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When a policy sector is confronted with a relatively strong and

steep decline in legitimacy, we speak of an institutional crisis.

We know little about the causes or consequences of these cri-

ses. This article explores how institutional crises are managed. It

focuses on the effects of management strategies observed in a

case study of an institutional crisis in the Netherlands. While we

found that policy elites displayed a tendency to maintain the sta-

tus quo of a policy sector, we also found that the effectiveness

of their response strategies was negated by the counter-

response it evoked among freshly energized interest, advocacy

and citizen groups. We conclude that the resolution of an insti-

tutional crisis is inherently contested. Based on our case study,

we develop a theoretical model and formulate propositions that

may help to improve our understanding of institutional crisis

management.

1 | INTRODUCTION

On 16 August 2012, a small earthquake (3.6 on the Richter scale) struck the town of Huizinge in the Dutch province

of Groningen. Earthquakes rarely occur in the Netherlands, so this was a highly unusual event. The earthquake

was caused by local gas production. Several thousand households reported property damage and no people were

injured; its immediate physical consequences appeared limited1 (Dutch Safety Board 2015).

The earthquake caused an enormous and unprecedented public backlash against gas production, produc-

tion policies and the actors responsible for it (Perlaviciute et al. 2017). In fact, for the first time since gas

1We should note that the physical consequences appeared limited in international comparison to ‘regular’ tectonic earthquakes.

Nonetheless, there has been (and continues to be) legitimate hardship for those affected by the earthquakes. Groningen residents

have experienced very real consequences from damaged houses and uncertainty about the housing market, as well as psychological

effects. In this article, however, we focus on the consequences of the earthquake crisis for the gas production policy sector.
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production started in the 1960s, gas production policy became the subject of heated public and political

debate (Van der Voort and Vanclay 2015). Environmental, citizen and other advocacy groups harshly criticized

the cosy relationship between gas production companies and the Dutch state (Dutch Safety Board 2015).

They expressed doubt that these actors could be trusted to protect citizens against future earthquakes given

their financial interests in continued gas production, and questioned which consideration came first: profit

maximization or the safety of local citizens. After all, production revenues had always been an important

source of income for the Dutch state, ranging from 3 per cent to 10 per cent of the country’s total revenue

(CBS 2017).

The growing criticism and public backlash led to a sudden and steep decline in the perceived legitimacy of

the gas production policy sector; a development that was both unexpected and extraordinary—especially

because, in previous decades, gas production and gas production policies had been largely uncontroversial topics

in Dutch politics (Green-Pedersen 2010). As a result, the policy sector had become highly institutionalized and

had, for decades, been governed by a small number of actors, including the Dutch Ministry of Economic Affairs

(MEA), the gas production company NAM (a Shell and ExxonMobil consortium), and a few research institutes

and consulting firms.

The sudden decline in legitimacy gave rise to what scholars refer to as an ‘institutional crisis’ (Ansell

et al. 2016). An institutional crisis is defined as a ‘period in which the institutional arrangements of a policy sector

are confronted by a relatively strong, continuous decline in legitimacy’ (Boin and ’t Hart 2000, p. 13). Institutional

arrangements refer to the governance structure of a policy sector (its decision-making procedures, venues and

policy instruments) as well as its policy image (how policies are understood and discussed) (Baumgartner and

Jones 2010; Nohrstedt and Weible 2010). Institutional crises should be distinguished from ‘regular’ crisis or disas-

ter situations, which present a threat to core values or life-sustaining systems and require an urgent response

under conditions of deep uncertainty (Rosenthal et al. 1989). A regular crisis focuses on the well-being of people,

whereas an institutional crisis focuses on the well-being of a policy sector. Consequently, the management of an

institutional crisis is focused on restoring the legitimacy of a policy sector, whereas the management of a regular

crisis is focused on saving lives and preventing harm (Alink et al. 2001; Moynihan 2008; Comfort et al. 2012;

Boin and Lodge 2016). In the case of the earthquake in Groningen, a small ‘regular’ crisis triggered a large ‘institu-

tional’ crisis.

In response to the institutional crisis in the Dutch gas policy sector, policy actors enacted strategies aimed at

restoring its legitimacy. These strategies proved unsuccessful. Each new measure temporarily eased popular discon-

tent, but failed to alleviate public concerns or fully restore the legitimacy of the policy sector. Gas production policy

and the Groningen earthquakes continued to re-emerge as a major political issue. In this article we ask why policy

actors did not manage to resolve the institutional crisis.

