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ABSTRACT

Despite the increasing need to address long-term challenges, public sector organiza
tions are incentivized to focus on short-term results. This article uses an ethnographic
approach to analyse how members of a regional water authority understand and deal
with long-term policy problems as part of their everyday practices. It reveals three
specific dilemmas: investing in the realization of objects or objectives, adopting
a stable or responsive approach, and taking a proactive or reactive stance towards
the external environment. The concept of strategic agility enables organizations to
respond proactively to unexpected developments by devising strategies to steer as
well as to accommodate change.
KEYWORDS Ethnography; long-term governance; strategic planning; public sector; strategic agility

Introduction
Climate change, technological progress and the transition to renewable energy are
among the long-term challenges that further increase the need for public sector
organizations to address long-term policy problems in their present-day processes.
Governments in particular can find it difficult to develop and execute long-term
strategies because of governments’ highly politicized and rule-bound nature (Bryson
and Berry 2010; Poister 2010). Political executives are often accused of being biased
towards the short term (Bührs 2012). This is because democratic governments are
characterized by four-yearly election cycles and the need to be responsive to their
current constituents. These characteristics can make it difficult for democratic institu
tions to adopt longer term time horizons and address the needs of future generations
(Boston 2017). Governments that address long-term policy issues are therefore faced
with important temporal and substantive tensions. For example, according to Goetz
(2014) there is a growing tension between responsive and responsible democratic
politics, at the expense of both. Responsibility here refers to deciding about solutions
that are effective and sustainable over a long time period, whereas responsiveness
encourages speedy action and immediate results. The embracement of New Public
Management in the public sector has also stimulated a focus on short-term, outputoriented, and measurable results at the expense of the consideration of long-term
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consequences and developments (Höglund et al. 2018; Gieske et al. 2020).
Furthermore, there are tensions between short-term organizational budget cycles
and longer term planning cycles within public organizations; and between the realiza
tion of short-term objectives such as those related to specific projects, and the realiza
tion of overarching organizational objectives (Wolf and Van Dooren 2018; van Berkel,
Ferguson, and Groenewegen 2016).
Within public management literature, the key tension between investing time and
resources in short-term, present-day affairs versus in long term policy problems is
identified but remains underexplored. Three important gaps remain. A first gap is that
a part of the literature specifically focused on processes of strategy development
(Hansen and Ferlie 2016; Bryson, Edwards, and Van Slyke 2018) and strategy enact
ment (Jalonen, Schildt, and Vaara 2018; Höglund et al. 2018). But strategy is not the
only process or product in which public sector organizations address long-term policy
issues. They are also dealt with in other – more everyday – organizational processes,
such as investment planning, budgeting, and political decision-making. A second gap
is that scholars that have been concerned with a broader set of everyday managerial
practices have focused on grasping what managers actually do, and reveal how
managers spend their time (Rhodes, Hart, and Noordegraaf 2007; van Dorp 2018;
Mintzberg 1973). But these scholars did not zoom in on the specific time spent on
long-term policy issues in public sector organizations, and therefore did not reveal any
of the underlying organizational dilemmas or strategies. A third gap is that literature
has provided tools and methods to facilitate long-term decision making, such as
foresight methods (Schmidthuber and Wiener 2018) and strategic management tools
(Hansen and Ferlie 2016; Williams et al. 2008). But these tools neglect the everyday
context of public sector managers, policy makers, and political executives (Bryson and
Berry 2010; Pot et al. 2018), and often do not become integrated within public sector
organizational practices (Volkery and Ribeiro 2009; Rickards et al. 2014).
This article responds to these gaps by focusing on how members of public sector
organizations specifically deal with long-term policy problems (gap 2) as part of their
everyday practices (gap 1). We adopt an ethnographic research approach to take the
full context of public sector decision-making into account (gap 3). As a research
setting, we selected the case of a Dutch regional water authority: an organization
that, on paper, has a clear need to address long-term policy problems because of its
institutional responsibility for long-term water management.
The following broadly defined research question guides this ethnographic research:
How do people in public sector organizations deal with long-term policy problems in their
everyday practices? This question is divided into three sub-questions (RQs):
● RQ1: How do organizational members understand long-term policy problems?
● RQ2: What are the underlying dilemmas that organizational members encounter

in everyday practices when addressing long-term policy problems, and under
what conditions do these dilemmas appear?
● RQ3: How do organizational members deal with dilemmas related to long-term
policy problems in their everyday practices?
In the next section, the theoretical sensitizing concepts are introduced. We then outline
our ethnographic methodological approach. The results section presents the answers
to the research sub-questions. In the discussion, the dilemmas and strategies are linked
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to existing theoretical notions, and avenues for future research are suggested. The
article ends with a short conclusion.

