of leadership.

A bipartisan US Senate report released in December 2008 concluded that
Donald Rumsfeld and other senior Bush administration officials were responsible
for the interrogation techniques performed in Guantanamo Bay, Abu Ghraib,
and Afghanistan (Morgan, 11 December 2008). In the executive summary to
the report, General David Petraeus stated that: “[t]he abuse of detainees in US
custody cannot simply be attributed to the actions of ‘a few bad apples” acting
on their own. The fact is that the senior officials in the United States government
solicited information on how to use aggressive techniques, redefined the law to
create the appearance of their legality, and authorized their use against detainees”
(Senate Armed Services Inquiry, 10 May 2007).

Inquiries in the United Kingdom

The death of British captive Baha Mousa triggered three different inquires: by
the royal military police, a court martial and the parliament. The royal military
police’ investigation into Baha Mousa’s death was completed in April 2004, but
its findings never reached the public eye.

The UK army conducted their own investigation, which resulted in the
detention of seven soldiers (Stevenson and Weaver, 13 July 2007: para. 7). The
soldiers were charged with offences of “inhuman treatment, battery and assault,
manslaughter, perverting the course of justice, and, in the case of the three
senior officers, negligently performing a duty”. Only one soldier was convicted
(Stevenson and Weaver, 13 July 2007). Mousa’s family demanded an inde-
pendent inquiry (Norton-Taylor, 29 July 2004). In December 2004 the British

66 An answer given by Taguba to one of the senators in reply to why Abu Ghraib happened.
67 The previous reports on crimes to Iraqi detainees were mainly focused on the low rank officials.
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High Court decided that an independent inquiry should be conducted. In May
2008, secretary of defense Des Brown, finally ordered such a public inquiry into
Mousa’s death. He argued that the inquiries by the royal military police and the
court martial had created more questions than answers about the incident (Baha
Mousa Public Inquiry, 2010).

5.5 Attributing agency

As soon as the initial struggle over severity is over, and the perception of a crisis
has taken hold, the question how this could have happened becomes highly
relevant to political actors, institutional watchdogs and other critics. The policy
makers held responsible are more likely to downplay the scope of the events,
where their opponents will try to present the crisis as a part of a bigger problem.

Abu Ghraib as a structural problem

The US involvement in the Iraq war and the overall dissatisfaction with policies
of the Bush administration (which divided the country ever since its photo finish
victory in the 2000 elections) increased the belief that Abu Ghraib was part of a
larger systemic failure. Additionally, Bush’s second term lasted from right before
the scandal in 2004 until 2008 allowed the opposition to collect near-complete
evidence that the Abu Ghraib abuses were part of an endemic failure. After the
Abu Ghraib pictures were revealed the Bush administration tried to portray the
issue as a stand-alone incident caused by a few rotten apples. In reaction to the
pictures, Defense Spokesman Larry DiRita said that “no responsible official of
the Department of Defense approved any program that could conceivably have
been intended to result in such abuses” (Barry et al., 2004).

Former Vice-President Al Gore declared that the Bush administration “shamed
America” with its policy on Iraq, and called for the resignations of Secretary of
Defense Rumsfeld, CIA Director Tenet and National Security Adviser Rice,
“What happened at that prison, it is now clear, is not the result of random acts
of a few bad apples,” Gore said. “It was the natural consequence of the Bush
administration policy” (NY Times, 27 May 2004).

It soon became public that Amnesty International had informed US officials
about abuse taking place, already in July 2003 (Washington Post, 5 October
2004). In response to this information the US army conducted two separate
investigations, resulting in contradictory guidelines on interrogation of Iraqi
detainees. The Miller Inquiry (September 2003) suggested that prison guards
(who later became the offenders on the Abu Ghraib pictures) should be given
the task of setting conditions for interrogations. The investigation led by General
Ryder (November 2003), on the contrary, stated that the military police (prison
guards) should not take part in interrogation procedures. A further problem in
portraying the matter as an ad hoc incident was the Taguba Report released in
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January 2004. The fact that crimes within the US led prisons were being inves-
tigated and sanctioned even before the Abu Ghraib pictures reached the public
eye, added suspicion to the case.

The issue fully politicized on 22 June 2004 when information about the
so-called 2002 Secret Memos was made public. The memos signed by George W.
Bush justified torturing al-Qaeda members as one way to reach the objectives of
the war on terror. Meanwhile, the president insisted repeatedly that: “...che US
does not torture and that’s important for people around the world to realize”.®
From that moment on the opposition and media searched for evidence that
Abu Ghraib was another indicator of unethical behavior at the highest level of
government. New facts supporting such claims started piling up. In July 2006
the US Congress decided that the Third Geneva Convention indeed applied
to members of al-Qaeda. Yet in 2007% and 20087 the world learned that the
Bush administration had continuously approved harsh interrogation methods
on alleged al-Qaeda members.

High ranking officials’ involvement in creating secret memos was finally con-
firmed in 2009 when US President Barack Obama (elected in 2008) decided to
make those documents public. As a newly elected democratic president Obama,
who opposed the Iraq war and Bush’s politics in general, had no interest in hid-
ing the information. He could safely release the documents without being held
accountable, and had no interest in protecting his predecessor. Thus, together
with the revealed torture memos the case ended. The Secrer Memos signed by
representatives of the Bush administration confirmed full implication of high-
level government officials and firmly supported that the Abu Ghraib case was a
symptom of structural failure.

68 Television interview, 5 May, 2004; Press release by the White House 29 November, 2005;
Press statement on CNN, 5 October, 2007. In fact, in June 26, 2003 in an address on the
UN International Day in Support of Victims of Torture, President Bush had stated “I call on
all governments to join with the United States and the community of law-abiding nations in
prohibiting, investigating, and prosecuting all acts of torture and in undertaking to prevent
other cruel and unusual punishment. T call on all nations to speak out against torture in all
its forms and to make ending torture an essential part of their diplomacy” (Sullivan, October
2009: 10).

69 On the 4th of October 2007 The New York Times revealed a new proof of the Department’s
of Justice 2005 memos serving as a prove of harsh interrogation methods approved by the
Roberto R. Gonzales (Rich, 14 October 2007).

70 The Justice Department disclosed a memorandum written by Mr. Yoo in March 2003. The
document permitted armed forces interrogators to amply torture methods in examining
prisoners and stated that “wartime powers largely exempted interrogations from laws banning
harsh treatment “ (Johnston and Shane, 2008).
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Baha Mousa as a technical error

‘The scope of discussion on the death of Baha Mousa has been stretched over the
past years. Great Britain has had six different ministers of defense and a similar
political turnover as the United States (welcoming Conservatives in office in
May 2010). The number of high-level officials involved in the case, a broad time
frame, and a change in governing powers affected the accountability process and
helped to frame the Baha Mousa case as a technical error.

When officials could no longer ignore the case of Baha Mousa, the reaction
of long-term Minister of Defence Geoff Hoon was to portray the event as a
one-time incident, framing it as a technical error. When presenting the case
before Parliament in May 2004, Hoon insisted that “the unauthorized actions
of a very few must not be allowed to undermine the outstanding work of tens
of thousands British soldiers and civilians” (The Guardian, 11 May 2004: par.
1). Until the end of his incumbency in 2005 Hoon opposed an independent
inquiry into the Mousa case and the application of the European Convention
of Human Rights (and therefore questioned that central public values have been
violated), stating that: “the security situation [in Iraq] does not permit all deaths
to be investigated in the same way as would happen in peacetime Europe” (The
Guardian, 14 December 2004: par. 8).

By the time John Reid was appointed Minister of Defense and the British
High Court ruled that ECHR applied to British troops in Basra, the opposition
called for an independent inquiry into the Mousa case, and evidence that the
unethical practice was common started piling up.” Following the steps of his
predecessor, Reid claimed that the abuses were a technical error committed by
a few rotten apples. Defending British soldiers” actions in Iraq he questioned
the decision by the High Court. Des Brown, who succeeded Reid in 2006, by
contrast acknowledged the ECHR applied to Basra and admitted that the British,
although involving only a few soldiers, violated human rights of the Iraqis when
applying their interrogation methods. Brown’s non-aggressive, apologetic stance
proved successful and finally, the creation of an independent inquiry diminished
the opposition’s argument that the government tried to cover up the case.

On 12 May 2010 the Labor Party passed the power to the Conservatives.
Once in power, the members of the Conservative party had no interest in digging
deeper into the matter and await the conclusions of the public inquiry.

Overall, the Labour cabinet managed to portray the Baha Mousa case as a
technical, one time error. The opposition did not succeed in framing the abuse
as a bigger and more complex problem where the political system, rather than

71 Undil the day of writing, end 2010, there are 33 cases being investigated in relation to the
UK’s involvement in instances of brutal behavior to detainees in Iraq (Batty and Percival, 14
November 2009:1).
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individual actors, would have been blamed. The constantly changing of ministers
of defense and a broad time frame made it difficult to present the Baha Mousa
case as an outcome of fundamental problems within the British politics. Until
the Baha Mousa inquiry presents it findings the case will still be perceived as
caused by a few rotten apples without system implications.