Existing research on the topic is limited, having mainly focused on the emergence of institutional crises (Boin

and ’t Hart, 2000; Alink et al. 2001) and their consequences for a policy sector (Resodihardjo 2009; Ansell

et al. 2016). In fact, very little attention has been paid to the management strategies that are employed to resolve

an institutional crisis (Nohrstedt et al. 2018). We seek to fill this void. The Dutch case is particularly interesting

because the earthquakes in Groningen triggered multiple ‘strategic rounds’—which allow us to study both the

(counter-)responses and their effects over time while controlling for the political-institutional context

(Abbott 2001).

Our results show that the effectiveness of a response to an institutional crisis appears to depend on the type of

counter-response it evokes among newly empowered interest, advocacy and citizen groups. Based on our case study,

we present a theoretical model and formulate propositions that advance our understanding of both institutional cri-

ses and their resolution (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007). In doing so, we answer recent calls to ‘advance knowledge

of the dynamics of institutional crises’ (Nohrstedt et al. 2018).
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2 | THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Before we discuss the management of institutional crises, we should explain their emergence. An institutional crisis

emerges when a specific trigger event is interpreted as a ‘reflection of the chronic or systemic failure’ of a policy sec-

tor’s institutional arrangements (Ansell et al. 2016, p. 416). Trigger events are ‘events that symbolize a situation, forc-

ing it onto the public agenda’ (Cobb and Elder 1983 in Baumgartner and Jones 2010, p. 129). Trigger events can be

very diverse in nature, size and scope. Prominent examples of trigger events discussed in the literature include large-

scale disasters such as the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the 2007–08 financial recession and hurricane Katrina (Birkland

1998; Boin et al. 2010; Claessens et al. 2010). Nonetheless, much smaller incidents, such as an increase in crime

levels or sudden failures in public service delivery, can also function as trigger events. For example, in the 1990s an

influx of hundreds of Tamil asylum seekers triggered an institutional crisis in the Dutch asylum policy sector (Alink

et al. 2001). Both this influx and the subsequent failures to adequately house the asylum seekers revealed larger,

underlying problems within the policy sector.

The key issue in an institutional crisis is whether the general public interprets a trigger event—or the way in

which a trigger event is handled—as a failure of the responsible policy sector rather than of the individuals or organi-

zations involved (Ansell et al. 2016). For example, a trigger event such as the 9/11 terrorist attacks was broadly inter-

preted as a failure of the US intelligence policy sector to share critical information across numerous intelligence

agencies (Boin et al. 2009). Consequently, the intelligence sector itself, rather than a specific policy or actor, was seen

as blameworthy for lapses in intelligence sharing (Birkland 2004). What followed were widespread public and political

criticism, increased negative media coverage and increased congressional attention. Ultimately, a window of opportu-

nity opened up for major policy reform and an overhaul of both the intelligence sector and its agencies

(Kingdon 2003).

Trigger events do not emerge out of nowhere. Instead, the root cause of an institutional crisis lies in the process

of institutional erosion, which itself serves as an incubation process for trigger events (Oliver 1992). Institutional ero-

sion refers to a growing performance deficit of a policy sector (Ansell et al. 2016) and can either be the result of

actual changes in its performance (for example, fewer criminals are caught) or due to the evolution of public expecta-

tions over time (for example, certain types of crime are suddenly seen as more problematic than others). Institutional

erosion occurs when a policy sector fails to adapt to its environment—when, for example, policies are not adjusted to

meet changing expectations or new actors are not invited to join decision-making processes in order to ensure better

responsiveness and performance (Ansell et al. 2016). Timely and adaptive policy reform can potentially mitigate the

risk of an institutional crisis.

3 | INSTITUTIONAL CRISIS MANAGEMENT: TWO STRATEGIES

We distinguish between two ideal-typical crisis management strategies in response to an institutional crisis (Boin and

’t Hart 2000). First, reformist strategies which are aimed at ‘re-balancing or re-designing the institutional features of

[a] policy [sector] in order to ensure a new “fit” with the changed environment’ (Boin and 't Hart 2000, p. 21). Second,

conservative strategies, which ‘maintain the institutional essence [of the policy sector] in the face of change’ (Boin

and ’t Hart 2000, p. 21).

