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ABSTRACT

The integration of immigrants is an intractable policy controversy in Dutch
politics: the Blok Committee was established by Parliament to offer a
resolution. However, its evaluation study ‘ Building Bridges’, itself became
controversial. This paper asks: Why did the policy evaluation of the Blok
Committee become so fiercely contested? We argue that the debate on
immigrant integration can be characterized by frame-conflict: there were
fundamental differences in how immigrant integration was defined and
normatively interpreted by actors. The resolution of such ill-structured
problems requires the critical articulation of multiple and conflicting
frames. In situations of intractable policy controversies, policy evaluation
should reach beyond mere technical and contextual levels to include
systemic and ideological discourse. Policy evaluation can thereby focus
more on utilization and contribute to the resolution of intractable policy
controversies by building bridges among conflicting frames.

Key words: policy evaluation, policy controversies, frame reflection, immigrant
integration policy

Introduction

The integration of immigrants has evolved into one of the most salient
policy controversies in the Netherlands. The government policy has
changed dramatically at several points during the past decades. Yet, it
continues to trigger controversy over basic questions on how to define
integration, how to determine the target groups and how to value
multiculturalism. After the turn of the millennium, policy has been
changing dramatically once more. Fuelled by debate on the ‘ multicul-
tural tragedy’ in , the public unrest that followed the terrorist attacks
against the US on  September, , and the rise of the populist
politician Pim Fortuyn who was murdered on the eve of national
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elections (), the controversy returned to the political agenda. Many
political parties now denounced the policies that had been conducted
thus far as a failure. In this explosive setting, parliament established an ad
hoc committee, the Blok Committee (named after its chairman S. A.
Blok) to find out why the integration policy had become a failure and to
offer proposals for a more successful integration policy. Politically, the
Committee membership reflected the major Dutch parties.

In its report, ‘ Building Bridges,’ the committee came up with some
contradictory findings. To a large extent, its findings were based on a
fact-finding study commissioned to the Verwey-Jonker Institute to
scrutinize the existing literature on integration policy. The findings of
the institute challenged the common opinion that the integration policy
was a failure, and instead considered it relatively successful, especially
in supposed key domains such as education and labour. The Blok
Committee deliberated on the study’s findings and held public hearings
and interviews with experts in the field. It concluded that immigrant
integration had indeed been a ‘ total or partial success’ (Blok : ).
The evidence of progress in education and labour supported this
conclusion, although the committee claimed that this success was due to
the efforts of involved stakeholders rather than the policy itself.

These findings contrasted sharply with the negative tone of public and
political debate on immigrant integration. The committee was criticized
for introducing a bias in its findings by focusing on socio-economic facets
and disregarding cultural and religious aspects of immigrant integration.
The committee’s evaluation of immigrant integration initiated deeper
disagreements about the nature of immigrant integration.

Rather than resolving the ongoing controversies, the committee instead
became the target of controversy. Although many of its instrumental
recommendations were eventually adopted by parliament, but its most
fundamental conclusion about the success of the integration process was
widely and often strongly rejected. Disputes emerged in the midst of the
committee proceedings about the members’ supposed bias and a conflict
of interest with the institute that commissioned the study. Specifically,
debate emerged about the choice to ask the experts of the Verwey-Jonker
Institute to evaluate this policy, as these experts would have been involved
in policy-making. Vice-chair Lazrak argued that too much policymaking
power had been delegated to scientific experts, who would have been too
policy-oriented and biased to a multiculturalist model of integration.
Furthermore, leading politicians rejected the committee findings, because
they were disappointed that the committee had not looked at the cultural
problems that were now so central to the ongoing debate.

In this article we provide a meta-evaluation of the work of the Blok
Committee’s evaluation of an intractable policy controversy. Intractable

 Scholten and Van Nispen



policy controversies involve issues where the problem definition or
‘ framing’ is inherently contested (Rein and Schön , ). Thus,
there is no agreement about what the problem actually is as well as what
should be done about it. Immigrant integration has evolved into an
intractable policy controversy.

We will argue that the design of the evaluation study, focusing on
technical verification and to a lesser degree situational validation was not
appropriate for resolving the controversies about this ill-structured
problem. By focusing on mostly technical questions of whether or not
immigrant integration was progressing in specific areas, the committee
missed out on an opportunity to reflect on the deeper disagreements
about the nature of the immigrant integration issue.

The resolution of such controversies would, according to Rein and
Schön (), require ‘ frame reflection’ or a critical dialogue between
involved actors about how an issue is to be framed. Policy evaluation
can contribute by taking the multiplicity of frames as an object of
analysis. This involves reflection on the framing of the integration
policy as well as on the frames of involved actors. Instead, the
committee seems to have adopted its own frame of immigrant integra-
tion, based on a socio-economic perception of immigrant integration
that had been dominant in the s. The committee held expert
meetings and public hearings, the purpose of which was to test the
primary findings from the report of the Verwey-Jonker Institute.
Participants were neither addressed as representatives, nor interrogated
about the shifts in their frame. Subsequently, the committee’s own
frame became fiercely contested in public and political debate on
immigrant integration.

By studying the relations between the problem context of immigrant
integration and the design of the evaluation study, this article will
generate insights on the role of policy evaluation in overcoming the
‘ dialogues of the deaf’ that seem to have characterized the relations
between policy analysts and policymakers in this domain and, more
generally, in intractable policy controversies.