5.6  Assessing responsibility: Single actor or many hands?

After the framed has been established at the operational or strategic level, stake-
holders are left with the question whom to punish for the unwanted events.
Operational incidents direct attention to lower-level actors (easy scapegoats).
Alternatively, culprits in defense can always turn to the argument of a network
failure which leads to dispersing responsibility among the so-called many hands
(Brindstrom et al., 2008: 174). If causality is dispersed, then any blame will have
to be too. If the unwanted event is perceived as a bigger, structural problem, higher
level officials are in focus. Rotten apples become a rotten barrel in which the most
senior leaders should be called to account (ibid.: 299). When even punishing
top level officials is insufficient, and events are seen as systemic failure, painful
reforms and drastic policy change are nearly inevitable (ibid.: 303).

Abu Ghraib: A systemic network failure

Eleven lower ranking officials were charged of crimes in relation to the Abu
Ghraib abuse. Charles Graner, a former private first class in the US Army and
the ringleader in Abu Ghraib was disciplined with the longest punishment deliv-
ered: ten years in prison (Zernike, 16 January 2005: par. 1). Ex-Private Lynndie
England, known also as @ lady with the leash’ received three years of detention
(Mestrovic, 2006: 188).

By immediately sentencing the few rosten apples in court martials, the Bush
administration intended to close the Abu Ghraib case and label it an isolated ad
hoc failure. Nevertheless, scapegoating can only be effective when critical events
are not (yet) widely perceived as endemic, structural problems. The discussion
on Abu Ghraib had already moved from the people to the controversial policies
of the Bush administration. When government’s memorandums authorizing
implementation of enhanced interrogation techniques were revealed in June 2004,
the buck could no longer be stopped.

To re-allocate the blame, the White House pointed at Janis Karpinski, the
brigadier general responsible for the Abu Ghraib prison who was deferred from
her post as a commander of the 800" Military Police Brigade and demoted to

72 On one of the pictures portraying the Abu Ghraib abuse England is photographed with what
appears to be a leash attached to one of the detainee’s neck (Raleigh, 5 July 2004).
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the rank of colonel (Zagorin, 10 November 2006: par. 2). When accused, the
ex-general told the media of the administration’s involvement in creating con-
troversial policies resulting in torture practices. Karpinski explained that General
Geoffrey Miller” had said, during a visit to the Abu Ghraib prison: “Look, you
have to treat them like dogs. If they ever feel like anything more than dogs,
you have effectively lost control of the interrogation” (Democracy Now, 24
October 2007: 5). Additionally, Karpinski stated: “It was clear the knowledge and
responsibility goes all the way to the top of the chain of command to Secretary
of Defense Donald Rumsfeld” (Zagorin, 10 November 2006: 2).

These accusations from Karpinski came on top of the Secrer Memo’s revealing
government’s involvement in authorizing the torture techniques. Critics therefore
further zoomed in on the actions of Rumsfeld. Additionally, various investiga-
tions’ into the Abu Ghraib scandal indicated active involvement of officials at
all levels in the hierarchy, including the very top. In an attempt to stop further
accusations, Rumsfeld apologized to the US Congress taking full responsibility
for Abu Ghraib in May 2004. Rumsfeld offered his resignation to President
Bush twice, but was on both occasions asked by the president to stay in office
(BBC News, 15 April 2006: par. 20). Bush believed that Rumsfeld was doing a
“fine job” at a very difficult time — when the nation was at war and the military
undergoing major restructuring” (ibid.: par. 21).

In December 2008, the US Senate found Rumsfeld responsible for the cases
of abuse performed by American soldiers abroad. A bipartisan Senate report
written by senators Levin and McCain concluded that Rumsfeld and other senior
officials were to blame for the interrogation techniques used in Guantanamo Bay,
Abu Ghraib, and Afghanistan (Morgan, 11 December 2008).

When the incriminating pictures were first made public, the primary reaction
of the Bush administration had been to blame a few rotten apples and to portray
the problem as an operational, one time occurrence. The policymakers then
intended to assign responsibility to General Janis Karpinski, which backlashed at
the Bush administration, as the general started implicating the top of the chain
of command. Additionally, the media found evidence that the Bush administra-
tion structurally permitted the use of illegal torture procedures in its detention
centers in Afghanistan and Gudntanamo Bay. This indicated systemic failure, a
crisis as a product of fundamentally flawed systems of policy-making or service
delivery. This outcome makes major policy change hard to avoid irrespective of
the political fate of the incumbent elite (Brindstrom and Kuipers, 2003: 303).

73 At the time Miller was sent to the Abu Ghraib detention centre by Rumsfeld, he headed the
Guantdnamo Prison. The main purpose of Miller’s visit to Abu Ghraib in 2003 was to increase
the effectiveness of the interrogation techniques performed by the military intelligence.

74 The Ryder Report (13 October — 6 November, 2003);The Taguba Report (31 January 2004.
Findings on 12 March, 2004); Fay and the Schlesinger Reports (August 2004); Report Senate
Armed Services Committee, 2008.

69



Crisis, Accountability and Blame Management

Aware of the increasing scope of the problem, the Bush administration felt
forced to point at a culpable party within its own political camp. Rumsfeld
seemed like a right person for the job. Rumsfeld drew the attention away from
others, including the President, involved in creating the controversial policies.
Rumsfeld admitting full responsibility to US Congress in May 2004 had to close
the case once and for all. However, it did not stop the discussion on blame for
Abu Ghraib did not cease, nor did it stop journalists from digging into evidence
for other offences in other prisons.

The more evidence pointed to Rumsfeld’s involvement in the Abu Ghraib
scandal, the more the President seemed willing to keep him in the office. Finally,
in 2006 Bush approved Rumsfeld’s resignation after the Congressional elections.
Rumsfeld was never convicted in Court. After his resignation more high-rank-
ing officials became linked to the scandal. In December 2008, a few months
before the end of Bush’s electoral term, a report by the Senate Armed Services
Committee into Abu Ghraib concluded that Rumsfeld and other Pentagon
officials had created policies, from December 2001 onwards, that eventually led
to the prisoner abuse in the Abu Ghraib prison.”

Baha Mousa: An ad hoc actor failure

In the UK, framing the death of Baha Mousa as an ad hoc incident allowed
for scapegoating of lower level officials. Although seven soldiers of the Queen’s
Lancashire Regiment were charged in court martial in 2007 for their involvement
in Baha Mousa’s death, only one of them was convicted. All other charges were
rejected due to lack of evidence (Morris and Gillan, 2007).

Colonel Jorge Mendonca, the highest in rank military official to be charged,
said, when asked about responsibility regarding Mousa’s death: “As the com-
manding officer of that unit, yes, I do accept that responsibility” (Norton-Taylor,
7 June 2010: paragraph 5). Mendonca temporarily stopped the buck. He did
however express his belief that he was hung out to dry by his commanders (ibid.).
A typical scapegoat for ritual sacrifice in the face of public criticism, he allowed
senior office-holders to survive scandal and demonstrate resolute crisis management
(cf. Brindstrom and Kuipers, 2003: 298).

In the meantime, the lawyers working for Mousa’s family managed in 2008
to instigate a public inquiry into his death. The investigation committee is pres-
ently (2010) investigating the involvement of the higher level officials (Shiner
and Gregory, 3 July 2010: par. 1) and the role of the ministry of defense as an
institution. Its findings and conclusions are expected by the end of 2010. Only
recently evidence of other instances of abuse surfaced. The current independent
inquiry into the Baha Mousa case revealed more indications of structural abuse

75 http://www.nytimes.com/2008/12/12/washington/12detainee.html
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(Norton-Taylor, 16 March 2010). In 2009, Human Rights Watch launched a
report presenting the UK’s involvement in torture committed on UK nationals
suspected of terrorist activities in Pakistan. These abuses took place between 2003
and 2006 (Cobain, 29 April 2008: par. 5 and 15 July 2008: par. 6).7°

The British case initially showed a strong relation between the scope of the
event and the allocation of blame. The death of Baha Mousa for a long seemed
to be a stand-alone event and a technical error caused by a few rotten apples,
allowing attribution of responsibility for the abuse to lower level officials.

5.7 Conclusion

The dynamics of the blame games on the two similar cases of detainee abuse by
representatives of the government differed considerably. In the first years, the
US case seemed to grow bigger and bigger unveiling more and more indications
of endemic system failure. Meanwhile, the British discussion was not fueled
by constant news of other instances of abuse. It would take until 2009 before
additional evidence of British misconduct leaked out. In retrospect, the British
government may have been no less guilty of structural violation of human rights
than the Bush administration in the War on Terror. However, by the time the
world could see the UK case in its true proportion, the responsible politicians
had been replaced by their opponents, who had no interest in further escalating
the issue. By contrast, the Bush administration took the full blaze of criticism
during its incumbency, suffering by the hand of a host of critics who seized every
opportunity to hammer another nail into Rumsfeld’s coffin.

