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1
Understanding Governance:
Institutional Capacity,
Information, and Steering

1

Some time ago now, one of the present authors noted that “governance
is a scarce commodity” (Peters, 2001:1). While that remains the case,
the literature on governance certainly can no longer be described
as scarce. During the past several years, issues related to governance
have been rapidly gaining attention among academics as well as prac-
titioners. It is not unfair to say that the debate on governance has, in
an amazingly short period of time, developed into a large subfield of
political science on both sides of the Atlantic as well as in many other
parts of the world (Kjaer, 2004). At the same time many interna-
tional organizations have been investing their time and money in
attempts to create “good governance” in less well-governed societies
(Kaufman, 2004).

Although widely used, the concept of governance is, however, far
from precise and has taken on a number of alternative, and even
contradictory, meanings in the literature. Much of the current debate
on governance revolves around the role of political institutions in
governance. The dominant line of skirmish separates a network per-
spective on governance in which the role of the state is negligible, if not
irrelevant, from several approaches to governance in which the state,
although now less powerful and omnipotent compared to a few decades
ago, still dominates governance by controlling critical resources.

As is obvious later, our view falls into the latter governance school.
That having been said, we believe that this key issue in governance
research has not been properly addressed or structured. Further, we
believe that in some ways the distinction made between the approaches
to governance is a false dichotomy, and the most effective forms



of governance require both social networks and a strong state
(see Jessop, 2001). In an effort to sort out the underlying dimensions
of the role of the state in governance, Chapter 2 presents five different
models of governance, each with a slightly different conceptualization
of the role of the state.

The approach we are taking to governance in this volume is some-
what more concerned with the role of society in the process than was
true for our first book on governance theory. In this book we begin
with the obvious yet often ignored point that the societies that gov-
ernments seek to govern are extremely complex, and have become
even more complex. Rather than ceding control to that complex and
often incoherent society, as have some scholars, we are, in contrast,
attempting to find ways to understand how governance can occur
through the interplay of social and governmental action. There is, in
this view, a clear role to be played by the state in steering the society,
but that steering is always in the context of complexity and always
in the context of bounded rationality and experimentation.

What is governance?

The first topic that must be addressed is just what do we mean when
we use the term “governance” (see Pierre and Peters, 2000). For some
scholars governance means little more than government—see for
instance Osborne and Gaebler’s (1991) notion of governance as “the
business of government”—but has been a way of referring to the
process and the outcomes rather than public sector institutions in and
of themselves. The more challenging intellectual developments have
come form those scholars who see governance as implying a much
diminished role for formal institutions. For example, analysts such as
Rosenau and Czempiel (1992) have argued that changes in the inter-
national environment have reduced government capacity to control
policy outcomes. At even more of an extreme, Rhodes (1997) has
argued that the contemporary public sector is characterized by “gov-
ernance without government,” meaning that governments have lost
the capacity to govern their societies and that, to the extent that
there is any meaningful control over social actors, it comes through
networks and other self-referential structures. Governments may estab-
lish a legal framework within which those networks function but in
this view the public sector does little more.

2 Governing Complex Societies
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We are not negative about the capacity of governments to continue
to govern. We understand that the public sector no longer governs
society in what had been the conventional “command and control”
manner, but yet it remains capable of participating in governance,
and there are some components of governance for which government
is as essential, or even more essential, than in the past. That role of
government is all the more crucial for democratic governance, given
the need to have some means for collective priority and preference
setting (Hirst, 2000). Networks of voluntary action may be able to
steer some aspects of policy, assuming that all members agree, but
those networks are much less capable of coping either with disagree-
ment among the members or with disagreements across policy sectors.
Only governments are capable of resolving the more difficult problems
of conflict resolution and comprehensive allocation of resources.

In particular, for the purposes of this book, we are using governance
to represent the combined product of four classic activities that are
components of governance. For each of these activities, political insti-
tutions have for some time been the dominant actors, although there
has been a growing involvement by societal actors during the recent
decades. The four activities in governance are:

(1) Articulating a common set of priorities for society. The first and perhaps
most essential task for governance is articulating a set of priorities
and goals for society that can be agreed upon by that society. This set
of goals, in turn, provides the principal place for government (in the
traditional sense) in governance. Perhaps no other set of institutions
in society is capable of articulating collective priorities, especially in
a democratic manner. The market, for example, provides a mechanism
for exchange but assumes that sets of complementary and competitive
goals are already in place. Likewise, networks may have common goals
for their members but are not capable of setting goals more broadly.

Governance therefore refers to some mechanism or process through
which a consensus, or at a minimum, a majority decision on social pri-
orities and objectives can emerge. Such a process must logically include
a mediating role exercised by institutions that are perceived as legiti-
mate. While we are concerned primarily about governance within a
democratic context some of the same characterization of governance
and institutions would be relevant for nondemocratic systems. There
must still be some mechanism for deciding upon goals, and in such
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settings the non-democratic sources of authority may be as valid in
their context as are democratic institutions in other settings.
(2) Coherence. As well as having goals clearly articulated, there is a
need for those goals to be consistent and coordinated. It may be
possible to govern at a minimalist level through incoherent and unco-
ordinated processes across policy sectors, but it will be inefficient and
excessively costly. Much of that cost may be economic, but some also
will be political. If citizens believe that their governing institutions
are incapable of acting in a responsible manner they will tend to lose
confidence in them, further exacerbating difficulties in governing.
Given that authority and legitimacy make governing through rela-
tively inexpensive instruments such as information more possible
(Bemelmans-Videc et al., 1998) then maintaining confidence is an
important goal for governing institutions.

Again, networks and markets, as alternative forms of governance
(Thompson et al., 1991), are generally, not particularly, capable of cre-
ating coherence, especially coherence across a large range of policy
areas. The absence of goals that span those policy areas, and means
of developing more overarching goals, limit the coordination capa-
bilities of the alternatives to the state that are commonly advanced
as alternatives to the state. Again, governments (and particularly the
upper levels of government) are crucial for creating coherence (see,
for instance, Peters et al., 2000; Pressman and Wildavsky, 1974) given
that they are meant to produce such a broad vision and balancing of
interests. While often imperfect in providing that coherence, govern-
ments may be the only real alternative.
(3) Steering. The third requirement for governance is a capacity for
steering. Once a set of goals is established there is the need to find
ways of achieving those goals and steering the society to attain those
goals. The conventional means of governance has been for the public
sector to use regulation, direct provision, and subsidies (among other
policy instruments) to achieve those goals. As patterns of steering and
policy implementation change, however, the instruments employed
have been changing to include a number that involve working rela-
tionships with private sector actors (see Salamon, 2000).

The nongovernmental actors have a better possibility of providing
this dimension of governance than do the others. Both markets and
networks are useful means of implementing programs. The market
can be used when efficiency goals are paramount and when the

4 Governing Complex Societies



program being implemented involves some possibilities of pricing
and exchange. Networks have been useful when programs involve mul-
tiple actors from the private sector, especially when the service being
delivered is not marketable and involves close interactions with
clients. That having been said, for some public programs—especially
those involving the basic rights of the participants—government
itself may be the best source for implementation.
(4) Accountability. The final requirement for governance is some means
of holding those actors delivering governance to the society to be
accountable for their actions. Again, this requirement is a particular
weakness for the nongovernmental actors involved in the governance
process, given that markets in particular tend to have little or no
concept of accountability. Contemporary governments have notable
problems of implementing accountability (Chapman, 2000), but this
concept remains deeply ingrained in the public sector.

Again, the concept of accountability is especially important for dem-
ocratic governance. The complexity of policy, the fragmentation of
political parties, and the limited capacity of the public to sanction or
reward elected officials until the next election places a special burden
on mechanisms of ex post accountability for contemporary democracy
(Barberis, 1998; Klitgaard, 1988). Without well-designed and function-
ing means of accountability, democracy may have genuine difficulties
in maintaining its commitments to the public. Even in nondemocratic
systems, however, there are still demands for ensuring that the imple-
mentation of programs corresponds to the demands of the leadership.

The requirements for governing are formidable. Although there is
substantial interest in providing “governance without government”
in academic political science, it appears that governments must retain
a central position in that activity. That position is not exclusive, but it
is central. Further, attempts to eliminate government from governing
may not only reduce the coherence of any governing that may be
undertaken, but also reduce its democratic content. While there may
be some scholars and citizens yearning for alternative governance
structures—we need only think of communitarianism and delibera-
tive models of democracy—we are still far from the emergence of any
processes or institutions that could replace government in a democracy.
To be sure, throughout the Western world, democracy without
government as we know it is in essence unthinkable.

Understanding Governance 5



Understanding governance is basically a matter of understanding
the nature of state–society relationships in the pursuit of collective
interests. The four dimensions discussed here should be seen as
arenas of such exchange. Also, understanding governance means under-
standing the political nature of governance. There is a tendency on
the part of the governance literature to focus on the consensual and
cosy deliberations in networks or other instruments of governance.
We maintain, however, that governance is just another way of defining
the role of government in society hence the analysis must be able to
conceptualize and account for conflict regarding objectives and means.
To be sure, a critical aspect of different models of governance is their
ability to resolve conflict and generate consent among the key actors.

We should also point out that one of the virtues of the function-
alist notions of governance advanced here is that, just as did earlier
functionalist models in political science, it enables us to examine
governing in a variety of settings. In particular, it permits us to look
at governance occurring in poorly structured situations such as mul-
tilevel governance (MLG) in which there are numerous actors vying
for control. By asking questions about how governance activities are
performed, we can gain some answers about these processes even when
the reality appears to diverge the stated conditions for governing.

State and society in governance

From the above discussion it is clear that state and society are both
involved in governance, but there are a variety of ways in which the
two sets of institutions interact to supply that all too scarce com-
modity (Rosenau, 2001). State and society interact in governance.
This is true both conceptually and operationally. Conceptually, the
discussion of the increased role of social actors in governance depends
largely on an entrenched conceptualization that is heavily state-centric.
More practically, the notion of networks and other societal actors
supplying governance still depends on the capacity to enforce deci-
sions in some ways, something that again implies the power of the pub-
lic sector and its legitimate authority. On the other hand, the use of
the private sector often is a means through which the public sector
is able to legitimate its actions in an era of public distrust of government.

The mixtures of the influence of state and societal power vary
substantially across countries, even among economically developed
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democracies, as does the particular manner in which the two sets of
actors interact. Therefore, there is a need to explicate these alternative
patterns, and to discuss the means through which they are able to
supply governance. In the appropriate circumstances each pattern
can be successful, and likewise each of the alternative arrangements
can fail. The capacity of each to govern depends upon its conformity
with social, economic, and political values and structures. Van Waarden
(1995), for example, points to a number of systemic variations among
political systems that are a function of the manner in which state and
society interact.

The four aspects of governance discussed earlier—goal definition,
coherence, steering, and accountability—have several features in com-
mon. First, all those activities appear to require a rather high degree
of institutional capacity (Weaver and Rockman, 1993) if they are to
be performed successfully. In this case institutional capacity refers
to the availability of institutional resources such as staff, financial
resources, professionalism and expertise, and so on, as well as to some
sufficient level of trust in, and legitimacy for, the institution given by
members of the surrounding society. One of the intriguing insights
which arises from applying the governance perspective on political
processes is that the strength of institutions—and, for that matter,
the capacity of the state as a whole—is the joint outcome of institu-
tional capacity, access to information, and some degree of consent
and support from society (see Migdal, 1988).

Another aspect of institutional capacity is integrity. Institutions
which become captives of parochial interests cannot make independ-
ent judgments in the interests of the polity as a whole. Institutional
integrity is also necessary for making and implementing decisions
that discriminate among constituencies, or simply decisions which
are unpopular, but perhaps necessary, for the long-term prospe-
rity of society. If we return to the first two fundamental activities 
in governance—goal setting and creating coherence—relatively
autonomous and integral institutions appear crucial to being able to
make decisions that move the society as a whole forward.

Furthermore, the ability of institutions to provide governance
hinges on the availability of reliable information, and the ability to
process information. Institutions need to know the societal effects
of previous decisions; this is the classical feedback loop in systems
models of political decision making (Deutsch, 1967). Information is
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also necessary for institutions in order to make decisions which are
appropriate, given the nature of the problem which is to be resolved.
Information is best acquired if the institution has several points of
contact with society through which information can be communicated
to decision makers. Any single channel may become clogged or miss
crucial information, so that redundancy may benefit government.

As we discuss in more detail later in subsequent chapters, there
exists a tension, if not an outright conflict, between institutional
capacity and access to information. Textbook examples of “strong
states” like France display institutions with extensive capacity (see,
for example, Hayward, 1983) for autonomous action. However, they
lack the broad interface with society that provides the state with
information about societal problems or the outcome of previous
policy. Similarly, states that have a large number of channels of
exchange with society tend to have institutions that lack the integrity
to formulate and implement policy effectively. These institutions also
have a problem with ensuring coherent and accountable governance;
coherence is lost because of the lack of overview and accountability
is confused because state institutions are not in control. It is important
that we remember these goal conflicts as we continue our analysis to
discuss different models of governance.

Organization of the book

The basic organizing idea in the book is to first elaborate different
empirical and analytical models of governance. From there—and
largely drawing on similar analytical perspectives—we focus on dif-
ferent models of multilevel governance and finally raise questions
about legitimacy and accountability in governance. Thus, Chapter 2
compares five different models of governance. The five models are
placed on a continuum from an étatiste model dominated by the state
to the “governance without government” perspective which assumes
a minimalist state. The five models, and especially the two ends of
the continuum, border upon ideal types, but yet are useful in under-
standing governance, and demonstrate the utility of governance ideas
in comparative politics.

The next several chapters highlight different aspects and problematic
associated with multilevel governance. Chapter 3 applies a garbage can
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theoretical model to multilevel governance. Garbage can theory, with
its bounded rationality approach to decision making, has a lot to
offer in terms of understanding governance processes. We apply
the multilevel governance theory to the European Union (EU) in
Chapter 4. The EU is frequently used almost as a standard case of
multilevel governance, and we demonstrate how that analytic idea
works within the EU. We structure our analysis along three dimen-
sions of multilevel governance; time, space, and structure. While this
might sound slightly metaphysical, the three dimensions are used to
define process, levels, and institutions.

Chapter 5 asks to what extent the informal, almost cosy, nature of
multilevel governance masks diverging interests and potential conflict.
Is it the case that the flexibility and informality which is typical to
multilevel governance, in fact, is a model of governance which favors
the interests of the stronger actor at the expense of the weaker players?

It seems clear, on reflection, that multilevel governance is still
largely conducted along traditional institutional lines. Just as we
repeatedly emphasize the importance of institutions in governance
throughout the book, we believe this to be the case also in multilevel
governance. Thus, Chapter 6 looks at recent changes in Western
Europe against the backdrop of the multilevel governance model.
Much of the multilevel governance literature is fairly quiet on the role
of institutions in these types of processes. However, as we find that
institutions matter a great deal in governance at individual levels, it
appears only logical to assume that they structure much of multilevel
governance as well.

Chapter 7 addresses the issues of legitimacy and democracy in
contemporary governance. Again, we find that institutions matter in
governance, not least because institutions remain the undisputed
structures of representation and accountability. This arrangement also
provides institutions with legitimacy. How is legitimacy sustained in
complex patterns of governance? How do we know that governance
is democratic?

A concluding chapter consolidates the themes and arguments
developed in the preceding chapters. We also point to the research
agenda that governance presents for political science. In particular,
we show how these ideas can be used as a means of organizing
comparative political research.

Understanding Governance 9
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2
Toward a Theory of 
Governance

In Chapter 1, we defined the key dimensions of governance;
articulating collective goals and priorities, ensuring coherence, steering,
and accountability. It almost goes without saying that the precise
nature of the process through which these governance roles of the
state evolve cannot be postulated in very much detail. In order to be
able to say something about the process, we need to consider different
analytical models of exchange between state and society. We argue
that there are five fundamental models of state and society interac-
tions in governance that are now operating among contemporary
democratic systems. These models all require both social and public
sector actors in order to perform their tasks, but see those actors
employed in different ways and with varying strength.

These models represent varying means of coping with the problem
of complexity discussed earlier. They also represent different political
histories and state traditions. Governing does not occur on a tabula rasa
but rather it reflects adaptations that have been learned over decades if
not centuries (Dyson, 1980; Olsen and Peters, 1996). At times govern-
ments have learned their lessons too well and have institutionalized
patterns that in the first part of the twenty-first century may be
inefficient means for coping. In particular, governing models that
minimize the capacity for countries to absorb and act on information
coming from society appear less viable than those that are more open
to information. That openness must, however, be balanced against the
capacity to make decisions in a prompt and decisive manner.

For each of the model we discuss the actors involved, the nature of
the processes and political dynamics, and the outcomes of the



processes. Also for each we argue that there is a set of fundamental
characteristics that differentiates it from the others. Thus, we argue
that there are some important commonalities in governance but
there are also some crucial differences. Further, these five models con-
stitute a continuum ranging from the most dominated by the state
and those in which the state plays the least role and indeed one in
which there is argued to be governance without government.

The five models of governance that we investigate are:

(1) Étatiste. This is perhaps the basic model against which the
“governance without government” advocates are reacting. The
assumption is that government is the principal actor for all aspects of
governance and can control the manner in which the social actors
are permitted to be involved, if they are at all. This model is in many
ways the constitutional doctrine for Westminster governments,
although the reality is often quite different, but again this is a source
of the seeming extreme reaction of some scholars (see Rhodes et al.,
1997).
(2) Liberal-democratic. The liberal-democratic model accepts the role
of the state as the principal actor in governance. Other actors
compete to influence the state, but the state has the opportunity to
pick and choose the interest groups or other social actors that it will
permit to have influence. Thus, the state is not totally shielded from
influence by society but neither does it accept the legitimate right of
a range of interests to participate. This model maintains a strong
commitment to representative democracy, in contrast to some below
that focus increasingly on other forms of democratic involvement of
social actors.
(3) State-centric. As we move through this continuum the third step
is labeled state-centric. The state remains at the center of the process,
but institutionalizes its relationships with social actors. Thus, various
forms of corporatism and formalized state–society relationships fit
into this model. The state has substantial powers in accepting or
rejecting partners, but is yet more bound to its partners than would
be true for the previous two models. As state–society interactions are
transforming, “softer” versions of this model are becoming predom-
inant, usually phrased in terms of the civil society (Perez-Diaz, 1995;
Putnam et al., 1993), but the corporatist model remains the archetype
of this pattern of governing.
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(4) The Dutch governance school. The title of this model appears
perhaps idiosyncratic, but it reflects the development of a particular
approach to governance among Dutch scholars (Kickert, 1996;
Kooiman, 1993), and perhaps also in the reality of Dutch politics.1

This model depends heavily upon the role of social networks in gov-
erning, with the state being merely one among many actors involved
in the process. In this approach society may in fact be the more pow-
erful actor, given its capacity to organize itself to evade the power of
the state and its attempts at regulation.
(5) Governance without government. Finally, there are those scholars
who argue that the state has lost its capacity to govern and is at best
an arena within which private actors play out their own interests to
create more or less self-steering governance arrangements. Further, it
is argued, as the state has been losing its legitimacy in society these
actors actually have greater legitimacy than does the state and hence
public sector actors could be argued to be less relevant to the process
than are the social actors. The empirical referents for this model are
found primarily in Northern Europe, although the implication has
been that this model of governing is increasingly becoming a reality
even for Westminster systems.

These five models represent an attempt to capture a rather complex
reality within the confines of a relatively small number of alternative
models. Still, we do believe that these five models capture a good
deal of that complexity and demonstrate the range of interactions
of state and society. Further, as the five are elaborated in this chapter
the models enable us to understand better governance as a process
and a set of outcomes, and to understand in comparative context
the variety of ways in which societies have been found to govern
themselves.

Characteristics of the models

The following is a very brief description of the basic building blocks
of these models of governance, with the range of options that might
exist for each of the categories. This preliminary discussion is intended
only to point to some of the important analytical dimensions that
are explored in greater depth in the descriptions of the five models
themselves.
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Actors

We have already pointed out that the two principal actors in each of
the models are state and society. That simple dichotomy, however,
masks a great deal of underlying complexity. This complexity is
particularly important for the role of the state. In much of the
literature on the state there is a tendency to treat the state as a uni-
fied actor, and to act as if there is a single entity involved in the
political process. In reality, that is not the case in many, if not
most, cases. There are numerous divisions within the state, with the
most important usually being the ministerial “stovepipes” defined by
policy areas (Peters, 2000b). Governments may also be divided by
levels of government, with contemporary ideas concerning “multi-
level governance” (see Peters and Pierre, 2004; Pierre and Stoker,
2000; and the literature cited therein) pointing out the need to bring
together several levels of government in order to produce a relatively
coherent set of policies. There are strong pressures to create more
coherent styles of governing both within and across levels of gov-
ernment, but it is still appropriate in most instances to think of a
more divided state.

Just as the state is a differentiated actor so too is society. This
differentiation is perhaps more easily understood than is that argued
to exist for the state, given that we understand that there are often a
series of competing interests in society that attempt to use the state
as the arena for achieving their ends. Further, as we discuss social
networks later, the indeterminacy of the outcomes of these social
structures means that there is a need to specify how they operate and
the manner in which social actors make decisions on their own, or
participate in public sector decision making. While the state may be
divided into “stovepipes,” private sector actors within each policy
area are themselves often divided and seek different outcomes. Thus,
as we discuss society as an actor in governance, we need to exercise
some care in our assumption of how “society” and its various
components will perform.

Again, we return to the theme of complexity, indicating that there
is substantial social and policy complexity, and that this is to some
extent mirrored structurally within government. The governance
task, therefore, is to create some capacity for action in the midst of
all the barriers and the divisions, and in the presence of uncertainty.
The capacity to interpret prior actions and to respond effectively to
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them therefore becomes central to governance capacity. This is all the
more relevant as both state and society become more complex, the
problems become perhaps less clearly defined, and hence uncertainty
is greater. As one simple example, much of the literature about the
relationship between state and society is focused on societal actors
based primarily on economic interests and, while those interests
certainly persist, they have been joined by a host of other ethnic,
regional, gender, and lifestyle considerations that make predictions
of outcomes and the politics leading up to those outcomes more
difficult.