Problem analysis

Problems come and go in various configurations. A distinction can
be made between three types of policy problems: well-structured,
moderately structured and ill-structured (Dunn ; Hisschemöller
and Hoppe ). Well structured problems are characterized by clarity
of the normative perspective and the appropriate policy means and
methods. They involve a clear and generally accepted problem framing,
and generally remain uncontested in politics. These types of problems
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are often depoliticized and dealt with in a technical, scientific manner.
Moderately structured problems involve uncertainty about either the
involved norms and values or appropriate means and methods. They
trigger political negotiations and bargaining over norms, values and
appropriate solutions. Finally, ill-structured or ‘ wicked’ problems involve
conflict about problem framing resulting in debate about the normative
perspective and uncertainty about appropriate means and methods to
reach a solution. They often lead to intractable conflict between actors
with different problem frames who fail to understand one another
because of their different ways of making sense of a problem.

Ill-structured problems tend to produce ‘ dialogues of the deaf’ that can
defy resolution for long periods. They generally involve many actors
making different claims about how to frame an issue based on different
goals (Dunn : –). To the extent that controversies draw in more
and more actors and conflicting frames, they are subject to what has been
called the ‘ law of large solutions’ (Wildavsky : ). This means that
‘ the greater the proportion of the population involved in a policy
problem, and the greater the proportion of the policy space occupied by
a supposed solution, the harder it is to find a solution that will not become
its own worst problem’ (ibid). For instance, ill-structured problems tend to
be resistant to resolution by examining ‘ the facts’, as actors with different
frames tend to select and interpret ‘ facts’ very differently. Also, intrac-
table policy controversies tend to involve problem succession rather than
problem resolution. A public policy becomes its own cause as: ‘ more and
more public policy is about coping with consequences of past policies . . .
and less and less about events in society’ (Wildavsky : ). Problems
are not solved – at least not conclusively – but instead create further
problems. ‘ Instead of thinking of permanent solutions we should think of
permanent problems in the sense that one problem always succeeds and
replaces another’ (Wildavsky : ).

A frame involves a cognitive framework ‘ that governs the subjective
meaning we assign to social events’ (Goffman, , –). It provides an
answer to the question ‘ what is going on here’. Furthermore, it ‘ names’
the relevant aspects of a problem and ‘ frames’ them into an intelligible
account, providing a ‘ way of selecting, organizing, interpreting, and
making sense of a complex reality to provide guideposts for knowing,
analyzing, persuading and acting’ (Rein and Schön : ). Intractable
policy controversies are characterized by a multiplicity of frames (Rein
and Schön : ). This can lead to frame-conflicts, or ‘ struggles over
the naming and framing of a policy situation . . . (as well as) symbolic
contests over the social meaning of an issue domain, where meaning
implies not only what is at issue but what is to be done’ (Rein and Schön
: ).
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Frame conflict constitutes one of the causes of policy failure, especially
now that the image of the government as the conductor of an orchestra
has been replaced by the government being seen as one of the musicians,
albeit an important one (Van Nispen and Ringeling : ). A public
policy is seen as the outcome of the interaction of many interdependent
actors, each articulating their own policy frame and pursuing their own
interest (’t Hart and Kleiboer ). The art is to reach agreement on a
common problem frame and course of action. However, one may
question how this can be achieved, as accepted strategies to solve conflicts
such as consultation and negotiation do not seem successful in solving
controversies when actors do not agree on problem framing. Even
research does not work, because intractable controversies are resistant to
an appeal to reasons and facts. Efforts to bridge the gap between policy
frames have induced a proliferation of research, often leading to a ‘ battle
of analyses’ (Klaassen and Van Nispen ) or ‘ dueling swords’ (Radin
: ).

Rein and Schön have argued that ‘ frame-reflection’ could provide a
way for resolving intractable policy controversies. Whereas frames are
usually tacit or ‘ taken-for-granted’, frame reflection requires that frames
are made explicit. Also, it requires that actors are willing to reflect
critically upon their own frames in terms of internal consistency and
consistency in the face of new evidence and ‘ put themselves in the shoes
of others’ (Rein and Schön : ). Policy analysis could contribute to
the ‘ situated resolution of controversies’ by promoting frame reflection.

Policy evaluation

How can policy evaluation contribute to frame reflection and the
‘ situated resolution of controversies’? Patton () has described policy
evaluation as a utilization-focused sort of policy analysis. Whereas policy
analysis is aimed at enhancing our understanding of policy and explain-
ing policy processes, policy evaluation is a more engaged type of policy
analysis, leading to conclusions about what is right and wrong and what
could be improved. Policy evaluation is meant to contribute to the
resolution of policy problems, for instance by evaluating the effectiveness
of government policies, institutional structures and the side-effects of
policy.

Guba and Lincoln () argue that policy evaluation can determine
the criteria for measuring, describing or judging government policies.
With social problems in particular, there will often be no ‘ point of
Archimedes’ for deciding objectively what the criteria for evaluation
should be. In other words, the criteria depend on the chosen problem
frame. In such situations a ‘ fourth generation’ type of evaluation study
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would be best fit (Guba and Lincoln ), which does not measure,
assess or describe policy effects based on specific criteria, but rather
tries to negotiate among the claims of various stakeholders who use
different criteria. Applying this is what Patton calls ‘ situational respon-
siveness’ in the context of policy controversies. By adjusting the
evaluation design to the problem situation, policy evaluation can be
more useful.

