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Frontline Workers as Citizenship Whisperers

Imrat Verhoeven

Civic Initiatives, Citizenship, and Frontline Worker Support

One of the most striking developments in Dutch citizenship over the past 
twenty years has been the surge in civic initiatives (Verhoeven & Tonkens, 
2022). Citizens set up homework assistance programmes for children, work 
together on neighbourhood gardens, resist gentrification, and develop 
alternative plans for wind turbine locations. These civic initiatives often 
aim to collectively solve public problems, such as addressing learning defi-
cits, maintaining liveable neighbourhoods, and promoting sustainability. 
Citizens may take up such problems due to dissatisfaction with government 
solutions, governments not having the problem on their agenda, or govern-
ments having withdrawn as a result of austerity measures (Edelenbos & Van 
Meerkerk, 2016). The rise of civic initiatives is part of a new wave evident 
in various European welfare states, including Germany, England, Italy, and 
the Netherlands. This wave is comparable to an earlier one at the end of the 
nineteenth century, when civil society initiatives attempted to alleviate the 
needs of the working class (Healey, 2015; De Moor, 2013; Edelenbos & Van 
Meerkerk, 2016; Rosol, 2010; Muehlebach, 2012; Tonkens & Verhoeven, 2018).

Although they clearly demonstrate citizenship in the sense of citizens 
recognising and taking ownership of collective problems, civic initiatives 
offer a different mode of self-expression to that suggested by much of 
the citizenship literature. There are three reasons why civic initiatives 
cannot be understood as unambiguous practices of civil, political, or social 
citizenship, nor can they be unequivocally traced back to republican or 
communitarian approaches to citizenship (see Isin & Turner, 2002; Heater, 
1998). First, civic initiatives can be both social and political in nature. 
They may focus on social goals, such as improving neighbourhood safety 
or bringing people from different cultural backgrounds together, and 
they can pursue political goals, such as pushing back against Airbnb, or 
combating energy poverty. Second, civic initiatives provide citizens with 
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310 imrat verhoeven

the opportunity to volunteer in ways that align with their personal capa-
bilities, limitations, needs, and interests (Hustinx, 2009), within informal 
and loosely structured communities (Duyvendak & Hurenkamp, 2004; 
Wuthnow, 2002), as opposed to the more formal and structured social or 
political communities envisaged by communitarianism and republicanism 
(Etzioni, 2014; Heater, 1999). Third, civic initiatives almost always involve 
a form of ‘blended action’, where civic engagement and government 
support reinforce each other (Tonkens & Verhoeven, 2018; Verhoeven and 
Tonkens, 2018), which differ from the ideals of immaculate civic action 
advocated by communitarian and republican approaches to citizenship 
(Etzioni, 2014; Heater, 1999). Despite this cooperation with governments, 
civic initiatives can still be regarded as forms of citizenship because the 
initiative originates with citizens, while governments play a modest role.

In this chapter, I will focus on the frontline workers who support these 
civic initiatives, referring to them as ‘citizenship whisperers’. Whispering 
here pertains to having a modest professional presence based on provid-
ing support where necessary, and adopting ‘democratic professionalism’ 
by being open to the influence of civic initiators and, at the same time, 
limiting them when they act unreasonably or unethically. Such efforts are 
undervalued because frontline workers are often accused of taking over 
or suppressing civic initiatives. While this is a genuine risk, I will demon-
strate, based on previous research in Amsterdam, that frontline workers 
as citizenship whisperers are essential for civic initiatives to flourish. This 
is particularly true in underprivileged neighbourhoods, where these ini-
tiatives can make an important contribution in addressing long-standing 
social problems. In both the Netherlands and other countries where civic 
initiatives are on the rise, the combination of a modest approach with 
democratic professionalism could be the next step in developing frontline 
work as citizenship whispering.

In the remainder of this chapter, I will briefly explain Dutch policy 
and demonstrate that, in terms of citizenship theory, there is a liberal 
gaze intended to protect civic initiatives from excessive government 
intervention. Then I will summarise a number of empirical insights from 
previous research into the modest forms of support of civic initiatives by 
frontline workers in Amsterdam. Finally, I will advocate for democratic 
professionalism as a means of emphasising equality-based support 
between frontline workers and civic initiators. I will conclude with a brief 
reflection on how frontline workers can become citizenship whisperers.
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The Liberal Policy Gaze