Processes

The process of providing governance to society involves a number of
steps, not dissimilar to the familiar “stages” model of the policy process
(Jones, 1982; Peters, 1999). Like the stages model this enumeration of
processes has at its heart a notion that authoritative decisions must
be made that allocate values for the society, as in the famous Easton
definition of politics. The principal difference is that governance does
not have the public sector bias that the policy literature displays, or
at least is more willing to admit that the private sector may have
a crucial role to play in the creation of governance.

Goal selection

The first, and in some ways most crucial, aspect of governance is
identifying the collective goals of society. The analogous part of the
policy process is problem identification and agenda setting. The
important difference in the governance context is that this is a more
normative process, with the crucial element being to decide what
society wants, rather than deciding simply which issues will be
processed at any particular time. As already noted, this stage tends to
be highly governmental, given that this may be the only legitimate
means of collective action for the society.

Decision making

The next part of the governance process is making decisions about
how to reach the goals that have been established. This function too
is often performed within the public sector, albeit generally with a
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good deal of input from the private sector. This involves, among
other things, the selection of instruments and the selection of a mix
of public and private action that is deemed most appropriate for
reaching the goals.

Resource mobilization

Although closely associated with decision making, resource attachment
implies the need to identify and mobilize public and private resources
to reach the goals. Thus, a particular set of instruments may have
been adopted but if there are not the resources necessary to make
them work then those instruments are almost certain to be ineffective.
Also, although financial resources are a crucial element, personnel
and perhaps most importantly legitimacy are also important elements
of the resource base for governance.

Instruments/implementation

The implementation process is a crucial component of the governance
process, although it is sometimes relegated to “mere administration.”
We noted earlier that the choice of instruments is part of decision-
making in governance, and at the implementation stage these instru-
ments are made to perform and to produce the effects intended.
These instruments (even in more state-centric models) often depend
upon private sector actors so that this can also be a point at which
there is substantial loss of control over policies.

Feedback

The final part of the governance process is feedback, with the actions
of instruments in the past being evaluated and put back into the
decision-making process. Governance has the same root word as
“cybernetics” and hence implies some connection to the environ-
ment and a continual adjustment of instruments (and perhaps even
goals) in light of the success and failure of actions taken in the past.
The feedback function generally must be initiated by social actors
and then be brought into the governing process. The state, however,
must be receptive to that feedback, and must have the mechanism to
receive and to process it. Given that society itself is increasingly
complex, and to some extent also more capable, managing feedback
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becomes more difficult intellectually, even as communications tech-
nology makes it somewhat easier technically.

Outcomes

Finally, we should examine the outcomes of the governance process.
Just as government has policy as its principal outcome, governance
has as its primary concern the outcomes of the process. In this case,
however, we are not as concerned with specific policies as with
broader characteristics of the policies adopted. These ideas about gov-
erning reflect the more summary nature of governance, and the need
to consider a more comprehensive set of outcomes.

Coherence

Governments are highly fragmented institutions and must consider
a broad range of issues. One governance challenge faced is to put
together that range of policies and, along with that, a huge range of
policy goals into a coherent governance package. This challenge
arises at the stage of goal setting and policy formulation, and also
arises at the implementation stage as multiple policies are put into
effect and require coordination. The failure to achieve coherence
among its policies can be a severe problem for governance, given that
it not only generates excessive costs but also presents an image of
incompetence to the public.

Inclusiveness

The term inclusiveness has several meanings. On the one hand, it
implies the need to bring together a range of interests and to ensure
that important social elements are not excluded from policies. It also
implies the need to include both state and society in governance.
Both ends of the continuum of models discussed later are exclusive,
while models in the middle are more inclusive. In those models both
state and society must cede some power in order to govern more
effectively.

Adaptability

Another crucial dimension of governance is the capacity of govern-
ing systems to respond effectively to changes in the challenges
presented by the external environment, or by changes within the
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governance arrangements themselves. One major driver of change
in contemporary governance is globalization that forces reexamination
of conventional approaches to governing and also links policies in
ways that might not otherwise occur. Technological change also may
bring into question traditional policy approaches. In short, gover-
nance is likely to be more problematic in the immediate future.

Accountability

Finally, accountability is a central assessment criterion for governance.
We mentioned this as a central requirement for governance earlier,
and we bring it back here to point to it as a crucial outcome of the
process. This outcome is closely linked with the process of feedback.
Accountability may involve both public and the private sector actors,
although ultimately it must depend upon the authority of the public
sector to enforce findings of inadequate performance of the governance
regime.

Models of governance

We now move to a more detailed discussion of the five alternative
models of governance mentioned earlier. Given limitations of time
and space even these must be rather sketchy descriptions, but even so,
these discussions should point to the alternative means of governing.
Further, these models are just that, and border on being ideal types.
Therefore, we need to be sensitive to the cases that do not fall neatly
into the five models, and be cognizant that few if any national cases
will fit perfectly into any of the models. Still, these models provide
a way to organize thinking about the issues.

The étatiste model

The first model is the étatiste model, based on the capacity of the
state to govern with little or no involvement of societal actors. In
contemporary democratic societies such a pattern of governance may
appear unlikely, as indeed it is, but some industrialized countries do
verge on this model. Further, historically this has been a crucial way
of governing and in the contemporary period has been typical of
many industrializing countries such as Singapore and Taiwan that
have used state power as a means of facilitating economic development
(Evans, 1995).
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Actors

The principal actor in this model is, rather obviously, the state. The
state need not, however, be a unitary actor and the governance that
emerges from the étatiste version of governance may be as incoherent
as that coming from any of the others. Indeed, organizational analy-
sis may be a central means of understanding the manner in which
the state performs in this model, with top leadership in the state
attempting to control a large number of organizations that pursue
their own interests. That having been said, there is some point at
which the overall interests of the state may conflict with the interests
of individual organizations, so that the top leadership would be
forced to intervene to coordinate and create policy coherence.
Further, the strong states implied by this model tend to have the
capacity to pull themselves together when required and to present
themselves to society as coherent and integrated actors that can
govern effectively, and can do so without the society providing any
assistance.

If the state and its organizations do choose to interact with society,
those interactions are on its own terms, rather than with any sense
of equality with social organizations. Rather than consulting in a
genuine manner, interactions with society may be used to legitimate
actions in an apparently democratic manner. This generally means
that the state will dominate the goal selection process even more
than other aspects of governance so that it can use raison d’etat as the
justification for its activity. This becomes the normative stance that
controls policy choice and their implementation. Among the devel-
oped democracies, France (but see Ashford, 1982) may come as close
to this model of governing as any other country, although it too has
been forced to modernize its approach in light of both pressures
toward modernization and pressures from EU membership.

Processes

The étatiste model of governing has, not surprisingly, the state as a
central actor in all policy processes. The centrality of the state and its
organizations may mean that these processes appear more efficient
than processes in the models later. That is, given that the state is
capable of controlling access it can make decisions and move issues
through the processes more readily than can systems in which social
actors are capable of exerting independent influences.
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Goal selection. As noted, goal selection tends to be the process of
governance that may be the most dominated by the state, even in
more societally dominated systems. That state domination is all the
more apparent in this étatiste model. In this model the state has the
capability of defining goals in terms of its view of social needs,
although this may be done without the society itself being accorded
the opportunity to participate. Further, if the state is wrong there is
little capacity for the state to correct itself, given that it is receiving
only limited social intelligence, and only that intelligence that it
wants to receive. Indeed the state may eschew even readily available
social intelligence, believing that it knows better what is required for
successful governance, and may not even have categories and minis-
terial structures to process information that members of society
might consider crucial.

Perhaps the major institutions for social linkage for the state in this
model of governance are political parties, especially hegemonic polit-
ical parties. The dominant political party may be a source of policy
and governance ideas, but those ideas are still mediated primarily
through state organizations and may reflect the interest of those pub-
lic organizations. Thus, state organizations may be able to control the
agenda of even powerful political parties, and particularly are able to
control the policy advice and the information available to decision
makers. Few political parties will have the capacity to provide its
members with the independent sources of information required to
counteract the power of state organizations.

Decision making. The principal style of decision making in étatiste
governance is technocratic. There is an assumption that policy deci-
sions are subject to technical and “rational” policy analysis, and there-
fore do not require any significant involvement of social actors. As
implied by the point on goal setting earlier, the state can become
virtually autistic, receiving little information and losing touch with the
relevant environment.

In the étatiste model, decision making (and much of the remain-
der of the governance process) is dominated by a political elite and a
“political class.” While there tends to be a political elite in all coun-
tries the important difference is in the extent of control exerted by
this elite in making decisions. There are two other relevant points
here. First, the state tends to play a dominant role in the formation
of that elite, rather than having it arise through normal social and
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political processes. In addition, the elite tends to be more technocratic
than in other styles of governing. Again the French example fits well
with this model. The state, through its grands écoles, tends to be crucial
in elite formation. Further, many of these écoles are technocratic,
with schools such as the Polytechnique having a continuing role in
defining the political elite.

Resource mobilization. The state is a more active force in driving the
economy in this model of governance than in others. Indeed, the state
generally functions as a major, if not the major, entrepreneur as well
as taxman, and may derive a significant proportion of its resources
from production and finance. If, for example, we return to the exam-
ple of France, the state was crucial in economic development and that
mercantilist tradition continues, if in a diminished form, until this
day (Hayward, 1986). The same is certainly true for state institutions
in the majority of the newly industrialized countries (NICs) during the
contemporary period and that role has been attempted less success-
fully in many developing countries (Evans, 1995). The state then is a
major player in most aspects of social and economic life in the étatiste
model and therefore provides little room for autonomous action by
social actors.

State activity in resource mobilization is expected and legitimate in
these systems. The state is understood to be a major economic actor
and indeed if it did not play such a role it would be assumed to be
shirking its responsibilities. Therefore, the failure of the state to
remain in close contact with the economy and society may be even
more problematic than it would be if the state were a less significant
economic force. If the state fails to code important information as
relevant for its actions, it is often incapable of making adequate
decisions and frequently continues along well-worn paths that have
diminishing returns as the economy and society change. Thus,
paradoxically, the power of the étatiste model may allow the state to
continue to make poor policies without challenge and hence may be
much less effective and more open systems.

Instruments. The étatiste model also depends upon a particular mix
of policy instruments. In general this model employs a higher pro-
portion of coercive and direct policy instruments than do the other
models of governance. As already noted, the state is expected to
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intervene to a degree unacceptable in other models and therefore
using more coercive instruments is simply a part of governing. It may
be, in fact, that attempts to use less direct and intrusive instruments
would undermine legitimacy rather than support it as those instru-
ments do in most other governance styles. Using indirect and incen-
tive-based instruments might be conceptualized as the state shirking
its responsibilities. Further, the state tends to use a limited array of
instruments to achieve its purposes (Peters, 2001b). The same instru-
ments, generally direct provision of services and regulation, tend to
be used in almost all circumstances.

In the étatiste model the state government institutions tend to
implement their own policies rather than depending upon other
actors for those activities. Again, attempts of the state to devolve
implementation to other actors might well be considered inappro-
priate in the étatiste conception of governing. As a consequence the
state continues to be more of public employer and to have additional
economic consequences for society through this function. Not only
is the state the principal actor in implementation but it also tends to
press toward uniformity and homogeneity in the process. Therefore,
in France and other Napoleonic states there is a great emphasis on
creating uniformity through institutions such as prefects (Peters,
2001a).

Feedback. Again, the state in the étatiste model tends to be little con-
cerned with the role and utility of feedback from society. The domi-
nant assumption is that the state knows best and will be able to
adjust its own activities in order to govern more effectively, assum-
ing any such adjustment is required. In some ways the state structure
itself helps overcome the possible limitations of effective social feed-
back, given that the state has a large field staff of its own. With that
internal structure the state may be more closely linked with social
conditions than it would in the other, more disaggregated, models of
governance. The intelligence the state receives may be more biased
and less systematic than feedback available in other models, but there
is at least some source of societal information available.

Outcomes

As we move to an examination of the outcomes of governing in the
étatiste model, some of the inherent strengths and weaknesses of
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the approach become more apparent. Again, the nature of governing
in this approach is somewhat paradoxical. On the one hand, the state
has substantial strength and can do much of what it wants to do, and
on the other hand, it may be blinded by that power and incapable of
responding to changes in economy and society. In addition, the state
may think of its activity as coordinated and of itself as a unitary
actor while in reality there will be significant internal conflict and
substantial incoherence.

Coherence. Coherence might be thought to be a major strength of the
étatiste mode of governance. Given that the state itself is the only real
actor in the process, there should be no real problem of governing
coherently. The reality, however, is otherwise and coherence is a
major problem for this model. Further, given the absence of external
checks on governing there are perhaps even greater problems in this
model than in others. There are few of the political checks and bal-
ances that may push the political system toward greater coherence
within the other styles of governing.

One major source of incoherence in étatiste governance is the
presence of institutional turf fights that occur within the state itself.
Rather than being a unified actor the state is actually divided along
a number of dimensions, perhaps most importantly, divisions along
functional lines and policy sectors. While there is an overall state
elite and that elite may be socially integrated, there is often a good
deal of division based upon the particular group being served and the
type of expertise possessed by the members of government institu-
tions. For example the technical, engineering elite in a developmental
state may feel that it has little in common with the actors who deliver
social policy or elementary education. Further, the style of governing
often has been to divide and conquer, and to create droits acquises in
society.

Inclusiveness. Including a range of social actors is not one of the
strong suits of étatiste governance, and as already noted involving
society may actually be considered a negative in this model. If the
state possesses the majority of the needed technical expertise within
the system then trying to take in information from other sources may
actually be counterproductive. The one way in which the state in the
étatiste model will attempt to involve society is when it wishes to do
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so for strategic purposes. That is, the state may accord some rights of
participation to a selected segment of society in order to be able to
exert control over that segment, rather than listen to it. This style of
governing was seen rather clearly in Franco’s Spain (Anderson, 1968)
in the creation of parantela relationships, and to a less extreme
version in similar relationships in Italy.

Adaptability. The absence of effective feedback and social linkages
limits the adaptive capacity of the state in the étatiste model. The
state almost always operates with a severe information deficiency,
even if it has information sources of its own. This is because such
feedback as the state can receive is from its own, and probably highly
biased, sources and contrary information will tend to be filtered out,
wittingly or unwittingly, by those institutions. The state therefore has
limited benefit of feedback and hence is not able to steer itself effec-
tively, even to react to the success and failure of its own interventions
into society.

Such a characterization of information use within the étatiste state
raises a major paradox about governance for this group of states. On
the one hand, the state has tremendous adaptive capacity, given that
it confronts relatively few competitors for control coming from the
society, and has a large reservoir of legitimacy to override any possi-
ble competitors. On the other hand, however, the étatiste state has
limited means for identifying socioeconomic changes and under-
standing that it may need to adapt. Thus, the seemingly powerful
state becomes a victim of its own power and its own abilities to
restrict access to its locus of decision.

Accountability. Finally, we come to accountability and its role in gov-
ernance. In the étatiste model accountability is largely internalized.
Just as the state dominated its own collection and utilization of
information, so too does the state control the way in which its
actions are judged and evaluated. The usual concept of accountabil-
ity involves some autonomous check on actions, but in the étatiste
state that does not appear permissible. The state uses its own institu-
tions and therefore limits the types and sources of information uti-
lized for accountability purposes. The dominance of technocratic
elites in the policy process in most étatiste states strengthens the
autonomy of the state and further limits the capacity of other actors
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to exert accountability. Again, France can function as the best exam-
ple of this style of governing among the industrialized democracies.
Most of the accountability structures, for example, the Cours de
Comptes, the Inspection des Finances, and the Conseil d’Etat are
themselves state organizations and indeed are very central state insti-
tutions. While certainly the Napoleonic model of administration
attempts to separate these administrative functions from other mun-
dane actors who are being supervised (Wunder, 1995), there is still
not the autonomy and independence for accountability systems that
would be considered crucial in most political systems.

Summary

The picture of the étatiste style of government that we have been
painting here may appear to be an overstatement and a stereotype,
but we would consider it more as an ideal type. As is well known, this
methodological approach does not assume that any perfect example
of this model does exist or will exist in the real world. Rather the
model is an intellectual construct against which to compare reality.
We have been using the example of France throughout this discussion,
but there are certainly elements of the French case that do not fit
easily with this model. Still this, and the other models, are useful
bases to begin the analysis of governance systems and the alternative
ways in which governance can be supplied.

The liberal-democratic state and governance

The second stop along the continuum of governance models is the
liberal-democratic state. Given the pluralist notions that reside at the
heart of this model placing it so near the end of the continuum may
appear mistaken. We argue, however, that this mode for organizing
governance does attach a good deal of power to the state and uses
society more than it permits society to exercise autonomous controls
over policy. There is a symbiosis at the heart of this governance
model, but it is a mutualism defined largely by the interests of the
state and its need to coopt social actors for its own purposes.

Actors

Again, the principal actor in this model is the state. The state here is
perhaps no longer the haughty entity we encountered in the first of
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these models, but it is still the dominant player in the governance
process. The fundamental difference from the étatiste model is that
in the liberal-democratic state the state is more an arena for action
than a technocratic decision maker. The state will continue to make
authoritative decisions, but will do so with some involvement of
(organized) societal interests. Interestingly, in some cases the form of
involvement of the nonstate actors may appear to accord them a
great deal of influence, with certain interests being selected to act in
the name of the state in a particular policy area.

The nonstate actors involved in policy making will themselves be
in a competitive game, or perhaps a political marketplace, each
attempting to exert influence on state action. In this game the state,
or more properly state organizations or institutions, will pick and
choose among the competitive groups and select those groups that
have goals and values most in conformity with those of the state
organization (see Van Waarden, 1995: 338). If no such appropriate
group exists then the state may choose to propagate such a societal
organization, usually in the form of an apparently autonomous inter-
est group. That autonomy, will, of course, be more apparent than
real. In fact, somewhat paradoxically, the more competition there is
for state acceptance of competitive interests the more the state
increases its own autonomy and is capable of structuring its own role
and its policies. In this model of governance the state will be at least
as divided as that discussed in the étatiste mode earlier. We might
expect somewhat stronger internal division, in fact, given that organ-
izations within the state will be linked to societal interests and those
interests will seek to utilize their linkages to state actors to further
policy goals. This colonization and symbiosis among actors will tend
to fragment institutions both politically and in terms of their com-
mitments to particular programs and methodologies of delivering
policies. While there may be limited political pressures favoring coor-
dination and coherence in this model, these tend to be overwhelmed
by divisive, sectoral forces.

Processes

The processes of making policies will reflect the above characteriza-
tion of the actors involved. The state and its component organizations
remain central in these processes, but there is now some involvement
of social interests. This greater inclusiveness will make the processes
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somewhat less determinate than in the étatiste model, although state
organizations retain much of their capacity to control outcomes and
to exclude almost any external actor that they may wish.

Goal selection. As the state in this model is substantially more open,
societal interests are conceptualized as having more role in the policy
process, perhaps especially at the goal selection stage. This is a more
political aspect of the policy process than many others, involving
determination of broad patterns of policy. This stage will be more
competitive in this version of governance than in the étatiste model.
That competition will be among social groups (including politi-
cal parties) that want to impose their own views on the state.
Competition for the opportunity to participate also will occur
between state organizations themselves, given that the state itself is
highly segmented. Thus various components of the state will want to
have their own sets of goals emphasized in the process. Thus, they are
competing for budgetary resources and legislative time. Even more
than the étatiste model then, this is the world of bureaucratic politics
given that there is not the centralized authority and strength of the
state to control that competition, and given that the state institutions
are directly linked to societal institutions that are not without politi-
cal resources of their own.

Decision making. There is a certain duality in the role played by the
state in decision making in this model. On the one hand, state organ-
izations and institutions are active participants in the process of mak-
ing decisions. There are other forms of politics but internal state
politics are still crucial in making policy choices. Thus institutional
interests are crucial for explaining policies. On the other hand, the
state represents an arena within which those institutional interests
and societal interests interact and combine to combat potentially
hostile interests, with again much of this competition being over the
budget. Further, in this style of making decisions, it is difficult to sep-
arate the interests of state institutions from the interests of the social
actors. Again, the symbiosis of state and society is crucial for under-
standing politics within this model. This linkage of state and society
also helps to produce distributive outcomes, with all or almost all inter-
ests receiving some benefits.
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Resource mobilization. The strength of segmented interests in state
and society can help explain resource mobilization in this model.
Resource mobilization follows the same distributive outcomes, as do
the policy decisions described earlier. In this model all segments of
society tend to pay something, just as they all will receive something.
The state tends to opt for multiple revenue sources, with the state
continuing to have some entrepreneurial income but mostly it
depends upon multiple taxes. With those multiple sources of taxa-
tion all segments of society tend to share at least a part of the burden
of financing the state. The relative strength of societal groups deter-
mines actual distribution of those burdens. Also, there is some ten-
dency to utilize less visible sources of revenue in order to disguise
winners and losers in the process.

Instruments/implementation. The state in this model tends to imple-
ment many of its programs through societal actors and through self-
regulatory devices. In short, the symbiosis that tends to characterize
other aspects of the model is evident in the implementation of pol-
icy. One strategy that is utilized in attempting to maintain that sym-
biotic relationship is to employ the least coercive policy instruments
possible, a factor that also conforms to many national political cul-
tures that attempt to minimize the coercive nature of the state.
Therefore, rather than direct imposition of government programs,
those programs may be implemented through third-parties and
through regulatory and self-regulatory instruments. Again, this
implementation strategy tends to disguise winners and losers in the
policy process, just as it does in the selection of policies at earlier
stages.

Feedback. The state in this model is more likely to accept and even
encourage feedback, unlike the state in the étatiste model of gover-
nance. That feedback, however, is likely to be incomplete, reflecting
the fragmentation of the policy process that we demonstrated earlier.
The institutions—state as well as societal—that are attempting to use
the policy process to advance their own interests would not hesitate
to use the feedback process to further those interests. Therefore, the
feedback that emerges in this system is likely to be biased and to
reflect those interests. On the other hand, however, the feedback
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process here does have the advantage of coming from multiple
sources—state and society—so that it may not be so biased as in the
étatiste model. Feedback here may therefore be more representative of
society than feedback in the former model.