When analyzing the blame appointed to the US and UK governments by
international organizations it is hardly surprising that their critique focused on US
actions. The US government took a leading role in the “War on Terror’, thereby
placing its officials in the line of fire. However this should not be relevant for
the blame appointed in national arenas.

The analysis on the attribution of agency and responsibility within the respec-
tive cases shows an interesting deviation in the rhetorical defense of the accused.
The Bush administration continued to insist that it did not torture people in
the face of a shower of evidence to the contrary. Unintentionally admitting
the widespread involvement of all levels of government, the White House first
pointed to military officers on the ground in Iraq (such as Graner and England),
then to their superiors (such as Karpinski), and then the top brass (Rumsfeld)
in an attempt to contain the case. In the end, Rumsfeld had to hang in front of

the White House.

76 The report, titled “Cruel Britannia: British Complicity in the Torture and Ill-treatment of Terror
Suspects” (Human Rights Watch, 24 November 2009) describes cases of British individuals of
subjected to brutal interrogation methods performed by the Pakistani Intelligence Agency in
cooperation with the UK’s Security Services (MI5) and the UKs Secret Intelligence Agency (MI6).
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The Blair government representatives initially reacted in much the same way as
their US counterparts, pointing to a few rotten apples that had committed specific
incidental acts. However, simultaneously, successive ministers of defense in the
UK emphasized that those acts were committed in a situation of war, and that it
should perhaps be seen as excessive, but necessary acts in combating terrorism.
The crucial difference here is that they managed to maintain credibility with
the public and the media by admitting a controversial military approach. Six
consecutive incumbent ministers shared responsibility over a seven year period,
which did the rest to disperse blame and avoid political consequences.
Comparison between these cases shows how disregard of ethics in managing
an international relations crisis (the War on Térror) led to this national blame game
for government leaders. However, ethical considerations also seem to have little
place in the blame management strategies by incumbent elites. Independent of
how we judge the abuse, the British incumbents were more effective in manag-
ing an ‘ethics crisis’ and more strategically re-allocated blame compared to their
American colleagues. We found the key to their effectiveness in the proportionality
of their reaction: a few British military were scapegoated while allegations were in
correspondence with sanctions at that level, whereas the US government tried to
scapegoat soldiers when all levels of government were already implicated by the
information revealed. Though little helpful in making this world a better place
in terms of ethical behavior in crisis management, the findings on credibility and
proportionality in this study may very well prove insightful in future crisis cases.
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Chapter 6: Crisis, accountability, blame
management and ministerial careers:
The Netherlands”

Annika Brindstrém and Marij Swinkels

6.1 Introduction

When a journalist asked the former British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan
what leaders should fear most he replied: ‘Events, dear boy, events’. It is not the
amount of policy documents and cabinet decision-making procedures that test
leadership resistance the most, but it is the unexpected events. Crisis event are
ultimate to uncover the non-routine response and learning strategies of those
in power. In times of crisis, ministers can either be honored or penalized for the
actions they take and it requires both leadership and political skill to manage a
crisis and its aftermath. Political leaders are at the same time subject to a range of
forces: mass media, parliamentary inquiries, (restraints of) the political system,
legislation and the political opposition and national politics may influence their
behavior and possibilities to act. This chapter will address the crisis aftermath; the
turbulence of assigning accountability and learning processes that may impact
upon future careers of those politically appointed leaders who are there to man-
age the crisis. We will examine ministerial turnover in the Netherlands with and

77 This chapter was first published as: Brindstrém, Annika and Marij Swinkels (2015) “Crisis
accountability and career management in the Netherlands” In Organizing After Crisis, edited
by Nathalie Schiffino, Laurent Taskin, Celine Donis, and Julien Raone. Berlin: Peter Lang
Publishing Group.
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attempt to contextualize levels of learning as part (and result) of crisis-induced
accountability and impact on ministerial turnover.

The acute response needs to be in balance with the post-crisis investigations,
the restoration of a sense of normalcy and at the same time measures to improve
and implement reform should be addressed (Boin, 2009). These measures can
end up being symbolical and serve as ‘quick fixes’ in organizations or mandates,
preserving the overall structure. This is the most commonly identified crisis-
learning pattern, referred to as ‘single loop learning’ (Boin, 2009). Learning
with more deep-rooted changes that have longer-term impact are referred to as
‘double-loop learning’ (Argyris and Schon, 1978), and are less associated with crisis
(Boin, 2009). This kind of double-loop or institutional learning (reformulation
of policy problems, scope and goal) is often hindered during politicized crisis
accountability situations and for many different reasons. However, learning can
take place on other levels as well. May (1992) for example, distinguishes policy
learning (social and instrumental) from that of political learning in which policy
actors become more sophisticated in advancing their arguments and improving
their framing strategies and political tactics.

The high risk and variety of responses of political leaders at stake during crisis
leads us to the central question of this chapter: why some appointed cabinet
ministers manage to stay in office despite high crisis accountability pressures
and blame attribution, whereas others that have been under seemingly the same
substantial accountability pressures, do not? Following May’s (1992) distinction,
we know that political learning by key political officeholders is likely after crisis.
However, in line with the attempts of this book to identify and encompass
learning on several levels we will also examine the potential effects of post-crisis
accountability pressures on the less expected changes in policies/institutions
as a result of learning (see for example the IRT case study of Dekker et al.,
2000). We view crisis management as a key public leadership challenge to face
the public pressure and openly assess, explain and account for unfolding crisis
events through meaning-making activities (Boin et al., 2005; Boin, 2009) when
faced with threats to core values to contain or avoid an escalation of accounta-
bility pressures (Boin, 2009; Masters and ‘t Hart, 2012) or triggers of defensive
routines that can hamper the crisis management (‘t Hart, 1993). The political
communication that often follows can have profound effects on the careers of
top political actors and the futures of governing institutions (Boin, 2009; Hood,
2009; Boin et al., 2010; Coombs, 2011).

In parliamentary systems the leadership tasks of political crisis management
falls to the cabinet that consists of (portfolio) ministers and the Prime Minister.
In a crisis, ministers who are seen as compromising or mismanaging their respon-
sibilities can suffer undermined public and parliamentary support and they can
be called to resign (Woodhouse, 2004; Bick et al., 2012; Dowding and Lewis,
2012; Fischer, 2012; Bovens et al., 2010).
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In this chapter we juxtapose two different theoretical perspectives in exploring
ministerial resignations and learning processes as a result of crisis accountability.
The crisis accountability and particularly blame management literature provides
insight into the use of particular framing contests and crisis narratives, and
the ministerial turnover literature factors in structural and individual variables.
Ministers are enabled as well as constrained by both structural and individual
characteristics in positioning themselves with regard to accountability and learning
hence we argue that both these perspectives play a crucial role in understanding
ministerial resignations after crisis.

6.2 Two perspectives: Understanding ministerial resignations

Perspective 1: Blame management

Crisis events are potentially delegitimizing events to leaders (‘t Hart, 1993).
Governments and their top representatives are obvious blaming targets for
perceived failures to predict, prevent or adequately prepare and cope with crisis
events (Boin et al., 2010). When things go wrong office-holders employ blame
management strategies to avoid being pinpointed as culpable and/or responsible
for the problems that have been identified (McGraw, 1991; Sulitzeanu-Keenan
and Hood, 2005; Hood, 2011). Public affairs research provides insight into how
carefully crafted crisis communication strategies serve to frame (Sheufele, 1999)
and influence audiences (Boin, 2009; Masters and ‘t Hart, 2012). Research
into corporate responses to crisis events further underscores this (e.g., Hearits
Crisis Management by Apology). Coombs (2011) impression management and the
notion of political marketing (Strombick, 2007) highlight the strategic use of
communication to purposefully shape the reputation of, popularity of, and trust
in institutions that can be capitalized during tough times (Boin et al., 2008; Boin,
2009). Blame avoidance accounts for the political and institutional factors that
set the stage for interactions, communication and various blame management
strategies that can be used by all types of actors in the public and political arena
(Boin et al., 2008; Boin, 2009; Boin et al., 2010; Coombs, 2011; Hood, 2011).

The blaming tree conceptual model introduced in chapters 2 and 4 in more
detail introduced three dimensions that would influence the choice of blaming
strategies ministers follow. Depending on their perception of 1) how bad the
situation is (severity) 2) what or who caused the problem; that is, depicting
events as operational incidents or as symptoms of endemic problems (agency
and causality) and 3) who should be held responsible; that is, depicting events
as caused by a single actor or by ‘many hands’ (responsibility) (Brindstrém and
Kuipers, 2003, Brindstrom et al., 2008; Boin, 2009). Political actors can resort
to rhetorical strategies in order to escape blame and to deflect blame on others.
In defense, their political opponents do the same. Once questions about causal-
ity are on the table, incumbents will be motivated to attribute adverse events to
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incidents, ad-hoc and lower level causal factors, which they cannot be expected
to know about and control. In turn, their political opponents and critics will
frame the causes of the crisis in terms of much larger systemic failures, for which
ministers can be held responsible. They will claim that the incumbents’ past
choices are the root causes; for example, regulatory frameworks, government
cutbacks, organizational routines, and management cultures tolerant of rule
violations (Bovens and ‘t Hart, 1996; Vaughan, 1999; Brindstrom et al., 2008).
Likewise, Woodhouse (2004: 7) makes a distinction between “...‘policy’, which
belongs to the minister, and ‘operations’, which are distanced from a minister
and therefore lack a causal link”.