In 2007, the Dutch Ministry of the Interior published a booklet entitled 
Help! A Civic Initiative (Van der Heijden et al., 2007). The booklet presented 
a wide range of civic initiatives in the Netherlands. The title implied that 
public authorities were unsure how to handle civic initiatives because, 
in contrast to top-down public participation in policymaking, it was no 
longer their turn to take the lead. The booklet argued that the initiative 
should remain with citizens, and that governments should support their 
initiatives. This presented an enormous challenge for frontline workers, 
as evidenced by a learning trajectory reported in the booklet. One front-
line worker, for example, said:

We civil servants do listen to the citizen (sic!), but we prefer to remain at 
the helm ourselves. Or we embrace initiatives, but we don’t realise that our 
embrace can be suffocating. (Van der Heijden et al., 2007, p. 25)

As a solution to this inconvenience, the booklet advocated a ‘facilitating 
governance style’ characterised by ‘providing support’ with ‘time, money, 
knowledge, expertise and material resources’ (Van der Heijden et al., 
2007, p. 17). However, facilitating involved more than just offering spo-
radic support, as we read in the booklet. It was also about adopting a 
different attitude characterised by reliability, listening, paying attention, 
thinking along with others, effective communication, letting citizens take 
the initiative, connecting initiatives where necessary, ensuring a fast and 
accessible bureaucracy, breaking down silos by looking beyond one’s own 
boundaries, and adopting a solution-oriented approach (Van der Heijden 
et al., 2007, pp. 40, 45).

This booklet laid the foundation for a liberal policy gaze in dealing with 
civic initiatives that is very similar to liberal approaches to citizenship. A 
typical feature of the latter is their critical stance on government power:

The state (…) constantly and remorselessly seeks to expand its authority and 
resources, driven by the self-interest of politicians, bureaucrats and private 
groups that stand to gain by increasing state power. (Schuck, 2002, p. 136)

The key point is that the exercise of authority is limited by giving citi-
zens more freedom to solve public problems with minimal government 
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intervention (Schuck, 2002, p. 136). In civic initiatives, we see this author-
ity issue reflected on a small scale in the struggle of frontline workers 
who either want to maintain control over their work by neglecting civic 
initiatives or threaten to stifle them with their support. The solution of 
a facilitating governance style demonstrates a liberal perspective on 
citizenship because it counters the retention or expansion of authority 
in the interaction between civic initiators and frontline workers. As such, 
the booklet can be seen as prefiguring the idea of frontline workers as 
citizenship whisperers.

Since 2007, Dutch policy has advocated the development of a facili-
tating attitude under various names, such as ‘third-generation citizen 
participation’ (Van der Heijden et al., 2007), ‘do-democracy’ (Ministerie 
van Binnenlandse Zaken, 2013) and ‘government participation’ (Van der 
Steen et al., 2014). Important government advisory councils have also 
published reports promoting a different approach to civic initiatives with 
titles such as: Letting Go in Confidence (Raad voor het Openbaar Bestuur, 
2012); Stepping Back is Looking Ahead (Raad voor Maatschappelijke 
Ontwikkeling, 2013); and Trust in Citizens (Wetenschappelijke Raad voor het 
Regeringsbeleid, 2012). These reports essentially argued that governments 
should trust citizens more by exercising less control over the resolution of 
public problems, and that they could achieve this by letting go.

This liberal gaze culminated in the development of what Evelien 
Tonkens and I called the ‘modest approach’ to civic initiatives. A central 
tenet of this approach was to empower civic initiatives by giving them the 
room to address problems they deemed important. Local authorities had 
to drastically reduce their ambitions and tendency to control everything 
in order to function as reliable partners for these initiatives (Verhoeven 
& Tonkens, 2022; Ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken, 2013). Within this 
modest approach, Dutch authorities developed two strategies: a ‘reactive’ 
one to support existing initiatives when necessary and a ‘proactive’ one 
to stimulate new initiatives by allocating budgets and offering support to 
citizens willing to act. My focus here is on the proactive strategy, because 
the more intervention there is, the greater the temptation to abandon the 
modest approach and exercise control. Therefore, proactive strategies are 
a good way to test the sustainability of the modest approach.
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Supporting Civic Initiatives in Amsterdam

Between 2008 and 2011, Evelien Tonkens and I investigated how the pro-
active strategy worked in practice in underprivileged neighbourhoods in 
Amsterdam, where subsidies were available to stimulate civic initiatives. 
Many of the policies and professional practices of that time were later 
institutionalised, ensuring that our findings remain relevant to this day 
(Tonkens & Verhoeven, 2018; Verhoeven & Tonkens, 2018; Verhoeven & 
Tonkens, 2022). Here, I will summarise only the most important findings.