Outcomes

We now proceed to examine the outcomes of this governance
process, looking at the ways in which state and society interact in
order to produce the policies of the state. This then is, to some degree,
an assessment of the governance capacity of this model, just as
similar analyses are for the other models.

Coherence. The first outcome is how coherent are the outcomes of
the process, and the degree of coordination that exists among the
policies being adopted and implemented. As might be expected from
the earlier description, coherence is not one of the stronger features
of this model. Elites in this model are largely competitive, so that
they are not likely to cooperate effectively in making policies in one
policy area that conform well with those in other areas. The distrib-
utional outcomes that characterize the policy process are almost by
definition not well coordinated, but rather reflect the power of each
individual political group. In this approach to governance, consent is
being purchased at the price of coherence. This may be a good polit-
ical trade-off but perhaps is less good in policy terms than would be
the more difficult task of creating policy coherence.

Inclusiveness. Rather than be fully open and democratic, politics in
this model of governance is oligopolistic, and is more of a cartel than
a free market. Certainly, more actors are involved in governing than
would be in the étatiste model, but these actors are there largely at the
sufferance of the state. If it deems it necessary, the state can curtail or
terminate involvement by the social actors. The state remains the
principal legitimate actor in the process and therefore has the oppor-
tunity to select which players will be permitted and which will not.
This selective inclusiveness of actors, and the tendency to select only
“tame” interests from society means that decisions remain largely
under the control of state actors.
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Adaptability. In some ways this model of governance may be the
least adaptable of the five, having as it does to a great extent the worst
of both worlds. That is, by being more open the state loses some
capacity to adapt as it sees fit, as in the étatiste model already dis-
cussed. On the other hand, society is not sufficiently autonomous to
provide uncontaminated feedback to the state, nor to operate on its
own to produce adaptations without involvement of the state.
Further, adaptability is limited by the absence of any consensus about
the direction in which to adapt. The divisions existing within the
state may produce multiple visions about what the future should be.
Likewise, these divisions are associated with differential pressures on
organizations and policy sectors to adapt. This may mean that the
state develops in unbalanced ways, with some policy areas being able
to adapt and others being held back from effective change.

Accountability. Finally, we come to that crucial outcome of gover-
nance, accountability. In the liberal-democratic model there are mul-
tiple channels of accountability so that citizens have a number of
ways in which they can attempt to hold the state accountable. Unlike
the étatiste model, state and society have some direct linkages, both
for political parties and for interest groups, in this approach to gov-
ernance. Although these multiple channels do have some virtues for
citizens, they can also be the source of some confusion. On the one
hand, the state retains the ultimate capacity to pursue its own inter-
ests (or at least those of individual organizations) and can do so with
a good deal of legitimacy. On the other hand, the dominant account-
ability system emphasizes partisan roles and the role of interest
groups as representatives of segments of society. In short, it is not
always clear who is being held accountable for what in this version
of governance.

Summary

The liberal-democratic system of governance moves that activity
away from the almost complete domination of the process by the
state toward some form of cooperation between the public and
private sectors in steering society. That cooperation is, however,
asymmetric with the state retaining the dominant position. In
particular, the state retains the capacity to determine which private
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sector organizations will be considered the appropriate representa-
tives of their social sectors and hence which are acceptable partners
for involving in governance. These social actors are linked into the
state in highly segmented manners so that the state has less capacity
to act as a single entity than might be expected from its generalized
position of strength.

The state-centric governance model

The third model of governance we explore is entitled the “state-
centric” approach. This title might lead one to believe that this model
is actually closer to the étatiste model than is the liberal-democratic
model but this version of governance differs in one important
respect—in what we refer to as the state-centric model social interests
have a legitimate right to participate and to have their ideas considered
by the state. The state remains the central actor and the central deci-
sion maker but it is not able to make those decisions entirely on its
own. Some form of negotiation is required and that is intended to
align policies with both particular social interests and the collective
concerns of society, as interpreted by the institutions of the state. The
state also retains some capacity to determine who the participants
from the private sector will be, but will have to accept some form of
involvement of interests in policy making.

Actors

As already noted the state and its organizations remain at the center
of governing in this model. The arena for making decisions is far
from open but rather reflects the capacity of the state to mold that
arena and play a decisive role in picking social actors. One way to
understand this model of governing is through the perspective of
corporatist politics as described by Schmitter (1974), with the state
selecting official, exclusive representatives of social sectors. Even in
more open versions of corporatist politics, for example, the corporate
pluralism of Scandinavia (Kristensen and Johansen, 1983; Olsen, 1987)
the state retains some capacity to determine who are appropriate
representatives and who are not.

The latitude of the state is not, however, complete. These governing
systems constitute opportunity structures for social actors who must
then determine whether the opportunities presented are adequate to
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induce involvement. Thus, in this model both social and state actors
have some room for maneuver, while in the two previous approaches
to governance the latitude is almost entirely in the hands of the state.
Further, the involvement of social actors is an important component
of the legitimation of the state, so that it may have to make some
concessions in order to generate sufficient social involvement in
decision making. Further, political parties have a greater role to play
here than in the previous models. In the state-centric case, competitive
parties rather than hegemonic parties are central actors, so that the
parties may be involved in brokering relationships between state and
society in more open and participative manners than in the previous
models.

As noted earlier, “softer” versions of this model are becoming, if any-
thing, more prominent than the corporatist models. The constellation
of actors is much the same, and the legitimate rights of participation
for the social groups are also the same. What tends to vary is the
degree of constraint on the range of social actors, and the openness
to a range of interests. Further, although state and society may be
linked intimately, there is not the formalistic and hierarchical rela-
tionship that is implied in many models of corporatism, such as that
of Schmitter (1974).

Processes

Given the above discussion of the actors involved, there are some
rather obvious implications for the governance process in these coun-
tries. Again, we are moving away from total domination of the
process by the state, although the state continues to play a crucial
role. The process in this model may appear somewhat more demo-
cratic, but still reflects the capacity of the state to manipulate, if not
totally control, access to the process.

Goal selection. This aspect of the policy process remains very much
in the hands of the state. We have been arguing, here and elsewhere
(Peters, 2000a; Pierre and Peters, 2000), that perhaps the principal
role for the state in governance—in almost any conception of the
term—is goal selection. Goal selection is an inherently collective
action, given that it involves choosing general directions for the soci-
ety and then moving on to determine the means of reaching those
goals. Therefore, it may not be surprising in the least that the state
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maintains a central, and largely autonomous, position in this part of
the process. Societal actors may have input into the process of goal
selection, but the decisions are primarily those of the state. After that,
the state may have numerous interactions with social actors, prima-
rily over the means to reach those goals.

Decision making. The manner in which the decision-making stage of
the governance process takes place may depend upon which concep-
tion of involving societal interests is being practiced. On the one
hand, the restrictive version of corporatism outlined by Schmitter
(1974) involves state actors dominating and setting the agenda for
themselves and the other actors involved. That agenda must then be
settled through some bargaining process or another. The more open
corporate pluralism characteristic of the Scandinavian countries may
permit more bargaining among the actors, although even here the dis-
cussions are more likely to be confined to the means for achieving
goals rather than the goals themselves. Further, given that a greater
number of actors are involved in this version of governance, decision
making is likely to be relatively slow, especially when there are
consensual norms as in the Scandinavian countries.

Resource mobilization. Governance systems such as this are largely
distributive. As we argued concerning the liberal-democratic
approach, this style of decision making is largely distributive. The
state is segmented here as it was in the liberal-democratic model, and
organizations may be closely linked with particular interests with
which they are in corporatist relationships. In this type of distribu-
tive system the costs of the public sector (financial and otherwise)
may be displaced onto the nonparticipants in the process.

Instruments/implementation. Policy formulation and policy imple-
mentation in this governance model could be described as an inter-
active process between the state and organized interests. Policy
implementation frequently takes on a negotiated nature—not least
among interest groups—which means that coercive instruments are
less common in this model compared to the previous ones.
Organized interests frequently play key roles in the implementation
of public policy; indeed, policy implementation sometimes becomes
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a matter of negotiation between interest organizations. Compared
to the previous models, the state-centric model features a state
which is more inclined to listen to organized interests. Organized
interests are often coopted at the implementation stage, playing an
important role in the street-level implementation of public policy.
Interest organizations tend to take on these roles rather happily as
they are implementing a policy that they had considerable input on,
earlier on in the policy process. Thus, if the initial stages of the pol-
icy-making process can be rather slow, the later stages tend to be
highly efficient because whatever disagreement could have existed
between the state and organized interests was resolved early in the
process.

Feedback. The state-centric governance model generates better feed-
back than the first two models largely because of the larger number
of points of contact with society and the more elaborate and institu-
tionalized exchanges with key actors in the state’s external environ-
ment. These exchanges, however, may generate biased feedback;
organized interests are, after all, organized interests and have a stake
in giving feedback which induces the state to direct financial and
other resources their way. This means that we should expect to see
some degree of competition among interest organizations in provid-
ing feedback to the state.

Outcomes

What policy outcomes does the state-centric governance model tend
to produce? The answer hinges on how we understand the particular
form of state–society relationship which this model displays. The
state, we believe, is contingent on—and constrained by—the powerful
organized interests that are a defining feature of the political milieu
of the state-centric model. But whatever influence these organiza-
tions have on public policy is influence granted by the state rather
than they have acquired. Thus, the state retains considerable power
bases and can, if and when it so chooses, alter the rules of the political
game. Also, there is for the most part an understanding among the
organized interests that there exists an important distinction
between civil society and the state which must be upheld in order not
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to confuse sectoral political pressures with the integrity of political
institutions.

Coherence. The state-centric model of governance tends to display
better horizontal management than in most systems, particularly
the corporate pluralist version. This applies to vertical as well as
horizontal coherence, because of the involvement of interest groups
within relatively coherent structures. To be sure, coherence is fre-
quently strengthened by the organized interests; these organizations
have developed considerable policy expertise over time and, more-
over, need to present coherent policy advice in order to be perceived
as credible and informed actors.

Inclusiveness. The degree of inclusiveness in this model is intriguing
in many ways. On the one hand, this model, everything else being
equal, is clearly more inclusive than the étatiste model since it allows
for, and encourages, interest group involvement in policy formula-
tion and execution. On the other hand, this inclusion is both selec-
tive and indirect; selective because the state can favor some interest
organizations more than others and indirect since the inclusion
refers more to a limited number of peak organizations which, in turn,
are representatives of a larger political constituency. Thus we can say
that we have a situation in which Schmitter’s state-centric model of
corporatism stands against Rokkan’s society-centric model of mass
political inclusion as “corporate pluralism” (Rokkan, 1966; Schmitter,
1974).

From the point of view of the interest groups, there is a trade-off
between inclusion and autonomy. It is extremely difficult for these
groups to demand input in various stages of the policy process while
at the same time sustaining their autonomy vis-à-vis the state. Thus,
this approach to governance tends to coopt segments of society, at
once gaining access for the groups and greater acquiescence by
society for the state (Heisler, 1974). Having taken part in decisions it
becomes difficult for groups to later oppose the decisions of the
government, so implementation becomes eased substantially by the
cooptation.

Adaptability. Corporatism as a governance model has a significant
drawback in terms of its adaptability; while it is good at distributing
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gains, it performs much worse when it comes to distributing losses.
Adaptability nearly always means altering the distributive patterns of
public policy and for most interest groups such changes can only be
interpreted as a failure. The biggest adaptation challenge currently fac-
ing the state is responding to globalization. Space forbids a closer
examination of the state–globalization problematic, but it seems clear
that interest groups in state-centric governance need to address this
issue almost as much as the state because of the close linkages bet-
ween state and interests. So far, transnational coordination of interest
group activities has been rather limited but this governance model
may be a means of coping with challenges related to globalization
(Weiss, 1998).

Accountability. This aspect of the state-centric governance model is
often presented as its weakest spot since it tends to separate influence
and accountability. Organized interests are perceived as the winners
in the political game since they, often successfully, can influence state
decisions without having to assume any political responsibility for
those decisions and actions. The result is confusion between actors
who should be held accountable and those that actually are. This
account of the model is slightly exaggerated and incomplete. That
elected officials will be held to account gives them considerable clout
in fending off political pressures from interest groups. Stated slightly
differently, elected officials have an interest in only allowing politi-
cal pressures that reinforce their own position on the issues. When
that strategy is successful, the political elite has coopted interest
groups into the policy process and is likely to enjoy support from the
rank-and-file membership of those organizations. Meanwhile, the
state comes out both large in terms of its governing capacity and
enjoying considerable legitimacy as the centerpiece of the gover-
nance system. Furthermore, it is sometimes forgotten that the organ-
izations themselves have some internal accountability system which
should warrant at least some degree of control on the organizational
leadership.

Summary

The state-centric governance model is derived from a set of overarching
values which accord both the state and civil society distinct roles in
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political life. These values stress participation, proportional represen-
tation, inclusion, and transparency. The outcome of this value system
is that the state is thought of as embedded in a society characterized
by a strong civil society. Thus, the state-centric governance model
sees the state as the key actor making priorities and defining objec-
tives and goals, but it does so to considerable extent through an insti-
tutionalized exchange with organized interests. This is a model of
policy implementation which we tend to think of as typical to the
Scandinavian countries. However, we can see very similar types of
processes in a country like Japan (Krauss and Pierre, 1993; Pempel
and Tsunekawa, 1979).

The state-centric governance model has many features which we
associate with effective governance, such as a strong, insulated center
combined with institutionalized systems of exchange with the external
environment of the state. It is probably true that much of the positive
developments which characterized those national contexts where this
model is a valid abstraction of the governance processes can be attrib-
uted to these features. It is less clear whether these very features also
explain, to some degree, these countries’ problems in adapting to the
changing economy from the mid-1970s onward (Pierre and Peters,
2000). It is difficult not to see the relative weakening of the corporatist
arrangements of interest representation as an institutional change
implemented in order to make the state more apt in responding to
those powerful external changes.

The Dutch governance school

The fourth governance model that we present is in some ways the
most thoroughly researched model, so much so that it makes some
sense to see it perhaps more as an aggregate of a specific governance
research tradition than a model which summarizes governance in a
particular national context. The Dutch governance school is clearly
inspired by Dutch politics and society but has a wider empirical ref-
erence. It, to some extent, can be seen as an extension of earlier
research on corporatism and corporate pluralism, so that it can be
seen as applying, to some extent, to the smaller European democracies
with tendencies to have governed by building consensus.

This model of governance accords the state a weaker role than in
the previous models; state decisions and actions reflect interests of
other societal actors to a greater extent, and the institutions of the
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state are less insulated from external pressures. Also, decisions are
assumed to be more contingent on support from external actors in
both policy formulation and especially for implementation. That
having been said, the state still operates at a higher political and insti-
tutional level than the external actors upon which it depends. While
networks and public/private partnerships are defining features of this
governance model, the state is the undisputed center of those net-
works. The key concept in understanding the role of the state in this
governance model is that of “steering” and the state—in an often
quoted phrase—is said to be “steering at a distance” (Kickert, 1997).
Another way of describing this role of the state is that the primary
function of the state in this governance model is that it establishes
priorities and defines goals and then mobilizes resources from a wide
variety of sources, often blending public and private action, to pursue
those goals.

Actors

The cast of actors in this governance model could include almost any
actor of any societal significance. Local authorities, private businesses,
and interest groups all control different types of resources that are
attractive to the state. As is the case in network formation, the diversity
of actors involved can often be an asset rather than a liability since
it broadens the potential domain of the network.

Processes

In the Dutch school of governance, formal decision making is in
many ways less important than in the previous governance models.
Although the authority of the state is a factor of some significance in
this model, primarily in goal formulation, much of the real decisions
are made among members of network or partnerships in a rather
informal way.

Goal selection. This role remains overwhelmingly a state responsi-
bility. Once the goals have been formulated, the state “steers” and
coordinates action toward the goals, albeit at a distance as already
noted. Thus, goal selection is conducted at the political level, leaving
the decisions on how those goals are best attained to the lower, oper-
ative levels. The state retains substantial powers to monitor goal
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achievement and to reformulate policy when the goals are not being
reached by this rather remote form of implementation.

Decision making. The governance process described by our Dutch
colleagues is not very formalized. Stated slightly differently, many of
the decisions made by political institutions tend to confirm effective
decisions made elsewhere, or, alternatively, are “frame” decisions that
give substantive discretion to the operative level. However, the one
area where political institutions remain the leading governance agent
is in goal formulation.

Resource mobilization. The Dutch governance model implies a strong
capacity for resource mobilization by both state and society.
Governance draws on a mixture of public and private resources and
organizational capacities. There appears to be an assumption that the
cooperation of the two sets of actors will produce considerable lever-
age and synergy.

Instruments/implementation. There is no clear distinction between
decision making and implementation in the Dutch model as the
operative level often tends to function within the fairly wide goals
defined by elected officials. It may be that much as argued norma-
tively in the “bottom-up” approach to implementation, goals may be
derived from the operational level. There tend to be cooperative
arrangements for implementation, involving both sets of actors in
the self-regulating networks that are so central to this conception of
governance. One of the virtues of this idea is that formulation and
implementation can be so closely linked, thereby tending to improve
the quality of each. In addition, the range of instruments employed
to reach the goals tends to be broader than assumed under the more
state-centered approaches, thereby also enhancing the probability of
achieving success, and perhaps also reducing the direct costs of
implementation to the taxpayers.

Feedback. Feedback could be slightly problematic in this governance
model. If “steering” occurs at a distance, then feedback has a consid-
erable distance to cover, too. Furthermore, network members from
the private sector have few incentives to provide feedback to politi-
cal institutions, especially if that feedback might in any way damage
their policy preferences and their position within the network. Thus,
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the social linkages that should be a strong part of this model may not
be so efficacious as assumed. In addition, the relatively low degree of
continuity at the operative level can easily become a problem in pro-
viding feedback; not only is government threatened with a memory
loss, the problem may actually be more acute in society.

Outcomes

The Dutch school of governance is heralded as being efficient in
mobilizing resources and generating consent. There is also a strong
interest in developing the art of governance, that is, in developing
a system of governance that conforms to the society for which it is
being used. The typical outcomes of this model of governance are
characterized by a fairly high degree of goal attainment, although not
without a number of significant problems of narrowly defined goals
and limited involvement of many segments of society.

Coherence. The heterogeneity and diversity of the actors involved in
this governance model obviously increase the need for coordination.
However, coherence remains slightly problematic here; while we
should expect a high degree of coordination at the level of individual
projects and policy sector, creating coherence across an entire policy
sector or among sectors becomes difficult given the fairly weak center.
There are some alternative networks, for example, the senior civil serv-
ice, within government itself that may help to overcome some of the
inherent coherence problems of this model, but this should be
expected to be a major deficiency in this approach to governance.

Inclusiveness. There is a high degree of (self-proclaimed) inclusive-
ness in this governance model; indeed, inclusiveness is so high that
it—together with a weak center—potentially jeopardizes coherence.
That having been said, the system may not be inclusive of groups
that are not well organized or that are not accepted as members of the
relevant networks. Thus, agricultural networks may not accept alter-
native views of agriculture (e.g., organic farming) so that there may
well be groups who are in fact excluded from the process.

Adaptability. The Dutch school of governance suggests that policy
is sometimes implemented by ad hoc, matrix-type task forces with
limited organizational continuity. If that should be a more general
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feature of this governance school, adaptability will not become a
problem as there is high organizational flexibility at the operative
level but substantial continuity at the senior level of the organiza-
tions. There may be less adaptability at other stages of the process,
with more limited capacity to reflect changes in the nature of the
environment. Networks like other social structures may be conserva-
tive and may not readily accept new members.

Accountability. “Steering at a distance” is a governance style which
guarantees the center a key role in the definition of goals and prior-
ities. However, it raises several questions about accountability. Can
those who “steer at a distance” be held accountable for the ways in
which policy is implemented or for the outcomes of the policy? We
noted earlier that the state will also retain some monitoring capacity
and part of the governing apparatus of these governments is rather
strong, and indeed is now strengthening because of the ideas of
New Public Management (NPM) (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2000).
Therefore, accountability may be driven to an increasing extent by
performance management and other institutionalized means of
accountability; accountability may also be at a distance but there
certainly can be accountability.

Summary

One of the more intriguing questions concerning this governance
model is to what extent efficiency is explained by the legacy of pre-
viously strong institutions (especially for the Netherlands itself). The
Dutch school of governance assumes a high degree of organizational
capacity in the public sector which it is not particularly committed
to sustaining; operating through ad hoc-type of organizations under-
cuts policy capacity in the longer term. That having been said, the
state remains something of an eminence grise for the entire process of
governance. Further, the Dutch model appears to be directed at using
the state sector and its legitimacy, rather than eschewing or totally
supplanting it as is the foundation of the next alternative model.

“Governance without government”

The last of the five models of governance is “governance without
government.” As the label suggests, this governance model accords
the least significance to political institutions. The defining feature of
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this model is the notion that governance is conducted through
“inter-organizational, self-governing networks” (Rhodes, 1997). This
school thus argues that governance—frequently defined at the level
of the policy sector—is organized in an informal fashion among the
leading players in the sector and governmental institutions may or
may not be part of the governance network. Governance is concep-
tualized as being “bigger than government” or a more encompassing
process than the policy process, and also as a process which sees polit-
ical and other actors connected in networks. The key argument of
this model is that governance occurs largely independently of gov-
ernment and that, indeed, networks with little or no government
inclusion can and do control policy sectors. In the more extreme
views, these networks are believed to be sufficiently cohesive and
omnipotent that they can obstruct the implementation of govern-
ment policy in their sector if they so choose (Marsh and Rhodes,
1992). There is also an implicit normative argument that this style of
governing is superior to the hierarchies of government because it
involves the interested parties directly and can be more open and
democratic.

Actors

The “governance without government” model makes no prejudg-
ments about the actors involved in governance, with one important
exception. The role of government is believed to be quite insignifi-
cant and to the extent that political institutions are involved in the
governance network they do not enjoy a privileged status.
Furthermore, the kind of political institutions that tend to participate
in the networks are typically agencies and quangos, both of which
operate at considerable distance from elected officials and the repre-
sentative structures of government. Key participants in the networks
are those who play a predominant role in any given policy sector,
such as different forms of organized interests, lobbyists, individual
public officials from either parliamentary committees or ministries,
regional and local government representatives, and so on.