The contribution of ‘ fourth-generation’ policy evaluation studies to
frame-reflection can be illustrated by connecting Rein and Schön’s ideas
about frame reflection to Fischer’s ideas about the four levels of analysis
in policy evaluation (Fischer , ). He goes beyond technical levels
of measuring and assessing policy effectiveness, to more fundamental
questions concerning situational validation, system vindication and social
choice:
() Technical verification involves a rather technical way of measuring and

verifying whether a policy does what it promised. For instance, did
employment measures for immigrants lead to the predicted decrease
of unemployment. Or did voting rights for immigrants lead to more
political participation?

() Situational validation analyses the policy effect on a particular problem
situation, but still imposes specific criteria on a problem situation.
These criteria are based on the problem definition of a policy. For
instance, when integration is defined through equal social-economic
participation, policies can be evaluated based on the extent that
the level of social-economic participation amongst immigrants
approaches the average level. Policies can, however, have adverse
effects that negatively affect a problem situation even though
individual policy programs are effective.

() System vindication requires that the relation between a specific policy
and general societal institutions be made explicit. It asks what
does a policy such as integration mean for society’s central
institutions such as the welfare state? Does it erode or sustain the
required solidarity? How does it relate to the national economy; are
immigration and integration a liability or an economic asset?

() Social choice delves deeper in frame conflicts to the level of ideological
discourse. It focuses on the paradigm of society involved in a
particular policy frame. For instance, to what extent does the
integration policy value equality and liberty? Or, how does it value
cultural diversity and social-economic differences?

In this article, we examine the degree to which the evaluation study by
the Blok Committee managed to contribute to the ‘ situated resolution’ of
the controversy around Dutch immigrant integration policy.
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Immigrant integration as an intractable policy controversy

Dutch immigrant integration policy was framed and reframed several
times (Entzinger ; Scholten ), since a policy for the integration
of immigrants was developed in the early s. Immigration to the
Netherlands had increased since the s, first with colonial migration
from former Dutch colonies (Surinam, Antilleans, repatriates from the
former Dutch East Indies) and later with the immigration of foreign
workers from Mediterranean countries (Greece, Yugoslavia, Spain, Italy,
Turkey, Morocco). Most were perceived as temporary migrants, as
international commuters or guest workers. Policy toward these tempor-
ary migrants was mainly group-specific and aimed at preservation of
their cultural identities so as not to hamper eventual return to their home
countries. Hence, this policy of integration with retention of cultural
identity is often described as a ‘ two-tracks policy’ (Entzinger, ). It
was based on a broad political consensus that the Netherlands was not
and should not be a country of immigrant integration, therefore no
integration policy was required.

By the end of the s, tension between the norm of not being a
country of immigration and ongoing immigration became increasingly
visible A series of terrorist acts by members of an immigrant group, the
Moluccans, triggered attention to the weak social position of these
‘ temporary’ immigrants. As a result, immigrants were reframed and
renamed as permanent cultural or ethnic minorities within Dutch society.
Whereas in several other countries immigrants were defined by racial
origin, in the Netherlands they were instead defined by ethnic and
cultural origin (cultural non-conformity) and their relatively weak socio-
economic positions (Rath, ). A Minorities Policy was developed that
was mainly directed at cultural emancipation of these minorities and
improving their social-economic positions. Also, the image of Dutch
society was reframed as a multi-ethnic or multicultural society in which
members of minorities and minorities as groups should have an equal
position. The scope of debate about immigrant integration remained
restricted, especially to a limited circle of scientific experts and ethnic
elites (Guiraudon , ). In the political arena, there was a norm
not to politicize this issue, in part out of fear of benefiting anti-immigrant
parties that wished to further their interests based purely on race. As a
result of further immigration, The Minorities Policy was reframed once
again about a decade later, a deterioration of the socio-economic position
of various minority groups, and second thoughts about the image of the
Netherlands as a multicultural society. A broad national minorities
debate took place, which appeared to waken a ‘ silent majority’ that had
been wary of multiculturalism but previously lacked a platform to speak
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out (Entzinger ). Also, immigrant integration became more politi-
cized, with various politicians now openly calling for a tougher approach
to immigrant integration. The Liberal Party played a leading role in this
minorities debate and in subsequent policy changes after being involved
in a new broader left-right government coalition in . The positive
attitude toward cultural diversity disappeared and more stress was put on
the civic rights and duties of immigrants to integrate into and participate
in Dutch society. Prins () describes this discourse as ‘ new realism,’
which called upon immigrants to fulfil their civic responsibilities as native
Dutch citizens do. Policy was reframed into an ‘ Integration Policy’,
which focused not on specific ethnic minority groups but rather on
individual allochthonous (those not from here). The goal of integration was
to promote their socio-economic participation (Scientific Council for
Government Policy, ). The perspective of a multicultural society was
replaced by that of a viable welfare state that required immigrants to be
able to stand on their own feet.

Immigrant integration returned to the political agenda, triggered by
national and international developments, such as the rise of a populist
politician in Dutch politics and the  September attacks on the US. In
, the centre-right government coalition defined immigrant integra-
tion as one of its top priorities. Attention was drawn increasingly to the
social-cultural dimension of immigrant integration. Also, the tone toward
cultural diversity became increasingly negative, it was perceived as a
problem rather than condition for integration. Cultural adaptation of
immigrants became one of the central objectives of an ‘ Integration Policy
New Style.’ More than just calling upon good citizenship for immigrants,
this policy was to call upon common citizenship of all newcomers,
involving the acceptance of the basic values and norms of Dutch society.
The issue of immigrant integration was now connected to larger concerns
about national identity in an era of globalisation and international
migration.