Theoretical background
In this section, we briefly introduce the key sensitizing concepts that guide our analysis.
A key principle of ethnography is to start with an open perspective, to work inductively
from the data, and to work with broadly defined concepts that provide the necessary
flexibility to generate new ideas and insights during the ethnographic fieldwork and
analysis (Huby, Harries, and Grant 2011). As part of the discussion we will further
theorize our findings.
Long-term policy problems
Long-term policy problems are sometimes referred to as meta problems (Seidl and
Werle 2018), grand challenges (Ferraro, Etzion, and Gehman 2015), and super wicked
problems (Lazarus 2008). Sprinz defines long-term policy problems as ‘public policy
issues that last at least one human generation, exhibit deep uncertainty exacerbated by
the depth of time, and engender public goods aspects both at the stage of problem
generation as well as at the response stage’ (2009, 2).
Using this definition, long-term problems are characterized by a long-term time
horizon, because these problems will last for a long period of time – for at least
a generation according to Sprinz (2009). In the literature, there is no generally accepted
standard time horizon for addressing long-term problems, or consensus about the
meaning of terms such as short term, long-term, or future generations (Bauer 2018;
Eshuis and van Buuren 2014). The specific time horizon that is adopted to deal with
long-term problems can differ per individual and organizational department or prac
tice (Segrave, Van Der Zouwen, and Van Vierssen 2014). Time horizons in strategic
policy advice typically span around 10 to 20 years (Bauer 2018), whereas time horizons
in visionary organizational practices often lie between 30 and 50 years (Kaivo-oja,
Katko, and Seppälä 2004). Because long-term problems will last for generations or
more, time horizons to address these problems need to cross the regular governmental
cycles of elections, decision making, planning, and budgeting (Pörtner et al., 2019).
This can be challenging, especially for political executives that need to be responsive to
their current constituents. The limited time horizon of legislative periods has given rise
to discussions about the myopic view of governments (Boston 2017; Bührs 2012;
Bonfiglioli and Gancia 2013). Long-term problems are also characterized by high levels
of uncertainty about what the future will look like and about what actions to take to
deal with the future (Foxon, Reed, and Stringer 2009). Scholars speak of radical
uncertainty (Ferraro, Etzion, and Gehman 2015), deep uncertainty (Kwakkel,
Walker, and Haasnoot 2016) and unknown unknowns (Termeer and van den Brink
2013). Examples of long-term uncertainties include: inability to predict what the future
will look like (substantive uncertainties), different views on what the future problems
are (equivocality), conflicting or ill-defined goals (ambiguity) and undeveloped or
changing procedures (institutional uncertainty) (Dewulf and Biesbroek 2018).
To deal with and understand the uncertainties inherent to long-term policy pro
blems, organizational actors may try to make sense of what the future will look like.
They may try to calculate and model plausible futures, they may formulate long-term
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visions and objectives, and with that fill in desirable futures (Bai et al. 2015), or they
may explore or develop various scenarios of possible futures (Vink, van der Steen, and
Dewulf 2016; Schmidthuber and Wiener 2018).
Given, but not restricted to, these characteristics we explore how regional water
authority members understand and deal with long-term policy problems.
Governance dilemmas
This article focuses on the dilemmas that arise when governments devote attention and
action to long-term policy problems instead of the short term. Dilemmas are central
when it comes to long-term policy problems (Jordan et al. 2010).
Dilemmas consist of choices between two or more courses of action and arise
because they oppose existing beliefs, values, priorities or practices (Boswell, Corbett,
and Rhodes 2019). Dilemmas can include a clash of values, such as participation versus
efficiency, but also be about competing priorities such as prioritizing housing shortages
over climate change mitigation. Dilemmas can be related to political choices between
alternative courses of action, such as: what are the different ways to frame the problem,
at what scale to govern the problem, when to take and plan specific decisions, with
what instruments to realize policy goals, how to weigh costs and benefits, and how to
implement and enforce policies (Jordan et al. 2010). A costs-and-benefits dilemma for
long-term problems is, for example, how to impose costs on current constituents for
the benefits of future constituents (Jacobs 2011). A dilemma for political executives
could be how to provide legal certainty, while allowing for flexibility to change policies
in response to changing insights about long-term policy problems (van Buuren et al.
2014). For public sector managers, a dilemma could be how to translate long-term
objectives and strategic plans to short-term operational plans and budgets (Höglund
et al. 2018).
In the analysis, we allowed the specific dilemmas to emerge from the observations;
they therefore do not necessarily have to be formulated by respondents but could also
be more implicitly present. To start exploring dilemmas, we will first need to focus on
the meanings that situated agents, hence governmental actors, have (Boswell, Corbett,
and Rhodes 2019). Furthermore, dilemmas emerge under specific conditions that
enable or constrain specific courses of action (Berti and Simpson 2019). For example,
the governance dilemma of diversity versus unity can manifest itself because there is
a certain variety of actors involved, while there is also a shared sense of urgency to
come up with one alternative (van Buuren and Loorbach 2009).
Practices and strategies
Dilemmas force individuals to act and find ways to deal with the dilemma, as dilemmas
cannot be solved (Poulsen 2009). A focus on practices allows to reveal the ways that
individuals find to take action, despite the controversies that are part of dilemmas
(Berti and Simpson 2019). A practice-based approach therefore reveals empirical
insights on how people act, rather than on how people think they should act or talk
about long-term policy problems.
We conceptualize practices as ‘strategies for coping with dilemmas in a world of
complex specificity’ (Boswell, Corbett, and Rhodes 2019, italics added). Different from
the research field ‘strategy-as-practice’ we do not restrict our analysis to the process of
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Figure 1. Framework to study dilemmas related to long-term policy problems.

developing strategic plans or on how organizational members enact organizational
strategy (Höglund et al. 2018). Instead, this article will include all everyday practices in
which long-term policy problems are dealt with. These can, for example, include policy
making, budgeting, and decision-making in political arenas.
Figure 1 depicts the relationship between long-term policy problems, conditions,
dilemmas, and strategies. Long-term problems enter organizations and are framed and
dealt with by the members of organizations. When discussing and addressing longterm problems within their everyday practices, organizational members face dilemmas.
These dilemmas emerge under specific conditions: this is the context in which orga
nizational members operate and that enables or constrains specific courses of action. In
response to these dilemmas, organizational members employ different strategies.