Processes

Overall, the governance process in this model is highly informal and
takes place primarily within the networks. Because of the focus on
those networks there is little consideration of the difficulties in
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managing horizontally across multiple networks that may be neces-
sary for effective governance taken in a more general sense.

Goal selection. The goal selection in this model is characterized more
by what is in the interest of the network participants than the
broader, collective interests. Networks are to a large extent defined by
a commonality of interests—defending the sector from budgetary
cutbacks, increasing (if possible) public spending in the sector and
governing the sector in such a way that it promotes the visions and
interests of the network members—hence goal selection becomes not
a very complicated process.

Decision making. Decision making in these informal networks tends
to occur through a consensual model of decision making. The over-
all political strength of the network depends to a large extent on its
internal cohesion, hence there are strong disincentives for any indi-
vidual member to pursue a narrowly defined selfish objective. We
should therefore expect decision making in this model to be infor-
mal, swift, and consensual, with sanctions for members of the net-
work which do not conform to collective norms of the structure.

Resource mobilization. Most of the resources mobilized in this gover-
nance model do not come from the actors themselves but primarily
from the state. Additionally, the networks can seek to mobilize
resources from the network itself, provided the policies reflect the
interests of the network. Again, resources must be considered rather
broadly to include legitimacy as well as financial resources. Still, par-
adoxically, the role of the state is denigrated in this approach
although the state is expected to be the cash cow that subsidizes the
operation of the system.

Instruments/implementation. Networks are usually excellent structures
for policy implementation and governance networks should be
expected to be even more so, given that its actors have a strong input
on the decisions to be implemented. Thus, the networks will not be
called on to implement programs over which they have not had any
real control. Observed from the vantage point of the state, however,
we obtain a very different picture of implementation through these
network structures. As mentioned earlier, studies on sectoral policy
networks in the United Kingdom (UK) suggest that these networks
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are sufficiently strong to, if they so choose, obstruct or delay public
policy implementation. Thus, networks are very good at implement-
ing their own ideas and views but can be a formidable obstacle to the
implementation of public policy if they believe these policies not to
be in the interest of the network. The coordinative and consensual
elements of governance in the Dutch system do make this type of
obstruction less likely.

Feedback. In theory, this governance model should be equipped to
provide accurate and detailed feedback to policy makers. However,
given the rivalry that exists between the networks and the struc-
tures of government for control over the policy sector, network
members have little incentives to provide such feedback. If anything,
their feedback is likely to be biased in favor of the interests of the
network.

Outcomes

The outcomes of “governing without government” can be assessed at
two levels; that of the policy sector and that of the polity. This
governance model could be assumed to generate effective governance
from the perspective of the networks supposedly controlling the
policy sector. What the assessment at this level of analysis overlooks,
however, is that policy sectors are at the heart of the state and the
collective interest and that sectoral intervention by networks calls
into question the linkage between authority and accountability
which is the keystone of liberal-democratic theory. Thus efficiency is
to some extent attained at the expense of democracy.

Coherence. Again, we must assess the “governance without govern-
ment” model on two levels. The governance of individual sectors
could well be assumed to be reasonably coherent as this is in the
interest of the network. However, policy coherence across sectors is
poor because of the weak center of government and its lack of a capa-
bility to bring together networks that may govern effectively within
their own domains. The result in the longer term is therefore frag-
mentation (what was once called “sectorization”) of the state.
Further, if we return to the ideas about governance advanced at the
outset of this chapter this absence of coherence in goal setting and
implementation may present a real barrier to effective governance.
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Inclusiveness. This governance model is not inclusive, despite its ini-
tial appearances and some claims about its democratic character.
Access to networks is often highly restrictive and may be based on to
what extent candidate members share the dominant values of the
network. In other cases, the knowledge base of membership in the
networks—professional and expert—may inhibit inclusiveness. This
lack of inclusiveness, in turn, means that we are not very likely to wit-
ness fundamental debates within the networks about proper modes
of action; given that access to the network is predicated on your
sharing the views of the network.

Adaptability. Networks can be efficient vehicles to ensure adaptabil-
ity, provided they have an interest in serving in that capacity.
Networks with a significant political component which infuses col-
lective objectives into the network’s priorities are in many ways ideal
structures to give feedback which is a prerequisite for adaptability. But
that is not the type of networks we see in this governance model; here,
networks are held together by shared goals and objectives which may
or may not coincide with broader political objectives. Thus, adapt-
ability at the level of the state could well be assumed to be impaired
by these networks.

Accountability. As was argued earlier concerning the Dutch school of
governance, networks and accountability do not go very well
together. It has been suggested that governance—especially a model
of governance drawing on a NPM-style model of public service deliv-
ery—replaces traditional processes of accountability with new ones
such as stakeholderism and customer choice. That may have some
relevance to the “governance without government” model of gover-
nance, at least in sectors characterized largely by service delivery.
However, in most other sectors, political accountability is confused,
the effective decision makers are shielded from scrutiny and assess-
ment which instead is directed at elected officials with limited con-
trol over different policy sectors.

Summary

“Governance without government” has gained interest among
academics and practitioners, to some extent, because it is believed to
offer a palatable alternative to “government” as a shorthand for
traditional, “old fashioned,” hierarchical government that seemingly
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had lost the confidence of the public. Upon closer inspection, however,
this governance model raises several normative concerns regarding
democratic input and control, as well as more empirical questions
about its capacity to pursue the collective interest of society. True, this
statement might be seen as conflating the normative and empirical
aspects of the model, but since the advocates of the model sometimes
also see “governance without government” as a desirable alternative
to the existing order, the debate needs to be conducted at both the
empirical and normative levels. At the empirical level, there must
also be some question about the extent to which formal government
institutions have really been moved so far out of the process of gov-
erning, or whether they have merely altered the instruments through
which governing is accomplished (Salamon, 2001).

“Governance without government” represents governance carried
on with what appears to be relatively little consideration of conven-
tional politics, or of collective interests. If anything, sectoral networks
attempt to fend off consideration of those collective interests in order
to pursue the objectives of the network itself. This is a model which
offers reasonable coherence and adaptability at the level of the indi-
vidual policy sector, but it does so at the expense of coherence,
accountability, and adaptability at the level of the state as a whole.
Like all the models of governance discussed here, this one involves
making significant trade-offs among values, with the choice of which
types of trades to make being to some extent a function of different
social and political values.

Concluding comments

The five models are, as we have pointed out, in essence ideal types
although there are certainly some cases in the “real world” that do
approximate these models very closely. The five models can be seen
to be arrayed along an underlying dimension of the direct involvement
of the state in the governance process, or conversely a dimension of
the role accorded to societal actors in the governing process. We do
believe that these five models demonstrate a good deal about the
manner in which governance can be arranged within different social
and political contexts. They also demonstrate the consequences, for
producing effective steering for society, of choosing that these different
arrangements can have.
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This discussion also leads to a more general argument about the gov-
ernance capacity of different systemic arrangements involving state
and society. The continuum we describe can also be utilized as a means
of arraying the governance capacities of these systems, although the
pattern is not linear. We argue that there is a nonlinear relationship
between societal involvement in governing and governance capacity,
with the two ends of the continuum having less governing capacity
than the systems toward the middle of the distribution. Rather than
the single variable involved in constructing the initial array, here there
are two variables. The first is the authority of the state, meaning here
the capacity of the state to make and enforce binding decisions on
the society, and to do so without significant involvement of, or com-
petition from, societal actors. This variable is clearly at its highest
level in the étatiste model and gradually wanes as we move along the
continuum of the five models.

The second variable that we are considering is the information
gathering and processing capacity of the state. For this variable, we
assume that states must be open to a wide range of information,
including much that is uncomfortable and dissonant, if it is to be
successful in governing. In other words, the state must be in close
contact with the society and utilize social information openly and
accurately when governing. This further implies that the state is likely
to be in close communication with societal actors who possess much
of the information that would be required for effective governing,
and also generally that the state must be willing to engage in a formal
or informal exchange of power over decisions for that information.
The openness of the governance process to multiple sources of
information is necessary for the ability to assess alternative strategies
and to verify the accuracy of information that may be coming from
a single source.

These two variables defining governance capacities appear
inversely correlated within the five models of governance we have
developed. For example, the étatiste model ranks very high on the
first variable of authority, but lacks connection with society. This
combination makes it a powerful, but often blind, governor. The state
in this model can stumble around, using its great powers without the
effects intended because it has such limited and biased information
upon which to base decisions. On the other hand, the “governance
without government” conception of governing is information rich
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but lacks the legitimate authority to make effective decisions,
especially decisions that apply across the range of society. Thus, the
summation of these two attributes is roughly parabolic, with the
highest governance capacity appearing in the state-centric model,
combining a relatively high level of decisional capability with
relatively rich sources of social intelligence.

This representation of the joint governance capacity predicted by
these two variables assumes that their interaction is multiplicative,
and that they are of relatively equal weight. If their interaction were
additive, the net governance capacity would be roughly equal
throughout the distribution of the two variables, although the style
of governing might be quite different. Therefore, the argument is that
both of these variables are necessary, but neither is sufficient, for
effective governance. This is, in turn, related to even more funda-
mental assumptions that governance is about societal steering and
therefore involves both detectors and effectors (see Hood, 1986). That
is, effective steering systems must be able both to detect environ-
mental conditions and to effect changes in those environmental
conditions.

Stated in more concrete terms, this arrangement of the models of
governance along this curve would appear to argue that the corporatist,
state-centered approach to governing characteristic of much of
Continental Europe (and to some extent Scandinavia) should be the
most effective form of governance. It is capable of detecting social
conditions that may require a policy “fix” and also in putting the
policies selected for the fix into effect when decided that they
are required. This model represents an apparently effective conver-
gence of public sector abilities to collect information from the
surrounding society (often using elements of the society for that
purpose) and its capacity to make decisions and put those decisions
into effect.

We should stress that this is a very preliminary hypothesis, rather
than a definitive statement about governance capacities of states, but
it does help to organize the literature on governance. As yet it is based
more on theoretical musings rather than on firm empirical evidence.
That having been said, however, some evidence that is available does
point to the strong governance capabilities of the real-world examples
of this model. For example, in a major study of policy success and
failure (Bovens et al., 2001) the authors found that the more étatiste
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states—France and Spain—in the collection of the six countries ana-
lyzed were in general less successful in governing than were those
countries that permitted a greater role of societal interests. Likewise,
the major example of a liberal-democratic state in that study (the UK)
did not perform as well as the three more corporatist or corporate plu-
ralist regimes—Sweden, the Netherlands, and Germany.

We should also consider implementation more fully when assessing
governance capacity. We have included implementation as one stage
when describing the policy process, but the ability to utilize social
actors to implement policies may be an additional element of the
authority dimension of governance. That is, the étatiste conception
assumes that governments must be responsible for the implementa-
tion of their own programs, and therefore also will minimize private
sector implementation of public programs. The capacity to use private
actors for implementation may not only save money for the public
sector, but it may also enhance the legitimacy and effectiveness of
those programs.

It should be clear at this point that this set of conclusions is as
much a research agenda as a summation of what has been written in
the bulk of the chapter. We do believe that these five models capture
a good deal about the way in which governance is now conducted in
many countries of the world. We also believe that it is crucial to move
from those descriptive treatments of governance to a more analytic
approach in which we might begin to assess the role that different
underlying variables in governance play in explaining the relative
success and failure of systems. Thus, we need to think more carefully
about the ways in which we might be able to measure governance
capacity as a concept and then compare the abilities of real govern-
ments to govern. Subsequent chapters elaborate these and other
issues in governance research.
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3
Governance: A Garbage Can
Perspective

Governance is a very old concept, and an even older reality. Societies
have always required some form of collective steering and manage-
ment. Variations in the political and economic order have produced
different answers to the fundamental questions about how to provide
that steering for society, and how to cope with the range of challenges
arising from the society, but some answer has been required, and con-
tinues to be required. Governance is not a constant, but rather tends
to change as needs and values change. The usual answer to the
questions has been the state, but solutions that have been effective,
and popular with the public, at one point in time may rather quickly
become both ineffective and politically unpopular, and governing
represents continuing adaptations of political and administrative
activities to changes in the environment, not least of which are changes
in the ideas of what constitutes appropriate modes of developing and
implementing collective goals.1

This chapter addresses adaptation in governance arrangements,
and attempts to come to grips with the endemic problems of com-
plexity and uncertainty in governing. The answer provided here, if
indeed it is an answer, may be somewhat unsatisfying because it is
focused on the indeterminacy of governance in a world without
those guiding assumptions. The approach that will be developed,
however, may reflect the reality of governance better than more
deterministic models based on pure rationality of actors, or on the
benign nature of networks. Further, adopting such an unstructured
approach does not mean that decisions are not made, and we argue that
decisions are made but not always in the open and in participative
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ways as is implied by some of the literature on changes in
governance.

The shifts in styles of governance involve shifts in the instruments
used for governing as well as the content of governing. Shifts in the
content and goals of governance are the more obvious features of the
transformations. This change in solutions to the basic questions of
the political economy was obvious during the 1980s and 1990s as
most countries of West Europe adopted neoliberal ideas of the role of
the state, and reduced the role of the public sector significantly
(Campbell and Pedersen, 2001). The transformations of the goals of
governing in Eastern Europe and some countries in the Third World,
driven in part by international organizations and other donors, were
even more dramatic. Likewise, the welfare state continues to be rede-
fined as neoliberal ideas shape the manner in which governments
manage social problems of inequality and provide income for people
over the life cycle (Pierson, 1994).

No matter what the overall goals and content of governing may be,
there are a range of instruments available to achieve the goals. The
instruments literature (Peters and Van Nispen, 1998; Salamon, 2002)
coming from public administration and public policy has concentrated
on understanding these “tools” at the level of the individual tool.
That is, how does a loan guarantee differ from a voucher as a means
of putting a program into effect? At a more general level, however,
changes in governing have tended to entail movements away from
authority-based instruments and to involve governments working
through less intrusive means. In the terminology developed by Hood
(1986), there has been a shift away from authority based on instru-
ments in favor of instruments based on treasure and nodality
(information).

The movement away from authority-based instruments and ruling
through those conventional mechanisms of social control has
occurred in large part because of changes occurring within govern-
ment itself, and perhaps more importantly because of changes in
public reactions to the actions of the public sector. There is by now a
significant literature documenting declining public confidence in
government institutions and in the politicians who populate them
(Dogan, 1999; Norris, 1996). This decline in public confidence in
government has been most pronounced in the United States (US)
(Bok, 1997) but it has been observed even in countries with a long
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history of benign and effective government (Holmberg and Weibull,
1998; Ministry of Finance, 1998). With the decline in confidence in
government, the capacity to achieve goals through instruments that
depend upon authority, and therefore on legitimacy, is diminished as
Woodside (1998) has stressed the importance of less intrusive means
of governing for some time, but that point is now being forced upon
governments.

The garbage can model

Although there has been a good deal of thinking and writing about
governance, the term remains largely descriptive rather than explana-
tory. This descriptive nature of a great deal of the governance lit-
erature reflects in part its attempt to capture virtually the entirety
of the policy process, becoming something of a later day systems
analysis of politics. To the extent that the term is used less generally,
the concept often relies upon network thinking, and is hampered by
the absence of mechanisms of conflict resolution and decision
making in that body of theory. Politics is about contradictory and
conflicting interests and the argument that social networks are capa-
ble of governing is contingent upon their capacity to resolve those
differences.

Whatever approach one may take to governance, save the most
étatiste (see earlier), the very use of the term governance represents
an acceptance of some movement away from the conventional
authority-based style of governing. That movement is in favor of
approaches to governing that rely less on formal authority and more
on the interaction of state and societal actors. Further, the questioning
of state authority and capacity implied in the use of governance
means that some of the rationalist perspectives on the role of
governments in governing may also be brought into question.2 The
“new governance” literature stresses networks, bargaining, and inter-
action rather than hierarchies as the best way to govern, and the best
way to understand governance. Thus, this literature contains both
normative and empirical dimensions.

One way to move from a strictly descriptive sense of governance is
to employ the garbage can model of decision making developed
by Cohen et al. (1972) as a means of exploring the ways in which
governance can be supplied in a world that is less clearly governed



through authority. Based, not surprisingly, on the management of
universities (see also March and Olsen, 1976), the garbage can model
rejected conventional linear models of decision making in favor of
a less determinate and less rational (in the usual interpretation of that
word) forms of making decisions. The fundamental assumption
driving this model is that, rather than being programmed or pre-
dictable, decisions in many situations are more the result of the
confluence of opportunities, individuals and ideas (see later).

The garbage can was developed as a means of examining the behav-
ior of organizations, but its authors discussed its being applied to
“decision situations” as well as to organizations per se. Further, at
least one of its authors of the original article has discussed the possi-
bility of its application to the EU as a rather diffuse political system
(Olsen, 2001).3 Likewise, Christopher Hood (1999) examined the
relationship of this model to governing more generally, focusing on
the relationship to the impact of unstructured situations to risk and
regulation. The model appears to have some utility for understanding
decision situations that are broader than individual organizations,
and may well be applicable to situations in which organizations
themselves are the principal players. We argue that in these broader
settings organizations may be the most reintegrated and decisive
actors in anarchic decision situations and therefore will have some
advantages in producing actions that conform to their preferences.

The garbage can model of organizational decision making is one
link in an extended chain of intellectual development in organiza-
tional theory that is described as “bounded rationality,” and is
founded upon the insights of Herbert Simon and other members of
the so-called Carnegie School of decision making (1947; Cyert and
March, 1963; March and Simon, 1957; see Bauer and Gergen, 1968).
Simon famously argued that the demands of full-blown rationality
were too great for any individual or organization to be able to achieve
when making decisions. Therefore, organizations are best understood
as acting rationally only within narrowed boundaries, with their
rational action range being determined by their own routines, norms,
technologies, and interests. Thus, Simon’s familiar term of satisficing
can be used to describe behavior that seeks outcomes that are “good
enough” rather than comprehensively utility maximizing. This crite-
rion of rationality should not be seen, however, as excessively
minimalist, given that finding policy solutions that are “good enough”
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can itself be extremely demanding, and rational from the perspective
of minimizing decision-making costs rather than maximizing the
utility of the outcomes produced.

Bryan Jones (2001) has further developed the concept of bounded
rationality in the context of governing and policy making. Jones was
interested in the capacity of organizations to adapt to changes in
their environment. Institutions tend to develop routines and rules of
thumb that enable them to perform well at one point in time but also
result in slow adaptation. In governance terms this argument is anal-
ogous to the historical institutionalist perspective of path dependency
and the means through which existing patterns of policy are
maintained. The garbage can model provides an explanation of how
adaptations can take place even in the absence of full information
and the other conditions that are necessary for comprehensive
rationality to be implemented.

As we apply the garbage can model to governance we argue that
this model is capable of being used to understand governance in the
political environment. In particular, given that the capacity of
authoritative actors to structure decisions has been diminished and
that even many structured modes of political participation have been
weakened, the garbage can model seems to be more applicable. With
those changes both the inputs into politics and the processes by
which decisions are reached are less predictable, and less likely to be
effective on a regular basis. The outcomes of the policy process
may represent the confluence of streams of possibilities rather than
a rational search for the best option. This model of governing is by
itself not predictive, but it does provide a useful means for interpreting
many changes in contemporary governance.

Organized anarchies

The garbage can model grew out of the general concern with bounded
rationality within organizations, and other decision-making situa-
tions, in which linear and fully rational modes of choice would be
unlikely if not completely impossible. Although Bendor et al. (2001:
174) find reasons to distinguish the garbage can model from the
remainder of the bounded rationality literature, there does appear to
be a strong family resemblance, if not a direct parental connection,
among these approaches to organizations and decision making. If
nothing else the garbage can model and bounded rationality both



reject fundamentally rationalist perspectives, and seek alternative
means of understanding how institutions are able to muddle through
in complex and poorly defined decision situations. As for the organ-
ized anarchies that are central to the garbage can, three features
characterize these organizations or situations:

(1) Problematic preferences. In a setting such as that assumed to exist
within an organized anarchy, it is difficult to impute the consistency
of preferences that are required for standard, rationalistic models of
decision making to perform well. Preferences in the garbage can
model are inconsistent among the participants and/or ill-defined.
Further, preferences may be subject to limited discussion because of
the political difficulties that such inconsistency may generate within
an organization, or a political system. The point here is that prefer-
ences held by individual actors may well be consistent, and could be
held quite passionately, but preferences within the decision-making
structure as a whole are not consistent.

In an organized anarchy preferences are discovered through actions.
Note that in this context individual actors (individual or collective)
may have consistent preferences, but the policy-making system qua-
system is assumed to encounter substantial difficulty in reconciling
those varied preferences and making them coherent. The shifts char-
acteristic of a post-authority governance make resolving any conflicts
all the more difficult. Those difficulties are analogous to those that
political scientists have identified with “blocked” policy making or
“stalemate” for some time (see, for example, Crozier, 1979), but these
blockages may be more severe because of the decline of authority-based
instruments for resolving blockages.

To the extent that it can move, the organized anarchy consequently
faces the danger of falling into something like a joint decision trap,
with decisions being made by the lowest common denominator
(Scharpf, 1997). If preferences are discovered for the system as a
whole, rather than being imposed, then the only ones available may
be minimal movements away from the status quo—the classic incre-
mental solution to policy problems. If there are to be movements
away from this minimalist form of governance then intersections
with at least one other stream within the garbage can—either
individuals as entrepreneurs or opportunities (crises, windfalls, or
whatever) may be necessary.
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(2) Unclear technology. The processes through which organized anar-
chies are able to survive, and even to prosper, are often poorly under-
stood by the members of those structures. There may be a rather simple
trial and error process of learning, and incremental change in the
system, but the structuring of the system is done largely by adapta-
tion rather than comprehensive strategic planning from the center.
Thus, just as the goals of governing may emerge rather than being
imposed from a central “mind of government,” so too are the means
of achieving those ends also likely to be emergent rather than
planned.

This absence of clear and centrally controlled technologies for
governing is consistent with a good deal of contemporary discussions
about governance. Whereas government might once have had well-
known and accepted means of implementing policy and producing
the actions that were required, there is now a less clear armamentar-
ium available to would-be governors. The good news in this is that
there is a wider range of instruments available for government to use
when implementing its programs, many of which involve the use of
the private sector. Part of the wide scale reform of government over
the past several decades (Peters, 2001a) has been to create means of
achieving collective purposes through less direct, partnership
methods (Pierre, 1998), or other means involving private and not for
profit actors.