Reformist strategies focus on the adaptation of a policy sector in the face of adversity. Adaptation may mean

large-scale reform of a policy sector; for example, the redesign of policies, policy venues or modes of decision-mak-

ing—for instance, when more participatory arrangements are introduced to ensure that different voices are heard in

decision-making processes (Edelenbos et al. 2010). Reform can also mean the rearrangement of the balance of power

within a policy sector; for example, when industry groups are made less powerful in relation to environmental advo-

cacy groups. Reformist strategies are defined as radical efforts aimed at restoring the legitimacy of a policy sector.
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Conservative strategies, in contrast, aim to restore legitimacy through incremental changes to a policy sector

without resorting to overtly drastic changes to its institutional arrangements. Rather than co-opting opposing views,

policy actors who employ a conservative strategy may choose to evaluate and improve existing policies and venues,

leaving the extant status quo and balance of power intact. Legitimacy is then restored by projecting stability and

gradually improving blameworthy failures (Ansell et al. 2016).

Policy scholars appear to put much faith in reformist strategies (Birkland 2004; Baumgartner and Jones 2010).

They see a straightforward relationship between institutional crises and major policy reform, where each crisis is fol-

lowed by (mostly positive) policy change (Ansell et al. 2016). Nevertheless, for policy elites, an institutional crisis first

and foremost presents a risk in terms of losing access to decision-making venues, subsidies and other benefits associ-

ated with being part of the status quo (Pralle 2003; Stark 2010; Baekkeskov 2016). Consequently, policy elites often

fight against proposed reforms of the policy sector by using various strategies aimed at restoring the policy sector’s

legitimacy. In practice, some policy sectors are consequently able to ‘withstand’ the pressures of an institutional crisis

by making incremental changes to, for example, decision-making venues, whereas other policy sectors see wide-

spread policy changes and agenda replacement (Boin and ’t Hart 2000).

When it comes to managing institutional crises, we know little about the effects of choosing one strategy above

another as previous work has been mainly theoretical (Boin and ’t Hart 2000; Ansell et al. 2016). In the Dutch earth-

quake crisis, several strategies were enacted in pursuit of resolving the institutional crisis. These strategies were

unsuccessful and the earthquake crisis continued to re-emerge as a major political issue. In the following section we

explore why this was the case.

4 | DATA AND METHODS

To answer our research question, we have conducted a longitudinal case study (George and Bennett 2005; Yin 2013)

to gather process data on the effects of the enacted crisis management strategies (Pettigrew 1990; Van de Ven and

Huber 1990; Langley et al. 2013). We adopted a process research approach because it is particularly useful for

understanding and identifying the underlying ‘generative mechanisms that cause observed events to happen and the

particular circumstances or contingencies behind these causal mechanisms’ (Van de Ven and Poole 1995, p. 512).

In our case study, we specifically focused on the crisis management strategies of two types of actors. First was a

dominant majority-coalition of policy actors which for decades occupied all important decision-making venues

related to gas production policy (Dutch Safety Board 2015). In this coalition, important policy actors are NAM (the

gas producer), the Ministry of Economic Affairs (MEA), and a number of smaller research institutes and other organi-

zations involved with gas production. At the start of the institutional crisis, a minority-coalition emerged. This coali-

tion was not at all represented within the policy sector prior to the institutional crisis. It consisted of local and

regional governments, interest groups and citizen groups. We further introduce our case study and the relevant

actors below.

Our method of data collection consisted of three steps. First, we gathered publicly available data, such as news

reports, policy documents, speeches, public statements and transcripts of parliamentary hearings, to gain a precur-

sory understanding of the case. Then, to track public attention to the Groningen earthquakes, we identified how

many times the earthquakes in Groningen had been discussed by national Dutch newspapers (NRC, De Telegraaf and

De Volkskrant). On 4 March 2017, we searched Lexis Nexis Academic using the keywords ‘Groningen’ and ‘earthquake

(s)’. Based on this information we developed an overall timeline of important events and the relevant organizations

and individuals involved in the management of the crisis (Langley 1999). We then contacted these respondents and

asked them in turn to provide additional names of people who were important in the management process whom we

couldn’t identify via publicly available information (Yin 2013). Our subsequent interviews relied on semi-structured

questions, which were tailored to each interviewee’s role in the management process and to his or her knowledge

about how a specific situation came to be or how a certain decision was made. In total, we conducted 37 semi-
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structured interviews between October 2015 and July 2016. Interviews lasted between 60 and 180 minutes. To

encourage respondents to discuss sensitive topics, all respondents were promised confidentiality. Some of the inter-

view quotes provided below have, therefore, been altered slightly if they could lead to the identification of a respon-

dent. Substantively, the interview quotes have not been changed.