Research design
In this article, we employ a theory building, exploratory, research design based on
ethnography. Ethnography is the study of people and groups in their everyday context
(Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 2011). The two defining features of ethnography are
participant observation, often referred to as fieldwork, and the development of
a written record of what is observed (Rhodes 2014; Van Maanen 1988). The researcher
that performed the fieldwork in this study is the first author and will be called the
ethnographer. The ethnographer positioned herself in the field as a professional
stranger (Agar 1996): stranger in the sense that she entered the field as a newcomer,
knowing only a few people; professional in the sense that she could build on previous
experience in both research and management consultancy. We explain the data
collection and analysis steps below, after presenting the field site.
Field site description and selection
Dutch regional water authorities (RWAs) are functional democracies and as such have
pre-determined tasks that are limited to water management. These tasks include: flood
protection, management of water quantity and quality, and wastewater treatment.
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These tasks are supervised by higher tiers of government: the provinces and the
national government. RWAs have specific taxation powers and earmarked revenue,
and have their own democratically elected governing bodies (Mostert 2017). The RWA
governing bodies consist of a general assembly and an executive assembly chaired by
a chairperson (dijkgraaf). The executive assembly prepares all decision proposals that
go towards the general assembly. Members of the executive assembly are drawn from
the general assembly; hence there is no dualistic system in place (Dutch Water
Authorities 2017). The general manager of RWAs is also the secretary of the executive
assembly. This ethnographic study took place in the second half of 2018 and the first
quarter of 2019, which was the period just before the RWA elections in March 2019.
RWAs increasingly participate in all sorts of collaborations and innovations
(Gieske, Duijn, and van Buuren 2019). In the past decade, RWAs signed several interorganizational agreements to contribute to specific long-term objectives, for example
the Climate Agreement with the Dutch government that commits RWAs to energy
conservation and CO2 emission reduction objectives (Dutch Water Authorities 2010).
Their responsibility for long-term water management and role in interorganizational agreements with long-term objectives make Dutch RWAs a good
empirical setting to study the public sector tension of dealing with long-term policy
problems in everyday practices. We specifically selected the RWA Zuiderzeeland (ZZL)
because it has included the most climate change adaptation initiatives as part of its
strategic water plan of all 21 Dutch regional water authorities (Kamperman and
Biesbroek 2017). This can be seen as an indicator of a relatively long-term focus. The
ZZL mission statement also reveals its long-term orientation:
We think ahead. About sustainability and the production of energy from water, for example.
About the effects of climate change and the chances for a circular economy. [. . .] Our mission?
That we safeguard dry feet not only for our current generation, but also for our children and
grandchildren.1

The RWAs’ areas follow water system boundaries (Dutch Water Authorities 2017). For
ZZL, this means that the area covers the entire province of Flevoland and small parts of
the provinces of Overijssel and Friesland (414,000 inhabitants in total). Almost the
entire ZZL area came into being because of the impoldering of the Dutch Zuiderzee
between 1940 and 1968, from which the ZZL name derives (Smits 1970).

Data collection
Ethnographic data were collected over a period of six months between the end of
August 2018 and the beginning of March 2019. The ethnographer started with a period
of deep immersion followed by two months of yo-yo-ing in and out of the field
(Rhodes 2014) to: (1) get close and to access the everyday practices by being there
(Huby, Harries, and Grant 2011); and (2) reflect and decide what next steps to take by
spending time away from the field (Ybema, Kamsteeg, and Veldhuizen 2018). To
observe everyday practices, four organizational members covering different positions
within the organization were shadowed for at least five days: the chairperson of the
executive assembly to include observations of the governing bodies; one of the two
executive directors to get a broad overview of ambitions and projects within the
organization; the operations manager to include operations and investments with
regard to water pumping stations and sanitation plants; and a senior policy advisor
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Table 1. Overview of data.
Data source
Observations
Interviews
Reflexive journal
Documents
Artefacts
Peer debriefing
conversations

Type
Fieldnotes from observed meetings

Length/number
± 90 hours (total time in the
field 200 hours)
Introductory, informational and member-check interviews 19 (15–90 minutes)
Diary kept during data collection and analysis to keep track 6700 words
of process, insights and next steps
Documents (such as presentations, agendas, reports,
± 110 items
decision files)
Photographs from site visits, buildings, meeting rooms and 38 items
meeting output
Minutes of peer debriefing conversations with co-authors 9 (60–90 minutes)
and other methodological experts

to cover policy preparation. The observation days were purposively selected, based on
digital calendars of and conversations with organizational members, to capture suffi
cient meetings that potentially dealt with long-term issues.
Additional observations beyond the shadowed individuals were undertaken to gain
a better understanding of specific long-term topics (such as the vision trajectory), and
to include all decision-making arenas, i.e. the executive directors, the strategy meeting,
the management meeting, project meetings, the meeting between each member of the
executive committee and civil servants (portefeuillehoudersoverleg), the executive
assembly and the general assembly. Observation data were complemented with inter
views and meeting documents (see Table 1).
Observations served as the primary data source. Interviews were used to select
relevant meetings for observation and to verify and reflect on observations. Documents
that belonged to the observed meetings were also collected to verify observations, gain
additional data (e.g. about the framing of long-term problems), and to gain a better
contextual understanding. Extensive notes from meetings and interviews were written
into full fieldnotes as soon as possible after the observation. In fieldnotes, the literal
quotes of observed people were put between quotation marks. Each data source was
given a unique identification number: for fieldnotes, the date with a number added; for
interviews, the date with the function added; and for documents, the date with ‘doc’
added (see Supplementary Material S1).

Data analysis
For the data analysis, we used a constant comparison method that consisted of the
following steps (see Figure 2):
(1) Open coding: Inductive coding at the level of fieldnotes resulting in a narrative
of events and codes for key topics, people, locations and arenas based on whowhat-when-where-questions (Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton 2013).
(2) Axial coding and memo-ing: Inductive coding focusing on how and why the
long-term is understood and dealt with in certain ways in particular observa
tions. This step resulted in memos for recurrent long-term themes (meanings
and dilemmas) with different quotations from fieldnotes, interviews and
documents.
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Figure 2. Data collection and analysis process.

(3) Constant comparison: Comparing quotations included in memos to identify
recurrent strategy patterns (Boeije 2002) and distinguish conditions from
strategies and consequences (Strauss and Corbin 1998). For this step,
a database of relevant quotations was created, to easily select and compare
strategies and conditions per dilemma, per person and per topic.
(4) Selective coding: Emergent dilemmas and strategies were compared with exist
ing literature while writing up the results. This was an iterative process that
required abduction: using insights to create new and plausible connections
between empirical data and existing theory (Wolf and Baehler 2018).
For illustrative quotations per code, see Supplementary Material S2.