A survey of 289 initiatives in the city revealed a highly diverse group 
of participants, including many women (61 per cent), people with lower 
and mid-level education (50 per cent), a relatively large proportion of 
people under 50 (48 per cent), a considerable number of first- and sec-
ond-generation migrants (40 per cent), and a sizeable group of people on 
low incomes (32 per cent). This diversity contrasts with the stereotypical 
image of older, higher-educated white men being the main participants 
of top-down forms of citizen participation (Tonkens & Verhoeven, 2018). 
Forty percent of the initiatives focused on connecting with and meeting 
residents, 13 per cent on providing education and information, and 11 per 
cent on supporting young people (Verhoeven & Tonkens, 2018). The initia-
tives had a strong focus on social problems, such as anonymity, isolation, 
and nuisance.

Frontline workers mobilised civic initiators through public informa-
tion campaigns and direct contact. They also reminded them of old plans 
that had previously been deemed financially unfeasible (Verhoeven & 
Tonkens, 2018). This process saw frontline workers putting particular 
effort into reaching out to a wide range of citizens. However, this approach 
sometimes led to dissatisfaction among active citizens who missed out on 
subsidy opportunities. Language barriers and the need for longer con-
versations to discuss citizens’ plans for their neighbourhood made this 
process time-consuming. Once citizens were mobilised, frontline workers 
assisted them in drawing up a budget and writing a small plan for their 
initiative. Although many initiatives mainly sought support from other 
citizens, frontline workers sometimes helped with the implementation of 
plans that had been approved. They also established links between initia-
tives with similar ideas and ensured connections with departments within 
the municipality that were needed to advance an initiative. Finally, they 
attempted to remove or smooth out bureaucratic barriers (see Tonkens & 
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Verhoeven, 2018, for examples and quotes). Frontline worker support was 
greatly appreciated by civic initiators, who gave it an average score of 8.1 
out of 10. Furthermore, 63 per cent of civic initiators developed a more 
positive attitude towards the local government and 53 per cent towards 
community work organisations (Verhoeven & Tonkens, 2018).

Regular and informal contact resulted in the formation of personal 
bonds, with frontline workers being regarded as partners and collabora-
tors. This created expectations among initiators concerning authenticity 
in personal contact and a continued presence during the implementation 
of an initiative. If civic initiators did not experience this authenticity and 
presence, they quickly became disappointed or critical of the treatment 
they received. Frontline workers indicated that being present was very 
time-consuming. Even after initiatives had been implemented or com-
pleted, they tried to be present and acknowledge and praise the civic 
initiators, sometimes even in their own time (see Verhoeven & Tonkens, 
2018 and 2022, for details and quotes).

Frontline workers were frequently present in neighbourhoods 
and showed interest in the initiatives because they had become firmly 
convinced of the merits of a modest approach. They had learned to trust 
citizens, recognise the relevance of their initiatives, and express their 
appreciation. At the same time, however, they were also well aware 
that they should not take over the initiatives unless they had to restrict 
them, for example if the civic initiators made unreasonable demands. It 
took time for the frontline workers to learn these lessons. Contrary to 
the civic initiators’ expectations, some dropped out as soon as the budget 
was approved. Others continued to support the initiatives, initially too 
intensely, which resulted in them taking over the initiatives. Later, they 
gave the civic initiators more room. Through trial and error, the frontline 
workers developed the right attitude to fit the modest approach (see 
Verhoeven & Tonkens 2018 and 2022, for details and quotes).

A Plea for Democratic Professionalism

Frontline worker support of civic initiatives in Amsterdam exhibits 
many characteristics of democratic professionalism. A defining feature 
of democratic professionalism is that frontline workers open up their 
professionalism – seen as values, knowledge, skills, and experience 
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(Evetts, 2011; Noordegraaf, 2016) – to citizens’ influence by sharing power 
and responsibilities with them (Dzur, 2008, 2019). In the Amsterdam study, 
we observed this in the trust that frontline workers developed in initia-
tors, their engagement with the initiatives’ content, and their vigilance 
in avoiding taking over initiatives. Similarly, civic initiators regarded 
frontline workers as partners and collaborators, with corresponding 
expectations of authenticity and continued presence. Without a sense 
of equality, civic initiators would not view frontline workers in this way 
or value the collaboration so highly. We also observed frontline workers 
restricting initiatives where necessary. According to Dzur (2008), frontline 
workers should not stop working from a position of responsibility and 
authority, but should always do so with a focus on sharing power.