As a first step in our analysis, we constructed a process database (Van de Ven and Poole 1995; Langley 1999)

that contained all of the important events related to the institutional crisis and its management, stretching from its

start in 2012 to the end of 2015. The database captures the management strategies to restore legitimacy in the pol-

icy sector and their effects. Recorded events range from parliamentary debates, media reports, accounts of negotia-

tion sessions based on interview quotes to relevant excerpts of meeting notes and policy reports. As a second step

we coded the events in the process database. Since we were unsure of why the events in our case study unfolded

the way they did, we adopted a fairly open coding process in which we went back and forth between our theoretical

framework and the data. By doing so, we were able to refine our theoretical observations and create theoretical cate-

gories (Gioia et al. 2013). Figure 1 presents the resulting data structure.

5 | THE CASE STUDY: INSTITUTIONAL EROSION AND THE EMERGENCE
OF THE EARTHQUAKE CRISIS

Decision-making on gas production policy took place in a public–private partnership called the ‘Gas Building’ (Van

der Voort and Vanclay 2015). The Gas Building housed representatives from NAM (Shell and ExxonMobil) and the

Ministry of Economic Affairs (MEA). Smaller research and consulting firms served as its advisers. A review by the

Dutch Safety Board—an independent oversight body—found that, until 2013, the Gas Building had functioned as a

consensus-oriented ‘closed system’, one in which actors had similar interests and where outside opposition and

opposing views were excluded (Dutch Safety Board 2015, p. 8). Its primary goal was profit maximization. Up until the

earthquake crisis, even the State Supervision of Mines (SSM), a formally mandated oversight body, largely adhered to

this line of thinking.

As mentioned in the introduction, both gas production and production policy had been uncontroversial topics in

Dutch politics ever since gas production started in 1963. The emergence of earthquakes related to gas production in

the 1980s did nothing to change this perception. Even after the earthquakes appeared to increase in size, showing

magnitudes similar to the 2012 earthquake in Huizinge, Grongingen—that is, in 1997, 1998 and 2006 (3.5, 3.4 and

3.5 on the Richter scale, respectively)—gas production was allowed to continue unhindered. Prior to 2012, no sub-

stantial policy changes were implemented to adapt to the increasing earthquake risk. Policy actors expected that con-

sequences would be limited to minor damage to buildings and infrastructure (Dutch Safety Board 2015).

Surprisingly, the 2012 earthquake did serve as a wake-up call to some policy-makers. Previously held assump-

tions about the maximum magnitude of earthquakes no longer appeared justifiable. Now forced to reconsider earlier

predictions, the SSM conducted a new analysis of the earthquake risk and determined that the area was in more dan-

ger than previously thought. A January 2013 report sent to the Minister of Economic Affairs warned that there may

be a 7 per cent chance of an earthquake higher than 3.9—possibly even a 5—on the Richter scale if gas production

was maintained at the 2012 level (SSM 2013). Because production-related, human-induced earthquakes occur at a

much more shallow depth than tectonic earthquakes, the SSM feared an immediate safety risk for Groningen resi-

dents (Ellsworth 2013). The SSM subsequently argued that gas production should be scaled down as quickly and real-

istically as possible (SSM 2013).

Together, the 2012 earthquake and the 2013 SSM report functioned as trigger events that led to the institu-

tional crisis. For the first time, gas production policy emerged as a contentious policy issue as the policy sector’s per-

formance was called into question. The publication of the SSM report did more than produce significant upheaval

within the policy sector; it also resulted in an immediate public backlash. Members of parliament joined local and

regional policy-makers in calls for reduction of the gas production level (NRC 2013). For the first time, national media
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FIGURE 1 Data structure
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outlets paid attention and a flurry of negative media reports appeared in which earthquakes were increasingly framed

as a safety threat.

5.1 | Crisis management strategies and trigger events

In response to the institutional crisis, policy actors enacted a set of strategies to restore the legitimacy of the policy

sector. Such strategies ranged from conservative, at the start of the institutional crisis, to more reformist, as the crisis

progressed. Policy actors enacted these new crisis management strategies in response to new trigger events that

emerged. These trigger events are highlighted in Figure 2, which also illustrates how the institutional crisis emerged

on the media’s agenda. Figure 3 illustrates how new management strategies were enacted in response to new trigger

events. In the following sections, we discuss the specifics of each strategy.