As well as a wider range of “technologies” for achieving ends for
the public sector, the very lack of clarity in the “garbage can” model
of governing may be an advantage for the emergent public sector.
While the traditional public sector and its limited range of responses
to problems (and opportunities) may have been able to produce
results, it did so at some cost, and the lack of clarity that is typical of
bounded rationality and its more evolutionary and trial and error
style of governing has the potential for political benefits if not
necessarily for enhanced effectiveness in governing. This emergent
style of more tentative governing may be an antidote to the need of
many governments, and many politicians, to claim that they have
answers for the problems that confront society. While claiming that
solutions to policy problems are not only possible but even readily
available may be politically necessary at times, it may not reflect the
reality of the knowledge base available to governments in many pol-
icy areas. Several decades ago, the economist Richard Nelson (1968)



argued that governments did not have the technology to cope with
most social problems.4 Regrettably that conclusion still stands, so
that the public sector is often making decisions without a clear
understanding of the process into which it is intervening. Given that
weakness of the knowledge base available to many decision makers,
and the associated uncertainty about policy, recognition of the
problem, and a willingness to avoid premature closure of policy
options may represent a more “rational” approach to governing than
a more self-assured approach.
(3) Fluid participation. Members of organized anarchies vary in the
amount of time and effort they are prepared to devote to any structure
or situation, and indeed membership in such an anarchy may itself
be problematic. Thus, the boundaries of the organizations, or the
decision situations, are fluid and uncertain, and the decision-process
within them tend to be poorly defined. The attempts of any actor to
become involved in any decision may be capricious, and certainly
cannot be readily predicted, even from prior analogous situations.
Given the game-like nature of this process the potential participants
never totally ignore the possibilities of involvement; they may choose
the degree of involvement depending upon the perceived probabili-
ties of winning, or perhaps on the basis of less utilitarian criteria.

This description of life in an organized anarchy bears some resem-
blance to discussions of policy making in networked governments. In
the conventional state-centric conception of governing, participation
in the policy process might be managed in one of several ways.
Perhaps the most important principal players would be governmental
actors, rather than actors from civil society, and they would be man-
dated to participate or would find it in their political or organizational
interest to participate. To the extent that elements of civil society are
involved in the policy process this tends to be organized by the state,
rather than being autonomous decisions by those actors themselves.
That structuring of participation may be through pluralist selection of
a limited number of quasi-official representatives of societal segments,
or it may be more corporatist or corporate pluralist in which multiple
interests are brought together. These structures are capable of creating
more integrated preferences for the society. The segmentation that
characterizes much of government can be alleviated.

This characteristic of erratic and uncertain participation does not
necessarily mean that there will be less. In fact, it may mean quite
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the contrary. As state-imposed constraints on participation become
more relaxed, there are more demands for involvement, and also for
more participation in decisions. Charles Jones (1982) argued some
years ago that the “iron triangles” in American politics had been
transformed into “big sloppy hexagons,” but the geometry of political
participation can now be described only by more complex structures.
At the same time that societies are presumably becoming more
atomistic and less organizational, the level of mobilization around
particular issues remains strong, or has perhaps even increased in
intensity (Tarrow, 1998). This is certainly political participation, but
it is not the conventional versions. It may be that we are not neces-
sarily bowling alone; rather we may simply be bowling in new
leagues each week.

This point about shifting forms of participation raises yet another
issue concerning the nature of societal participation in this “garbage
can model” of governance. The nature and structure of the groups
attempting to participate in government are changing in a manner
that emphasizes the fluid and uncertain nature of contemporary
governance. There is a good deal of evidence that involvement in the
range of stable organizations—both interest groups and the tradi-
tional political parties—that were deeply embedded in the political
process is declining. In their place there are a number of short-lived,
and/or single-issue organizations that have begun to attract greater
participation. We may speculate about the reasons for the apparent
failure of interest groups and parties (Dalton and Wattenberg, 2000),
but that they are less capable of channeling participation does
appear clear.

The decline in political participation through conventional means
rather obviously enhances the fluidity of participation in govern-
ment and hence some of the predictability of the process. This fluid-
ity affects not only the types of pressures being placed on decision
makers but it also affects the political calculations that those decision
makers are likely to make about policies. In a less fluid process the
decision makers can calculate the likely political consequences of
decisions, even if they may be uncertain about the effectiveness
of the policies being adopted.5 This aspect of fluid participation
is closely related to the problematic nature of preferences in an
organized anarchy. Again, individual actors have preferences and hold
them with some intensity, and perhaps with even greater intensity



than in more structured situations of decision making, but their mul-
tiplicity and the fluidity of participation makes integration across the
policy system more difficult than in a more structured system.6

A final point about the more uncertain nature of participation in
contemporary governments is that more participation appears to be
directed at the output side of government rather than at the input
side. That is, rather than worrying about attempting to influence the
policy decisions made by legislatures or political executives, a greater
share of political activity is becoming directed at influencing
the behavior of bureaucracies. Further, it is not so only at the top of the
bureaucracy, but rather at the lowest levels of the administrative
system as well. Members of the public as well as organized interests
now find it more useful to limit attempts at exerting influence to
local schools, or their own housing projects, or local environmental
problems (Sorensen, 1997), rather than acting on a national scale.
This may make perfect sense in terms of the capacity to change policies
and programs that have direct impacts on the individual, but it also
directs the emphasis of policy making on the particular rather than
on general policies and their (possible) coherence.

Governing in the garbage can

The above discussion of the nature of organized anarchies at the
heart of the garbage can model may well make one pessimistic about
the possibilities of governing in a post-authority political system. That
pessimism would, of course, be based upon accepting the notion that
the garbage can is a reasonable approach to understanding contem-
porary governance. While we do not argue that this is the only way
in which to approach governance in this significantly altered envi-
ronment, we do argue, as earlier, that it does provide a reasonable and
useful window to the process of governing.

The next step in using this approach is to consider the way in
which decisions are made in the context of an organized anarchy.
The basic argument of the garbage can model, given its anarchic
basis, is that decision making is not structured, orderly, and “rational”
in the way that might be expected from much of the decision mak-
ing literature in policy analysis and allied fields (Nurmi, 1998).
Rather, decision making in the public sector as seen through the
lens of this model reflects the serendipitous, and almost accidental,
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confluence of streams of problems, solutions, opportunities, and
actors. In this view the rationalistic conception of problems searching
for solutions and actors pursuing their interests in a purposive
manner is replaced by decision making that may be dominated by
the appearance of opportunities. As John Kingdon (1995) has argued,
“policy windows” open and then policy entrepreneurs must be
prepared to exploit the opportunities.

This basic description of policy making in organizational settings
has, we argue, parallels in decision making in contemporary political
systems. There may have been a heyday of rationalist policy making,
but the contemporary world of governance does not appear to be
practising it.7 As faith in government has dropped, the faith in
rational planning, forecasting, and other forms of rational decision
making has dropped even more rationally. This does not mean that
the quest to make “government work better and cost less” has waned,
and if anything the reforms of the past several decades indicate quite
the opposite. There are continuing attempts to improve government
performance, but these depend more upon the use of market or polit-
ical power to impose greater efficiency and responsiveness, rather
than depending upon rational processes to produce optimal answers
to policy problems.8

Agenda setting is a crucial aspect of policy making in the garbage
can model. That is true of all approaches to public policy, but the
loose structuring of the organized anarchy, and the absence of
dominant institutional drivers in the system means that deciding
what issues will be considered is crucial for deciding outcomes. The
model of convergent streams and problematic preferences means
that issues that might rationally be considered important for gov-
erning may be avoided. Avoidance is one of the common outcomes
of the computer simulations of decision making in the garbage can,
given the absence of coherent preferences and of a mechanism for
driving action ahead.

Other studies of management taking the garbage can perspective
have found that individual entrepreneurs become the crucial means
of producing action. This finding is, of course, true for Kingdon’s
work on agenda setting in government but research in the private
sector and the third-sector organizations also demonstrates that
individual involvement and entrepreneurship is crucial to generating
action. The centrality of individuals is not only a result of personal



power and political skills, it may also be a function of the uncer-
tainty of the situation and the desire of participants to be able to
associate proposals for resolving the issue with individuals who
advocate them.

Paradoxes in the garbage can

The seemingly irrational and disorderly assumptions characteristic of
the garbage can model, and to some extent, much of the “new
governance” literature, masks more determinate patterns of policy
making that belie the seemingly unstructured, chaotic pattern of
making decisions. The loose structuring and seemingly participatory
nature of the arrangements within the garbage can hide rather effec-
tively the exercise of power, and the ability of a limited number of
actors to shape outcomes. The most fundamental paradox is that
a system of governance that is assumed to be open, inclusive, and
indeterminate may be more determined by power than are more
structured systems. We have already noted that from an agenda-
setting perspective, issues that are appropriately formulated, that is
they match some of the preconceptions of individuals and organiza-
tions charged with making decisions, are more likely to be successful
than are less clearly defined issues and ideas. As Heimer and
Stinchcombe (1999) have argued, pressing an issue that is not for-
mulated “appropriately” for a decision situation may be dismissed
simply as complaining.

The garbage can model may place an even greater emphasis on
agenda setting than do other varieties of decision making. Given that
the garbage can depends upon a confluence of streams, and the
emergence of opportunities for action, one may not expect a great
deal of preparation of issues. Much the same can be assumed of
networks at the heart of a great deal of thinking about governance.
The absence of authority at the heart of this model makes the emer-
gence of issues more uncertain than it might be in more routinized
and regulated structures for decision making.

If we consider the remainder of the policy process, some of the
same dominance of actors who are well integrated into that process,
and who can exercise some form of power within the process, also
can be observed. Governance ideas, and especially the garbage can
conception of governance being utilized in this chapter, do imply
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more loosely structured, indeterminate, and uncertain processes of
steering society than those characterizing traditional hierarchical
forms of governing. However, as at the agenda-setting stage, the
policy formulation stage of the process may be dominated by actors
who have clear ideas and who are able to put those ideas into
operational forms. Perhaps most obviously, bureaucratic organiza-
tions are accustomed to translating their conceptions into policies
and so are likely to be major players when there are fewer hierarchical
constraints.

A significant source of the advantage for more powerful actors is the
general absence of legal frameworks within which the garbage can
functions. Formal rules, and especially constitutional rules, are mech-
anisms for ensuring access, and protecting minority rights in the
decision-making process. Part of the logic of the garbage can model is
that there are few formalized rules governing the interaction of the
actors, and the actors themselves make most of the decisions about
involvement. Further, the governance literature tends to de-emphasize
formal rules in favor of negotiation, networking, and bargaining.
Although those terms are neutral and appear benign, the more pow-
erful tend to be most effective in all of these processes, everything
else being equal.

Having an answer to the policy problem, and having clear prefer-
ences, also tends to favor the more powerful actors in the decision-
making process. As noted earlier, the advantage of having clearly
defined preferences is enhanced when there are fewer rules and
formalized procedures. In such a decision-making system it may not
be the societal actors who might have been advantaged by a shift
toward a governance model, but rather it may be bureaucracies and
other formal institutions that are able to prosper in that setting. Thus,
the garbage can may be a natural locus for bureaucratic politics9

rather than the locus for more open and effective participation by
societal actors—the presumed winners in governance. This is, of
course, exactly the opposite of the expected outcomes of a model of
decision making that appears as loosely structured as does this one.

Another component of the advantage for bureaucracies and other
institutional actors in a governance or garbage can situation is control
of information. Management scientists who have used the garbage
can model to understand organizational processes found that control
of information was crucial to controlling decisions (Padgett, 1980).



We should expect bureaucracies to gain a substantial advantage here
over societal actors, despite the attempt of those actors to enhance
their capacity to provide alternatives to official views of policy, or
even the actions of governments to create paid interveners and other
information alternatives (see Gormley, 1983). Information is crucial
in all decision processes but its power may be enhanced when the
process itself is poorly defined, and the problems become defined
along with the solutions.

Conclusion

This chapter has been an exploration of whether the concept of the
garbage can, developed as a means of understanding behavior in
organizations, can be used to understand governance in the contem-
porary public sector. The principal reason for pursuing this concept
is that the apparent decline in the authority of the state in governing
has produced some of the same conditions in the public sector as a
whole that were presumed to exist in the “organized anarchies”
within organizations. We have argued that there are sufficient analo-
gies between these two decision situations to permit using the
garbage can with reference to contemporary governance. In particu-
lar, the declining level of structure in the manner in which demands
are being made on government, and the apparently greater difficulty
in making decisions within government, appear to make the analogy
with the garbage can viable.

Not only is the analogy between organizational and more compre-
hensive forms of policy making viable, but it is also useful. By look-
ing at the process of governing as analogous to the garbage can model
of organizations, we can begin to understand better the implications
of changes in the capacity of governments to impose their programs
through authority-based mechanisms. In particular, the uncertainty
of technology and the difficulty in making preferences coherent
given the increased variety of participants in the process may help to
explain the difficulties many governments now encounter when
making decisions. Governance is a game that many people and
organizations get to play, and that wider participation and some
uncertainty about the rules make outcomes less predictable.

Perhaps the most important outcome of this analysis is that the
rather benign assumptions of much of the governance literature may
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disguise some less open and democratic implications of the concept.
While governance implies wider participation, the analogy with the
garbage can would lead us to expect power to be as important or even
more important than in state-centric conceptions of governing.
The role of political and institutional power may be especially
pronounced when governments are forced to think and act horizon-
tally, and to attempt to create more coherent patterns of governing.
That integration across issue domains may be achievable only through
the use of some form of power, whether derived from expertise or
position. If governing is providing a relatively coherent set of priori-
ties to society, then governance may find that power and authority
have not been lessened but only redefined.
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Previous chapters have argued that the adaptive capacity of political
institutions is an important aspect of governance, particularly the
extent to which the state can provide direction, meaning, and coher-
ence in governing. As was suggested in Chapter 1, the process of
governing represents a continuing set of adaptations of political and
administrative activities to changes in the environment. The principal
adaptation has been an increasing involvement of societal actors in
governance and with that change some blurring of any clear distinc-
tion between the public and private sectors. This statement does not
mean that government has abdicated its responsibilities to steer the
society, but only that there is now a wider range of instruments
available for achieving public purposes (see Salamon, 2001).

The “étatiste” and the “governing without government” models of
governance can serve as examples of the breadth of the current gover-
nance debate. As well as these alternative stereotypes of governing
there is a perspective that to some extent permeates thinking in both
camps. This is a fundamental set of assumptions about the linear and
rational elements of the process. The sense in much of this literature
is that governance proceeds by first identifying and choosing collec-
tive goals for the society and then developing the mechanisms for
achieving those goals. That is certainly true in the top-down concep-
tions of the state-centric literature but is also to some extent indwelling
in the “governance without government” view. In this alternative con-
ception of governance, networks do within their policy domains what
government is meant to do for the society as a whole, and determine
the direction of the policy area as well as implement the set of goals
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that has been selected. Politics does matter, and there are policy
failures in both of these conceptions of governing (see Bovens et al.,
2001). The very notion of failure, however, assumes some strong sense
of goal seeking in the policy process as it grinds along.1

Governance is far from being linear in how it operates and there
are barriers to that linearity that exist in time, space, and across
political structures (most notably networks). Rather than being linear
and determinate, the governance process can be conceptualized at
least as well as being more than a little chaotic. In that conceptual-
ization, policy outcomes may be structured by accidental events and
conjunctures rather than through conscious design. Further, we
argue that this rather chaotic conceptualization is more applicable at
present than in the (relatively) recent past. Especially as governance
has moved away from the hierarchical, institutionally constrained,
and state-centric conception, the more disjointed notion of governing
is increasingly appropriate and increasingly crucial for understanding
what is happening in governance.

The incremental conception of the policy process (Hayes, 1981) is
familiar, and to some extent is a function of the internal conflicts
within the policy process. The conception of the policy process that
we are developing, however, will extend beyond that notion and will
not necessarily privilege small deviations from the status quo.2 Indeed,
unlike the incrementalist conception, the view that we advance will
be able to account for more radical departures from the prevailing
policy regimen. The difficulty is that those deviations may not be in
the directions that might have been assumed from attempts to impose
order on the process and even from the directions of the apparent
political pressures.3 While the historical institutionalists and the
incrementalists can provide a rather predictable conceptual world for
policy—perhaps excessively so—we argue that the deinstitutionaliza-
tion of some aspects of policy making may make the policy world
substantially less determinate and predictable.

This apparently chaotic conception of governance generates rather
paradoxical outcomes for policy and the conduct of governing. The
loosely structured and seemingly incoherent nature of governance
that has been argued here and elsewhere to be emerging in most
industrialized democracies might appear to be associated with open
and democratic outcomes. In reality, however, the outcomes of these
loosely structured policy processes are in many ways less open and



more structured by political power than is even the state-centric
approach that it appears to have replaced.

Governability

Governability is the “flip side” of governance. If there is to be any
success at providing collective direction to society, then there must
be at least a modicum of willingness to be governed, or at least some
degree of insight that governance serves not just the interests of the
state but also that of society; the role of government in providing a
regulatory structure for the market is a case in point (Kenworthy,
1995; Polanyi, 1942; Schumpeter, 1947). In addition the presence of
some organizational capacity within the society to which the gover-
nance is being supplied can assist government in providing collective
direction. This need for cooperation from society is especially evident
as the conventional conceptions of top-down governance become
less acceptable, and there is a need to create effective interactions and
mingling of the two elements of the governance equation.

It should be noted here that the lessened acceptability for hierar-
chical governance is found within government itself as well as within
the society that it is meant to be governing (see Peters, 2001a). Many
of the reforms of governance implemented during the past several
decades have replaced hierarchical instruments with more cooperative
forms of goal setting and policy implementation. Decentralization,
devolution to autonomous and quasi-autonomous organizations,
and the growth of partnership arrangements have all diminished the
command and control nature of governing in favor of more indirect
“new governance” (Salamon, 2002).4 While failures of some of these
formats have produced some reassertion of the direct role of govern-
ment in the process, it is also fair to say that there have been some
lasting transformations. Furthermore, most states in the Western
world have taken some pride in presenting themselves as “enabling”
states more than commanding and intervening ones. The notion of
“steering, not rowing” coined by Osborne and Gaebler (1991) in the
context of administrative reform has been diffused to apply to the
role of the state in society more generally.

Within the context of the EU the need to blend state and society
becomes ever more complicated as there are multiple societies that
must be aligned at some minimal level. There is a European society,

66 Governing Complex Societies



Governance and Governability 67

and there are a set of European networks surrounding policy areas, but
those are often poorly coordinated with, or are supplanted by, persist-
ing national networks and patterns of policy (Börzel and Risse, 2002).
Further, simply the differences in policy and administrative patterns
(Knill, 1998; Van Waarden, 1995) in the countries of the Union may
make the argument that a common society exists more tenuous.
Given that, supplying governance may be thought to be even more
demanding.

Elements of governability

Governability can be conceptualized in the abstract but there are
several elements that can be used to illuminate the concept. These
dimensions focus not only on the nature of the society that is to
be governed, but also, and more importantly, on the linkage of state
and society. This discussion is premised on two assumptions. The first
is that governance and governability are linked and that to be suc-
cessful there must be linkage. The second, and related, premise about
governance is that different forms of linkage are appropriate for dif-
ferent configurations of states and societies. Some of the concerns
about both of the extreme conceptualizations of governing may be
functions of attempting to understand patterns of governing outside
of the context for which they make sense and are effective.

Confidence in institutions

One of the crucial elements of governability is public confidence in the
institutions that are meant to provide governance to the society. The
bad news, as has been so widely commented on in both academic and
journalistic accounts of contemporary politics, is that this level of con-
fidence and trust has been declining, even in societies that have had a
record of benign and effective government (Norris, 1996; Nye et al.,
1997). The loss of confidence is a virtual universal phenomenon, with
even benign and effective governments, such as those of Scandinavia
(Holmberg and Weibull, 1998), suffering virtually the same rates of
loss, albeit beginning from a higher level, as have countries such as the
US that have had a generally antistatist perspective for some time.

Networks

The somewhat dismissive comments concerning the “governance
without government” approach should not be seen as rejecting



totally the importance of networks and other mechanisms for
connecting state and society in governance. As already noted, we
do understand the increased importance of these structures in con-
temporary governance. That having been said, we do not accept that
they can, or should, provide governance to society by themselves.
Empirically, networks do not have the capacity to perform many of
the tasks required for governance, and especially for democratic
governance.5 In particular, networks are not effective at conflict
resolution or in goal setting, assuming that there are any significant
differences in ideas among the members of the network.

Further, although networks do have elements of self-referentiality
they are not so autonomous from the public sector as some of their
advocates might believe. While governments are depicted as rather
inept, bumbling entities in many of the accounts of the more
extreme network theorists, we argue that states often are an essential
element of the network, and in many (if not most) instances actually
initiate the formation of the network. Network formation is an
attractive policy instrument for the “enabling state” since it provides
additional capacity to act with minimal cost. If nothing else public
sector organizations provide the targets for the activities of networks,
and the justification for their existence. For example, if we concep-
tualize conventional notions of neo-corporatism as a special case of
networks, then the sanctioning by the state is an essential element in
the creation and maintenance of the network.

At a more normative level networks probably lack legitimacy to all
but their own members, and perhaps lack genuine legitimacy even to
many members of those structures. If these arrangements of organi-
zations are, in Eastonian terms, responsible for the authoritative allo-
cation of values for a society, then they require some better developed
means of accountability and legitimation. The simplest way to obtain
the legitimacy required to govern effectively is to have some direct
grant of power from the state. Again one finds that grant of power in
various forms of corporatism, not just in the rather stringently
defined versions such as that used by Schmitter. In many forms of
meso-corporatism and corporate pluralism, perhaps especially those
in policy areas such as agriculture and fishing, one finds grants of
authority to legally defined social networks.