These frame shifts in Dutch immigrant integration policy over the past
three to four decades are summarized in Table .

The Blok Committee

Mission

Against the background of the frame-shift, to an Integration Policy
New Style that parliament called for an investigation of why integration
policy had such limited success. Since the s, policy had already
been declared a failure several times, because it had underestimated
the permanent nature of immigration, focused too much on cultural
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emancipation, did not achieve equal participation of immigrants, or
failed to bring about cultural adaptation of immigrants. The failure of the
integration policy even became a central topic in parliamentary elections
in , causing a dramatic change in political relations as a new populist
party became the second-largest party and was included in a new
government coalition.

The Dutch parliament has a constitutional right to establish
parliamentary investigations and inquiries with more formal powers. In
the case of immigrant integration, parliament found it sufficient to
establish an ad hoc investigative committee with representatives from
political parties, sufficiently broad to support inter-party consensus. The
committees are supported by a Research and Verification Office of
parliament that can commission research from external institutes.

The motion parliament adopted for establishing this research
committee stated:

‘ the integration policy has thus far been insufficiently successful, observing that it
would be desirable to evaluate what have been the causes of this, observing that
such a research could provide the building blocks for the formulation of a new
integration policy, parliament decides to establish a parliamentary research
committee on the integration policy.’ (Parliamentary Documents, TK –,
, nr. ).

Following the broad acceptance of this motion, a working group
was established to prepare for the parliamentary investigation. It
reformulated the research question to be broader than the initial motion.
It allowed for more open conclusions concerning policy failure or success
and made the evaluation of policy success or failure a part of the research
problem. The aim was to enable parliament to assess the integration
policy of the previous decades in various domains. The domains selected
as relevant included housing and recreation, income and labour, and
education. The assignment to the research committee was eventually
formulated as follows:

‘ To enable the Second House of Parliament to evaluate the integration policy of
Dutch government over the past  years, to evaluate the aimed effects and factual
results of this policy and to evaluate the coherence of policy on various policy
terrains. Moreover, the research should provide building blocks for the integration
policy to come.’ (Parliamentary Documents, TK –, , nr. ).

The temporary committee had to address the following questions: What
integration policy has been conducted in The Netherlands over the past
 years? What were the goals and results of this policy in important
areas such as housing and recreation, income and labour, and education?
Has there been a consistent and coherent integration policy in the various
domains? To what extent can this policy, given its goals, be qualified as
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successful? Are there experiences in foreign cities with the integration
policy from which our country can learn?’

The task description included an explicit reference that it should
provide building blocks for a future integration policy. This underlines
the political importance of the parliamentary initiative, which clearly
ventured beyond the traditional controlling and fact-finding role of
parliament. The study of the Blok committee can be characterized as
utilization-focused. The work did not stop with an explanation of what
happened in the past. The outcome had to be relevant for the design of
the integration policy for the near future.

The committee had representatives from political parties with differ-
ent views on immigrant integration. Besides the three main political
parties, the Liberal Party (VVD), Christian-Democrats (CDA) and
Social-Democrats (PvdA), the committee also included representatives
from the progressive Green Left party, from the Socialist Party that had
taken the initiative for the committee, and the Pim Fortuyn Party that
had been established after the rise of Pim Fortuyn on the political arena
several years before.

Design of the evaluation study

The first step of the evaluation committee was to commission an
extensive study of available literature and the progress of the integration
process. This study had to provide a provisional answer to all five of
the above research questions, factual information and address more
normative issues such as goal-attainment and effectiveness, and had to be
completed in no more than two and a half months. It was commissioned
from a commercial research institute, the Verwey-Jonker Institute,
selected because of its tenor expertise in this area. Also, it was argued that
this institute was not involved in the design of the policy under scrutiny
(Blok : ). Several other experts and institutes had rejected the Blok
Committee’s request for an investigation because they felt that they had
been too strongly involved in policy developments themselves or because
they felt that the time period allowed for the research was too limited for
any significant research. For the Verwey-Jonker Institute, an important
condition for accepting the task was that there was no prior conclusion
about policy failure or success:

Before we accepted the assignment, we wanted clarity about the formulation of the
research problem. There was a (. . .) motion in which Parliament already stated
that the integration policy had failed. Subsequently, a working group worked on
that. We only accepted the assignment after it became evident that this working
group had already formulated a broader research question, that is: what is there
to be said about the success or failure of policy and what does that say over the
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integration of immigrants. (Director of VWJ Institute in De Hart and Prins :
).

Based on the desk research done by the Verwey-Jonker Institute, the
Blok committee commissioned six more secondary studies on the labour
market position of immigrants; the role of self-help organisations; welfare
organisations and interest groups; the emancipation of girls and women;
policy objectives for education; foreign cities’ experiences with immigrant
integration; and the role of governments in immigrants’ countries of
origin. The additional studies were done by various commercial research
institutes, including the Verwey-Jonker Institute.