5.2 | Framing and symbolic intervention

Following the emergence of the institutional crisis, policy actors first pursued various conservative management

strategies aimed at restoring the legitimacy of the policy sector. First, policy actors alleged a perceived increase in

local inhabitants’ feelings of insecurity, rather than an actual increase in safety risk. Internally, both at NAM and the

MEA, respondents noted that the general perception was that the increase in earthquakes did not present any (new)

safety risks. For example, the Minister of Economic Affairs stated that: ‘This [increase in earthquakes] has conse-

quences for the feeling of safety and leads to insecurity for the people who live on top of the Groningen gas field’

(emphasis ours) (NRC 2013). Second, and more substantively, the MEA announced a new research programme

designed to investigate whether earthquakes could impact the local housing market, whether and which mitigating

measures could be implemented, and how the earthquake risk should be interpreted. In addition, NAM announced

that it would reserve approximately 100 million euros to restore damage and improve building safety. Third, policy

actors engaged in a public relations campaign to restore trust and legitimacy. Representatives from NAM and the

MEA visited the affected areas, talked to residents and participated in informational meetings. NAM also expressed

its regrets for the hardship some residents experienced due to the increase in earthquakes.

Notably, the Minister of Economic Affairs argued that it was too soon to limit gas production levels or take other

substantive measures. He subsequently delayed more fundamental policy decisions until the end of 2013, when the

research programme would have produced its first results. As one local policy-maker observed, this ensured the dis-

appearance of earthquakes from the political agenda (meanwhile, the policy sector remained unchanged—see

Figure 2):
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FIGURE 2 Groningen earthquakes and trigger events on the media agenda
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The minister was very smart. … The earthquakes almost turned into a full-blown national issue. The

first thing he did was call for the research reports, which would take a year to conduct. Consequently,

the sense of urgency was immediately reduced. (Respondent D1)

5.3 | Manufacturing a second trigger event

The apparent resolution of the institutional crisis—which failed to include any changes to the policy sector—triggered

a counter-response at the local level. Groningen policy-makers and interest groups organized themselves in opposi-

tion to NAM and the MEA. Their goal was first and foremost to put earthquakes back on the national political

agenda, so as to ensure that continued public attention could lead to the desired policy changes. To counteract the

framing promoted by NAM and the MEA, the regional government formed an investigative commission called the

Meijer Commission. Formally, the commission was tasked with identifying a ‘sustainable future’ for the region

(Commissie DTNOG 2013). Informally, the commission had a more encompassing goal, as one respondent involved

with the development of the commission explained:

The Meijer Commission was our initiative, because the minister wanted to organize everything

nationally. We saw it as an opportunity to expand the issue, to reinvigorate the region. Not only in

terms of trust—that was a large part of it—but also in terms of economic development. … We negoti-

ated with the minister about members [for the commission]. But for everything else, he didn’t want

anything to do with it. (Respondent J1)

To expand the policy frame, it was intended that the Meijer Commission would not only focus on the direct con-

sequences of the earthquakes, but also on the economic impact of earthquakes, the stability of the housing market

and compensation for affected residents. At the end of 2013, the Meijer Commission proved successful. The Meijer

Commission identified negative impacts on the housing market, on cultural heritage sites and on residents’ quality of

life. Its findings were widely reported in the national media. Most importantly, in the weeks after the publication of

the Meijer Commission’s results, it provided the regional government with an opportunity to attract increasing media

attention, to lobby national policy-makers and to highlight the plight of Groningen residents. One policy-maker

explained this as follows:

FIGURE 3 Management strategies and trigger events during the Groningen institutional crisis
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We talked to the coalition government … . Everything under wraps of course. We talked to different

ministers. Asked people to mobilize their networks in the coalition-government parties.

(Respondent W1)

Consequently, the Meijer Commission’s report can be seen as a new trigger event that put the earthquake issue

back on the political agenda. The effects of this strategy can again be seen in Figure 2.

5.4 | A public participation strategy

As earthquakes re-emerged onto the political agenda, majority-coalition policy actors were forced to respond. This

time, more tangible measures were needed to address public and political concerns: the type of incremental changes

previously formulated would no longer be sufficient. To find a satisfactory resolution to the crisis, a bargaining pro-

cess involving policy actors and Groningen policy-makers was initiated. Groningen policy-makers pursued decentrali-

zation of decision-making, more involvement of the region, and a substantial aid and reconstruction package for the

affected area. Majority-coalition policy actors were less united. The MEA was opposed to any form of decentraliza-

tion of decision-making, but saw opportunities for economic investment in the area to counteract the earthquakes’

negative consequences. NAM saw opportunities in some form of decentralized decision-making (on specific topics),

but was hesitant to invest too much money in the actual reconstruction process.