Quality criteria for ethnographic research
The ethnographer can never be a detached neutral observer but should ensure cred
ibility. We ensured credibility by: involving outside researchers as second and third
author and organizing peer debriefing sessions (Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton 2013),
using yo-yo fieldwork alongside deep immersion to ensure persistent observation
while avoiding going native (Rhodes, Hart, and Noordegraaf 2007); and using different
data sources to triangulate findings. Because the ethnographer cannot take in every
thing (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 2011), it is important that an ethnographer ensures
authenticity by presenting alternative realities (Van Maanen 1988). We used an
extensive member-checking process to verify observations by organizing reflexive
interviews and an openly accessible meeting for all organizational members. To
allow transferability of findings, we provided a contextual case description in the
method section. And for traceability and rigour, we presented our methods of data
collection and analysis, established an audit trail and kept a reflexive journal
(Erlandson et al. 1993) (see Table 1, and Supplementary Material S3 with an overview
of the quality criteria).
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Results
In this section, we first explore how long-term policy problems are understood by ZZL
members, then explain the underlying dilemmas that organizational members encoun
ter and the conditions under which those dilemmas emerge, and end with the
individual strategies for dealing with these dilemmas.

RQ1: How do organizational members understand long-term policy problems?
From our data, we deduced four ways that organizational members understood longterm policy problems. In the following, the codes in parentheses refer to the documents
in Supplementary Material S1.
First, long-term policy problems were often equalled to the external environment.
For example, in the organizational water management plan, ZZL discusses long-term
developments under the heading of ‘The regional water authority and its environment’
(20141028-doc, p. 13); and, in a strategic discussion about the wastewater chain,
a policy advisor stated: ‘Connecting with the environment is also important for the
future, otherwise you will be eliminated in a couple of years’ time’ (20181017–1). In the
member-check interview, the chairperson saw this framing of external environment as
a way to externalize long-term problems. She also explained that ‘opportunities [from
the external environment] and developments’ are often treated as the same, to make it
easier to deal with the long term because ‘then a development becomes a person’
(20190304 – Chairp.). This also gives rise to the dilemma of reactiveness versus
proactiveness towards the external environment, which we discuss later.
Second, long-term policy issues were often discussed as future problems or devel
opments. For example, the onboarding information that ZZL employees compiled for
new assembly members who would take their seat after the elections list a range of
‘future problems’, including soil subsidence, climate change, circular economy, water
safety, legislation and digitalization (20181126-doc). Sometimes, such developments
were portrayed as ‘autonomous developments’: ‘Soil subsidence is an autonomous
development. Water nuisance caused by soil subsidence is beyond the legal duty of the
regional water authority’ (20180906-doc). In the member-check interview, the senior
wastewater chain policy advisor interpreted autonomous mainly as ‘something that
just happens, outside of our influence, [. . .] it happens with or without us’ (20190304 –
Pol. ad.). The executive director explained, with a smile, that by calling it autonomous
‘you are done with it, there is no need to think about it further’ (20190226 – Ex. Dir.).
This meaning is not restricted to one specific dilemma.
Third, long-term problems were part of organizational objectives. One of the
executive assembly members, for example, explained to the ethnographer that ZZL is
making sure that ‘in 2035, wastewater treatment plants are 100% [energy] selfsufficient’ and that with regard to a ‘circular economy [ZZL] has set its goals for
2050ʹ (20180920–2). A senior policy advisor mentioned the organizational objectives
of ‘robust, sustainable and efficient’ in his presentation about the wastewater chain
strategy (20181119–1; 20190122-doc). In the member-check interview, he explained
that mentioning these objectives without further defining them in executive assembly
decision proposals is ‘a bit of marketing and sales’ (20190304 – Pol. ad.). This is related
to the dilemma of responsiveness versus stability, and especially the strategy of framing
attractive long-term objectives.
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Fourth, long-term problems were sometimes connected to specific future time
horizons. In a project meeting about future wastewater treatment demands, the execu
tive director explicitly articulated the question ‘what is our time horizon’, arguing that
‘If you have a vision for how this particular city will develop in 20, 30 years’ time, you
will discover that the municipality has different stakes than we do’ (20181004–1). The
time horizon also becomes manifest in discussions about long-term investments. The
controller stated about the activity to map foreseen investments in infrastructure: ‘he
[the project manager] will look [. . .] until who knows how long, until 2040ʹ (
20181120–1; see also 20181213 – Ext. cons.). This meaning is related to the dilemma
of object versus objective.
Another observation is that the concept of uncertainty was almost entirely absent
(i.e. present in only 3/271 quotations). In the member-check interview, the director
responded: ‘We prefer not to hear the word uncertainty [because] [. . .] it is seen as
a value judgement instead of a concept.’ This possibly also relates to the absence of
future scenarios to support decisions. In observed meetings where scenarios were used,
scenarios did not represent future scenarios but alternative technical solutions (
20190122–2; 20181119–1; 20181211–1) or different crisis situations as part of calamity
exercises (20181016–1; 20181211–3). During the member-check interview, the execu
tive director explained that he had introduced future scenarios and scenario thinking
in the organization in 2008 and 2009 and that ‘it was fun to do but now we have
something else’ (20190226 – Ex. Dir.). The senior policy advisor also referred to these
scenarios as ‘exercise’, stating that ‘I guess because it only works if you continuously
actualize it and keep [. . .] bringing it up in discussions’ (20190304 – Pol. ad.).
RQ2: What are the underlying dilemmas that organizational members
encounter in everyday practices when addressing long-term policy problems,
and under what conditions do these dilemmas appear?
Table 2 summarizes the three underlying organizational dilemmas that we found.
Dilemma 1: Investing in objects or objectives
We illustrate this dilemma (found in 20% of dilemma quotations) with one of the cases
in which it became manifest, that of Windfarm Hanze.
Our case description of Windfarm Hanze goes back to 2016, when ZZL developed
a ‘master plan for sustainable energy’. This plan needed to give substance to the longTable 2. Overview of dilemmas.
Dilemma
Object–Objective

