Abstract

This thesis investigates the accountability of algorithmic decision-making (ADM) systems
in public sector governance, using the Dutch childcare benefits scandal as a case study. The
research examines how an ADM system implemented by the Dutch Tax Authority wrongfully
flagged thousands of families as fraudulent, leading to severe social and financial harm.
Through a qualitative methodology combining interviews and secondary data, the study applies
Nicholas Diakopoulos’s Algorithmic Accountability Framework, focusing on fairness,
transparency, and explainability. The findings reveal systemic failures across all three
dimensions, including discriminatory data proxies, lack of procedural clarity, and institutional
opacity. Furthermore, the analysis highlights the broader socio-political dynamics that enabled
these accountability gaps, drawing on the concept of algorithmic governance. The study
concludes that technical tools alone cannot ensure accountability; rather, strong institutional
oversight, inclusive design processes, and well-defined procedures for transparency and
redress are essential. Lessons from this case offer insights for future ADM implementations in
the public sector, emphasizing the urgent need for frameworks that safeguard citizens’ rights

and promote just governance.
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