Ultimately, a compromise was reached: a collaborative governance arrangement called the Dialogue Table (DT),

which would work towards ‘restoring trust’ in the affected region, was instituted. The Dialogue Table consisted of

representatives from NAM, the MEA, local and regional governments, interest groups and citizen groups. In addition,

one billion euros were made available to reinforce buildings, ensure adequate damage compensation, and encourage

economic and cultural investment in the affected region (VHHV 2014). It is worth noting that the introduction of the

DT did not mean that the majority-coalition policy actors lost any real power over gas production policy. On the con-

trary, the previously described Gas Building remained intact. NAM and the MEA were only willing to concede certain

aspects of their decision-making power, unrelated to gas production itself, in the hope that doing so would restore

some of the lost legitimacy and trust in both the policy sector and its policies. This was something the policy actors

continuously had to remind the Groningen authorities of, as one policy-maker explained:

We were in a difficult spot. The minister told me: ‘Gas production policy is developed under my

supervision.’ … What I told the DT partners was: ‘All right, we can discuss gas production policy. You

can have an opinion. But the minister ultimately decides.’ (Respondent M1)

In other words, we see that policy actors were willing to relinquish some of their influence in order to miti-

gate growing (local) opposition and to bring an end to the institutional crisis, but the actual influence of the new

actors remained limited. As a result, the strategies pursued by the majority-coalition policy actors can still be qual-

ified as conservative rather than reformist; the effects of which are, again, visible in Figure 2. For much of 2014,

earthquakes were absent from the media agenda and, for a second time, the institutional crisis appeared to be

resolved.

5.5 | Manufacturing a third trigger event

Despite the apparent resolution of the crisis, local Groningen policy-makers soon began having doubts about the

new collaborative-governance arrangement. They felt that the collaborative process was too slow for the problems

caused by the earthquakes (as their occurrence also appeared to increase), and that NAM and the MEA were not

really committed to working together with societal actors. Two interviewees explained this as follows:
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The DT was mostly developed to create a feeling of ownership in the area, as well as acceptance and

support for actors—specifically NAM and the MEA. We called it ‘the licence to operate’. NAM

benefited by maintaining support for gas production. (Respondent Q1)

At a certain point, it became evident that the DT did not have enough power. … It didn’t work. It was

slow. The MEA and NAM did not invest enough in support or acceptance. (Respondent B1)

Behind the scenes, local policy-makers and interest groups started a new campaign to put the earthquakes back

on the political agenda. Local policy-makers visited Shell and NAM, attended closed-door meetings with national

political parties, and used their contacts in the Council of Ministers to put pressure on the MEA and NAM. In addi-

tion, policy-makers and interest groups sought out as much media attention as possible. At first, these efforts failed

to gain much traction. This, however, changed when, in December 2014, the Minister of Economic Affairs granted

NAM a renewal of its gas production licence, which consisted of a slight decrease in the amount of gas that NAM

would be allowed to produce per year, but made no other substantive changes to production policy. Because the

new production licence was granted without the consultation of local stakeholders, local policy-makers were able to

successfully frame the minister’s decision as one-sided and unilateral. One national newspaper, for example, por-

trayed both ‘policy-makers and citizens’ as being angry at the minister for his ‘sudden decision’ to grant a new pro-

duction licence (NRC 2014). Consequently, local policy-makers were able to turn the renewal of the gas production

licence into a third trigger event. As can be seen in Figure 2, earthquakes again became a prominent topic on the

national agenda.

5.6 | Reform through regulated power sharing

This time, policy actors realized that a more substantive, reform-oriented strategy was necessary to resolve the

institutional crisis. Nevertheless, the policy actors were still unwilling to fully reform the sector or its decision-

making venues. In pursuit of a satisfactory solution, a new negotiation process unfolded, which led to the forma-

tion of a new governance arrangement called the National Coordinator Groningen (NCG). The NCG was mod-

elled after the Dutch Delta Commissioner, who is responsible for dike reinforcement and protection against both

rising sea levels and flooding. Similar to the Delta Commissioner, the NCG would have no formal decision-

making power in relation to the majority-coalition policy actors, but would be able to influence decision-making

by way of budget distribution (mainly intended for housing reconstruction). The formation of the NCG meant

that the DT would be dissolved.

For the remainder of the period under investigation, earthquakes slowly left the political agenda. This has not

meant that earthquakes did not reappear on the political agenda since then. For example, in the 2017 election cycle

the earthquakes were a prominent issue, and in January 2018 an earthquake similar to the 2012 earthquake in Hui-

zinga, Groningen invited renewed scrutiny. Although these trigger events have also prompted new policy responses,

the Gas Building has, to date, remained intact. Clearly, both of these recent events illustrate the ambiguity still pre-

sent in the ‘resolution’ of the crisis. Will new measures be enough to maintain the status quo or will they simply

prompt opposition actors to press for more substantial measures?