Responsiveness–
Stability
Reactiveness–
Proactiveness

Description
Central to the object–objective dilemma is the question of how best to invest in longterm policy problems: at the level of separate investments in specific infrastructural
objects or assets, or at the organizational level by focusing on reaching a specific
objective and seizing opportunities from the external environment.
The responsiveness–stability dilemma is about whether to ensure stable attention and
dedicated resources for long-term policy problems during budget and election
cycles or whether to remain responsive to outside impulses and adopt long-term
ambitions from inter-organizational agreements.
The reactiveness–proactiveness dilemma is about whether to steer towards the
realization of organizational long-term objectives and prioritize resources for longterm policy issues proactively or whether to reactively adopt insights, opportunities,
ideas about long-term policy problems, as gained from the external environment.
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term ambition of climate neutrality (in 2050) via the steps of energy savings and energy
self-sufficiency in 2030 (20160927-doc). In 2017, ZZL explored opportunities for wind
turbines and from that a specific ‘opportunity arose of a collaboration with the
Association Windfarm Hanze’ (20180327-doc). As part of this collaboration, ZZL
bought a share in a windfarm, with which it purchased a wind energy capacity to
ensure ‘that [ZZL] will be CO2 neutral and self-sufficient in 2022 to 2023 instead of
2050ʹ (20180327-doc). In October 2018, a partnership agreement was signed that
initiated a project company (20181030-doc). This collaboration had consequences
for other organizational efforts to realize renewable energy production. In the second
half of 2018, an executive assembly proposal was decided upon that argued that ‘it is no
longer necessary to instal wind turbines on or close to flood protection structures to
support our own energy demands’ thanks to Windfarm Hanze (20181030-doc-2).
Also, as part of the procurement procedure for a new water pumping station, the
project team together with the administrative and political teams placed ‘energy
production’ and ‘procurement and supply of sustainable energy [. . .] out of the scope
of the contractor’ (20181123-doc; 20180830 – Ex. Dir.).
The dilemma became manifest under three conditions. The first relates to the end-of
-lifetime state of objects or assets. In this case, someone in the organization signals that
a specific object or part of an object needs to be renewed, renovated or replaced to
remain effective (e.g. water pumping station) and that this renovation task can be
connected to existing organizational long-term objectives (e.g. energy self-sufficiency).
The second condition is that a specific initiative in the external environment pops up
that could contribute to organizational long-term objectives (e.g. the windfarm initia
tive). Hence, the third condition: long-term objectives are laid down in interorganizational agreements or organizational strategies.
Dilemma 2: Stability or responsiveness towards long-term problems
We illustrate this dilemma (found in 25% of dilemma quotations) by using the Vision
2045 trajectory at ZZL.
The Vision 2045 trajectory started in the year 2015, around election time (20150326doc). The vision trajectory became part of the new executive assembly’s programme for the
years 2015–2019. The Vision 2045 goal was ‘not to arrive at one future scenario’, but to
‘gain insight into challenges of the future, as well as into potential transition pathways and
perspectives for action’ (20160906-doc). With the way the vision trajectory was organized,
the goal was to ‘influence the acts and behaviour of assembly members’ through ‘buzz and
dynamics’ (20180919 – Corp. strat.). As part of the vision trajectory, sessions were
organized with Dutch scientists to which both assembly members and candidate assembly
members were invited. These sessions were carefully prepared with an external moderator
and aimed to discuss not so much of the future trends or the vision itself, but rather
‘governing the future’, because ‘the ideal is the long-term-oriented assembly member with
a vision towards society’ (20181120–3, external moderator). At the end of the evening
session in December, one of the organizers noted: ‘now we can also push these terms [used
as part of the scientific essays] into the [new] executive assembly’s programme’
(20181204–4).
Regarding conditions, civil servants acted upon the annual end-of-budget cycle
because of the need to prioritize resources, leading them to cancel specific long-term
budgets. They also used the four-yearly end-of-election cycle with the potential of
influencing the new assembly’s programme with proposals around long-term
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problems. A third condition was the presence of inter-organizational agreements,
because those provided long-term objectives to which the political assemblies had
committed themselves and that needed to be translated into assembly programmes and
organizational vision and strategies.
Dilemma 3: Reacting to the external environment or proactively steering towards
long-term objectives
We illustrate this dilemma (found in 50% of dilemma quotations) using the ZZL effort
to develop a wastewater chain strategy.
In October 2018, a meeting about the wastewater chain strategy was organized for
internal stakeholders of both the operations and the policy department at which external
consultants presented a ‘strategy for the short term (2019)’ and a perspective on
a ‘wastewater chain 2030ʹ (20181017–1). The strategy aimed to fulfil the need for
‘structure on how to steer this as organization’ and to provide ‘clarity about a number
of things, [including] where to focus on, and where not to focus on’ (20181017–1).
During the meeting, participants discussed the ‘intrinsic tension’ of ‘making choices’
versus ‘leaving everything open’. A couple of participants argued in favour of flexibility
towards the external environment: ‘Make sure you are also flexible so that you can move
towards the environment.’ Someone else maintained that ‘connecting with the external
environment, [is] also needed for the future.’ Others on the other hand argued in favour
of choosing: ‘be clear about your strategy’; ‘not all requests fit our organizational
objectives’; and signalled the danger of ‘losing focus because of the number of ideas
and plans’ (20181017–1). The presentation with which the strategy and related invest
ments were introduced to the executive assembly in January 2019 mentioned ‘an
opportunity to collaborate’ with another RWA to ensure ‘future-proof sludge processing
until the end of 2037ʹ (Presentation – Pol ad. 20190122–2; 20190122–2; 20190212-doc).
This dilemma emerged under conditions of initiatives from the external environment
(e.g. opportunity to work together with another RWA for sludge processing; 20180905–2,
20181004–1, 20181204–2) combined with discussions about the formal role and tasks of
the regional water authority according to legislation (e.g. resource recovery from waste
water should not be at the expense of the primary task of water quality, 20180927–1) and
the need to prioritize resources as part of the annual budget cycle and preparations for the
new budget (e.g. no money for new ambitions, 20180914–3). ‘Seizing opportunities’ from
the external environment were deemed important by ZZL members to become more
sustainable and innovative (e.g. 20180905–2, 20181004–1, 20181204–2). Both politicians
and civil servants referred to the organizational core tasks, i.e. the primary legislative
tasks. For example: ‘in the upcoming years we will have our hands full to fulfil our core
tasks. The Dutch soil is member, 20181127–2).
RQ3: How do organizational members deal with dilemmas related to long-term
policy problems in their everyday practices?
Organizational members deployed specific strategies to deal with the above dilemmas
(see Table 3). The strategies elaborated upon all had at least five quotations.
Strategies to deal with the object versus objective dilemma
A first strategy used by six organizational members was to emphasize (realized) longterm objectives. The strategy was used to emphasize that, with the collaboration in
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Table 3. Presence of strategies and dilemmas and number of quotations in which strategy was
used.
Strategies per dilemma (side)
Object–Objective
Object side
Postpone or phase investments
Objective side
Emphasize (realized) long-term objectives
Map all planned and foreseen long-term investments and activities
Seek collaboration to align strategies and long-term thinking
Stability–Responsiveness
Stability side
Use political venues to highlight long-term challenges
Propose long-term plans and strategies to the current administration
Responsive side
Differentiate ambition levels (hierarchy of objectives)
Connect decisions to a specific and politically attractive long-term objective
Reactive–Proactive
Reactive side
Co-invest in the development of new technologies
Leave primary responsibility for long-term with other organizations
Co-develop joint long-term visions and plans
Use collaborative platform to gain knowledge about long term
Proactive side
Seek collaboration to realize long-term objectives
Set criteria for external initiatives based on fit with long-term obligations
Emphasize felt and formal responsibilities towards the long term