Building on Dzur’s work, Evelien Tonkens and I have developed a more 
concrete elaboration of what democratic professionalism through power 
sharing could involve (Verhoeven & Tonkens, 2025; Verhoeven, 2025). 
Frontline workers can achieve this by recognising, resisting, deliberating, 
representing, and bridging and connecting. At the core of this approach 
is ‘recognising’, whereby frontline workers try to understand the world 
from the perspective of civic initiators. Active listening is paramount here, 
involving focusing one’s attention on the other person and setting aside 
one’s own thoughts or judgements while they are speaking. Through active 
listening, frontline workers can build relationships and foster a sense of 
community. This is indirectly reflected in the Amsterdam findings on part-
nership and the need for continued presence among civic initiators. At 
last, civic initiators experienced someone who listened to them and took 
them seriously, leaving them wanting more. During active listening, it is 
important to pay close attention to ‘who’ is being listened to, ‘where’ they 
are being listened to, and ‘what’ is being listened to (Verhoeven, 2025). 
Frontline workers in Amsterdam succeeded in listening to a very diverse 
group of citizens in all kinds of neighbourhood locations and were open 
to all ideas that citizens proposed. In doing so, they laid the foundation for 
power sharing with civic initiators.

‘Resisting’ refers to frontline workers who actively oppose formal 
and informal rules and discourses within organisations that disempower 
citizens or trivialise their knowledge (Dzur, 2019). This can involve 
ignoring, bending, or reinterpreting rules during interactions with civic 
initiators, as well as adapting or reinterpreting the organisation’s prevail-
ing discourses during conversations with them (Verhoeven & Tonkens, 
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2025; Verhoeven, 2025). The Amsterdam study yielded no findings on this 
subject. ‘Deliberation’ involves exchanging arguments to clarify and sort 
out preferences, without necessarily leading to a decision (Verhoeven & 
Tonkens, 2025; Verhoeven, 2025). By deliberating in this way, frontline 
workers can clarify what civic initiators want and help them turn this 
into plans, as happened in Amsterdam. Additionally, frontline workers 
can encourage deliberation among civic initiators so they can get to know, 
appreciate, and sort out one another’s preferences.

‘Representing’ involves practices ‘in which one agent stands, speaks or 
acts for another’, and ensures that those who are represented feel empow-
ered and included because they can hold the representative accountable 
(Warren, 2017, p. 48). If civic initiators find it difficult to do so themselves, 
frontline workers can represent initiatives towards authorities or other 
initiatives. It is crucial that they are accountable to the civic initiators 
they represent. The Amsterdam study yielded no findings on this subject. 
Finally, ‘bridging and connecting’ refers to frontline workers building 
bridges between civic initiatives and connecting them with authorities 
(Verhoeven & Tonkens, 2025; Verhoeven, 2025). In Amsterdam, we 
observed bridges being built between civic initiatives when civic initi-
ators with similar plans were connected. We also observed connections 
being established with authorities when civic initiators were introduced 
to municipal departments that could provide additional support for their 
initiatives.

Together with the modest approach this further elaboration of Dzur’s 
ideas on democratic professionalism provides a solid basis for frontline 
workers acting as citizenship whisperers that enable civic initiators to 
express themselves as citizens in the public domain. According to Dzur 
(2019), this involves not only democratising one’s own professionalism, 
but also mitigating the dehumanising effects of public authorities think-
ing ‘for’ or ‘on behalf of’ citizens rather than ‘with’ them. By collaborating 
with civic initiatives, public authorities receive more direct input, which 
can democratise policy thinking. The prospect of democratising profes-
sionalism and policy thinking aligns well with the liberal citizenship 
perspective, as it curtails the power of governments and creates more 
opportunities for citizens to engage with public problems through civic 
initiatives.
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Becoming Citizenship Whisperers

By acting as citizenship whisperers, frontline workers can have an 
empowering effect on civic initiatives, especially in underprivileged 
neighbourhoods where many residents distrust institutions. Acting in this 
way does require some adjustment of current work practices, but should 
not be seen as either a process of de-professionalisation or a process of 
re-professionalisation (Duyvendak et al., 2006). Instead, to become fully 
fledged citizenship whisperers, it is important that frontline workers ask 
themselves: how can I develop a modest approach combined with demo-
cratic professionalism and what do I need to do differently? Asking these 
questions is a start, but practising is also required. Frontline workers can 
help themselves by committing to what Zacka (2017) calls ‘the gymnastics 
of the self’ through: 1) engaging in self-examination to uncover their 
own preferences and prejudices, 2) calibrating the distance between 
themselves and citizens, and 3) reflecting on the degree of care and 
empathy with which citizens are treated. By doing so, frontline workers 
develop greater self-awareness of their own conduct and of the conflicting 
demands placed on them by public organisations. This allows them to 
develop themselves as effective citizenship whisperers while continuing 
to be dedicated professionals.
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