6 | TOWARDS A THEORETICAL MODEL OF INSTITUTIONAL CRISIS
MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES

Our case study shows that the strategies employed by majority-coalition policy actors, aimed at resolving the institu-

tional crisis and restoring legitimacy to the gas production policy sector, were only temporarily successful. Each strat-

egy we observed encountered fierce opposition from outside the policy sector. In turn, opposition actors were able
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to manufacture new trigger events, which further increased the pressure on the policy sector to reform. As a result,

the majority coalition policy actors were increasingly forced to formulate new, more reform-oriented strategies.

In this section, we use both our case study results and existing evidence from the literature to formulate a theo-

retical model of institutional crisis management strategies, which explains how and why some policy sectors survive

an institutional crisis, and which strategies they have available for doing so. Our model is dynamic, meaning that ‘vari-

ables … at a given time are a function (at least in part) of the same variables at an earlier time’ (Van de Ven and Poole

1995, p. 536). The model is presented in Figure 4. The model has five components, each of which we will discuss in

turn: trigger events, the media, public and political attention, political intervention, and management strategies and

counter-strategies.

Trigger events function as a catalyst for an institutional crisis when a trigger event is seen as emblematic for

wider failures within a policy sector (Nohrstedt and Weible 2010). In our case study, we identified four important

trigger events: the 2012 earthquake, the 2013 SSM report, the 2013 Meijer Commission report and the 2014 pro-

duction licence increase. Each of these events ensured an increase in media, public and political attention (see

Figure 2). It appears unlikely that the 2013 Meijer Commission report and the 2014 production licence increase

would have, by themselves, sparked the institutional crisis. We therefore follow the distinction by Baumgartner and

Jones (2010, p. 130), between trigger events and ‘attributed trigger events’. The former are considered both rela-

tively rare and so exceptional that they have the potential to start an institutional crisis, whereas the latter can be

seen as ‘consolidating events—dramatic symbols of problems already rising rapidly to national attention’

(Baumgartner and Jones, 2010, p. 130). Attributed trigger events must therefore be understood within the larger

context of an institutional crisis and its existing causal story (Stone 1989). Accordingly, our model includes a distinc-

tion between the primary trigger event and the attributed trigger events that follow. As we discussed in our theoreti-

cal section, trigger events can only lead to an institutional crisis when a process of institutional erosion has already

occurred (Oliver 1992). Institutional erosion occurs when a policy sector either fails to adapt to a changing environ-

ment or fails to deliver on its expected performance (Ansell et al. 2016).

As we have observed, each trigger event ensures (negative) media, public and political attention, as well as a rise

on the political agenda. A substantial increase in attention subsequently increases the chances of outside macro-

political intervention, for example, by parliament or congress (Baumgartner and Jones 2010). Political intervention

can occur when an institutional crisis leads to sustained prominence on the national political agenda, which may

prompt national politicians to enact widespread reform and/or a substantial overhaul of the policy sector. In such

cases, incumbent policy elites are almost certainly bound to lose their privileged positions (see Baumgartner and

Jones 2010). Consequently, an institutional crisis and its aftermath present an enormous risk to such elites. Each time

an institutional crisis occurs (or is deepened by a new trigger event) a window of opportunity opens up that makes

macro-political intervention more likely (Kingdon 2003). In the model, we have illustrated one instance of political

intervention. In practice, however, political intervention can occur every time the media, public and political attention

substantially increases; for example, because performance issues in a policy sector are so evident and severe that

intervention is almost inevitable. Of course, macro-political intervention can also occur for other reasons, such as par-

liamentary coalition changes following an election.

Our case study illustrates that the potential risk of political intervention affects the type of response strategies

policy elites enact. This observation ties in with the extensive literature on elite blame avoidance following crisis situ-

ations (e.g. Hood 2011; Baekkeskov 2016; Resodihardjo et al. 2016). Both NAM and the MEA were very eager to

minimize the potential dangers of increasing earthquakes and were quick to enact conservative rather than reformist

management strategies, so as to ensure both a speedy disappearance of earthquakes from the political agenda and a

decrease in the likelihood of political intervention (Boin and ’t Hart 2000). Whenever possible, one can therefore

expect that policy actors will first engage in conservative crisis management strategies in order to limit the implemen-

tation of substantial changes while appearing as if they are responding to the underlying problem. If successful, and if

no (political) opposition emerges, an institutional crisis will subside and no substantive changes will be implemented.
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As long as an institutional crisis does not immediately lead to political intervention, the key challenge of its man-

agement lies in the response (or counter-strategy) evoked by the majority-coalition’s management strategy. An insti-

tutional crisis has the potential to energize new interest and advocacy groups which pursue strategies aimed at

achieving greater influence in the policy sector, for example, by lobbying, venue-shopping, attracting media attention

or protesting (Pralle 2003). These groups’ overarching goal is to manufacture new trigger events that ensure

increased political, media and public attention. In our case study, we identified both local governments, and citizen

and interest groups that were opposed to gas production. When these types of actors successfully mobilize in oppo-

sition to an institutional crisis, they have the opportunity to ensure that the institutional crisis remains on the political

agenda.