We expect to find that ministers are more likely ro resign as a result of crisis-induced
accountability pressures when accountability forums emphasize systemic/institutional
rather than technicalloperational causes for the crisis and its escalation.

On responsibility, incumbent policymakers tend to attribute a negative event
to a network failure: a complex interplay of structures, actors, and decisions.
Network causality makes responsibility for failures a matter of the proverbial
‘many hands’ (Boin, 2009). Particularly with governments inheriting predeces-
sors’ policies and programs, it will be more difficult for political opponents to
pin blame on one particular minister and call for his or her resignation. If causal
accounts therefore emphasize the dispersed nature of the relevant governance
processes, blame assignment will be complicated: pointing to the ‘many’ and
therefore ‘no one’ being held responsible (Thompson, 1980) and decreasing the
likelihood for immediate improvements or changes to take place. By contrast,
pinning down the root of failure to individual policymakers will make it harder
for incumbents to escape blame and necessitate scapegoating tactics (Ellis, 1994)
and increase expectations of corrective measures to be taken. The firing of sub-
ordinates combined with pro-active adoption of corrective measures — symbolic
as much as substantive — can sometimes relieve pressure on embattled ministers
(Brindstrom and Kuipers, 2003). Despite this, we expect to find that ministers
are more likely to resign as a result of crisis-induced accountability pressures when
accountability forums emphasize the responsibility of one rather than several ministers
and institutional actors.

Perspective 2: Ministerial turnover

An alternative line of research focuses on the role of constitutional design, party
structures and prime-ministerial discretion in determining how political actors
are held accountable and sanctioned when they face accountability pressures
(Dowding and Kang, 1998; Dewan and Dowding, 2005; Berlinski et al., 2007;
Bovens et al., 2014a). At the core of this research is the idea of cabinets and
ministers ultimately being accountable to citizens through the electoral process.
Empirical studies in this vein, however, show that the perceived capability of a
government and its individual members to govern properly depends on many
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other (f)actors, with accountability taking many forms (Dowding and Lewis,
2012; Fischer, 2012). When a minister appears incapable of overseeing policy
and of adequately informing the public and Parliament, then the Prime Minister,
the party and the opposition might hold him or her accountable (Dowding
and Dumont, 2009: 1). A successful minister therefore needs to possess both
policy skills and political acumen to be able to maintain the cabinet’s, party’s,
parliament’s, the media’s and the electorate’s trust.

Findings from the UK suggest that there is a relationship between the age
of a minister and the risk of forced resignations, where young and old ministers
are most at risk (Dewan and Dowding, 2005; Berlinski et al., 2007). However,
studies in the Netherlands, Sweden and Germany suggest that politically related
characteristics seem to matter more to ministerial survival, such as previous par-
liamentary background and significant cabinet experience (Bick et al., 2009b;
173—174; Fischer and Kaiser; 2009: 209; Bovens et al., 2010: 331). More
experienced ministers have more “political credit” (Bovens et al., 2010) and are
less likely to resign than political newcomers because of their understanding of
how the (in-) formal procedures work and their broader political power base
(Berlinski et al., 2007; Bick et al., 2012: 5).

There are other calculations determining the relative “importance” of an
individual minister to the Prime Minister. A minister who holds a “high” position
within the party or is believed to be closer to the Prime Minister is likely to enjoy
more protection (Dowding and MacLeay, 2011: 125). On the other hand, a min-
ister with strong political support can also potentially be a leadership contender
and thus a threat to the Prime Minister (Bick et al., 2012). So if the minister in
question already has a crisis in his/her portfolio, this might be an opportunity
for the PM to set him/her back. The reputation and perceived performance of
a minister can affect his or her likelihood to survive a resignation call (Hansen
et al., 2013). Prior votes of no confidence are a factor that, according to several
studies, leads to a higher resignation hazard (Berlinski et al., 2007; Dowding
and Dumont, 2009). However, this finding is not supported in studies of Dutch
ministers that show a surprisingly weak link between prior votes of no confidence
and a higher risk of resignation (Bovens et al., 2010: 332). Notwithstanding
these possible mixed motives and findings regarding the relative “importance”
of ministers given their history of prior problems we expect to see that ministers
that have been subject to one or more prior calls of no confidence are more likely to
resign than ministers who have not been subject to prior calls.

However, the same study suggests that ministers are more important (and
thus receive more protection) if they belong to a political party that is necessary
for the parliamentary majority. Ministers who are not members of these neces-
sary parties are more at risk to resign before the end of their term (Bovens et al.,
2010: 330). We therefore expect to find that ministers of political parties that are
not a member of a necessary party for the parliamentary majority are more likely to
resign than ministers who are members of a necessary party.
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The findings from the two theoretical perspectives and the propositions above
can be summarized in a combined conceptual framework (see the figure below)
and will be further operationalized in section 3.

Crisis accountability pressures

/ N
// Individual and organizational \\ / Blame management \
characteristics !

Parliament No prior Strategies of causality Strategies of causality
and/or cabinet experience Framing event as caused Framing event as caused
experience by strategic/political by operative actors

actors, internal outside government

government focus; (external to government);

High media saliency on Low media saliency on
Member of Not member

necessary party

of necessary

top political system;
High parliamentary

top political system; little
attention in parliament

trust/credibility)

party critique on political level to political level
No prior votes of Prior votes Strategies of responsibility Strategies of responsibility
no confidence of no Framing responsibility by Framing responsibility to
(neutral level of confidence an incumbent actor several actors over time

Low risk of ministerial
resignation

failed political

and across
sectors/governments;
strategic use of inquiry
committees; critique in
media & parliament on
behaviour minister

(minister); one sector
/portfolio; ministers not
endorsing inquiries;
critique in media &
parliament on systemic

responsibility by
\ ministers/governments

High risk of ministerial
resignation

Low risk of ministerial
resignation

Figure 6.1: A combined conceptual framework — Blame management and Ministerial

careers

6.3 Design, methods and data

We have primarily employed a comparative case study design of crisis events in
the Netherlands that constituted situations of severe accountability pressures on
the national government and incumbent ministers. A framework was derived
from the existing findings of accountability and blame management literature that
offer complementary perspectives on explaining the dependent variable in terms
of ministerial resignations or not. The study design follows the logic of small to
medium—N comparative analysis based on several empirical observations of each
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case (George and Bennett, 2005; Blatter and Haverland, 2012:18-20). We have
integrated comparative elements with case analysis to make it possible to identify
similarities and differences among the cases which should facilitate comparisons
and allow us to recognize patterns across cases (George and Bennett, 2005: 233).
Each case was analyzed based on process-tracing method in order to understand
how the dynamic interplay of blame management strategies developed and the
results are summarized briefly in the text.”® Four probable propositions derived
from the findings in the literature on blame avoidance and ministerial careers
were used to explore and probe against the evidence provided by the six crisis
events that we included in the analysis. The cases were then compared based on
the observations of each case in order to recognize patterns that seem to have
had an effect on the outcome in terms of ministerial resignations.

In order to uncover if there is a link between the performance of blame
management strategies, contextual individual characteristics and ministerial
resignations we needed an empirical sample of cases that all constitute a potential
“resignation issue” (crisis accountability) and also a significant variation in the
outcome (resignation or non-resignation) is necessary to allow for a discussion
on what factors seem to matter most for ministerial survival or resignations.
Resignation issues are seen as issues “deemed serious enough for a call to be made
for the minister to resign (or ‘consider his position’)” (Dewan and Dowding,
2005: 48). By accountability pressures we mean the rise in pressure when there
is an accountability relationship requiring an actor to inform or justify his/her
actions to an accountability “forum” such as members of parliament, organi-
zations outside the parliament or the media, who'’s actions (critique) can have
consequences for the actor (Dewan and Dowding, 2005: 47; Bovens etal., 2010).

We have chosen crisis cases based on availability of data and variation in both
resignations and non-resignations. The criterion for a potential “resignation issue”
was the result of prior research and a newspaper analysis. Therefore the crisis cases
originate from different sectors, despite the potential difficulties. Different sectors
are simply more politically “sensitive” than others, which is likely to influence
the likelihood of resignations that we are not factoring in.

Cases were selected on the basis of the following five criteria:

1. Accountability pressures placed on minister by media and national debates.

2. Cases should have been identified as national crisis events through prior
crisis-research;

3. Occurred within a contemporary era of politics (after 1990);
Well documented through databases and articles online;

5. Overall sample contains sufficient variation in the dependent variable
(resignations or not)

78 Richer case analysis reports of each case can be obtained from the authors.
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The cases involve resignation issues regarding political, administrative and ‘natural’
errors and can be grouped together as potential resignation “issues” due to a
political incident or due to a breach of trust (Bovens et al., 2010).