The linkages generated through networks is one contribution
to the governability of society. Rather than having the capacity to
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govern on their own, networks are better conceptualized as linkages
between state and society that may be able to enhance the capacity
of each to achieve desired ends. That statement assumes a number of
things about networks and about the nature of governance. The first
assumption is that the state has desired ends, and the preferred
manner of thinking of that phenomenon may be that particular
organizations or segments of the state have preferences.6 If we think
of governance as the creation of relatively coherent and coordinated
policy preferences within the state, then the network linkages to
particular groups may only exacerbate governance problems. Network
linkages may further divide political systems that have their own
internal divisions. The important point we wish to make is that net-
works are in no way inconsistent with a style of governance in which
the state plays a significant role.

Civil society

Another way of addressing the societal element of governability
component is to utilize the now familiar, and perhaps somewhat
overused, notions of civil society and social capital (Coleman, 1982;
Putnam, 1993). In many ways these concepts must be considered
prior to that of networks, given that networks assume the existence
of social organizations, and for students of civil society the formation
of organizations is in essence the dependent variable. Social capital is
not a real problem for the organizationally dense societies of northern
Europe, but it is for some Mediterranean members of the EU, and
certainly will be for many of the candidate members of the Union.

Even if the analyst is not concerned directly with the role of networks
in governing, the social organizations in civil society that might form
the basis for networks can still be an important element for governance
and governability. Social organizations can perform a variety of func-
tions in the governability equation. They first serve as a means for
pressing wishes and demands on government from society. Private
sector organizations are also important for implementing public pro-
grams. Even more fundamentally, civil society organizations mediate
between the state and the individual, making society less atomistic
and government more controllable.7

Further, if there is a virtuous spiral in the involvement of individuals
in social organizations and the formation of trust, then the develop-
ment of social capital may help to overcome the (increasing) tendency



of citizens to regard the actions of their governments with more than
a little skepticism. Of course, the creation of trust within social organ-
izations may not be spread so easily to the state as has been assumed
by some scholars working in the civil society. If there is not this
diffusion of trust to the state then the now popular strand of civil
society research to some extent conflicts with the network, and “gov-
ernance without government” ideas about governance and govern-
ability. If one assumes (as some of the more nihilist literature does)
that the fundamental logic of governance is (or again perhaps should
be) to evade the control of the public sector, then an increase in the
capacity for social organization may decrease rather than increase the
governability of society.

The above point requires that we consider even more clearly
governance as the linkage between state and society rather than the
two entities as separate and autonomous social structures operating
independently as some strands of theorizing (both state- and network-
centric) have assumed. Indeed, the two contending and rather
extreme conceptions of governance mentioned earlier are based on
assumptions that one “sector” or other is capable of governing almost
entirely by itself. We believe that both of those conceptions of
governing are inadequate, especially in the context of the increasing
importance of the private sector organizations in governing.

Regulation

Finally, we turn to regulation as another means of linking state and
society and enhancing governability. It might appear somewhat
eccentric to discuss regulation as an aspect of governability, given
that it is usually conceptualized as a central activity of the political
system itself. Indeed, regulations generally do reflect the institutional
logic(s) of state action, and may encounter problems of implementa-
tion and effectiveness thereby (Kagan, 2001). This is the root of some
of the “governance without government” argument, or is a more
moderate version that is characteristic of many Dutch scholars, as
discussed in Chapter 2 (Kooiman, 1993; in ’t Veld, 1991). Regulations
in this view do not match the social reality into which they are being
interjected and, therefore, do not produce the intended results.

The logic of linkage for regulation is that the regulations being
imposed must, at least over time, conform more to the social and
economic reality that they are meant to control. This can be done
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through the implementation process, and a reverse version of
“regulatory creep,” or it can be accomplished through political nego-
tiation, or it may be accomplished through the evasion of the regu-
lations by social actors who have the capacity to do so.8 However it
is brought about, the mutual adaptation of state and society around
attempts at regulation appears to be a crucial aspect of linkage between
the two social sectors.9 The effectiveness of regulation as a linkage is
contingent on two factors. One is the degree to which regulation
reflects not just the preferences and desires of state actors but also
those of society. Networks in which state actors and societal actors
can exchange views on the need for, and the nature of, regulation
increase the chances for regulation which is effective, timely, and
viewed as appropriate by society. In this perspective then regulation
becomes both a cause and effect of the broader linkages that can exist
between state and society.

The other factor is time. Regulation is a dynamic linkage between
state and society. Regulations that prove to be inefficient or illegiti-
mate tend to be abolished, partly in order to ensure that other existing
regulations will not become perceived as equally illegitimate. Similarly,
society tends to adapt to new regulations over time, providing that
these new rules are considered appropriate. This process of mutual
adaptation is sometimes disrupted by “leaps” in societal or economic
development. Globalization may be considered such a “leap”; although
initiated by states through deregulation of capital and financial mar-
kets, globalization created an international economy devoid of any
significant regulatory structure. As the impacts of this new economic
order have been felt strongly by numerous national governments,
there is now a growing debate on how to define and implement a
regulatory structure on the global level.

As regulation has faced social and political mobilization against
its intrusion into social life there have been a number of institutional
changes in the way in which it is practiced. In addition to the use
of social actors in the implementation of regulations (May and
Winter, 1999) there are a variety of ways of involving the regulated
in the construction of the rules they will be obliged to follow, for
example, “neg-reg” in the US. These are means of ameliorating some
of the political complaints about regulation as well as a means of
institutionalizing linkages between the two sets of actors in the
process.



Time, space, and organization

The conception of governance that we advance is focused on three
dimensions of deviations10 from the linearity inherent in much of the
governance literature, and again especially the state-centric model of
governing as we saw in the opening chapters. In the context of the EU
the spatial deviation is perhaps the best known, as the literature on
“multi-level governance (MLG) (Hooghe, 1994; Marks et al., 1996;
Scharpf, 1997).” The temporal dimension of the deviations from lin-
ear, rational decision making as usually conceptualized can be cap-
tured by the idea of the “garbage can model” and the ideas of bounded
rationality (Simon, 1947) that are inherent in that model. The organi-
zational basis of deviation is a consequence of the network conceptu-
alizations of policy making that we have been discussing. The logic
here is that policy making is at least in part externalized from the state
and hence faces problems of rectifying competing interests and main-
taining legitimacy for actors not directly involved in the network.

Multilevel governance

While scholars and politicians familiar with federal political systems
will find little that is novel in a political system that is characterized
by multiple points of access and multiple decision makers, this aspect
of the EU has created substantial intellectual interest. The fundamen-
tal point in this discussion is that policy making in the EU can no
longer be seen as being centralized in Brussels, but rather now involves
at least three levels of government—European, national, and regional/
local. The final choices about policy are made by the interaction of
these levels of government, or the selection of which level will take
the lead on a particular policy, is largely indeterminate and the object
of negotiation. Rather than being structured by formal rules and con-
stitutions, decision-making situations in MLG appear indeterminate
and negotiable among the parties. The creation of a system such as the
EU almost inevitably creates a multitiered decision arena such as this,
but this property appears to have been increasing in the EU and now
having the label of MLG makes it easier to discuss.

As well as providing empirical information concerning the nature
of emerging patterns of governance in the EU, the literature on MLG
has had a prominent normative element. This normative argument
has been that the creation of the multilevel structures of decision
making that has enhanced democracy by permitting alternative
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avenues for participation by groups and individuals. Interests that
might be excluded in a more centralized regime are assumed to have
an opportunity for access in the multilevel structures. That is perhaps
especially true in a political structure such as the EU that is commonly
argued to have a “democratic deficit” and in which democratic control
over many central features of the policy-making process is at best weak.
It is argued that by moving the locus of control over policy downward,
and especially to the increasingly important regional level of govern-
ment (Keating, 1998) more democratic control can be exercised.

The creation of the more open and indeterminate MLG arrangement
within the EU may have some decided advantages for the system. This
bargaining structure may be a way of ameliorating the effects of the
“joint decision trap” than has been argued to plague the EU (Scharpf,
1988). If the rules of federal or other formats drive decisions toward
the lowest common denominator, then optional points of access may
provide a means of shifting the locus of debate and finding alternatives
that can be more positive for all the actors involved. In addition, MLG
may encourage the political participation of social and ethnic groups
that have felt excluded from other aspects of the political process.

The creation of a more indeterminate process also may empower
state organizations relative to social actors, simply because of their com-
mand of information and their (relatively) coherent policy preferences
(see later). In a context of uncertainty any actor who can bring to the
table some modicum of certainty and coherence, even if it is self-
serving, has an advantage. Edgar Grande (1996) also has pointed to
a “paradox of weakness” that exists within European policy making.
His argument is that the apparent loss of power of state institutions
in the European governance process is just that, and that the European
political process has provided increased power to state actors to over-
come the power of domestic constraints on their power.11 Further,
within the European apparatus itself MLG and the creation of less
formally structured policy processes may privilege the Commission
vis-à-vis other actors, because of the greater policy-making capacity
within the Commission.12

Time, space, organization, and garbage cans

The “garbage can model” of decision making (Cohen et al., 1972)
which was discussed in Chapter 3 offers, we argue, a rewarding
analytical tool in understanding MLG. As well as deviating from



notions of linearity, determinacy, and the usual conceptions of
rationality in the policy process along a spatial dimension, we can
also conceptualize deviations occurring along a temporal dimension.
That is, decisions cannot be made if all the requisite elements do not
come together in time as well as space. The “garbage can model”
demonstrates that decisions become possible when there is a conflu-
ence of the (largely independent) streams of problems, solutions, and
opportunities. That confluence is not, however, certain and in many
cases simply may not occur, or if it does occur it comes about as the
result of the interventions of individual policy entrepreneurs
(Kingdon, 1995). These entrepreneurs define and manage situations
and are central to opening the “policy windows” during which time
decisions become possible.

The decision situations at the heart of the concept of the garbage
can model were described by Cohen, March, and Olsen as “organized
anarchies”—not surprisingly universities were the principal exemplar.
The description of life in an organized anarchy which is the trade-
mark of the garbage can theory bears some resemblance to discussions
of policy making in networked governments. In the conventional
state-centric conception of governing, participation in the policy
process is managed in one of several ways. Perhaps most important
the principal players would be governmental actors, rather than
actors from civil society, and they would be mandated to participate
or would find it in their political or organizational interest to partic-
ipate. To the extent that elements of civil society are involved in the
policy process this tends to be state-led, rather than being the
autonomous decisions by those actors themselves. That structuring
of participation may be through pluralist selection of a limited number
of quasi-official representatives of societal segments, or it may be
more corporatist or corporate pluralist in which multiple interests are
brought together. These corporatist structures are capable of creating
more integrated preferences for the society. The segmentation that
characterizes most governments can be alleviated.

Policy making in many industrial democracies, and perhaps also
the EU, can be characterized rather well by the ideas of the garbage
can model13 with the decline of conventional participation in gov-
ernment, and especially the decline of organizational actors such as
political parties. The decline of traditional forms of political partici-
pation, especially the declining relevance of political parties in many
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systems (Dalton and Wattenberg, 2000), have made inputs into the
political process less predictable and more difficult to aggregate.
Likewise, many decision processes within the government itself
have been deinstitutionalized so that government has a more difficult
time producing coherent and coordinated responses to challenges
from the environment.

The garbage can tends to enhance the power of the already powerful
actors and to reduce the influence of those groups that were already
less influential. The absence of clear preferences within institutions
as a whole, and the declining importance of institutional actors
(including those usually responsible for inputs) may enhance the
influence of actors who can articulate more or less coherent prefer-
ences, and who can bring a technology to which they are commit-
ted when they come to the bargaining table. Having some solution,
even if it is not completely effective, is always a better bargaining
position than having none. Indeed, MLG itself has many of the char-
acteristics of the garbage can model, and the two major shifts in
governance to some extent interact in European countries to reinforce
the indeterminacy of policy making.

Networks and the structure of policy making

We now turn to the third element of the deviation from a linear,
rationalist notion of policy making in government. We have already
discussed the role of networks, albeit more from the perspective of
their role in linking state and society. Here we turn more to the issue
of the impact of networked relationships between state and society
in governance. Given that we begin by characterizing these relation-
ships as representing some deviation from the linear model of
governing, there is some expectation that the argument is less than
laudatory about that involvement in policy. There is a certain negative
case to the argument, but again it is more in terms of the unintended
consequences of the use of networks, rather than the laudable, and
important, attempts to open policy making to a broader range of
interests and to provide means for enhanced democratic control. As
Colin Hay puts it rather nicely:

Networking, or so it would appear, offers the potential to establish
parameters of stability and predictability within an otherwise



unstable, disorderly, unpredictable, path-dependent and rapidly
changing environment. (1998:33)

Networks and networking do have a benign image and are crucial
elements in European governance, meaning here, both at the national
and the Brussels levels. They represent a generic form of linkage
between state and society, so that one could subsume the more restric-
tive forms of linkage such as corporatism. Within the literature that
has grown up self-described as networks there is also the difference
made between more loosely structured networks and more tightly
defined policy communities (see Jordan and Schubert, 1992 ). For all
of these modes of interaction between state and society there are
a number of private and public sector organizations that interact
around a policy issue or set of concerns.

In addition to the linkage function performed by networks, there
is a clear policy-making role for these structures. Policy making
through networks represents a substantial form of deviation from the
linear and hierarchical form of government action that has been the
basis of most thinking about governing. In particular, network logics
when applied to policy making assume that the network is capable of
making and implementing decisions to a great extent on its own, and
that the state becomes something of a figure head that will politely
validate the activities of the network.

When taken to the extreme, this view of the role of networking in
policy leads to the “governance without government” conception
described in Chapter 2. Even in the less extreme views (Kooiman,
1993) this conception of governance rather obviously tends to move
the locus of decision away from government and toward society. This
view of governance also makes a number of assumptions about the
governing capacity of networks that may not be borne out in reality,
especially when one attempts to preserve fundamental notions of
accountability and representative democracy.14 Indeed, some of the
problems already mentioned concerning other changes in governance
may appear in this setting as well.

One of the most important barriers to effective democratic gover-
nance faced by networks is the need to make decisions, and to resolve
conflicting views about policy. Here networks are between a rock and
a hard place. On the one hand, if the network tends toward the
loosely defined and highly inclusive model of the “issue network” it
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will be open and democratic, but may encounter substantial difficul-
ties in making decisions. As Schon and Rein (1994) have argued the
participants in a policy debate may not have the same mental
“frame” concerning a policy issue, and may therefore find it impos-
sible even to agree upon the terms of reference for any discussion of
that issue. The assumptions about networks having this capacity
appear rather felicitous, but there appear to be relatively few struc-
tures for resolving conflicts, and especially conflicts over fundamen-
tal definitions of what the problem is, that may exist within
networks.

On the other hand, if the decision (witting or not) is to opt for a
more restrictive “policy community” or “epistemic community”
(Zito, 2000) then the problems for networks are reversed. In these
relatively exclusive structures there may be little disagreement about
the nature of the problem or even about what constitutes “good pol-
icy” (on the inclusivity or exclusivity of networks see Schaap and Van
Twist, 1997). Those difficulties will largely have been defined away
from making membership in the community based, de facto if not
de jure, on agreement with the explicit or implicit framework defining
the community. Thus, these organizations may meet the decision-
making criterion of governance but fail rather badly on the democratic
criterion. Indeed, traditional public sector structures may perform
substantially better on the democratic norm than will policy
communities.

Daujberg and Marsh (1998) point to another problem with
employing the logic of policy networks when taken in isolation from
the state structures, and indeed the social structures, in which they
are embedded. The problem is that these structures are largely inde-
terminate, even if one takes the more restrictive notion of the policy
community. The policy process is always somewhat unpredictable
but the increasing use of network structures tends to reduce further
the predictability and institutionalization of the process. Therefore,
to understand what occurs in the policy process requires either a
well-developed theory of state behavior or one of individual level
behavior, or perhaps both.

Given that shift in patterns of policy making that have been occur-
ring in the EU and in national political systems, many of the same
arguments employed above with reference to the garbage can model
and MLG may be applied equally well with references to the use of



networks. That is, loosening the formal institutional boundaries of
the process may tend to intensify the dominance of some actors at the
expense of others. Any process change is likely to affect the distribu-
tion of powers in a political system, but the ones we are discussing
here tend to enhance the influence of just those social and political
groups whose impact on policy network analysts and practical
reformers may have sought to temper by opening the process to
a wider range of involvement from within the social network.

Again, like some of the other changes from state-centric versions of
governing, the emphasis on networks may tend to enhance the influ-
ences of public sector organizations, most obviously those within the
bureaucracy. The central element of this argument is that networks,
in order to be effective, must be connected to government organiza-
tions responsible for making policy. Networks without those con-
nections are most unlikely to have any real influence over policy, and
that in turn empowers the government organization in question to
set the boundaries of membership and action. In some ways, the
network models may de facto become a pluralist model with govern-
ment organizations being able to sort out whom they want and
do not want. Again, as Daujberg and Marsh point out, any attempt
at understanding the functions of networks in the absence of an
understanding of the state, is likely to be ineffective.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have attempted to link the concepts of governance
and governability with the changes in processes of policy making
occurring in most of the advanced industrial democracies and also in
the EU. The changes we have been identifying are manifested in the
real world of policy making, and are also reflected within the aca-
demic theorizing that attempts to capture that reality. As a number
of scholars have pointed out about European governance, many of
the reforms implemented in the name of greater openness and
democracy have often had unintended consequences, and may have
reduced the actual level of involvement of social elements in the
process of governing.

We have discussed the importance of institutions in society for the
governability of the society, as well as the nature of institutional
changes within the public sector that may or may not correspond
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with the society. The outcome of this analysis may appear excessively
pessimistic. The purpose was not to be pessimistic, nor to be unjusti-
fiably negative about some of the approaches to understanding policy
making in contemporary governments. Rather, the purpose of the
analysis is to stimulate thought about the implications of political
change and to explore the interactions of an aspiration to open policy
making to a wider range of influences with the political dynamics
that changes in process appear to have engendered.
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The restructuring of political authority in the Western European
political and institutional context propelled by the growing powers of
the EU has been fertile soil for analyses of MLG. The search for alter-
native accounts of intergovernmental relations has also been fuelled
by regional devolution in countries such as some of the Scandinavian
and Southern European states (notably Spain) and the UK (Pierre and
Stoker, 2000). Relationships among institutions at different tiers of
government in this perspective are believed to be fluid, negotiated,
and contextually defined. Previously hierarchical models of institu-
tional “layering,” for example, formal treatments of federalism, are
being replaced with a more complex image of intergovernmental
relations in which subnational authorities engage in direct exchange
with supranational or global institutions and vice versa.

There is little doubt that the continuing consolidation of the EU
and the devolution of political power within the state entail changes
in institutional relationships that challenge our traditional under-
standing of those relationships. That said, most of the analytical
models and interpretations of MLG that we have seen so far have
fallen in the same trap as some analyses of governance, that is, a pre-
viously state-centric and constitutional perspective has been almost
completely replaced by an image of governing in which institutions
are largely irrelevant (but see Bulmer, 1993; Jordan, 2001). We believe
that this account of recent changes in intergovernmental relations is
exaggerated at best, and misleading at worst. The institutional “grip”
on political processes within the state and between domestic and
supranational actors, although recently relaxed, remains strong and
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can be further strengthened by the state if and when considered
necessary.

It is also frustrating to note the rather widespread notion that MLG
is all about context, processes, and bargaining. The “shift” toward
MLG should rather be conceived of as a gradual, incremental devel-
opment in which institutions still play a defining role in governing.
Institutions, not processes, are the vehicles of democratic and account-
able government; hence we should only expect institutions not to
surrender their leverage to contextually defined and ad hoc models
of governing. While it is true that the challenge of governing has
taken on a new magnitude along with the multi-“layering” of politi-
cal institutions and authority, political control and accountability
remain just as critical as ever to democratic government.

This chapter seeks to develop and sharpen existing theoretical
models or conceptualizations of MLG. Although this concept is today
frequently employed in a wide range of analytical contexts, we still
lack both a clear conceptual analysis of such governance as well as
a critical discussion MLG of as a democratic process. MLG is frequently
misconceived or misunderstood, either with regard to process or to
outcomes, or both. It has become a popular model of intergovern-
mental relationships, partly because it draws on informal and inclu-
sive ideals of decision making and partly because it appears to be a
cozy, consensual, and accommodative process. We are less sanguine.
In particular, we argue that the absence of distinct legal frameworks
and the reliance on sometimes quite informal negotiations between
different institutional levels could well be a “Faustian bargain” where
actors only see the attractions of the deal and choose to ignore the
darker consequences of the arrangement. To some extent, the “Faustian
bargain” stems from a tendency in MLG thinking that it represents
something radically different from traditional models of intergov-
ernmental relations. Thus, we argue that the “Faustian bargain” can
be to some extent escaped if MLG is not seen as an alternative but
rather as a complement to intergovernmental relations defined in a
regulatory framework.

The growing scholarly interest in the emergence of new forms of
governance during the past several years has more recently also been
cast in an MLG analytical framework. Much of this analysis appeared
first among EU scholars who sought to develop a framework for the
analysis of the relationships between EU institutions, the state and



subnational governments. While domestic multitier systems of
governance were hierarchical in so far as communication, resources,
steering, and control normally moved up or down through all levels in
the hierarchy, in the EU context, transnational institutions frequently
targeted subnational institutions thus sidestepping the level of the
state.

In addition to adding another institutional tier to the traditional
equation of intergovernmental relationships, there was also a strong
notion that the nature of the relationships between these tiers was
distinctly different from domestic relationships between the already
existing tiers of institutions. Thus, MLG is assumed to differ from
traditional intergovernmental relationships in three respects: it is
focused on systems of governance involving transnational, national,
and subnational institutions and actors; it highlights negotiations
and networks, not constitutions and other legal frameworks, as the
defining feature of institutional relationships; and it makes no ex ante
judgments about a logical order between different institutional tiers.

We first conduct a conceptual analysis of MLG as there is a need to
sort out in some detail MLG is and is not. Following that discussion,
we critically assess it in terms of its alleged contribution and also—
which has been largely absent in the debate so far—the perils and
dangers associated with such governance in terms of participation,
accountability, transparency, and inclusion. We have attempted to
maintain a focus on questions such as these throughout this discussion
of governance, and thinking about MLG should be no different. The
third section presents a brief analysis of three cases as examples;
the structural funds in the EU, intergovernmental relationships in the
US, and recent institutional reform at the regional level in the UK.

Multilevel governance: what is it?