Number

5
9
7
6
16
9
6
5
11
9
9
9
11
8
6

Windfarm Hanze, the organization would be energy self-sufficient earlier than
planned – for example, by stating that ‘the ambitions have been realized’
(20180830 – Ex. Dir.) or that ‘officially we are done’ (20181108–1).
A second strategy was to map all planned and foreseen investments and activities. This
strategy was used or proposed by four policy advisors in discussions about the sustain
ability strategy, the long-term investment plan and the wastewater chain strategy. They
used it to ‘build coherence and plan investments consecutively’ (20181204–2), detect
‘gaps’ (20181108–1) and provide a ‘helicopter view’ (20180919 – Pol. ad. other).
A third strategy was to seek collaboration, especially to align long-term strategies and
thinking and was used at an organizational and an individual level. At an organiza
tional level, ZZL’s chairperson took part in the administrative platform for the
IJssellake area in which newest insights about sea-level rise and water management
infrastructure were discussed (20190130–1). At an individual level, the executive
director proposed to get in touch with the municipality to align long-term objectives
about the wastewater chain (20181004–1; 20190226–1).
A fourth strategy was to postpone or phase investments. This strategy was proposed
and used by the process engineer in discussions about wastewater chain investments.
For example, he proposed ‘to adjust the aeration to ascertain you will be futureproof’ as
a first step (20181023–1) and to postpone the decision about wastewater plant capacity
extension because ‘[w]e are currently trying to find the most sustainable route for
capacity increase. [. . .] We are not yet ready to ask the executive assembly to take
a decision’ (20190107 – Proc. eng.). This fourth strategy was mainly object oriented,
whereas the others were more objective oriented (Table 3).
Figure 3 summarizes the object–objective dilemma, conditions, and strategies.
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Figure 3. Dilemma of object versus objective orientation to address long-term problems.

Strategies to deal with the responsiveness versus stability dilemma
The first and most frequent strategy employed was to actively use political venues to
highlight relevant long-term challenges. Civil servants, for example, used the draft for the
new executive assembly’s programme to dictate long-term themes and approaches
(20181126–1). In fact, the chief executive stated: ‘it would be great if the new executive
assembly interviewed us, that they will just say copy-paste’ about the vision trajectory
(20181204–3); and the executive director said that he did not want to call the vision
trajectory an ‘inheritance but more a continuous line [that] could evolve’ (20180,919–3).
As a second strategy, civil servants proposed long-term plans to the current assembly
before the elections. For example, the executive director argued: ‘we are not going to
wait for the new assembly in order to prevent them asking: ‘How about this, did you
think about that?’ (20181023–1). The chairperson also signalled an ‘explosion’ of policy
proposals in the executive assembly in the two months before the elections
(20190122–2).
As a third strategy, civil servants connected decisions to a specific and politically
attractive long-term objective, such as ‘the most sustainable pumping station’ (
20180913–3, 20180,830 – PA Ex. Dir.) or ‘the most sustainable regional water author
ity’ (20181204–2). The executive director in particular strongly favoured putting
a specific ‘flag’ on activities that would help to ‘sell [them] politically’ (20180913–3;
see also 20180927–1).
As a final strategy, both the chairperson and civil servants proposed hierarchies of
objectives in which different ambition levels for long-term themes – such as the Vision
2045 themes – and their cost would be outlined. The chairperson proposed this
strategy to facilitate political discussions about the cost of ‘political dreams’ (
20181114–2). The civil servants adopted the strategy of ‘providing politicians with
a choice’ (20181108–1) about long-term developments (see also fieldnote 20181029–2).
The first two strategies were stability oriented and the second two responsiveness
oriented. Figure 4 summarizes the dilemma.
Strategies to cope with the reactive–proactive stance towards the external
environment
The first reactive strategy used by civil servants and most often discussed at meetings
with executive assembly members was to co-invest in the development of new technol
ogies for the wastewater chain. Proposals and initiatives for co-investments included,
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Figure 4. Dilemma of using responsiveness versus stability towards long-term problems.