Proposition 1: The success of majority-coalition management strategies is dependent on whether they

(1) decrease media, public and political attention, and (2) are confronted by possible counter-

strategies of newly empowered advocacy groups.

When opposition actors are able to mobilize successfully, policy elites are forced to formulate a more all-

encompassing crisis management strategy—especially when opposition actors are able to manufacture or capitalize

on new trigger events. In our case study, each newly manufactured trigger event led to somewhat more reformist cri-

sis management strategies in the hope that such strategies would resolve the institutional crisis and appease popular

discontent. Strictly conservative—or merely symbolic—crisis management strategies would probably have deepened

public distrust, resulting in an even greater public backlash and an increased likelihood of outside intervention. In the

model, the size of the management strategy circles illustrates this path-dependent dynamic: a larger circle represents

the opportunity to enact both conservative and reformist management strategies, and a smaller circle represents a

movement towards increasingly reformist strategies (that is, a decreased number of ‘strategy options’) (Peters

et al. 2005).

Proposition 2: As an institutional crisis progresses and opposition increases, opportunities to enact

effective conservative crisis management strategies decrease.

This underlying dynamic—of management strategies and counter-strategies—can result in a repeated feedback

loop, which we also saw in our case study (Van de Ven and Poole 1995; Seo and Creed 2002). In such a feedback

loop, both the majority-coalition’s management strategies and the opposition’s counter-strategies ensure the (re-)

emergence of an institutional crisis a potentially infinite number of times. Arguably, a feedback loop can have two

directions. First, a feedback loop can have an ‘upwards’ trajectory; that is, when each new trigger event gains

increased attention, thus increasing the likelihood of political intervention. And second, a feedback loop can have a

‘downwards’ trajectory; that is, when each new trigger event results in public or political weariness, thus limiting the

possible scope of change and continuing the gridlock.

Consequently, two types of result may emerge out of a feedback loop: (1) political intervention, which leads to a

policy sector’s complete reorganization (as discussed above), or (2) the irresolution of a policy sector’s underlying

issues, which results in gridlock and continual stalemate. As long as political intervention has not occurred, the resolu-

tion of an institutional crisis remains inherently ambiguous. New trigger events (manufactured or not) still maintain

the potential to reinvigorate the institutional crisis and ensure renewed prominence on the political agenda.

7 | CONCLUSION

In this article, we have asked why the policy actors in the Dutch gas production policy sector were unable to resolve

the institutional crisis. We found that policy actors enacted multiple crisis management strategies aimed at restoring

the legitimacy of the policy sector while simultaneously making as few changes to its institutional arrangements as
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possible. The different strategies only temporarily lifted popular discontent, and prompted counter-strategies by

newly empowered interest, citizen and advocacy groups. As a result, a feedback loop emerged in which newly manu-

factured trigger events ensured that earthquakes continued to re-emerge on the political agenda, and majority coali-

tion policy actors were forced to implement increasingly reformist crisis management strategies (Van de Ven and

Poole 1995; Seo and Creed 2002).

Our study answers recent calls for more research on institutional crises (Nohrstedt et al. 2018) and contributes

to existing research by highlighting the important role that management strategies and agency play in resolving an

institutional crisis (Sabatier 1988; Birkland 1998; Baumgartner and Jones 2010; Nohrstedt and Weible 2010). Fur-

thermore, we have theorized how incumbent policy elites may successfully navigate an institutional crisis by using

numerous crisis management strategies (ranging from conservative to more reformist). Ultimately, their success

depends on the counter-response evoked by opposing interest, citizen and advocacy groups. As long as these groups

are able to manufacture, or capitalize on, new trigger events, a window for major policy reform remains open

(Kingdon 2003). When no opposition materializes, or when their strategies prove unsuccessful, implemented change

is likely to be limited.

Future research efforts will have to determine to what extent our observations hold for all types of policy sectors

and institutional crises. In less-institutionalized and loosely structured policy sectors, for example, it may be the case

that management dynamics follow a different type of pattern (Van de Ven and Poole 2005; Ansell et al. 2016). In

addition, a comparative perspective would allow for an interesting study of what exact types of strategies are more

or less effective for resolving an institutional crisis.
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