Our first task is to define exactly what is meant by MLG, at least for
us in this discussion of the concept. There are four aspects of this con-
cept that require some elaboration: the concept of governance itself
as it appears in the MLG literature; the notion of governance that can
include several levels of government; the negotiated order which
characterizes the relationship among these multiple and often at least
partially autonomous levels; and the notion of MLG as a particular
form of political game.
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The first and most obvious defining feature of MLG is that it is
governance; we share Smith’s frustration of the fact that most
approaches to MLG have a “paradoxical focus on government rather
than governance” (Smith, 1997:725). That is to say, this concept
should refer to a broader, more inclusive, and encompassing process
of coordination than the conventional view of government. The
common denominator in definitions of governance is that the term
refers to the process through which public and private actions and
resources are coordinated and given a common direction and
meaning.

The significance of these defining features of governance in the
present context is that unlike traditional models of intergovernmental
relationships, MLG refers to connected processes of governance
incorporating both public and private actors in contextually defined
forms of exchange and collaboration. The institutional dimension of
MLG remains critical, partly because it is institutions that define the
linkages between different levels of government, partly because insti-
tutions as actors on one or more than one level help coordinate MLG,
and partly because MLG—as all types of governance—is embedded
in institutional webs which “shape and constrain” political action
(March and Olsen, 1989).

Second, the concept of MLG refers to a particular kind of relation-
ship between several institutional levels. The basic idea here is that
in MLG, actors, arenas, and institutions are not ordered hierarchically
but have a more complex and contextually defined relationship. As
Marks and his associates put it,

political arenas are interconnected rather than nested . . .
Subnational actors . . . operate in both national and supranational
arenas, creating transnational associations in the process. States do
not monopolize links between domestic and European actors, but
are one among a variety of actors contesting decisions that are
made at a variety of levels . . . The separation between domestic
and international politics, which lies at the heart of the state-
centric model [of EU governance], is rejected by the MLG model.
(Marks et al., 1996:346–7)

Thus, MLG theory argues that although local authorities are
embedded in regional and national webs of rules, resources, and



patterns of coordination, these webs do not prevent them from
pursuing their interests at global arenas. The notion of “embeddedness”
should not be seen as the complete opposite to the hierarchical
model of intergovernmental relationships but it does signify that
lower-level institutions are not invariably constrained by higher-level
institutions’ decisions and actions. Hierarchy has to a significant extent
been replaced by a division of labor, competence, and jurisdiction
among largely self-regulatory governance processes at different tiers
of government.

Similarly, competencies and jurisdictions are increasingly defined
at one institutional level only and not—as was previously often the
case—as sectoral “silos” where central, regional, and local government
had clearly defined roles and relationships to each other. Indeed, it
could be argued that hierarchy has been replaced by stratarchy, an
organizational model where each level of the organization operates
to a large extent independently of other organizational levels. For
example, as a result of the decentralization in Western Europe, local
and regional authorities today are less monitored by central govern-
ment compared to a decade or so ago. Instead, central government
agencies tend to concentrate on exchanges within central government
while local and regional authorities receive “lump grants” from the
state to be spent largely on their discretion. There is some similarity
to this pattern in the US where the “New Federalism” launched in the
1980s served to give the states some of their historical autonomy in
relationship to the federal government. In both cases, it makes more
sense to talk about a division of labor among institutions at different
levels than a hierarchy.

Governance including several institutional levels raises the question
of what constitutes the linkages between these levels. While individ-
ual actors can occasionally serve as such linkages, the most important
continuous linkage between different levels of governance is institu-
tions. These institutions can play either a direct or an indirect link-
ing role; they can either themselves, as political authorities, operate
at multiple levels; or, they can, in the shape of arenas for political
actors, indirectly facilitate this type of linkage. Either way, however,
is seems clear that it is only institutions that can provide continuous
linkages between governance at different levels of the system. This
institutional linkage often evolves in the shape of what Painter (2001)
refers to as “concurrent competencies,” that is, situations where the
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jurisdiction of institutions at different levels overlap to a smaller or
larger extent.

Needless to say, the institutional arrangements and relationships that
are said to be typical of MLG differ from traditional intergovernmental
relationships in several important respects. True, central government in
most Western countries have relaxed some of their previous political
and/or financial control over subnational authorities, but this decen-
tralization has not been critical to the emergencè of MLG. Since most
of these states have also sought to “hive off” financial responsibilities
to local governments (Sharpe, 1988) it has become clear to subnational
authorities that future strategies of resource mobilization should not be
targeted at the state but should look elsewhere for financial resources
(Le Galés and Harding, 1998). This is part of the explanation as to why
international initiatives have become a popular strategy among local
and regional authorities in several countries (e.g., Beauregard and
Pierre, 2000; Fry, 1998; Hobbs, 1994).

Moreover, MLG could be said to be a way of capitalizing on the
growing professionalism of regional and local authorities. Their
increasing assertiveness vis-à-vis central government in many juris-
dictions is proof of a self-reliance that stems in part from having the
administrative and organizational capabilities to make autonomous
decisions regarding their resource mobilization strategies without
having to submit to the central state. Indeed, in many countries—
Germany and Belgium for example—subnational governments have
modernized more rapidly and effectively than have central govern-
ments and are more capable of managing policies than is the central
government. This reversal of the usual balance of capabilities alters
the conduct of politics and presses toward the type of networked and
largely inchoate pattern associated with MLG.

All of this having been said, however, it should also be noted that the
constitutional definitions of institutional competencies have remained
remarkably intact; apart from the decentralization mentioned earlier,
we have seen very few cases of constitutional reform accompanying the
emergence of MLG. Subnational authorities launching ambitious inter-
national initiatives, even up to the point of signing agreements with
overseas authorities, do so in violation with the constitutional defini-
tion of their competencies (Beauregard and Pierre, 2000). It is difficult
to see how long any major discrepancy between the formal and de facto
definitions of institutional discretion can be sustained.



A third feature of MLG is that it denotes a negotiated order rather
than an order defined by formalized legal frameworks (Kohler-Koch,
1996; Scharpf, 1997). To some extent, the negotiated nature of MLG is
a reflection of the “nested” nature of the institutional arrangements;
the breakup of traditional hierarchies has disrupted the previous more
distinct patterns of command and control (Pierre and Stoker, 2000:31).
More importantly, however, multilevel exchanges in cases where
supranational institutions such as the EU are still in the process of
developing their jurisdiction and their agenda tend to relate to actors
and institutions in their external environment through negotiations.
Stated slightly differently, institutionalization entails negotiation; the
evolving nature of the EU necessitates a reliance on negotiations rather
than resorting to some formal, constitutional power bases which are
yet to be given their final design.

Therefore, to some extent MLG represents a transnational version
of the familiar network ideas employed to understand the domestic
level of governance. The similarity can be seen in several features.
One is that there are multiple linkages of actors, with little or no hier-
archical structure among the actors. In addition, these are negotiated
arrangements in which there is little or no capability to predict out-
comes in advance. Further, as in some treatments of networks, these
structures may be self-referential and resist attempts to impose order,
whether from without or from within.

Finally, MLG is frequently conceived of as a political game. This
notion refers less to a rational-choice inspired approach to MLG but
more to the idea that the relaxation of regulatory frameworks opens
up more strategic and autonomous behavior among the actors.
Another important aspect of the game-like nature of governance, as
opposed to the conventional view of intergovernmental relation-
ships, is that the definition of who is a player becomes an empirical
question as does the definition of the stakes. Further, as in networks
of all sorts playing the game may be as important as winning in each
iteration of the game. Therefore, MLG can be associated with some
moderation of demands by actors in order to maintain their favored
position as players.

Any game must have actors, and one of the characteristics of MLG
is that it is a game that many players can play simultaneously. The
game extends well beyond Putnam’s (1983) concept of a two-level
game in which bargainers on the international level are to some
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extent constrained by domestic politics. In the MLG game institutions
from several levels of government may be engaged in bargaining over
policy, each institution bringing with it a set of goals that may or may
not be congruent with those of the other players. Further, the goals
may be institutional as well as substantive. That is, subnational
governments may be using this governance process, and the arenas
created by it, as a means of evading control from central government,
and EU institutions may also conceive of this process as a means of
enhancing their own powers vis-à-vis national governments.

This is primarily a governmental and institutional game, so that
the major players and the major goals are those of the political entities
involved rather than private sector actors that may have a concern
about the substantive policies. This means that it is more difficult to
restrict access to the game than if there were only interest groups or
individuals who wanted to participate. Once in, however, the align-
ments of the players may not be readily predictable so that there is
a real game. That is, on some issues the alignments may be by insti-
tutional level within the political system while on others players
may align according to partisan control of the government, or per-
haps functional or regional interests. Where the EU is concerned, it
has some advantages as a player given that it has fewer political
constraints and therefore may be freer to play without concern for
the two- or three-level game concerns of national or subnational
governments.

What multilevel governance is not

We now have developed a general idea about what MLG is and the
range of phenomena to which it refers. In order to take the definitional
discussion further—and to sort out some of the apparent confusion
over various manifestations of MLG—we now focus more closely on
intergovernmental patterns more broadly. This enables us to see where
the MLG model clearly differs from competing conceptualizations of
such institutional relations.

First, it is clear, as has already been suggested, that MLG does not
refer to intergovernmental relations as usually conceived. MLG has
a wider cast of actors than traditional models of intergovernmental
relations; here, we should expect to see public as well as nonpublic
actors to be involved in governance. “Nonpublic” actors is shorthand



for a wide variety of actors that have an interest in participating in
any given governance process, such as private businesses, voluntary
associations, organized interests, or single-issue pressure groups. Since
one of the defining features of governance is the pooling of public
and private resources toward collective goals and interests, we should
expect a significant diversity of actors to be involved in governance.
This diversity of actors adds an intriguing complexity to MLG, as
some nonpublic actors tend to be almost as hierarchically structured
and vertically integrated as systems of political institutions. For
instance, organized interests in the environmental policy sector are
frequently involved in governance at the local, regional, national,
and supranational levels. Thus the diversity of actors tends to create
multiple linkages between governance processes at different levels.

Second, MLG should not be conceived of as a hierarchical order
of governance processes. Instead, MLG sees transnational institu-
tions engaging in direct communication with subnational actors, or
vice versa. MLG is thus not controlled from above as tends to be the
rule in hierarchical systems. This absence of authority, coupled with
the search for the definition of competencies—or the management of
overlapping competencies—creates institutional exchanges which
are typically ad hoc and designed differently for each specific matter.

Not very surprisingly, actors at different institutional levels have
very different interpretations of this type of governance. At the local
level, the idea of being able to negotiate directly with powerful and
resourceful transnational institutions is extremely appealing. For
instance, regions within the EU, which have experienced increasing
difficulties in mobilizing financial resources from the state, attach
great hopes to their exchange with the EU structural funds. Similarly,
transnational institutions enjoy the possibility to choose whether to
approach national or subnational institutions, according to the
nature of the specific problem at hand. Instead, it is actors at the
national level which tend to be the main critics of this arrangement;
they lose some of their previous control over subnational institutions
at the same time as they have to conform policies, rules, and programs
to international institutions. Thus, the view of the consequences of
MLG from the central government level is rather bleak. While cen-
tral governments may see power draining away as a result of this
process it may also have positive aspects. In particular, the bargain-
ing may make more explicit the transnational political processes that
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are in train. Therefore, some more explicit recognition of MLG may
benefit a government that stands to lose hierarchical control.
Further, given that the coalitions in these bargaining relationships
are fluid and subject to a number of influences, national governments
may be able to create coalitions to oppose either Brussels or their own
subnational governments, depending upon the issues at hand and
the bargaining capabilities of national elites. Playing a more bilateral
game may make the task of a central government seeking to maintain
its position, or some portion thereof, more difficult.

Furthermore, MLG could be seen as proof of the increasing mutual
dependency that characterizes institutional exchanges in the contem-
porary state (Rhodes, 1997). Several decades ago, central governments
could exercise close political and economic control of subnational
authorities within their nominal domain. Lately, some of that control
has been relaxed; institutions have entered a relationship which
recognizes that central government, while still the unrivalled locus
of political power, has much to gain from acquiring advice from
institutions at lower tiers of government.

All of this having been said, it is also important to note that MLG
theory sometimes tends to exaggerate the hierarchical and legal
nature of intergovernmental relationships prior to the emergence of
this model of governing. There are several accounts of intergovern-
mental relationships in different national contexts which highlight
the negotiated nature of the relationship between the state and local
government (Ashford, 1990; Gustafsson, 1987; Rhodes, 1986). Some
degree of negotiation and informal advice has always characterized
institutional exchanges and it is fair to assume that this institutional
exchange has played a critical role in enhancing the efficiency and
coordination of the institutional system. Even so, however, MLG
differs from such contextually defined institutional relationships in
two important respects; new (horizontal) models of governance have
emerged at each of these institutional levels and, moreover, the
previously rather strict hierarchical ordering of institutions has been
down played.

Third, MLG is sometimes believed to be “post-constitutional” or
“extra-constitutional.” The processes that have emerged (often without
formal planning or formal sanction) are not constrained by formal
agreements or rules, although inevitably they can run up against formal
barriers and limits on jurisdictions. Thus, these processes are more than



federalism and more like the processes of “intergovernmental politics”
described by Deil Wright (1989; see also Walker, 1999) and other stu-
dents of the changing nature of American “federalism.” The arguments
made by these scholars are that the informal bargaining has become at
least as important as the formal allocations of power among levels, and
that politics rather than laws and formal structural arrangements is the
determining factor for outcomes. This once again describes a political
process that is less determinate than a system of hierarchical subordi-
nation, but also a system that may have the flexibility to adapt to
changing requirements.

Finally, a defining feature of MLG is that it is a model of governing
which largely defies, or ignores, structure. As in most other accounts
of governance, the focus is clearly on process and outcomes. The
process of governing does not have a uniform pattern but is defined
differently owing to the nature of the policy problem and the insti-
tutional location of key actors. Indeed, the informality and absence
of structural constraints that characterizes MLG is often seen as
some of its most attractive features since this is believed to produce
a more accommodative and efficient governance. Thus, in MLG,
structures are not determinate of outcomes as can be the case in
domestic politics (Weaver and Rockman, 1993); the empirical insti-
tutional explanation has little to offer to an understanding of MLG.

Summary: political complexity and 
indeterminate policy outcomes

The joint outcome of globalization, decentralization, deregulation,
and agentification has been erosion of traditional bases of politi-
cal authority. Furthermore, although democratic government still
resorts to its traditional institutional setup, contemporary gover-
nance seems to bypass or ignore traditional definitions of authority:
the realities of governance seem to escape the boundaries of the
nation-state. Modern nation-states are neither all-powerful nor
autonomous externally; the domains of administration, politics, and
international relations are intertwined in ways that considerably
complicate their description and effective governance within them
(March and Olsen, 1995:123). MLG theory shares March and Olsen’s
views on the discrepancy between governance and the constitutional
map of political life.
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The analysis so far raises two questions. The first question relates to
the challenge which emerging forms of governance, not least MLG,
pose to the traditional institutions of the state. What is at stake here is
our understanding of governance (see Peters, 2000a); we can either
conceive of emerging patterns as “new governance” and ask questions
about whether coordination is attained, or, in the “old governance”
perspective, ask questions about how the traditional institutional sys-
tem of the state is geared to participate in governance. MLG, like all
forms of governance, clearly offers some degree of political congruence
in a complex web of institutions, actors, and interests. But is MLG the
outcome of political deliberation, and how do we hold it to political
account? Has problem-solving capacity (Scharpf, 1997) and outcomes
taken precedence over democratic input and accountability?

The other related question addresses the consequences of governance
that “escapes” traditional boundaries and regulatory frameworks. The
present authors question the cozy, accommodative nature of MLG as
it emerges in much of the literature. In particular, we believe that
MLG, while tempting and attractive in its informality and orientation
toward objectives and outcomes rather than focused on rules and
formal arrangements, could be a “Faustian bargain” in which core
values of democratic government are traded for accommodation,
consensus, and the purported increased efficiency in governance.
Many regulatory frameworks were implemented in order to define
the rights and entitlements of constituencies vis-à-vis the state and
each other. Additionally, much of the regulation and legislation that
states have enacted has been aimed at changing social behavior;
environmental policies and gender equality policies are two cases in
point. An assessment of the benefits of relaxing existing rules
must depart from recognition of the political nature of regulation
(Horwitz, 1986). Thus, informal patterns of political coordination
could in fact be a strategy for political interests to escape or bypass
regulations put in place explicitly to prevent that from happening.

Multilevel governance: the Faustian bargain?

On its face the content of MLG appears very benign, and as a recog-
nition of many continuing processes of democratization in the
European countries and within the EU. Unlike some approaches to
policy making in Europe (and in individual nation-states), MLG is



inclusive and tends to assume that including more actors does not
diminish the capacity to reach decisions. Therefore, for democratic
reasons the system can be opened to a range of actors.

Also, the assumption of many of the scholars working in this
approach is that decision making will be nonconflictual and accom-
modative. Again, this is a benign assumption but may not capture the
reality of the processes involved. After all, bargaining must be about
something and it is likely that there will be divergent interests among
the participants. In some societies one might expect these differences
to be worked out in a relatively consensual manner, but that political
style does not appear to hold for European politics. Most of the
evidence is that actors in Brussels are working very hard to defend
their interests (national or sectoral) in very tough bargaining arenas
(Kassim et al., 2000). Therefore, it appears excessively optimistic to
assume that the bargaining can be accomplished without real conflict
of interests, and therefore the use of means other than sweet reason
to reach decisions.

Following from the above, the assumption in the discussion of
MLG has been that the outcomes of the processes are bargained and
not imposed. Again, that is a benign assumption and perhaps largely
true. Although true at one level, the bargaining processes may well
hide a good deal of power. First, there is the power to set the agenda
for the discussions, something that remains largely in the hands of
central governments. Further, within the context of the EU the
choice of institutional locale for the crucial aspects of debate may
shift powers in one direction or another—but usually away from the
subnational governments. Whether at the council level that advantages
national governments or the commission level that advantages the
EU itself, the regional and/or local governments are likely to find
their interests less well represented.

Even if the assumptions about MLG were completely correct, there
might well still be difficulties in the bargain that has been struck.
These problems concern more the governance aspects of the equa-
tion than the multilevel aspects. That is, can this arrangement really
provide governance, meaning as we indicated earlier the steering of
a society or a set of societies toward some common goals? In the first
instance, it appears that goal setting through means other than impo-
sition is difficult. This is, in fact, always the case and determining
goals is often a centralizing aspect of any political process.
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In addition, having removed or simply not adopted formal means
of making decisions, there are few means of resolving conflicts
among the participants. The rather happy assumption, similar to that
contained in most network theory, is that there is some commonal-
ity of purposes and means of achieving those purposes among the
participants in an MLG process. That may happen, but it is not
necessarily the most likely event. Indeed, there might be little need
for these processes if there were so much agreement among the actors
about means and ends. Therefore, the outcomes of MLG processes are
likely to be either conflicts that have to be resolved in other venues,
or “pork-barrel” agreements that give everybody something and do
not necessarily resolve the fundamental policy problems that
produced the need for the bargaining in the first place.

Another, and arguably more serious problem associated with MLG
is that the alleged cozy and consensual nature of this arrangement in
fact is a consensus dictated by the stronger players. Formal and legal
arrangements are often seen as excessively complicating and rigid
frameworks for political decision making, but one of their virtues
is that they do delineate power relationships and often provide the
less powerful with formal means of combating the more powerful.
With those constraints removed, or at least de-emphasized the more
powerful players—usually national governments—may be able to
dominate the processes. These national governments may themselves
have difficulties in agreeing on goals and desired outcomes, and these
differences may create opportunities for subnational governments to
achieve some of their goals, but the process remains one that will be
dominated by the more powerful. It could well be that the outcome
of MLG is a benign model of governing for all concerned; the point
is that we have no guarantees that it will be benign. Just as constitu-
tions in many countries, notably the US, rest on a distrust of the
benevolence of resourceful political actors, so does the absence of any
clear and comprehensive rules for institutional exchange in MLG
raise questions about its ability to cater to the interests of weak actors.

Another way of understanding this problem is to consider to what
extent informality entails inequality. Formal rules serve, inter alia, an
important role in safeguarding equality in terms of the capabilities of
the actors. For example, constitutional principles tend to ensure the
same equality of power for all states or provinces in a federal structure.
True, such equality can be safeguarded by less coercive instruments,



but informality basically means that it is incumbent upon the actors
themselves to permit different actors to participate and to de facto
define their relative leverage. For instance, (informal) MLG in the
context of the EU may generate significant differences among different
local and regional authorities with regard to their access to EU funds
owing to differences in their political access or their ability to launch
campaigns to lobby within the EU.

We should also ask to what extent informality entails outcomes
reflecting the status quo and/or the interests of dominant players. It
could be argued that the legitimacy of MLG is contingent on broad
political and institutional support which, in turn, depends on the
extent to which MLG caters to the interests of all actors. In the EU,
therefore, MLG may in practice favor the interests of the nation-
states as the dominant players, even though it is conceptualized as
providing greater power to the structurally less powerful subnational
actors. Again, however, we find that informality will respond to the
interests of weaker constituencies if and when dominant players find
a reason to do so.

Although MLG has some severe problems for governments in the real
world, political analysts are perhaps in even greater peril of losing their
souls by accepting this doctrine. While MLG has the virtue of being
capable of being invoked in almost any situation, that is also its great
problem. Any complex and multifaced political process can be referred
to as MLG. Second, and perhaps more importantly, MLG appears inca-
pable of providing clear predictions or even explanations (other than
the most general) of outcomes in the governance process. As already
noted, this approach has some similarities with network analysis, and
one of those similarities is its indeterminate nature. It is very nice to say
that a range of actors were involved and negotiated a solution but we
would argue that a more definitive set of predictions are needed.