Data mining has been done using four types of sources, leading to a triangu-
lation of data sources: parliamentary documents (debates, hearings and reports
of standing committees) on the official website of the Dutch parliament™;
newspaper articles of three newspapers that discussed the minister and the cri-
sis®’; official reports of inquiry committees or (semi)-independent investigation
committees after the incident®'; background information of the minister from
the ‘Parlementair Documentatie Centrum’.*?

In examining blame management we follow the crisis exploitation framework
of Boin (2009) and apply two aspects of framing blame that can lead to account-
ability pressures on ministers: agency/causality and responsibility. Agency and
causality are framed by actors either in terms of immediate causes involving
references of failures by ‘lower level operators or agencies or referred to as larger
system failures by ‘top political actors’ (Hood, 2011). Responsibility can either be
framed to ‘individual actors’ or a complex ‘network of (many) actors’. Although
learning is difficult to identify through secondary sources (May, 1992), we have
coded for proposed changes in policies, for example, when a minister refers to
redefining policy instruments or changing the organization.

In operationalizing the expected findings from the ministerial career literature,
we have built on the frameworks of Bovens et al. (2010) and Berlinski et al. (2007).
First, we coded for previous ministerial experience as well as previous parliamentary
experience. Secondly, we coded for previous votes of censure and necessary party
for coalition government (meaning that if all ministers of one coalition party
would resign due to the resignation of the individual minister, the cabinet would
fall). All the information needed for coding the perspective of ministerial careers
has been taken from information of the Parlementair Documentatie Centrum
(parliamentary documentation center).®* The center has a very complete database
with biographical information about ministers and the establishment of cabinets.

After the coding process, all codes were registered in code registration forms
to see how many codes were coded as present per variable.* Between 35 and 50
media accounts and parliamentary reports were examined per case to identify

79 See zock.officielebekendmakingen.nl

80 Allarticles retrieved from the lexisnexis database, using similar search words in all cases (minister;
name of crisis event; resignation; (head/name of) inquiry committee).

81 Fireworks: rapport commissie-Oosting; Banking; rapport commissie-de Wit; Bijlmer: rapport
parlementaire enquétecommissie; IRT: rapport commissie-van Traa; Schiphol: rapport onder-
zoeksraad voor veiligheid (OVV); Construction Fraud: rapport parlementaire enquétecommissie.

82 www.parlement.com

83 This can be found online as www.parlement.com

84 The coding scheme as well as the case reports can be requested from the authors.
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the variance in meaning-making strategies of actors and forums (incumbent
ministers, media, parliament and political opposition).® Framing blame is a
dynamic and interactive process where strategies adapt and change over time,
and this fact needs to be acknowledged. In order to triangulate the findings of
the study, the coding of observations was compared with two other sources of
information: relevant policy documents and conclusions of prior crisis case studies
(e.g., academic studies and official reports) which also provided information on
other types of corrective measures being employed.

We have tried to reduce coincidental results by questioning the reproduci-
bility of the results and if the results are accurate and generalizable (Yin, 2009).
A second coding was performed to increase reliability; some of the data has been
coded by a third researcher and compared to the results of the authors, which
produced similar results as the original coding.®

6.4 Context and cases: Crisis management politics in the Netherlands

The Netherlands is not known for many ‘ministerial crises’; most members of
government resign collectively (and voluntarily) when the cabinet steps down.
In the period examined for this study (1989 —2010), seven cabinets held office”
in which a total sum of 210 ministers took office. Of those 210 ministers, 16
were forced to resign due to a “breach of trust” and resigned close to the end of
their cabinet tenure (Bovens et al., 2010: 323—-324). The cabinets of Lubbers
(1989-1994 [5],% one term) and Balkenende (2002—2010 [9], four terms)®
seemed to face a higher number of forced resignations than the two ‘Purple
coalition™ cabinets in between. The period after incumbency of the first two
Balkenende cabinets (2002-2003 [4], 2003—2006 [2]) sets the stage for a turbulent
period regarding ministerial responsibility (Bovens et al., 2010; de Ruiter, 2013).
The Dutch system of ministerial responsibility is subject to political judgment
and the constitution does not entail set rules for interpretation of ministerial
accountability. Table 6.1 briefly illustrates the six crisis events that have been
included in the analysis of this study.

85 All cases have a record of more than 100 coded segments.

86 The authors would like to thanks Minou de Ruiter for her help in this process. See de Ruiter
(2013).

87 Lubbers 3, Kok 1, Kok 2, Balkende 1, Balkende 2, Balkende 3, Balkende 4.

88 The number in the brackets represents the number of forced resignations as been examined
by Bovens et al (2010).

89 All of them were coalition cabinets. Lubbers III consisted of CDA/PVDA coalition (christian
and social democrats). Kok cabinets consisted of social democrats, social liberals and conservative
liberals. Balkenende differed over the years, centre-right government at first, then in later years
governed together with social democrats again like Lubbers.

90 Purple coalition in the Netherlands means a mixture of social parties (traditionally red) and
conservative parties (traditionally blue).
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Table 6.1: Short descriptions of the six crisis cases analyzed for this study

Cabinet period

The non-resignations®

Minister

Kok I and Kok Il | A parliamentary inquiry of the Bijimer disaster from Minister of Economic Affairs
‘94 — 02 1992 unraveled in the period 1998-1999 more (before Transport, Public
information about the (dangerous) cargo on board and | Works and Water
the consequences for health. This led to a blame game | Management) Annemarie
between the minister(s) of Transport, the minister of Jorritsma
Health and the Prime Minister.
Kok 11 After the Fireworks explosion in 2000, the government, | Minister of Internal Affairs
98 — ‘02 municipality and fireworks factory became rolled up in | Klaas de Vries; Minister of

a blame game on the responsibility of the disaster due
to a report of the Oosting-committee. Following the
report, a three-day debate takes places, leading to no
resignations.

Housing, Urban Planning
and Environment Jan
Pronk; Minister of Defence
Frank de Grave

Balkenende IV
‘07 -'10

The collapse of Lehman brothers (2008) led to a global
banking crisis, and led to a series of measures taken
by the minister of Finance in order to remain salience
on the market. The decisions, concerning great
amounts of taxpayers’ money, were taken without
informing the cabinet, leading to a parliamentary
inquiry committee and public hearings of the minister
involved.

Minister of Finance Wouter
Bos

Cabinet period

The resignations

Minister

Lubbers Il
‘89 - 94
(caretaking)

The IRT affair unraveled the controversial methods in
tracing down criminal (drugs) networks in 1993/1994.
Before a parliamentary inquiry started, two ministers
resigned due to internal conflicts and heated debates
on May 27 1994.

Minister of Justice Ernst
Hirsch Ballin;

Minister of Internal Affairs
Ed van Thijn.

Balkenende |
'02-'03
(caretaking)

A TV airing of the Dutch journalism program Zembla on
construction fraud?® in 2001 revealed an extensive
‘black market’ between construction companies. It
turned out during public hearings that the incumbent
minister had been informed of these arrangements
between construction companies and the building of
the Schiphol Tunnel, oppositely of what he had admit-
ted before.

Minister of Defence (before
Justice) Benk Korthals

Balkenende Il
‘06 - ‘07
(caretaking)

In 2005, a fire in the Schiphol detention complex
(leaving 11 dead) uncovered maijor failures in fire
safety regulation, leading to a blame game on ministe-
rial level for a lack of supervision and regulation after
the report of the Dutch Safety Board is published. The
report clearly attributes governmental failure of the
State building agency and the penitentiaries service.

Minister of Justice Piet Hein
Donner;

Minister of Housing, Urban
Planning and Environment
Sybilla Dekker;

Portfolio minister of
Immigration and Integration
Rita Verdonk
(non-resignation)

U Descriptions are made by the author, information retrieved from www.parlement.com
2 See http://zembla.incontxt.nl/seizoenen/2001/afleveringen/09-11-2001
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6.5 Patterns of ministerial resignations in the Netherlands

Perspective 1: Blame management®!

Causality

Table 6.2: Results on causality

Blame management strategies on causality

Minister frame | Media frame | Minister frames Parliament

causality to causality to | causality as previous | frame causality

lower level system/high | mismanagement of | by top political
Case actors level actors | predecessors actors/system Outcome
FW de Vries A A A p N-R
FW Pronk A P P P N-R
FW de Grave P P A P N-R
Banking Bos A A A P N-R
Bijlmer Jorritsma | A A A P N-R
IRT van Thijn A P p P R
IRT Hirsch Ballin | P P A A/P R
Schiphol Donner | A P A/P P R
Schiphol Dekker | A AP A AP R
Schiphol Verdonk | P P/A A P/A N-R
CF Korthals P A A P R

A = Absent. P = Present. If result is shown as A/P or P/A this means that the strategy changed
over time. R = Resignation. N = No resignation.

