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‘Why don’t they just listen to the facts?’ The ‘neutral’ or 
‘objective’ way of governing is often juxtaposed against political 
decision making. This is remarkable, since public administration 
research has problematized the notion of neutrality as opposed 
to political or value based for years. This article describes why 
the idea of true neutrality remains such a valued concept by 
drawing on over a year of observations in infrastructure policy 
processes. It concludes that neutrality is a popular concept 
because it satisfies people’s need for external validation in a way 
that suggests their position is correct beyond their own 
preferences. 

 

Key words: neutrality, objectivity, politics-administration 
dichotomy. 
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Something odd is happening in the world of public 
administration research: science seems to have a different 
view of practice than practice does of itself. When public 
administration arose as a field in the late 1800’s, it still 
shared with practice a perspective that there is a legislator 
who makes decisions and an administration that carries 
out these decisions (Weber, 1948, p. 215; Wilson, 1886, 
pp. 370-376). The legislator is usually some sort of 
democratically elected representative of the people, or a 
room filled with a multitude of those. They answer all 
questions that have to do with values: how high should 
our taxes be? How fast should we be allowed to drive on 
our highways? Should we close our borders? Should XTC 
be legalized? The administration, on the other hand, is 
filled with people that are not concerned with these value-
laden questions. When the elected representatives of the 
people decide that the speed limit should be raised, they 
go change the signs. When the representatives decide that 
the borders should be closed, they go build a fence. The 
legislator’s job is to make value decisions, which the 
administration should simply carry out as efficiently and 
effectively as possible. The classic distinction between 
politics and administration presupposes that values are 
what governs political decisions, whilst the administration 
decides based on what is efficient, rational or objectively 
best. What all these terms describing the administration 
have in common is that they reflect a belief in the 
possibility of executing political decisions in a value-
neutral way. In this article, I will explore the popularity of 
the idea of a neutral and objective civil service by looking 
at three empirical studies on the topic. It seems that 
regardless of whether they actually believe it to be feasible, 
civil servants rehearse stories of objectivity and neutrality 
because it is what they aspire and are required to be.  

 

Since the publication of Weber and Wilson’s theories on 
administration, a vast amount of research has shown that 
shows that executing the legislator’s decisions is not 
merely a matter of changing the signs or building that 
fence (Parsons, 2002; Richardson, 2002; Simon, 1976; 
Steenhuisen, 2009; Waldo, 1984; Wolf & van Dooren, 
2017). Doing this as effectively and efficiently as possible 
is a noble aim, but efficient according to whose standards 
(Stone, 2012, pp. 78-79)? Norms such as ‘efficient’ or 
‘objective’ can be an organizational aim, but are not moral 
positions with which one can decide on value trade-offs 
(van Weers, 1992). For example, one of the organizational 
aims of the Dutch railway service provider (NS) is likely 
to be to provide railway service in an efficient manner. 
The NS can choose to have trains run more often, 
providing higher service quality. However, running the 
trains more often will increase the burden on the train 

tracks and the trains themselves, decreasing service 
reliability (Steenhuisen & van Eeten, 2008). It is not 
difficult to see how this trade-off between more frequent 
and more reliable service complicates what is to be 
interpreted as the most efficient timetable. Efficiency as 
an organizational goal can lead to the decision to employ 
more trains, but also to the opposite decision. 

Much like efficiency, objectivity is also a value-dependent 
term. The term has a wide array of meanings. Objectivity 
can, for example, mean personal detachment, correctly 
following procedures or aligning one’s judgement with 
‘evidence from all directions’ (Douglas, 2009, p. 120). 
What can be considered ‘objectively best’ depends on the 
type of objectivity you are talking about. Furthermore, 
what is ‘best’ depends on one’s values. To get back to the 
NS-example: your view on the best way to run a train 
service depends on whether you value reliability or 
frequency. Political decisions do not answer all value-
questions apparent in a policy process. In fact, there is an 
‘inherent vagueness’ to policy decisions that makes it so 
that civil servants will always have some discretion in 
implementing a policy (Richardson, 2002). Making value-
related decisions is not an optional, but instead an integral 
aspect of the work of civil servants. 

 

Civil servants – like any other type of person –are not 
‘neutral’ in how they process information. They are likely 
to accept information that confirms with their attitudes, 
and reject or vigorously question information that 
opposes their attitudes (Dorren & Böhme, Forthcoming). 
So, what happens when you ask civil servants what values 
govern their work practice? This is one of the questions I 
set out to answer during approximately 1.5 years of 
ethnographic research in project management teams of 
large infrastructure projects in Flanders and the 
Netherlands. 

When asked about the way they do their work, civil 
servants will tell you that they primarily want to make 
policies which are efficient and effective, as opposed to 
value laden policies (Dorren, 2017). It seems that the 
image of the civil servant that was present in the work of 
Wilson and Weber is still very much alive to the civil 
servant, even though public administration theorists have 
reicognized this image is unachievable. When questioned 
further, civil servants do nuance their position. The idea 
of value-neutral policy is primarily mentioned when they 
are discussing their practice in general. When asked for 
specific examples in which they were able to act 
objectively or neutrally, civil servants recognize that there 
are hardly any situations in which they would say they are 
able to act in an objective fashion (Dorren, Forthcoming). 
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In fact, they start listing all sorts factors inhibiting them 
from doing so. They are under time pressure, have limited 
budgets, and have to deal with a constantly changing 
context. Studies, they claim, are most likely to be used 
when they fit the ambitions of the decision makers. They 
try to comprehensive and neutral in their decision making, 
but are primarily concerned with doing things, rather than 
thinking about how they are doing things.1 Even though 
much of administrative practice is filled with meetings and 
likely involves a lot of thinking and talking, this thinking 
and talking does not seem to involve much reflection on 
what principles govern administrative decision making. 
Key mantras of the administration seem to be that ‘at 
some point, you just have to decide’ and ‘you can’t do 
nothing’ (Dorren, Forthcoming). Policy maker’s 
perception of their own practice seems to be different 
from that practice itself.  

