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1.1

Chapter 1: The promise of transparency

The promise of transparency

‘Too often the American people don’t know who Washington is working for, and when
they find out, they don't like what they hear. . . . We're not going to be able to change
America unless we challenge the culture that has dominated Washington for far too
long. And that means shining a bright light on how Washington works.’

- Barack Obama, Speech in New Hampshire, September 4", 2007

Transparency as the key to trust in government?

Obama'’s promise of ‘unprecedented forms of government transparency’ to restore
trust fits neatly with the interest currently being shown in attempts to improve
government accountability. There is a widely shared opinion that transparency will lead
to an open culture in govemnment that benefits us all (Hood, 2006b, p. 216).
Transparency is ulimately seen as something good which will eventually increase
citizen trust in government. This claim is made by many politicians, pressure groups
and some scholars, all of whom have been strong advocates of ‘shining a bright light’
on govemment practices. According to champions of transparency, it wil cause
govermments to be unable to hide their secrets, which is eventually best for all.

Govemment transparency does indeed appear to be a principle worth striving for: it is
seen by many as the "key to better governance”. It can help prevent corruption,
contribute to legitimacy, enhance government performance by increasing efficiency,
and promote principles of good governance (e.g. Blendon et al., 1997; Bok, 1997;
Nye, Zelikow & King, 1997; Florini, 1998; Oliver, 2004; Addink, 2005; Birkinshaw,
2006b; Hood, 2006b; Roberts, 2006a). Government transparency is seen not only as
a means to achieve certain goals but has become a goal in itself. Transparency or,
“the right to know”, is said to be a basic human right (Birkinshaw, 2006a; 2006b;
Florini, 2007).

One of the most basic and fundamental ways for government to become more
transparent is by enacting freedom of information legislation. Numerous countries
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have enacted these laws that guide the appropriate provision of information (Roberts,
2006a; Relly & Sabharwal, 2009). Freedom of information is said to be a human right
for individuals against inefficient, oppressive, or even bullying government (Birkinshaw,
2006b). Freedom of Information Acts (FOIAs), however, mainly concem a passive
form of openness: information is available upon request.

In recent years, the active provision of information has become increasingly popular.
Transparency has become a buzzword, a panacea for all things that have supposedly
gone awry within govemment (Hood & Heald, 2006: x). What has caused
transparency to become such a buzzword? According to Roberts (2006b, p. 107), it
has become commonplace to blame policy failures on a culture of secrecy within
govermment organisations. If more information were available to the public, failures
might be avoided more often. An example of this tendency became apparent in the
case of a major fireworks explosion in a residential area in Enschede, the Netherlands,
which left 23 dead and 950 injured. The fireworks depot was officially permitted and
was checked only minimally by the local government. People were not informed about
the presence of a large fireworks depot in their neighbournood. The idea is that if
Citizens or groups in the local community had known about the depot in advance, this
tragedy might have been prevented.

Another, broader, development lies behind the call for more transparency, however. In
the 1980s and 1990s the focus of the New Public Management doctrine on
transparency and the emergence of the World Wide Web coincided. NPM-style
reforms emphasised the need for transparency and the measurement of government
performance through performance indicators in order to enhance performance and
increase citizen trust,

The emergence of the Intemnet caused increased possibilities to store information and
enabled analysis of information from multiple perspectives and different levels (Zuboff,
1988; Davenport, 1993)". In addition, government information can now be read by

! Statistical data about Internet use show us that it indeed has great potential. The Internet is
increasingly used for obtaining information from sites of public authorities. Euro barometer data
shows that the percentage of Internet users in the European Union who obtained information
from public authority websites increased from 41 percent in 2005 to 47 percent in 2007. US
survey data shows that government websites are used by 50 percent of all Americans and 75
percent of American Internet users (Tolbert & Mossberger, 2006).
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anyone with access to the Intemet; independent of time or place. This gave rise 10 a
particular form of transparency: computer-mediated transparency (Meijer, 2009). ICTs
have catalysed the spread and permeation of (government) information and eventually
transparency practices throughout government. Although Freedom of Information
Laws form the backbone for government transparency, we could say that modermn day
transparency is first and foremost computer-mediated transparency.

Transparency is now coined as the solution for one of the most intangible problems of
democratic governance: citizens’ increasing mistrust in government (e.g. Roberts,
2006b, p. 107-108; Worthy, 2010). It is said to create a culture of honesty and
openness amongst public organisations, or at least the perception that such a culture
exists. Furthermore, several authors argue that increased citizen knowledge of
government processes and performance increases understanding and trust in
government (Blendon et al., 1997; Bok, 1997; Cook et al.,, 2010). This dissertation
focuses on this “claim to fame” of transparency: restoring trust in government.

But why should we care about trust in government in the first place? Trust in
government is regarded as an essential element in developed societies. For example,
if institutions are not trusted by the citizens they serve, they are unable to function
properly. Also, a trustworthy government aids in generating interpersonal trust among
citizens, helping to make a country’'s economy run smoothly and maintaining its
prosperity  (Ayres & Braithwaite, 1992; Fukuyama, 1995; Inglehart, 1999; Levi &
Stoker, 2000; Putnam, 2000).

A lack of trust has inspired NPM-style government reforms since the 1980s.. One of
the major ams of these reforms, initiated in nearly all OECD countries, is making
government more transparent, which is believed to have benefits for government
legitimacy (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2004; Van de Walle, 2011). Citizen trust in government
in the Netherlands has been volatile in recent years, with a sharp decline at the
beginning of the millennium and recovery in recent years (Bovens & Wille, 2008). In
other countries, such as the US, trust in government has been declining for more than
three decades now (Nye, 1997; Tolbert & Mossberger, 2006). Transparency is often
seen as the solution that will restore citizen trust in government. But does it actually
work?
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Why transparency might weaken trust in government

Despite the highly positive connotations of transparency, a body of literature with a
critical approach of transparency has emerged (e.g. O ‘Neil, 2002; Bovens, 2003;
Prat, 2005; Etzioni, 2010)%. Increased transparency, they find, would make
govermnment organisations more vulnerable to both just and unjust blame of citizens or
sensation-loving  journalists. Transparency pessimists stress that increased
transparency could lead to increased blaming of government. This is exemplified by
the recent stir about the disclosure of hundred thousands of cables by WikilLeaks.
Mass media reported on several cables and other “war logs”, instigating larger or
smaller political scandals, political games or particular statements done by paliticians.
Some reports have been more serous (e.g. the deaths of Iragi civilians and the
American military appeared to be greater than the numbers made public) than others
(e.g. American diplomats describing personalities of world leaders). The disclosure of
such events might not have had a positive effect of trust in government. In other
words, although transparency could shine a bright light on how government works,
people might not like what they hear.

Critics also argue that transparency is overrated. For transparency to work, it needs
receptors capable of processing it (Heald, 2008). The latter is a fundamental problem
of government transparency. If these receptors (be it citizens, journalists or other
intermediaries) are interested at all, the information disclosed by governments is
mostly too complex to digest, even for experts. There are limits to knowing, limits to
the people’s ability to process information (Etzioni, 2010). Furthermore, checking the

sources and who modified or added what | GcIEINE

20