Framing causality by those that remain seated

In the non-resignation cases there seems to be a pattern in how accountability
forums and ministers address causality in the event (see table 6.2). Most minis-
ters (except for de Grave) did not blame their lower level operatives for causing
the negative events or its escalation. Good relations with their public officials
(agencies) were pointed out in most cases, focusing in the debate(s) on the
issue on the minister-parliament level (political), or dispersed causality and for
example referred to ‘trans boundary’ forces that caused the. Bos, for example,
states that the ministry of Finance did not see it coming: ‘...we were not aware
that we would need these instruments on short notice’.”> De Grave (Fireworks)
does blame his public officials claiming that they did not inform him about the
existence of the responsible governmental agency for fireworks regulation: “The
marginal existence (of fireworks regulation) within the department, explains why

91 All quotes have been translated by the author.
92 Public hearing parliamentary inquiry committee 05-12-2011, p.2.
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no action was taken any time sooner’.”® It is noteworthy that except Pronk and de
Grave, the media is not persistent in framing causality to high-level actors. They
metely take over the main highlights of the public debates but hardly criticize
them publicly. Only Pronk argues from an institutional/mismanagement per-
spective, noting that he ‘was surprised after coming to office about the way that
the supervisors worked** and that the ‘execution of external safety policies had
been an issue already when he came to office in 1998’.”> Members of parliament
framed causality by top political actors, with the main argument that they were
misinformed and therefore the minister created more uncertainty. In the Bijlmer
disaster, a cargo bill debate in parliament was not about the actual meaning of
the bills, but about the fact that the minister misinformed the parliament about
the completeness of the documents that she presented and therefore further
institutionalized the crisis: ‘the minister of Transport ... should be charged ...
because we are talking about crucial information here™® or ‘Jorritsma has mis-
informed the Parliament as a Minister of Transport’.””

Framing causality by those that resigned

In the resignation cases, a majority of ministers framed causality due to actions
by lower level operatives or attributed blame to lower level operatives or criti-
casters in the media. This was not the case in the Schiphol fire, where Donner
and Dekker accepted their blame immediately after the report was published
and resigned. Donner made one reference to the Dutch Custodial Institutions
Agency when he resigned, limiting his own involvement by claiming that previous
cabinets took most of the decisions regarding fire safety.”® In the phase directly
after the incident, they made little reference to their role in causing the crises, as
well as little references to the role of their public officials. In the IRT case, high
media and parliamentary saliency showed extensive critique on the role of the
political system in causing the crisis.” Korthals suffered merely from his position
as scapegoat for previous cabinet failure.

93 NRC Handelsblad, April 26, 2001, Slachtoffers Enschede vergoeden’ ; Eis Kamermeerderheid.
*VanThijn became ministerafter the death of minister Ien Dales during the IRT affair. Therefore, he was
responsibleforjudginghisownactsasactinghead of the Amsterdam city council —head of the police force.
** Due to previous role as corps director at Amsterdam police force.

94 de Volkskrant, January 17, 2001, ‘Inspecties kwamen zelf amper buiten’.

95 NRC Handelsblad, April 26, 2001, Slachtoffers Enschede vergoeden’ ; Eis Kamermeerderheid.

96 Kamerstuk TK 26 241, nr. 82 4727-4782.

97 NRC Handelsblad, April 23, 1999, ’Ministers zouden de eer aan zichzelf moeten houden’.

98 Minister statement 21-09-2006 www.rijksbegroting.nl/2006/kamerstukken,2006/9/21/

han80392a07.html

99  See for example Kamerstukken, TK 74-5233 (25-05-1994), NRC Handelsblad, March 25,

1994, ‘Nog niemand geofferd in Holland zuiveringsritueel” .
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To conclude, the results in the non-resignation cases show that accountability
forums frame causality mainly on narrow and detailed aspects of the crisis,
focusing on a lack of information given by the minister or the timing in which
he/she presented information to the public. In the Bijlmer case and the fire-
works case,'” causality was (also) dispersed to a wider circle of actors, involving
factory owners and Air cargo transport organizations. Little extensive critique
on the institutional efficacy was identified in three non-resignation cases. In the
resignation cases on the contrary, especially in the IRT and Schiphol case, causes
were frequently framed in debates and media as primarily a governmental failure
indicative of systemic/institutional flaws.

Responsibility dimension

Table 6.3: Results on responsibility

Blame management strategies on responsibility

Parliament | Resignation | Media

Minister Minister critique on | calls by pol | critique

accepts disperse minister opposition | on
Cases responsibility | responsibility | (gov/opp) in media minister | Outcome
FW de Vries P P A A A N-R
FW Pronk P P P A p N-R
FW de Grave P P P A P N-R
Banking Bos P P A A A N-R
Bijlmer Jorritsma | A P P A P N-R
IRT van Thijn P P/A P P p R
IRT Hirsch Ballin | A/P P P P P R
Schiphol Donner | P A A A A R
Schiphol Dekker | P A A A AP R
Schiphol Verdonk | A A P P/A P N-R
CF Korthals A/P P P A A/P R

A = Absent. P = Present. If result is shown as A/P or P/A this means that the strategy changed
over time. R = Resignation. N = No resignation.

Framing responsibility by those that remain seated

Officially, all ministers in the non-resignation cases accepted responsibility for what
they were being blamed for and some interesting patterns can be discerned (see
table 6.3). First, a majority of the ministers were promoting the idea of ‘collective
or shared’ responsibility. If one is to blame, then you might as well blame all.

100 In the Fireworks case, the focus was not on misinforming parliament, but blame was widespread
over a great amount of actors, leaving ‘no one to blame’.
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Especially minister de Vries and minister Jorritsma used this line of argument
on several occasions: “We were just the coordinator’'®! (Jorritsma) or ‘T'm just
the coordinator in these kinds of cases’'%* (De Vries).

In the fireworks case, the three ministers warned that if they would face a vote
of censure, the entire cabinet would have to resign, which was discarded by the
opposition in the media.'”® Secondly, the ministers accepted responsibility only
for the situations that were clearly linked to their (policy) part of the incident.
Pronk: ‘T can only look at this from an environmental perspective ... that is
my competence’.'” Thirdly, ministers were keen to disperse responsibility to
colleagues or other third parties. Minister of Finance Bos, was seen as a decisive
leader in both media and parliamentary debates by using the argument ‘urgent
and transboundary’ to justify his actions, leaving him no choice than to act quickly
and be decisive. It later became apparent that decisions regarding spending more
than 400M of taxpayers’ money to save banks had not been communicated
with parliament, which rendered him critique from media and his counterparts.
A fourth pattern regarding how responsibility was framed in non-resignation
cases is that several ministers used the line of “memory loss” reasoning in facing
questions and critique. During public hearings, Jorritsma and Bos state more
than once that they could not recall talking to their colleagues about case X or
situation Y. Jorritsma: ‘T think I did so myself, but I cannot recall this for a full
one hundred percent’.'® De Grave used a similar strategy, by noting that he was
not aware of the existence of one of the governmental agencies that fell under his
responsibility, therefore he could not be held responsible for their behavior. In
the resignations cases, Korthals applied similar strategies as Jorritsma, Bos and
de Grave, by using an ‘I-didn’t-know’ line of reasoning to justify his actions. In
his case, Korthals was questioned by the inquiry committee right after public
prosecutor Wijkerslooth stated that he had informed the minister about the
upcoming deal between the public prosecution service and the construction
agencies (albeit informal).'® Because the information was made public, this led to
a direct blame game where the minister was accused of misinforming parliament
for the third time as a minister.

Fifth, parliamentary critique was divided and shows no clear pattern in
the non-resignation cases, critique on ministers was mainly implicit and little
clear-cut calls for resignations. In all three cases, the parliamentary critique was

101 Public Hearing 12-03-1999.

102 Kamerstukken TK 27157, nr 72-4750.

103 Telegraaf, April 27, 2001, ‘Op valreep kamerdebar vuurwerkramp: De Grave overleefi motie van
wantrouwen.

104 Kamerstuk TK 27157, nr 72-4768.

105 Public Hearing 12-03-1999.

106 Kamerstukken II 2002—-2003 (16-09-2002), 28 244, nr. 7; 1208.
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implicit with spokespersons making sweeping judgements that ‘the minister
should reconsider if they feel like they have enough authority to remain seated’,'””
both in the media as in the parliament itself. For example in de Bijlmer case,
Groenlinks (Green party) spokesperson Rosenmoller states that ‘there have been
so many mistakes claiming ministerial responsibility, but it is difficult to address
this to one minister’.'® Or in the Fireworks case, where Groenlinks spokesperson
van Steenhoven said that “I can imagine that a minister is affected in a way that
he takes responsibility and resigns as a consequence of that”.'” Furthermore,
there seems to have been few direct resignation calls made in media in the non-
resignation cases. Although not completely absent, most of the calls made were
indirect. For example that ‘politicians have left office for less’,'' that ‘the report
held no political consequences™'" or that ‘they should question if they should
resign now that the public trust has been harmed’.!?