 

So, if it does not resemble practice, what explains the 
popularity of this narrative of the neutral administration? 
Part of the answer might lie in 
research on why people value the 
use of scientific studies in policy 
processes. Policy analysis is a 
complex practice, and very few 
people involved in policy processes 
understand how technical analyses 
actually work. However, they are 
still greatly valued for their 
apparent neutrality. It seems that people primarily value 
the fact that an analysis is not a person with values and 
interests. When an analysis turns out to involve a lot of 
estimates made by individual experts, people tend to 
question its neutrality. Similarly, when politicians interfere 
in a policy process, they make statements such as “I’m 
genuinely completely surprised by this suddenly appearing 
alternative. The government told us they wanted to handle 
things objectively, and now they suddenly add this 
alternative” (Dorren & Van Dooren, Forthcoming). 
Neutrality primarily seems to refer to personal 
disinvolvement. If an analysis points out a certain policy 
option as a ‘best’ solution, it does so in a neutral and 
objective way. If that analysis can be linked to a person – 
such as an individual analyst – the neutrality of the analysis 
is questioned.  

 

In a similar vein, it makes sense for society to rehearse 
stories of the civil service as a neutral entity because 
personal values and beliefs are suspect. Non-values such 
                                                             
1  

as objectivity, neutrality or efficiency are an attractive 
alternative to what administrations actually consist of: a 
group of individuals with individual, maybe even 
conflicting values. It makes sense that civil servants 
rehearse the Wilsonian story of the neutral civil service, 
because it contains the rules they are expected to follow. 
Because their own values are not supposed to influence 
their decisions, they discuss their work practice as actually 
being governed by the principles of neutrality, even 
though they themselves recognize that these principles 
hardly apply in practice.  

 

There is research on managing value conflicts (such as 
Steenhuisen 2009), research that tells civil servants to act 
in the public interest (Svara, 2012), and research that tells 
them that they cannot do their work without making value 
decisions. However, this research does not tell civil 
servants how to deal with the fact that their idea of the 
public good, or their idea of what is effective and efficient, 
is just their conception of that concept. What 

consequences has the observation 
that civil servants cannot escape 
their own values in doing their 
work? Administrative scientists 
and philosophers have been 
successfully dismantling the idea of 
neutral administration, but 
apparently has not shown the civil 
servant where to go next. 

 

References 

Dorren, L. (2017). Principes in uitvoering. Over het nut 
van een ethisch nudge-debat. Public Note, 1(2), 9-14.  

Dorren, L. (Forthcoming). Locating the self-confidence 
of the modern state. On whether or not policy makers 
believe they can know and control the world.  

Dorren, L., & Böhme, M. (Forthcoming). The practice of 
motivated reasoning. An ethnographic study of 
information use by real world policy actors.  

Dorren, L., & Van Dooren, W. (Forthcoming). 
Chameleonic knowledge. A study of ex-ante analysis in 
large infrastructure policy processes.  

Douglas, H. E. (2009). Science, Policy, and the Value-Free 
Ideal: University of Pittsburgh Press. 

Non-values such as objectivity, 
neutrality or efficiency are an 
attractive alternative to what 
administrations actually consist of: a 
group of individuals with individual, 
maybe even conflicting values. 



Lars Dorren  | 6 |  What do we talk about when we talk about neutrality? 

Parsons, W. (2002). From muddling through to muddling 
up. Evidence based policy making and the modernisation 
of British Government. Public Policy and Administration, 
17(3), 43-60.  

Richardson, H. S. (2002). Democratic Autonomy. Public 
Reasoning about the Ends of Policy. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

Simon, H. A. (1976). Administrative Behavior. A Study of 
Decision-Making Processes in an Administrative Organization 
(3rd ed.). New York: The Free Press. 

Steenhuisen, B. (2009). Competing Public Values. (Doctoral 
Thesis). Next Generation Infrastructures Foundation, 
Delft. Retrieved from 
http://www.narcis.nl/publication/RecordID/oai:tudelft.
nl:uuid:3257cd11-13ad-4636-8074-32b2dd5276e2  

Steenhuisen, B., & van Eeten, M. (2008). Invisible Trade-
Offs of Public Values: Inside Dutch Railways. Public Money 
and Management, 28(3), 147-152. doi:10.1111/j.1467-
9302.2008.00636.x 

Stone, D. (2012). Policy paradox : the art of political decision 
making (3rd ed.). New York: W.W. Norton & Co. 

Svara, J. H. (2012). The Ethics Primer for Public Administrators 
in Government and Non-profit Organizations. Burlington: Jones 
& Barlett Learning. 

van Weers, A. J. M. (1992). De Publieke Zaak. Delft: 
Eburon. 

Waldo, D. (1984). The Administrative State. A study of the 
political theory of American public administration (Second ed.). 
New York: Holmes & Meier. 

Weber, M. (1948). Bureaucracy. In H. H. Gerth & C. 
Wright Mills (Eds.), From Max Weber. Essays in sociology. 
London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 

Wilson, W. (1886). The Study of Administration. In A. S. 
Link (Ed.), The Papers of Woodrow Wilson (1968 ed., Vol. 5, 
pp. 359 - 380). Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

Wolf, E. E. A., & van Dooren, W. (2017). How policies 
become contested: a spiral of imagination and evidence in 
a large infrastructure project. Policy Sciences, 47(4), 1-20. 
doi:10.1007/s11077-017-9275-3 

 