In addition, the Blok Committee held a series of closed and open
interviews with persons that had been involved in the national and local
integration policy over the past decades. The aim was to ‘ test the findings
from the sources study and the opinions of various actors, (to) enhance
knowledge and insight in the matter concerned (and to) select persons
that would be invited for the open meetings’ (Blok : –). In total,
 closed meetings were held with  persons. The primary function of
the open meetings with a very large range of actors,  (open) meetings
with  persons, was to ‘ test the findings of the preparatory research in
public’ (ibid). The interviewees included former ministers, civil servants
from the local and national level, scientists, representatives from minority
organisations and also successful immigrant women.

Finally, the Blok Committee was the first parliamentary committee
going to cities to hold public hearings for all those interested in having
their voice heard. Four large and mid-sized cities were selected across
the country (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Tilburg and Deventer), and
participation was open. The aim was to provide a voice to people in the
street. It is important to note, that these people were not consulted as
representatives of their minority group.

Findings: The Verwey-Jonker Institute

The Verwey-Jonker Institute (: ) concluded that the integration
policy had been ‘ relatively successful’. It based this conclusion on its own
framing of immigrant integration, as manifested by its claim that ‘ success
in one domain can be of higher importance that in others’ (ibid: ). In
particular, the ‘ success in the domain of education appears (to be) the key
for the further success of the integration process’, making the results in
this domain are of ‘ extra importance’. Moreover, the institute concluded
that ‘ part of the intended goals have been realised . . . especially in the
domain of education’, as well as housing, whereas for income and labour
‘ have been less achieved’ (ibid.).
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The Verwey-Jonker Institute also put this conclusion in a broader
context by critically reflecting on this frame. It claimed that in terms of
social-cultural integration the integration policy had been less successful,
due to inconsistency of policy. The Institute concluded that ‘ the
statement in the parliamentary motion that policy has been insufficiently
successful appears (to be) . . . partially correct; in several socio-economic
areas and especially in the cultural domain there is a certain gap between
formulated objectives and results that have been attained thus far’
(Verwey-Jonker Institute : ). With regard to the growing focus
on the cultural domain in the recent Integration Policy New Style,
the Institute warned against an ‘ anachronistic evaluation’ of policy
results based only on recent policy objectives. ‘ Results are lagging
mainly in areas where only recently new and sharper goals have been
formulated’ (ibid). Here the Verwey-Jonker Institute seems to have
anticipated the frame-conflict to come. Moreover, it questioned ‘ in the
context of recent political turbulence, whether the goals have been always
formulated sufficiently broadly in the past’. Policy had focused too
narrowly on the position of immigrants, regardless of the consequences
for the native population. In this respect, it considered ‘ the problems of
the multicultural society . . . far from resolved’ (ibid).

Moreover, the Verwey-Jonker Institute was critical about the feasibility
of immigrant integration as a policy. It observed that policy goals had
been too ambitious, and criticism about the feasibility of social problems
would seem to have passed over this policy domain. Politicians’ common
reaction to the failure of the integration policy would have been ‘ more of
the same’. More generally, there seemed to be a paradox: ambitions and
expectations increased, whereas the policy impact in many areas
decreased.

Findings: The Blok Committee

The final conclusion of the Blok Committee deviated slightly from the
formulation of the conclusions of the Verwey-Jonker Institute:
The integration of many immigrants has been a total or partial success, and . . . this
is quite an achievement, for the involved immigrant citizens as well as for the host
society (Blok : ) (emphasis added).

The Blok Committee appears to have focused on socio-economic
participation in general, and the role of language and the role of values
and norms of society in particular. The committee formulated its own
definition of integration, which provided the basis for its conclusion that
the integration had been a total or partial success (Blok : ):
A person or a group is integrated in Dutch society when they have an equal legal
position, equal social-economic participation, knowledge of Dutch language and
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when common values, norms and patterns of behaviour are being respected.
Integration is a two-sided process; on the one hand, newcomers are expected to be
willing to integrate, on the other hand Dutch society must make this integration
possible.

The committee concluded that ‘ integration rather than the integration
policy’ has been relatively successful, yet was sceptical of the role of
government policy in this success. It observed that although ‘ in many
areas (housing, labour, education, emancipation) results have been
achieved, . . . causal relations with the general integration policy are
difficult to prove’ (ibid: ). The success of the integration policy would
also have been affected by general developments in society, and the
Blok Committee seemed to endorse with the Verwey-Jonker Institute’s
observation about a gap between policy goals and the means for
achieving these goals.

A closer examination of the findings of the Blok Committee shows that
the success of the integration process differs significantly among various
domains (Table ). For instance, in the domain of labour and income the
goal of proportional representation was not achieved, and in the domain
of housing problems, spatial concentration is observed. Also, women’s
emancipation was ignored too long, and there was no evidence of a
positive contribution of immigrant self-help organisations to the integra-
tion process. The Blok Committee gave no importance to the reflection
of the Verwey-Jonker Institute on the cultural dimension.

From cure to object of controversy

Although the parliamentary research committee was established to find
a way out of the intractable controversy over immigrant integration,
long before it could present its findings it became an object of
controversy. Even before findings were released the representative of
the Socialist Party went public with severe criticism. Even though the
Socialist Party had taken the first initiative for establishing the com-
mittee, he quit it, partly under pressure from his own party. Conse-
quently, the committee’s proceedings became subject to open debate
and immense pressures of politicization.