Proposed changes in non-resignation cases is primarily visible at the “social”
level. In the Fireworks as well as the Bijlmer case, lots of references are made to
improving the “way of working”, but no evidence was found that showed changes
were actually made to procedures. In the banking crisis case, a new regulatory
framework was introduced which indicates learning taking place on a policy
level in this particular case.

Framing responsibility by those that resigned

In the resignation cases, we can see that the Schiphol fire was quite an outstanding
case compared to the other two (IRT and construction fraud). Two of the three
ministers resigned after the report of the Safety Board'"® was published'' a year
after the incident and left the aftermath debate to their follow-ups.'”® They seemed
to follow the logic of the ‘Carrington-doctrine’ by taking responsibility although
not admitting to have done anything wrong: ‘causes of the incident are due to

107 See for example: Telegraaf, April 25, 2001, ‘Ministers op matje in debar Enschede’

108 Kamerstuk TK, 26 241, nr. 82 4727-4782.

109 Kamerstuk TK 27 157, nr. 72 4753.

110 Volkskrant, April 24, 2001, Vol regeringsvak in Enschede-debat.

111 NRC Handelsblad, June 3, 1999, ’Enquete over Bijlmerramp eindigt in grote deceptie ; Tweede
Kamer negeert politick gevoelige conclusies van enquetecommissie over afwikkeling van EI Al
crash’.

112 Telegraaf, April 25, 2001, ‘Ministers op matje in debar Enschede’

113 The Dutch Safety Board is an independent research board that aims to improve safety in the
Netherlands. The board was installed in February 2005, eight months prior to the Schiphol
fire.

114 The report was published here: http://www.onderzoeksraad.nl/uploads/items-docs/13/rap-
port_schipholbrand.pdf

115 Previous minister of Justice Hirsch Ballin and previous minister of Environment Pieter Win-
semius (both of them survived the accountability debate about the report).
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their public services, but it is time to show the consequences’.!'® The media and
members of parliament appreciated their resignations which was not debated
and paved the way for lesson drawing instead of political debacle on whether or
not the ministers should or should not resign. In the case of Donner, he ‘bought
political credit by resigning and returned after elections as minister of Social Affairs
in the new cabinet three months later. Minister Dekker, who resigned at the same
time as Donner, did not face harsh critique in the media or in parliament. Based
on the conclusions of the Dutch Safety Board, it was evident that by resignation
of Donner, Dekker was forced to resign as well. The findings in the Schiphol
case are contradictory to findings in all other cases, and even more in contrast to
the non-resignation of minister Verdonk. This can possibly be explained by the
influence of the Safety Board report, which presented conclusions that pointed
directly at public offices under the responsibility of the ministry of Justice and
the ministry of Housing. In the report, the role and responsibility of minister
Verdonk was left out and responsibility was attributed to those in charge of fire
safety of penitentiary complexes. In the IRT case, a breach of trust between the
two ministers became disastrous. They couldn’t act as a team any longer, which
led to extensive critique in parliament requesting a resignation.'"”

The expectation that when responsibility is dispersed among many actors
(ministers) there is less risk of individual resignations seems valid for both
non-resignation as resignation cases. Therefore, there is no clear pattern to show
that disperse responsibility contributes to less resignations. In two of the three
resignation cases, responsibility was dispersed among several ministers. Even in
the case where formally’ only minister Korthals was put under severe accounta-
bility pressure, the minister tries to disperse blame towards Minister Netelenbos
(Minister of Transport), since she was the minister responsible for the railway
agency.''® What is interesting to see here is that accountability pressures can
change over zime. For example in the Schiphol case, where it seems at first that
responsibility is distributed amongst Donner and Verdonk, but when the report of
the Safety Board is published, accountability pressure shifted to minister Dekker.

In both the IRT and the construction fraud case, we indicated in the data
that extensive policy changes took place like reviews of legislation and changes
to regulatory agencies. Resignations in these studies could have paved the way
for more substantial revision of policies and learning on the policy level.

116 Minister statement 21-09-2006 www.rijksbegroting.nl/2006/kamerstukken,2006/9/21/
han80392a07.html

117 Trouw, May 28, 1994, ‘Chaos en verziekte sfeer braken ministers en IRT op’

118 Kamerstuk TK 28244, nr. 7, 1219.
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Perspective 2: Ministerial careers

Table 6.4: Results on ministerial careers

Cabinet and individual characteristics of ministers (N=10)

Previous Previous Necessary

ministerial parliamentary | party for Earlier votes
Cases experience experience coalition of censure Outcome
FW de Vries P P p A N-R
FW Pronk P+ P P A N-R
FW de Grave P P P A N-R
Banking Bos P P P A N-R
Bijlmer P P P A N-R
Jorritsma
IRT van Thijn | P P P A
IRT Hirsch A A P A
Ballin
Schiphol P A A/P P R
Donner
Schiphol A A AP A R
Dekker
Schiphol A A AP A/P (another N-R
Verdonk during incident)
CF Korthals P P P A/P (two during | R

incident)

A = Absent. P = Present. If result is shown as A/P or P/A this means that the strategy changed
over time. R = Resignation. N = No resignation.

Cabinet experience

Eleven ministers were examined in total, five of them in non-resignation cases
and six in resignation cases. As for the expectation that earlier cabinet experience
leads to a lower resignation hazard, the results show a pattern. In the non-resig-
nation cases all of the ministers had previous experience in the cabinet. Together,
they had more experience than those in the three resignation cases. Minister
Pronk (fireworks crisis) already served three terms (total of 16,5 years), and his
fellow ministers in the fireworks crisis both served two years prior to the crisis
accountability discussion at different ministries. Minister Bos (banking crisis)
served as a Secretary of State at the Ministry of Finance before holding the
position of a minister there. Jorritsma (Bijlmer) is the only minister who had no
prior cabinet experience before coming into office as Minister of Transport and
Water, but during the accountability pressure period she was already holding a
new portfolio (Economic Affairs).
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In the resignation cases, most ministers held accountable had no, or very lim-
ited prior experience as cabinet ministers. In the IRT affair, minister Ballin was
about to finish his term when he was forced to resign. Two ministers, van Thijn
(IRT) and Donner (Schipol) had prior experience (albeit relatively little) as
cabinet ministers (van Thijn one year and Donner 9 months) before. Van Thijn
was not even in for half a year when he had to resign. Minister Dekker and
minister Verdonk (Schiphol) lacked previous experience as a cabinet minister as
well as parliamentary experience. Minister Korthals was the only minister who
had served a full term and had parliamentary experience before resigning in the
construction fraud case.

Supportive of the intuitive knowledge and some prior research findings is
that ministers seem to more easily accept resignations after having left (or is
about to leave) the formal ministerial position (in a care-taker government, prior
to elections or new position). In all three resignation cases, there are ministers
(Korthals, Ballin, van Thijn) who resign prior to, or shortly after new elections.
The ministers Donner and Dekker resign while they are part of a transitional
government. Resignations are in these situations more of a symbolic/political
gesture and the result of political calculations to quietly phase out a minister
who has no future in government. The two resigned two months prior to new
elections, after the Social Liberals withdrew from the government in June 2006.
Although slightly ambiguous, we believe that the results are congruent with the
findings of Bovens ¢z @/ (2010) that earlier cabinet experience seems to decrease
resignation hazards.

Pﬂrliﬂmenmry experience

The expectation that previous parliamentary experience leads to a lower risk of
being forced to resign shows a clear pattern in these cases. Three out of five min-
isters in the resignation category had no prior experience before being appointed
a cabinet minister. In all non-resignation cases, the ministers all had prior expe-
rience in Parliament before entering their positions in cabinet. This supports
the findings in earlier studies of ministerial tenure that previous parliamentary
experience helps to increase the chances of staying in office.

Necessary party for coalition and earlier votes of no confidence

Almost all cases show the same negative result regarding the relative (un-)
importance of the party to which the minister belongs to. All ministers exam-
ined were members of a party that was necessary for the coalition (to maintain
the majority in parliament). In the Schiphol case, the cabinet changed due to
the collective resignation of coalition member D66 (Social Liberals) just before
both accountable ministers resigned (by that time they were thus members of
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a minority government). Of all ministers examined for this study, Donner,
Verdonk and Korthals had previous experience of being subjected to votes of
no confidence. Minister Donner already had three votes of no confidence before
resigning over Schiphol, and Korthals had two during the accountability process
of the construction fraud crisis. However, this is not sufficient to show a pattern
for what we expected to find.

Overall, we can conclude that previous ministerial experience and parliamen-
tary experience do influence the chances for survival of individual ministers. This is
in line with prior findings on forced resignations (Berlinski et al.,2007; Bovens et
al., 2010). The proposition that ministers would increase their chances of survival
by being a member of a party necessary for the coalition or that prior votes of no
confidence would increase the hazard of resignations cannot be validated since
there is not enough variation in the empirical material to identify any patterns.