for example, sludge processing together with a municipal energy production facility
(20190212–2), energy-saving techniques together with a university and another RWA
(20180920–2) and recovering cellulose from wastewater together with other RWAs
and with the support of a consultancy firm (20181010–1).
A second reactive strategy was to leave the primary responsibility with other orga
nizations. This was used by executive assembly members and high-level civil servants
in conversations about the new Environmental Act, the Delta programme for longterm water safety and the energy transition. For these long-term themes, high-level
officials proposed to leave it to other governmental institutions, e.g. the national
government (20181211–2), the Delta programme institute (20181114–3), the province
of Flevoland and regional energy transition teams (20,181,211–2), to take the lead in
implementation.
Another reactive strategy was to co-develop joint visions and long-term plans with
other governments, when ‘opportunit[ies] for that arose’ (20,180,905–2). The executive
director, for example, raised the question of ‘how ZZL could contribute to the city’s
resource transition’ with its investments in wastewater treatment (20,181,004–1); and
in a later meeting the process engineer stated that he had analysed ‘whether there is
a chance to produce biogas because of the question that came from [the] municipality’
(20,181,023–1).
A fourth reactive strategy that ZZL members adopted to respond to the environ
ment was to use collaborative platforms in which RWAs joined forces. Collaborations
allowed ZZL to stay informed on long-term developments. These developments for
example included legislation, in a joint meeting to discuss future concerns about the
EU Urban Wastewater Directive (20,180,927–1). Another example is the circular
economy, with a discussion about the legal and technological aspects of resource
extraction from wastewater in a specific RWA ‘frontrunners’ group (20,181,010–1).
On the other hand, to steer environmental and long-term ambitions, ZZL members
used the following proactive strategies. The first was to proactively seek collaboration to
be able to meet long-term objectives for tasks in which there was a dependence on, or
overlap in, tasks with other governmental institutions. This strategy was used for the
topics of climate change adaptation (20,181,119–1) and water quality (20,181,127–1)
and was embraced by both political assembly members and policy advisors to make
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Figure 5. Dilemma of reactive versus proactive stance towards the external environment.

sure that municipalities would take preventive measures to ensure a robust system or
prevent too much water pollution.
A second proactive strategy was to set criteria for activities developed by others, based
on their fit with organizational long-term obligations, because ‘not all requests are in
line with our organizational objectives’ (20,181,017–1) and the organization would not
have the capacity to honour them all (20,181,029–2). Organizational members, for
example, proposed to invest in activities based on ‘business cases’ (20,181,017–1),
‘societal vigour’ (20,180,914–3) or specific ‘priorities’ (20,181,029–1).
A third proactive strategy was to emphasize the formal and felt responsibilities regard
ing long-term developments. This strategy was especially adopted by the chairperson and
general assembly members to increase or question the legitimacy of long-term tasks such
as climate change adaptation (including large investments in embankments, e.g. 20,181,
127–2) and contributing to CO2 emission reduction targets (e.g. 20,190,107–3). Figure 5
summarizes this dilemma.

Discussion
We now first discuss the dilemmas presented in the previous section in relation to
existing theory and then reposition them as reflecting an underlying duality. At the end
of this section, we reflect briefly on the ethnographic methodology and its limitations
and discuss directions for future research.
Object and objective focus: crossing scales and making forward-looking
decisions
Central to this first dilemma is the question of how best to invest in long-term policy
problems: at the level of separate investments in objects or at a more centralorganizational level by focusing on reaching a specific objective. Here, long-term
policy problems are especially understood by adopting a long time horizon.
Therefore, this dilemma encompasses the theoretical cross-scale dilemma, because of
the interaction of temporal scales (tackling long-term issues with present-day actions)
and spatial scales (addressing the issue at the local object level or organizational and
geographical area level) (Cash et al. 2006; Termeer, Dewulf, and Maartje 2010). The
choice of whether to couple a number of long-term objectives and issues with a single
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investment is a delicate act (van Buuren et al. 2014). It will also depend on whether
organizational members use the need to invest in end-of-lifetime objects as a ‘window
of opportunity’ to reach desired change (Tukker and Butter 2007; Kingdon 2011).
When more long-term problems are connected to a single investment, it is likely that
a forward-looking decision will be the result (Pot et al. 2018).
Stability and responsiveness: using political and bureaucratic resources for
long-term objectives
The second dilemma identified, that of responsiveness versus stability, reflects at its
core the tension between the strengths and powers of politics versus bureaucracy
(Peters 2001). Here, long-term problems become part of organizational objectives.
Bureaucrats have the advantage of stability because they are likely to stay in office
longer than politicians and can therefore develop and implement longer-term plans
without the complication of changing priorities (Boston and Pallot 1997). Bureaucrats
also prepare annual budgets and can therefore propose how to allocate resources,
including those targeted at long-term objectives. But the long-term plans and budgets
of bureaucracy need to be approved by political executives. Because political executives
are chosen via public elections, they need to be responsive to the external environment
(Noordegraaf, Van Der Steen, and Van Twist 2014). As part of their close connections
to the outside world, responsive politicians can signal changing circumstances, longterm trends and collaborative opportunities (Bryson, Crosby, and Stone 2015). As
others have also argued, both stability and responsiveness are needed to address longterm problems (Voß, Smith, and Grin 2009; Janssen and Van der Voort 2016).
Reactiveness and proactiveness: strategic interaction with the external
environment
The third dilemma is about reactiveness versus proactiveness towards the external
environment. Here, long-term policy problems are mainly understood as belonging
to the organization’s environment (O’Toole, Meier, and Nicholson-Crotty 2005).
This environment is the ‘dynamic’, the ‘complexity’ that surrounds the organization
(Mintzberg, Ahlstrand, and Lampel 1998, 289). A proactive approach to the long
term resembles formal strategic planning. It uses objectives setting (Kemp and
Loorbach 2007) and methods to grasp external pressures and long-term problems,
such as a SWOT assessment (Mintzberg, Ahlstrand, and Lampel 1998) and foresight
methods (Höglund et al. 2018). Proactivity may stimulate the alignment of budgets
and organizational commitment with strategic priorities (Poister 2010). Pitfalls of
proactivity include goal fixation (Klein 2011), detachment from real-world issues
(Mintzberg, Ahlstrand, and Lampel 1998), overreliance on data (Poister 2010), and
a potential overestimation of the steering capacity of the organization (Underdal
2010). An outward-oriented reactive approach can help to avoid pitfalls because it
allows the organization to understand, adapt and learn from external pressures, and
to signal cues, anomalies and opportunities (Klein 2011; Termeer and Margo 2013).
Ideally, organizations combine a reactive and proactive strategy towards the external
environment by both formulating long-term objectives to address the future and
remaining flexible to respond to new insights that emerge (Jan-Peter, Smith, and
Grin 2009).
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Strategic agility as duality for dealing with long-term problems
The theoretical exploration of the dilemmas above enables us to reposition the
dilemmas as reflecting an underlying duality. Instead of representing a choice,
a duality forms a both/and perspective (Farjoun 2010). This expands the repertoire
of options available to organizations.
Rather than responding to a dilemma by choosing one side over the other, it
becomes possible to devise strategies that address both sides of the underlying duality:
● Realizing objectives with investments in objects by assessing what objectives and