A major topic in the debate on the committee’s proceedings,
concerned the committee’s decision to request a study from the
Verwey-Jonker Institute. The Socialist Party member claimed that
scientific experts from this institute had been too closely involved with
policy development in the past. The expert authority of this institute was
further questioned because of the alleged political connections of one of
its directors and to authors of the study for the Blok Committee. This
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expert was involved with the leftist Green Party, which was now severely
criticized because of its multiculturalist bias and support of political
correctness and taboos that were seen as some of the main causes of
policy failure.

The criticism focused on the Blok Committee’s conclusion that the
integration policy had been relatively successful, based on its analysis of
the social position of immigrants in key areas such as education, labour
and housing. Surprisingly little attention was paid to the more critical
conclusions about the cultural integration of immigrants, that did fit the
emerging mode of discourse (A director of the VWJ Institute commented
[cit. in De Hart and Prins, : ]).

A researcher must always have a particular relation to the dominant discourse. . . .
Only if you discuss really cutting problems will people be willing to read the rest
of the report. In the study for the Blok Committee we have observed spectacular
progress of immigrants in the domains of housing, labour and education. . . .
But we also concluded that the integration as a whole cannot be defined as
successful. . . . Without the Blok Committee asking us for it, we have put these
problems on the agenda, also to make that bridge to the broader debate.
Nonetheless, we were attacked most on the positive part of our conclusion.
Apparently, one is quickly too optimistic in these gloomy times.

As the debate expanded, criticism turned to the entanglement
between scientific experts and policymakers in this domain, and to their
alleged multiculturalist bias (see Scholten ). In the media attention
turned to a lack of political vision on immigrant integration, and to a
supposed delegation developing a focus on networks of experts whilst
ignoring the ‘ voice from the street’. Also, the Socialist former committee
member expressed criticism over what he saw as an overemphasis on
socio-economic issues instead of cultural issues (Huygen ).

Broad public and political attention to the activities of the Blok
Committee and pressure from parliament prompted the committee to
make public the report from the Verwey-Jonker Institute. This again
led to debate about its conclusion that the integration had been
relatively successful, and triggered the indignation of various actors
who found this conclusion impossible. Before the final committee
report was published, representatives from the two parties in govern-
ment had decided that regardless of what the committee concluded,
they would stick to their view that the integration policy had failed
(Moerland ).

In parliamentary hearings, debate emerged about whether the Blok
Committee had ‘ measured’ what it set out to measure. This debate
focused on the definition of integration, and it questioned the usefulness
of an evaluation study when neither a consensus on the problem
definition nor the problem framing existed. According to a representative
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of one of the parties in government; ‘ there has never been a consensus on
a definition of the word integration (and therefore,) parliament has given
the research committee an assignment that was too vague’ (Parliamen-
tary Treaties, TK , -). In fact, various parties, with different
problem frames, pointed to supposed ‘ blind spots’ in the committee
report, such as the role of religion in general and Islam in particular,
criminality, and the lack of attention for general cultural issues. In
addition, a representative from the party that had taken the initiative for
this committee asked how the committee could have come to its relatively
positive conclusions about integration policy when it had been given the
assignment to investigate why policy had failed (Parliamentary Treaties,
TK , -). In the parliamentary hearings following the com-
mittee report, criticism with regard to the choice for the Verwey-Jonker
Institute continued. This criticism was extended to the composition of the
committee itself, as one of the committee members had been State
Secretary of Education and was thus involved in evaluating to what
extent her own policies had been successful.

In spite of this criticism, several parties positively evaluated the debate
triggered by the committee report, believing that the debate would help
move politics ‘ beyond the phase of denial’ and establish a general feeling
that ‘ disinterestedness and lack of commitment should now belong to the
past’ (Parliamentary Treaties, TK , -). Indeed, following the
committee report, most political parties presented papers in which they
developed their positions on immigrant integration. Others argued that
instead of the ‘ political correctness’ of the past that led to ignoring
problems of immigration and integration, a new sort of political
correctness would take its place, which is to always claim that policy has
been a failure. This would evolve into the taboo of ‘ saying something
positively about the integration of immigrants, which would be naı̈ve or
which would mean ignoring the problems’ (Parliamentary Treaties, TK
, -). In this respect, it would have contributed to the
radicalization of a new realist discourse or a sort of hyperrealism, ‘ in
which the courage of speaking freely about specific problems and
solutions became simply the courage to speak freely itself’ (Prins :
).

Government, however, dismissed the Blok Committee’s main con-
clusion that the integration was a partial success, in a rather cryptic
formulation:

‘ It is indeed so that the integration of many immigrants has totally or partially
succeeded. This leaves open the exact meaning of ‘ partially successful’. It also
implies that for other immigrants integration has not been either totally successful
or totally a failure. The latter conclusion is decisive for the Cabinet’ (Parliamen-
tary Documents, TK –, , nr.).
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Eventually, parliament accepted  of the  committee conclusions.
The controversies did not prevent the government from using the Blok
Committee’s conclusions and recommendations to formulate its Integra-
tion Policy New Style, although the Minister of Integration claimed that
the formulation of this new integration policy had begun before the Blok
Committee published its final report. However, on the level of policy
framing, the arguments used by the Blok Committee for claiming the
total or partial success of the Integration Policy, remained rejected.

Meta-evaluation

What went wrong? Why did the Blok Committee fail to build bridges
amongst the various frames involved in this intractable policy contro-
versy? Why did it fail to bring about a process of frame reflection?
Why did it become object of controversy rather than a cure for the
controversies that have haunted this policy domain for decades?