6.6 Concluding discussion

The aim of this chapter was to explore why cabinet ministers in some cases resign
due to crisis accountability pressures whereas in other events, with the similar
kind of pressure, they do not. We have argued that these different outcomes, and
the choices made leading to resignations or non-resignations in themselves could
be recognized as a kind of (at least) political learning. Furthermore, we tried to
identify to what extent other corrective measures were present corresponding
with resignations, where the pressures on ministerial turnover becomes an impor-
tant contextualizing factor that constrain or enable other types of institutional
learning processes. We can see that policy change or reform do occasionally take
place in these situations, indicating that learning is indeed not always hindered
by the high politics of post-crisis accountability pressures. We believe that the
distinction between the logics of political, social and policy learning (May, 1992)
is useful for discussing learning in relation to ministerial resignations and we see
a slight pattern towards more substantial policy learning when ministers have
resigned contrary to when they remained seated. This can have multiple causes.
First, of more general importance, once a minister has left it is logical that focus
is allowed to shift towards a more substantial discussion on causes and flaws
rather than prolonged focus on debating ministerial accountability. Secondly,
and more case specific, the Netherlands are not known for many resignations,
the logic being that when they do, it is a signal calling for substantial and more
deep-rooted change. In the table below, we summarized the findings within
the framework applied here in keywords and attempts to link the outcomes of
ministerial resignations to indications of different levels of learning.
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Table 6.5: Effects of accountability pressures on ministerial careers and governing institutions

(Individual) Main strategies Effects on policies/
Case Political effects by minister(s) institutions Levels of learning
Fireworks Non-resignation, Collective responsibility Advocating cultural Social — incremen-
damage to reputation | promoted, strategic use of | changes in organiza- | tal policy learning
of minister after vote | installment of inquiry tion, proposed (reorganization)
of no confidence by | committee, shifting blame | extensive policy
political opposition to external actors reforms
Banking Non-resignation, no | Too big and urgent to fail, | Advocating stronger | Policy — new
crisis individual damage transboundary causes and | (external) EU regulatory frame-
decisions but no return in new | effects and external origin, | regulatory powers, work National Bank
cabinet after end of | positive focus on civil increasing trans-
term servants (experts) boundary
cooperation
Bijlimer Non-resignation, Shifting blame to external | Proposed change in | Social — changes in
cargo continued support actors, disperse responsi- | relations and organizational
flight and new ministerial | bility among several cooperation structure | structures and
post actors, undermine between ministry and | culture
conclusions of inquiry State aviation service
committee — cultural change
IRT Resignation, one of | ‘Picking a fight between Extensive review of Policy — organiza-
the ministers makes | each other’, difficulties in | investigation ser- tional structure
come back in dual roles, multiple actor | vices, legislative changed, legisla-
multiple changes tion changed
governments
Schiphol Resignation, one of | Framing resignation as Dutch Safety Board | Policy/social —
fire the ministers makes | success, cooperative with | increased legitimacy, | intensified regula-

come back in new
cabinets

inquiry committee but do
not accept findings,
‘verdict too harsh’

strengthening of
regulatory
organizations

tion in coming
years, attention to
safety increased

Construction
fraud

Resignation while
already having a new
portfolio in a new
cabinet

|-didn’t-know, disperse
responsibility to other
minister, difficult role
conflict Public Prosecution
Service-ministry

Review of coopera-
tion Public

Prosecution Service
— ministry of Justice

Social learning

— small (cosmetic)
changes in
administration

Regarding the expectations on the employment of blame management stracegies
as an important factor to ministerial careers after crisis, we suggest that based
on our findings, ministers are more likely to resign if the dominant narrative
is that the crisis was caused by systemic rather than technical flaws. In the IRT
case as well as the Schiphol case, blame was by accountability forums explicitly
appointed to failure caused by systemic/institutional errors. The construction
fraud case was more exceptional since it was not directly appointed to a govern-
mental institution at first, but the actions of the public prosecution office and
the results of the examination of the parliamentary committee led to resignation
of the responsible minister. On the contrary, in the non-resignation cases, the
accountability forums mainly emphasized causality of the crisis as ‘out-of-scope
of ownership’.
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As for the expectation regarding dispersing responsibility, we have seen that in
four out of six cases responsibility was attributed to several actors (also dispersed
over time) rather than focused on one minister. This observation was present
for both non-resignations as resignations. This could be strategic foresight; long
time before investigation committees present their conclusions, or resignation of
cabinet in the meantime, but this has not been systematically analyzed.

Regarding expectations based on individual and cabinet characteristics and
their relevance to ministerial survival after crisis, we cannot conclude any clear
patterns in any of the cases (resignations or not). Earlier votes of no confidence
were not obviously different in the resignation or non-resignation events. Neither
does it seem to be an important factor for ministerial survival rates if ministers
under pressure were members of a necessary party for the coalition or not. The
most significant observation that seems to have had a real impact upon the future
career of Dutch ministers in cabinet was if the minister in question had previous
experience in cabinet and parliament or not. This is a link that needs to be further
substantiated in a larger sample of ministerial resignations.

At the outset of this chapter we outlined that the kind of learning that is
generally expected to occur after crisis is fairly short sighted, highly politicized
and generally with an aim to overcome and survive the most acute phases of crisis
and its aftermath. Given that perspective, career management is a strategy to
respond to crisis accountability pressures as well as a consequence. As a tactical,
political instrument, resignations are powerful symbolic tools for leaders to step
out of a negative situation going worse and to reappear in another shape and
position further ahead. We argue that this type of political learning is benefited
from crisis events where stakes are high and ministerial performance and ability to
shape the narratives are crucial to their survival and a potential for advancement.

The results of this study could potentially contribute to the research agendas
of both post crisis accountability studies, learning and ministerial tenure studies
by pointing at some factors to be further explored. First, learning in the sense
of deeper, more sustainable change seem more likely to occur after a crisis when
an exogenous accountability forum places significant pressure on incumbent
decision-makers to initiate such steps. Our analysis gave some support to this
proposition and at the same time it seems that especially after incidents that are
framed as caused primarily by governmental/systemic flaws, attempts at policy
learning are still likely to occur. We can with caution suggest that promoting
institutional and policy learning initiatives should be more successful when the
dominant perception is that systemic flaws rather than technical failures caused a
failure, irrespectively of the exogenous pressures placed on decision-makers. This
is also in line with expectations of prior research (Boin, 2009). Secondly, we have
observed a growing role of (visual) medialization of incidents, for example in the
construction fraud case (parliamentary inquiry committee for the construction
fraud incident started after broadcast of the TV-show Zembla) as well as the
Schiphol case (the report of the Safety Board came with a video to support the
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findings of the report). The role of medialization of incidents is a well-known
factor and is likely to increase and take on new forms as the technology continues
to evolve. We further believe it would be useful to rethink resignations as failures
considering the variation in political context and the kind of political learning
that they foster. In a ‘stick-to-your-seat’ democracy as the Netherlands, resig-
nations can work refreshingly or can ‘buy’ an officeholder political credit for a
future career. The findings here are not particularly similar to comparative studies
of other governing systems. Lastly, (electoral) timing would be an interesting
perspective to examine in the broader ministerial turnover perspective, since we
have seen that most ministers that resign do so prior to upcoming elections or
when the ‘time has come to do so’.
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Chapter 7: Crisis, accountability, blame
management and ministerial careers: Sweden e

Annika Brindstrom

7.1 Introduction

Crisis events are situations when governments face serious threats to key societal
values or structures, and at the same time need to maintain or restore public
trust in public institutions and leaders associated with the management of these
threats. Part of the public leadership challenge includes the ability to face public
pressure and to be able to openly assess, explain and account for the unfolding
crisis events through meaning-making activities (Boin et al., 2005) as well as
contain or avoid an escalation of accountability pressures (Boin et al., 2008;
Masters and ¢ Hart, 2012). The political crisis communication and blame man-
agement that they elicit can have profound effects on the careers of top political
actors (Boin et al., 2010; Coombs, 2011; Hood, 2011). The key puzzle in this
article is why some ministers survive crises for which they are being blamed,
whereas others fail. In parliamentary systems, the task of political crisis man-
agement is vested in the work of the Cabinet, where individual ministers are
responsible for reporting to the head of government and to the parliament on
their performance (Dowding and Dumont, 2009; Dowding and Lewis, 2012).
During crisis episodes, there is often tremendous external pressure demanding
solutions and accountability as well as pressure from within one’s party and from
cabinet colleagues. Accountability pressures arise when there is an accountability

119 This chapter was first published as: Brindstréom Annika (2015) “Crisis accountability and
ministerial resignations in Sweden.” Scandinavian Political Studies. Volume 38, Issue 3: 217-320.
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relationship requiring an actor (for example an individual official) to explain
or justify his/her actions to an accountability “forum” such as members of
parliament, organizations outside the parliament and the media, who's actions
(critique) can have consequences to the actor (Dewan and Dowding, 2005: 47;
Bovens, 2010). Managing accountability relationships requires actors to actively
formulate strategies to frame, communicate about and defend their performance
in situations that forums inquire about (Boin, 2009; Hood, 2011; Stark, 2011;
Masters and t' Hart, 2012).

Furthermore, support for a minister can quickly be lost when indications
appear that he or she has started to become ‘tainted