problems to connect to investments in objects and to determine how investments
can contribute to long-term objectives;
● Adopting a responsive and stable approach to address long-term problems by
dedicating resources to long-term plans, while leaving room to manoeuvre for
political executives to select specific long-term objectives to focus on;
● Taking a reactive and proactive stance to the organizational environment by both
signalling and prioritizing future developments, trends, insights and opportunities to
consider.
We will call this underlying duality strategic agility. Strategic agility refers to the ability
to respond proactively to unexpected developments and is a requirement for organiza
tions to deal with a variety of possible futures (Appelbaum et al. 2017; Howlett,
Capano, and Ramesh 2018; OECD 2011). Responding proactively requires the pre
sence of both a long-term organizational strategy and specific organizational processes
that facilitate learning-by-doing. Responsiveness, reactiveness and an object focus fit
well with the concept of agility because they allow the organization to
accommodate changing insights and circumstances (Worley and Lawler 2010). The
other part of the dilemmas, stability, proactiveness and objective focus fits a strategic
perspective and allow the organization to steer change by formulating long-term
objectives and prioritizing activities and scarce resources (Brown 2010).

Reflections on the ethnographic method and the transferability of research
findings
The main contribution of ethnography to the field of public management is to
observe the everyday life within public sector organizations by being present in the
field (Huby, Harries, and Grant 2011). The focus on everyday practices implied that
we did not restrict our research in advance to, for example, specific practices or
specific long-term problems. With this broad focus we did not just capture the
specific processes in which public sectors aim to deal with long-term policy pro
blems, such as strategy development. Instead, the revealed dilemmas were found to
be present in many of the day-to-day-operational practices of public sector organiza
tions, including those of preparing elections, budgeting, vision development and
political decision-making. By using ethnography, we were also able to theorize the
tension between the short term and long term within public sector organizations.
Existing literature has questioned the extent to which governments are able to pay
attention to long-term problems, highlighting governmental myopia and often pro
posing reforms and new institutions (Bührs 2012; Boston 2017). This article reveals

PUBLIC MANAGEMENT REVIEW

19

the conditions and strategies that members of public sector organizations enable and
use to address long-term policy problems. Three main limitations, or criticisms, arise
in relation to ethnography, to which we would like to respond here. First of all, the
ethnographer inevitably influences behaviour and reasoning by being present at the
field site. Therefore Gioia et al. (2013) recommend to add an outside researcher to
interpretative studies. We followed this advice by using the second and third author
to reflect on observations and findings during the fieldwork and writing process.
Furthermore, to avoid going native, it helps to embrace a form of yo-yo-fieldwork:
going in and out of the field during the data collection and analysis phase (Rhodes
2014). Secondly, results of an ethnographic study cannot easily be transferred to
other settings because ethnographic research is an interpretative methods that often
lacks rigour (Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton 2013). We agree with Rhodes that ‘small
facts speak to large issues’ (2014, 321) and that our findings reveal typical dilemmas
of addressing long-term policy problems in everyday practices of public sector
organizations. The patterns, in the form of the identified dilemmas and strategies,
could serve as transferable heuristics. Also, the data collection and analysis steps
provided ensure a more thorough and transparent process that could be adopted by
other researchers who aim to do ethnography. Thirdly, gaining access to field sites
and relevant observations can be difficult. Ethnographic research is strengthened
when the ethnographer can build on existing relations as well as experience in the
field to gain access to, and earn trust from, organizational members.
As a first direction for future research, ethnography could be used together with
narrative or discourse analysis techniques to explore more extensively the different mean
ings or frames for long-term policy problems. Secondly, we recommend studying other
types of organizations on the basis of the same research design to see whether similar or
different dilemmas emerge in different contexts. Thirdly, qualitative comparative analysis
could contribute to further exploring what combinations of conditions or strategies, that
were part of the distinguished dilemmas, enable addressing long-term policy problems in
everyday practices. Lastly, it would be valuable to further explore characteristics and
empirical evidence of strategic agility in public sector organizations and its implications
for organizational design, for example by means of a systematic literature review.

Conclusion
This article adopted an ethnographic research approach to understand how govern
mental actors deal with long-term policy problems in their everyday practices. As
a research setting, we selected the case of a Dutch regional water authority, an
organization that, on paper, has a clear need to address long-term problems because
of its institutional responsibility for long-term water management. We found four
ways to understand and communicate about long-term policy problems: as part of the
external environment, connected to a long time horizon, as long-term objectives, and
as future developments. We revealed three organizational dilemmas of dealing with
long-term policy problems: investing in the realization of objects or objectives, adopt
ing a stable or responsive approach to address long-term issues, and taking a proactive
or reactive stance towards the external environment. We repositioned these dilemmas
as reflecting the underlying duality of strategic agility. This enables organizations to
respond proactively to unexpected developments by being able to devise strategies to
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steer as well as to accommodate change, as both are crucial for dealing with long-term
policy problems.

Note
1. https://www.zuiderzeeland.nl/over_ons/organisatieverhaal/ (15 December 2019)
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