Problem analysis

The series of frame-shifts that occurred in Dutch immigrant integration
policy in the past makes it particularly difficult to evaluate whether policy
has been a success or failure. First, the constant reframing of immigrant
integration makes it difficult to qualify policy as successful or not. The
Blok Committee tried to cope with this problem by formulating its own
definition or frame of immigrant integration. In a similar way, the
Verwey-Jonker Institute developed its own frame, with education as the
key sector in integration. In this respect, one may question if the Blok
Committee addressed the correct problem, committing what Howard
Raiffa has called the so-called ‘ error of the third type’ (Dunn, ;
Raiffa, : ). The definition of integration used by the Blok
Committee shaped its problem analysis and, consequently, the design
and outcome of its evaluation study.

Bias in the background of the Blok Committee members was evident
from the start. Although a parliamentary working group had formulated
the research questions for the committee as a more open examination of
the extent to which policy could be qualified as successful, the assumption
that policy had been a failure led to the initiative for this report. Taking
into account the controversy about framing, the mission of the Blok
Committee can be characterized as impossible.

Goal displacement and problem succession

This policy domain has gone through three policy cycles in as many
decades. In different periods, different frames of immigrant integration
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were adopted and different policy goals were set. These goals reflected
various ‘ frames’ of immigrant integration, within a changing political
environment in the Netherlands. This created a dilemma for the
Verwey-Jonker Institute and the Blok Committee: Upon which policy
goals should success or failure be evaluated?

On the one hand, academic or epistemological criteria require
the original goal be used to evaluate a policy. On the other hand, the
current goals matter as the evaluation is basically utilization-focused.
Parliament’s objective when establishing the evaluation committee was to
provide recommendations for improvement. Evaluation based on par-
ticular goals, for instance from a particular period or from another
source, might give the wrong impression that a policy is a success or a
failure. This seems to be precisely what happened in this case, where
immigrant integration policy was evaluated based on goals derived from
specific definitions of integration in a context where the policy goals were
rapidly changing. Entzinger notes that the rules had been changing while
the game was in play (Entzinger ).

The Verwey-Jonker Institute did not find a solution to this dilemma.
Its conclusions are rather ambivalent. It determined that the outcome
of the Dutch integration policy was relatively successful over the last
three decades if seen through the lens of the original goals, albeit there
was no official goal in the first period. More precisely, the institute
concluded that the socio-economic situation of minority groups has
improved substantially, though the groups are still lagging behind in
comparison with the rest of society. However, the outcome is less
positive when the Dutch integration policy is judged against the
current goals of the coalition in office. The institute argues that using
recent goals would be anachronistic (Verwey-Jonker Institute :
). The institute’s conclusion is supported by former minister Hedy
d’Ancona who was responsible for the Dutch integration policy (–
). She argued that a historical angle is needed for a fair judgment
of the Dutch integration policy. For a long time integration was not
even an issue. Only recently did immigrant integration become a
problem. In addition, she pointed out inconsistencies: definitions
changed constantly, goals were not operational and there was no
effective steering in policy practice On top of that, in the s,
attention shifted from immigrant integration to social innovation in big
cities (Moerland and Santing ).

Finally, there is the problem of succession. Not only did policy goals
change, but the effects of policies from a particular period were
negatively valued in other periods. For instance, the focus on the cultural
emancipation of ethnic minorities in the s contributed to the
minority position of immigrants and hampered the development of their
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citizenship status. As such, the history of Dutch integration policy reveals
various instances where policy has become its own cause.

Goal attainment and effectiveness

The Verwey-Jonker Institute correctly states that it is easier to assess
goal attainment than the effectiveness of the instruments requiring,
among other things, a quasi-experimental design. The flaws of the
design make unclear whether the changes are due to the instruments
or to other variables (Verwey-Jonker Institute, : ). While the
partial success of the Dutch integration policy may be due to other
variables, the partial failure of the Dutch integration policy may
instead be due to countervailing powers. In addition, expectations may
have been too high, with overly ambitious or unrealistic goals, which
might have been too ambitious and/or not realistic (ibid: ). The
institute does not take a position in this methodological discussion. No
attempt was made to unravel the effects of the Dutch integration policy
from changes in the environment. The institute simply concludes that
the government played a major role in the outcome of the Dutch
integration policy (ibid: ). However, there is no evidence for this
conclusion in the report. A description of the situation ex ante (pretest)
never happened, and there was no control group. Therefore, it was
impossible to draw conclusions regarding the effects of specific
instruments.

Consequently, the institute restricted itself to the plausibility of the
results of the Dutch integration policy. Unfortunately, the indicators used
for assessing the integration of minority groups were not completely clear
and were heavily debated in academia, politics and society. For instance,
improvement of the position at the labour market was used as an
indicator, but one may question if socio-cultural adaptation was more
relevant. At a minimum, a reflection on these goals should have been part
of the evaluation.

The institute’s explanation for the lack of total success must be sought
in the gap between the high expectations articulated in the goals and
relatively modest instruments and tools, if not in goal displacement. It
would be caused less by the internal inconsistency of policy theory
(Verwey-Jonker Institute : ). The institute highlights the lack of
attention to obtain the opinions of the minority groups. The evaluation
of the Dutch integration policy was more about their situation rather
than the cause of the problems (ibid: ). As such, it claims that a
multi-cultural society would still be distant even though much progress
has been made in the last three decades (ibid: ).
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The design of the study

When evaluating the design of the Blok evaluation study, it is evident that
it remained limited to several specific levels of analysis from Fischer’s
aforementioned scheme. Its main emphasis was on technical verification
and situational validation. As for technical verification, the main aim was
to determine what the policy goals were and to what extent these goals
were achieved. However, a problem that the committee encountered is
that policy goals changed frequently. The discontinuity of policy goals
may also mean that policy results that are positively valued in one period
may be negatively valued in another. For instance, retention of a group’s
own cultural identity has been valued very differently in various periods
as a condition for return migration, a condition for emancipation in a
multicultural society and finally, as an obstacle to cultural adaptation.

As for situational validation, the committee examined to what extent
improvements or deterioration was causally related to policy. In various
occasions, the committee attributes goal attainment to factors other than
policy, such as autonomous developments on the labour market, efforts of
immigrants and natives, discrimination, etc. In this context the com-
mittee came to the conclusion that the integration process and not the
integration policy was relatively successful. However, a problem in this
respect is to determine whether an improvement or deterioration in the
integration process occurred without a clear definition of integration.
The committee solved this problem by formulating its own definition of
integration, by which the effectiveness of policy measures over the
previous decades could be measured.

The committee gave little attention to ideological choice. It did not
reflect upon the broader relation between integration and society, such as
the relation to the welfare state, to the Dutch economy or to wider
resentment in Dutch society about cultural themes. It did not follow up
on a broader reflection that can be found in the Verwey-Jonker report,
which questioned whether the definition of the integration problem was
sufficiently broad. Also, the committee did not venture into more
ideological questions, such as whether the Netherlands was or was not a
multicultural society, or whether it should be a country of immigration.
Such ideological issues, were however at the centre of public and political
debate.

The Blok evaluation was not characterized by what Patton described
as ‘ situational responsiveness’. It did not provide what was required for
utilization in the context of a raging controversy. In context of frame
controversy, policy evaluation could contribute to the resolution of
wicked policy controversies by making the controversy itself the subject of
analysis. Instead, the Blok Committee chose to formulate its own policy
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frame, against which to measure the success or failure of government
policy. By choosing a frame that stressed language and social-economic
participation, it created a mismatch with the frame that had emerged in
the preceding years, which instead stressed the cultural dimension. In
addition, the committee did not compare its frame to others, but rather
asked the independent experts of the Verwey-Jonker Institute to measure
the extent to which policy was either a success or failure as judged by
its frame. Instead of situational responsiveness, the committee chose
situational detachment.

Situational detachment led to what Rein and Schön would have
predicted. Various actors re-interpreted the information provided by the
Blok Committee from the perspective of their own frames. Based on the
same information, they made very different claims, ranging between
policy being a complete failure to policy being a complete success. In
addition, blind spots were found across the board, based on frames with
a different selection of information. For instance, several actors claimed
that issues such as criminality, religion and culture had been ignored in
the report. Also, the parties in government claimed that the committee
ignored the cultural dimension of the integration process, which had just
been made central in the Integration Policy New Style. Finally, the
authority of the objective experts of the Verwey-Jonker Institute became
contested, their status became the object of controversy. In particular, the
entanglement of researchers and policy-makers and the alleged bias of
researchers toward multiculturalism were questioned.

Conclusion: Missed opportunity for frame reflection?

Immigrant integration could not be addressed by policy evaluation that
ignored its contested nature of contestation involved deeper levels of
problem framing, such as systemic and ideological discourse, as well as
more technical levels. Instead of building bridges among the various
frames involved in this policy controversy, the Blok Committee became
part of the controversy.

Situational responsiveness in the context of policy controversy requires
frame-critical analysis. Policy evaluation could contribute to the resolu-
tion of ‘ wicked’ policy controversies by making the frames involved in the
controversy themselves the subject of analysis, including their deeper
ideological levels. By explicating the involved competing frames and
comparing them to each other as well as to developments in the
problem situation and the wider macro-institutional environment, policy
evaluation could contribute to frame reflection.

A more effective frame-critical analysis would involve not only
questions about whether policy worked and contributed to problem

 Scholten and Van Nispen



resolution (technical verification and situational validation), but also
questions as to how policy related to broader societal developments and
what the ideological basis of policy was (system vindication and ideologi-
cal discourse). A broader formulation of the research problem (qualifying
policy as either a success or a failure) may have induced frame reflection.
However, the formulation of its own definition of integration, the use of
interviews mainly for testing observations from the desk research done by
the Verwey-Jonker Institute, and the absence of broader reflection on the
cultural dimension impeded a frame-critical analysis.

The discontinuity of goals skewed evaluation depending on the goals of
a particular time frame. For instance, cultural emancipation was one of
the goals of the Minorities Policy in the s, whereas such emancipa-
tion was negatively valued by the Integration Policy in the s. In fact,
it has been argued that the Minorities Policy had an adverse effect by
further strengthening the minority position of immigrants, (Rath, ).
The Blok Committee ‘ solved’ the problem of shifting goals by formulat-
ing its own definition of integration and of the problem situation. In
formulating its own definition of integration, the committee ignored the
broader relation between integration and society, such as the welfare
state, the Dutch economy or the wider resentment in Dutch society. Also,
the committee did not venture into more ideological questions, such as
whether the Netherlands was a multicultural society or not, or whether it
should be a country of immigration. Such ideological issues were,
however, at the centre of public and political debate.
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