Why is this a Faustian bargain? The argument is that the capacity
to govern has been sold, or at least has been downgraded, in an
attempt to achieve more open and inclusive bargaining, and in order
to circumvent formal structures that have been central to governing
and to intergovernmental allocations in many systems. On the one
hand that may not be possible, especially when the players involved
may be relatively new and rather jealous of their prerogatives. On the
other hand, if it is possible then the system of governing that is
implied may not really be a system of governing.
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Examples of the bargain: two cases

We have now presented an argument that the bargains being struck
in the context of MLG are “Faustian.” This argumentation has
been largely by assertion, and we should present at least some more
empirical evidence to justify those assertions. The following are two
cases, drawn from rather different levels of development of the
bargains, that illustrate the difficulties of making MLG perform as
intended, even for federal societies that are accustomed to intergov-
ernmental bargaining and complex governance structures.

Multilevel governance and the case of the 
European Union structural funds

The structural funds in the EU have been used as examples of MLG
within the EU. These funds represent a major political and economic
commitment of the Union, surpassed only by agricultural support.
The funds target different types of structural problems, such as infra-
structural development in rural or coastal regions or support for
enhanced telecommunications (Smith, 1997). Given the regional or
local nature of the targets for the funds, the EU invites applications
from regions or cities and allocates resources directly to regions and
locales. Member-states and their governments thus have very little to
do with the allocation of these funds. In many ways, this process
epitomizes MLG; it includes several different institutional levels,
exchanges between these levels are characterized more by negotiations
than by hierarchical exchanges, and EU institutions bypass the
member-state government level.

This type of policy design is appropriate and logical, given that the
problems which the funds are employed to resolve vary from one
region to another, even within the same country. Thus there is basically
no function or need for the member-state governments to be involved
in the allocation or implementation of the funds. Furthermore, con-
centrating on subnational authorities is consistent with the philosophy
of a “Europe of the Regions.” While the recent constitutional debate
within the EU seems to downplay the significance of regions it remains
the case that in terms of the structural funds we should expect regions
to be the main policy target also in the foreseeable future.

However, this policy design has several important consequences
with respect to its impact on intergovernmental relationships within



the member-states. One is that it tends to empower regions vis-à-vis
central government (Smyrl, 1997). This is primarily because regions
becomes less dependent on regional economic support from central
authorities and also because the EU has proven to be an important
arena for regional authorities to mobilize resources not just from the
structural funds but also from other institutions such as the Committee
of the Regions. Furthermore, the policy design of the EU structural
funds requires regional and local authorities to forge coalitions or
partnerships with private businesses and their organizations. The
structural funds are specifically used to enhance governance at
the regional or local levels. If successful, this development tends to
strengthen the region vis-à-vis central government by virtue of more
concerted and effective economic development strategies.

Do the structural funds represent a good illustration of the “Faustian
bargain”? Well, yes and no. Yes, insofar as the funds represent a sig-
nificant financial inflow into regions and locales which the central
government has effectively speaking no control over. In some
countries—Britain being one example—regional support from the EU
has led the central government to reduce its regional support with
the same amount according to the so-called additionality principle
which needless to say has been the source of major disagreement
between regional authorities and central political institutions. There
is an element of a “Faustian bargain” here to the extent that
the MLG-style of allocating structural funds raises questions about
coordination and accountability.

Overall, however, the case of the structural funds seems to entail
only few of the problems discussed earlier regarding problems of
democracy, equal strength among participants, and so on. There are
several reasons for this. One is that this case of MLG is not concerned
with political decision making or even representation. Instead, it is
more a matter of how best to allocate resources to improve and
upgrade the infrastructure, broadly defined, in the member-states.
Second, given the requirement that fund recipients must present a
public–private partnership which will implement the funds at the
regional or local level, the impact of the funds in terms of democracy
and governance appears to, if anything, be primarily to strengthen
inclusion transparency and not to jeopardize such values. Thus, as
this and the other case studies in this chapter suggest, the “Faustian
bargain” nature of MLG seems to be related primarily to cases of
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institutional exchange where political representation and decision
making are at stake and less so when the multilevel exchange is
concerned with the implementation of EU policies and programs.

Multilevel governance and the North American 
Free Trade Area

Most of the discussion of MLG has been conducted with respect to the
EU, perhaps because of the novelty (at least in unitary governments)
of having multiple power centers in European politics.1 The same
issues have arisen, albeit in the guise of intergovernmental relations
(Simeon and Cameron, 2000; Wright, 1989), in the federal systems of
the US, Canada, and Mexico. Although there is a long history of
complex formats for governance in these federal countries, the level
of complexity has been increased by the creation of the North
American Free Trade Area (NAFTA) that involves the three large North
American systems.

NAFTA is by no means as pervasive an example of MLG as is the
EU, but it does create, and enhance, that style of governing within
North America. It does add another level of organization creating
rules with a binding effect on citizens, and even other governments.
At the same time, the subnational governments as well as national
governments are accustomed to exerting a good deal of influence
over policy. All those levels of government are accustomed also to
complex political interactions among themselves as they negotiate
for that influence as well as for financial resources. In short, they were
in the business of MLG long before the term had been invented.

The MLG being created in North America represents some interest-
ing contrasts to that being created through the EU. In the first place,
the relationship among the nations involved is more asymmetric than
in the EU, with the US having a much more disproportionate share
of the economic clout within NAFTA (Payne, 2000). Indeed, the
creation of a formalized arrangement such as NAFTA may be crucial
for reducing that power and creating more of a level playing field for
all three countries. The negotiations that produced the agreement
were largely asymmetric, but yet the need to reach a bargain did
generate greater equality than might otherwise be possible.

Another important characteristic of NAFTA as an example of MLG
is that all the levels of government involved are familiar with having
some latitude for autonomous action. This is perhaps less true for the



states in Mexico than for subnational governments in the other two
countries, but even in that case the formal nature of the federalism
does provide some power.2 Canada, on the other hand, is one of the
most decentralized federations in the world so that the provinces are
used to having substantial influence. Further, in both countries local
governments have developed their own lines of involvement with
national governments, bypassing the intermediate level, and inter-
acting directly with the national government and constituting one of
the most powerful interest groups in those countries. Finally, the
governments involved in the NAFTA arrangements are themselves far
from unitary actors. This is true to some extent for all governments
but is perhaps especially true for the US It has a strong and deeply
ingrained pattern of policy making through decentralized agency
and departmental structures, so that the Department of State and the
Drug Enforcement Agency may be running rather different foreign
policies at the same time. Thus, although regional structures such as
the EU and NAFTA tend to be centralizing and to require mechanisms
for coordination (Kassim et al., 2000), NAFTA has not yet come close
to producing that type of change in American government. This, in
turn, means that more than in other MLG arrangements there is
a major problem of coordination across policy areas as well as among
the member-states (see also Peters, 1999).

The above discussion of bargaining and policy making within
NAFTA presents a rather benign view of processes. In systems that
have been accustomed to employing decentralized means of governing
the new Continental level of policy making may be accommodated
without excessive difficulty. On the other hand, policy making in
environmental politics has been argued by some analysts, and many
critics, to be a clear example of the Faustian nature of MLG that we
have been discussing (Bennett, 1995; Hufbauer et al., 2000). That is,
the movement of some locus of control away from national govern-
ments to the international body is argued to have weakened the
degree of democratic control over this important policy area, and
especially on the US–Mexico border to have resulted in substantial
degradation.

Does the case of NAFTA correspond to our concept of the Faustian
bargain in MLG? In some ways the North American version of
intergovernmental connections is less “Faustian” given the long
history of intergovernmental relations in these systems. Further, the

98 Governing Complex Societies



Multilevel Governance: A Faustian Bargain? 99

relationships among the actors are to some extent more structured
than in most other arrangements, given the presence of a dominant
actor in the “network” that exists among these systems. In other
ways, however, this agreement presents many of the problems
identified in other cases of MLG, especially in the loss of accounta-
bility and control to rather amorphous institutions and agreements.
To use yet another allusion, in this case at least MLG may be Janus
faced as much as it is Faustian.

Conclusions: how do we save our souls?

The account of MLG presented here may appear excessively bleak
and pessimistic. We believe, however, that MLG, both as a real-world
phenomenon and as a scholarly model, needs to be critically assessed
in order to facilitate a debate regarding its outcomes. Clearly, there is
much in MLG suggesting that it has a high problem-solving capacity
and that it is likely to generate efficient outcomes. That said, it also
has features, which call its democratic nature into question. This
refers primarily to the fuzzy instruments of accountability and
political control. If MLG is a Faustian bargain, how do we save our
souls, that is, how do we achieve the positive sides of the bargain
without experiencing the downsides of the agreement? Unfortunately,
the debate on MLG—as the debate on governance more generally—
has to some degree been framed in dichotomies; the novelty that has
been said to be typical of governance exaggerates the extent to which
it differs from the conventional system of government. On closer
inspection, it becomes clear that for the most part intergovernmental
relations in most advanced states have always been characterized
by two concurrent types of exchanges; a formal, constitutionally
defined exchange and an informal, contextually defined exchange.
Most intergovernmental relations probably require both of these
exchanges to operate efficiently. Informal exchange helps explain
the more formal communications and help lower-tier institutions
implement decisions by institutions higher up in the hierarchy. By
the same token, high-level institutions need information about how
their policies work “on the ground” in order to design future policies.
Thus, alongside the formal exchange there is a mutual need between
institutions at different tiers of government for some kind of infor-
mal exchange. More importantly, however, all actors have the option



to resort to the constitutional definition of their institutional capa-
bility if and when believed to be necessary to safeguard important
institutional interests. Thus, what makes the informal exchanges
efficient is that it is embedded in a regulatory framework.

Scholars of intergovernmental relations have long acknowledged
the importance of the types of informal exchanges among levels of
government that we have been identifying here (see, for instance,
Wright, 1989). The debate on MLG probably has much to learn from
the large existing literature on intergovernmental relations, as
broadly defined, in the US and other countries. MLG embedded in a
regulatory setting which enables weaker actors to define a legal basis
for their action might be the best strategy to escape the Faustian
bargain and to cheat darker powers.
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6
Subordination or Partnership?:
Changing Institutional
Relationships in Comparative
Perspective

Recent changes in intergovernmental relationships in the Western
democracies offer plenty of useful illustrations to the discussion on
the role of political institutions in increasingly complex political and
economic settings. To be sure, from the point of view of central gov-
ernment it could even be argued that these recent changes exacerbate
the messiness of governance rather than helping to manage com-
plexity. The wave of decentralization that has swept across the
Western world is to some extent proof of a growing need among
political institutions to increase their points of contact and exchange
with the surrounding society. However, in implementing these
reforms central government has also put itself in the awkward
position of significantly reducing its abilities to control subnational
government. This chapter looks more closely at how these develop-
ments in intergovernmental relationships relate to the manage-
ment of complexity and the extent to which these emerging
institutional arrangements could be seen as part of the problem or of
the solution.

Intergovernmental relationships have been subject to a rapidly
growing interest among practitioners as well as academics. Most
scholars agree that the previously predominant hierarchies structur-
ing intergovernmental relations are softening and losing much of
their former strength. In their place, more complex systems of
negotiated and contextually defined institutional relationships are



102 Governing Complex Societies

evolving. Those scholars, and many practitioners, also assume that
previous models of hierarchical governance are gradually being
replaced by less formal and more inclusive arrangements such as
networks and partnerships (Pierre and Peters, 2000; Rhodes, 1997)
that also involve actors in the private sector. Similarly, the relation-
ships between political institutions at different levels has been
described more as one of a division of labor with overlapping or con-
current competencies (Painter, 2001) and less as one where higher
levels command and control lower levels.

Placed alongside other significant developments such as the pre-
dominant regime of economic deregulation in most Western democ-
racies and the associated phenomenon of economic globalization,
these new forms of intergovernmental relationships have contributed
to fuelling the debate on the future of the nation-state. The state, it
has been argued in this context, is thus challenged both from above
and below and significant parts of its power have thus been displaced
to other institutional levels.

The demise of the state is hardly a novel argument (Navari, 1991).
Indeed, as we and others have pointed out (Evans, 1997; Mann, 1997;
Pierre, 2000; Pierre and Peters, 2000; Weiss, 1998), the intrigu-
ing question is not so much to what extent the state is declining
but rather how recent changes in intergovernmental relationships
(including the consolidation of transnational organizations like
the EU) have affected the state’s ability to implement its programs
and how the role of institutions at different levels in that process
have changed during the past 10–15 years. Further, the powers of the
transnational organizations are being extended to include bargaining
relationships with subnational organizations that further alter any
hierarchies that may have existed across levels of government.

The main argument in this chapter is that the increasing emphasis
on governance—as shorthand for processes intended to bring
together political institutions, private businesses, voluntary associa-
tions, and other important actors in society—at different institu-
tional levels has weakened the hierarchical structure of most Western
political systems. While much attention has been paid to the emer-
gence of MLG, especially within the EU (see Chapter 5), we should
also be aware that the development of governance at the regional and
local levels strengthens political institutions at these levels vis-à-vis
the central government.
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Intergovernmental relations as multilevel governance

The development toward MLG could be seen as the final step in
a longer process of changes in policy style and institutional behavior
in contemporary democracies. Earlier in this book we have discussed
governance either at the level of the nation-state or as a multilevel
process of vertical and horizontal policy coordination. Governance,
however, is a policy style emphasizing inclusion, partnership, a broad
(i.e., public and private) mobilization of resources and—to put it even
more broadly—concerted efforts in the pursuit of collective goals
emerged primarily at the local level. To some extent this emergence
of local governance was explained by the vast institutional fragmen-
tation, or what Leach and Percy-Smith (2001:13) call “ ‘the sheer
messiness’ of local government” in Britain. Also, reducing conflict
between political authorities and the local business community and
to create incentives for cooperative and joint projects was a key ele-
ment of the Thatcherite project in the 1980s and early 1990s
(Anderson, 1990; Harding, 1998; Leach and Percy-Smith, 2000). It
was not only the UK, however, in which the governance style became
important at the local level before becoming evident at the level of
the state.

Governance is also an increasingly important feature of the
regional level of government. The regional level of the polity was for
a long period of time a “forgotten” level of the unitary state (see
Wright, 1998). Powerful regions have, historically speaking, been a
feature of federal states. However, two developments have placed
regions in unitary states at the forefront of institutional reform. In
economic development, problems were conceived of either as local
issues—that is, related to individual companies—or matters of
national concern, primarily the management of declining industrial
sectors. Over time, it has become increasingly obvious that the spatial
distribution of industrial sectors is a key factor in economic develop-
ment (see, for instance, Evans and Harding, 1997; Markusen, 1987);
structural change in an industrial sector has different ramifications
on different regions depending on the location of the industry. Since
much of the mature manufacturing industry tends to be concen-
trated with a very limited number of regions in a given country, the
confluence of economic sector and political region has highlighted
the need to address matters of industrial structural change at the



regional rather than at the local level. Furthermore, individual locales
are also increasingly often seen as embedded in the regional economy.
The current interest in industrial clusters and inserting the local econ-
omy into such clusters as an objective of local economic development
is proof of the growing significance of regions.

Perhaps more importantly, however, regions became the key recip-
ients for financial resources from the structural funds of the EU. Also,
the constitutional philosophy of the EU designed to build a “Europe
of the Regions” (see Le Galès and Lequesne, 1998) has propelled insti-
tutional reform at the regional institutional level. Since the structural
funds explicitly promote cooperative strategies between the public
sector and the business community, regional governance has become
a key political and institutional objective for the European member-
states. There is much to suggest that the structural funds have
strengthened the regions, internally as well as with regard to the
political relationship between the state and the region (Smyrl, 1997).

At the level of the nation-state, finally, several West European
democracies emphasized an “enabling” policy style during the 1990s.
The “enabling” state, in brief, is a state which defines its role in
society as one of removing obstacles to economic growth. More
broadly, the “enabling state” is less intervening, less steering, and less
proactive than a state pursuing a more traditional policy style. No
longer was government itself to be a direct economic actor, but rather
was to support the development of private industry in its regions.
Thus, the policy style of the “enabling state” was part and parcel of
the predominant public policy in Western Europe during the past
decade or so, based in opening up for markets, deregulation, and
reducing the scope of the public sector. Also, the notion of the
“enabling state” fits nicely with a governance perspective on the role
of the state in society, emphasizing collaborative projects with the
state as the chief structure in the pursuit of collective goals.

As we argued in Chapter 5, MLG in Western Europe has a distinct
transnational component. It is impossible to discuss MLG without
mentioning the EU and especially its links with regionalization. The
EU is a key player in European MLG, partly because it is one of the
levels involved in such governance and partly because it promotes
(if often implicitly) a model of governance at the local and regional
levels of the member-states. Primarily through the use of its structural
funds, the EU seeks to create incentives for closer public–private
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cooperation at these institutional levels. More importantly, however,
the EU Commission frequently practices multilevel exchanges by
corresponding directly with regional and local authorities, thus
bypassing the state.

One obvious question, which we have to address, is the utility of
an institutional perspective on MLG. There are two general reasons
why we believe that perspective is important. First, although policy
and political action may be increasingly shaped through informal
processes by a multitude of actors at several different institutional
levels, formal political institutions still matter a great deal. The insti-
tutions matter because they are the undisputed channel between the
state and the citizenry in terms of democratic input and accounta-
bility. As we argued in Chapter 5, in order for MLG to be democratic,
institutions need to play a primus inter pares role in MLG (see also
Peters and Pierre, 2004). Although regional governments may have
a democratic element, the principal, if weak, democratic element of
the EU is the linkage to elected governments at the level of the state.

MLG tends to be problem-oriented, bringing together actors
centered round a particular policy problem and arguably better
equipped at identifying problems than presenting sustainable
solutions. However, given their greater continuity and accumulation
of professional expertise, institutions tend to be rather skillful in
devising solutions, as we discussed in Chapter 4. The combination of
their democratic nature and their ability to design solutions to
societal problems makes institutions extremely important actors in
MLG processes. To be sure, it could even be argued that as governance
becomes more fluid and informal, the more important will institu-
tions become. In governance processes where there is a significant
variety of actors and where many actors participate on an ad hoc
basis, institutions will become critical participants by virtue of their
continuity; in a setting where most actors come and go, any actor
who is more continuously involved will have a strong position.

Institutional reform and changing 
intergovernmental relationships

It is interesting to note that much of the development toward MLG
has taken place with very few formal, institutional changes within
the governments involved in the process. True, a number of countries



in Western Europe implemented decentralization reforms during the
1980s and 1990s (Pierre and Peters, 2000; Sharpe, 1988) but at least
in some national contexts those reforms were confirmations of a
development that was already in progress, and not so much institu-
tional changes aimed at creating new forms of MLG. Thus, much of
the decentralization that has taken place in the Scandinavian coun-
tries during the past two decades could be seen as an institutional
adaptation to the actual modus operandi of these governments. In
other cases, such as the creation of new institutions for regional
economic development in the UK, institutional reform was imple-
mented primarily in order to strengthen collaborative and concerted
action between the public sector and private businesses. It is yet too
early to say to what extent these regional institutions will also foster
new models of regional governance in Britain, although devolution
to Scotland and Wales and discussions of governments for the
English regions make those changes more likely.

The local level

Local government is a far more heterogeneous phenomenon than is
often realized (see Keating, 1992). The predominant notion of local
authorities as weak, fragmented, and almost entirely the captives of
the local and regional economic structures is largely explained by the
predominance of British and American urbanists—along with the
occasional French or Scandinavian contribution—in the academic
debate on these issues. Even then, however, one can find examples of
local governments that have been successful in carving out their
own spheres of autonomy in the face of the seeming dominance of
other levels of government.

Interestingly, separating federal states from unitary states is of little
help in giving a systematic account of the development of local
government. In the UK, local government is typically described as
fragmented or “messy” (Leach and Percy-Smith, 2000; Lowndes,
forthcoming). Moreover, local authorities in Britain are constitution-
ally weak with basically no local autonomy guaranteed by the state.
In fact, it is the opposite pattern that prevails; according to the ultra
vires principle, British local government may only undertake tasks
which Parliament allows them to do (Gurr and King, 1987). In the
Scandinavian countries, the pattern is exactly the opposite. Here,
local autonomy enjoys strong constitutional support, and imposing
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any limitation on that autonomy is a delicate political project. In
fact, the strength of local autonomy in the Scandinavian states is
intriguing, given their nature of unitary states; in most such states,
regional and local institutions tend to be explicitly subordinate to
central government. The British but also the French case could be
said to be more typical to the group of unitary states in this respect.

Thus, if central–local relationships in Britain are clearly dominated
by central government, intergovernmental relationships in the
Scandinavian countries have for a long period of time been charac-
terized by a somewhat paradoxical pattern. On the one hand, the con-
stitutions—as well as the political rhetoric on all levels of government
and among all political parties—herald the idea of local autonomy
and local self-government. On the other hand, however, local gov-
ernments (kommuner) exercise very little autonomous policy or action
when measured as the percentage of their budget over which they
have exclusive control. Throughout most of the postwar period, most
of the local governments’ budgets consist of state grants which they
receive for implementing state policies and programs, primarily in
education and social welfare. Only a rather minor part of the local
governments’ financial resources is spent on locally designed pro-
grams. Moreover, this part of the local governments’ activities com-
prises most of the least politically salient areas such as culture, leisure,
and economic development. So, while the formal local autonomy in
these countries is extensive, in real terms it is less impressive.

How has this pattern of intergovernmental relations evolved and
how can the discrepancy between the rhetoric of local autonomy on
the one hand and the practice of subordination on the other be sus-
tained? In order to get a grip on these questions, we need to look at
the historical process which created the current state of affairs. The
Scandinavian welfare state is—as many observers have noted (Montin,
1994; Pierre, 1994)—a local welfare state; while overarching policies
and programs have been designed at the central government level, the
thrust of welfare state service delivery takes place at the regional and
local institutional levels. In order to create the necessary institutional
vehicles for the expansion of the welfare state, an extensive process of
local government modernization began in the 1960s (Strömberg and
Westerståhl, 1984). The creation of the bigger and stronger local
authorities had a profound impact on the relationship between the
state and the local authorities. A less anticipated outcome of the



amalgamation process—which has been much more profound in
Sweden than in the other Scandinavian countries—was that local
authorities now had developed the institutional capacity necessary to
resist pressures from central government. With some exaggeration it
could be argued that the state had “built the perfect beast”; the new
kommuner turned out to be more difficult to command and control,
compared to the smaller and weaker municipalities.

Across Western Europe, intergovernmental relationships are also
strongly affected by changes in the economy. The macroeconomic
problems facing the West European states during the 1980s (Sharpe,
1988) helped trigger an extensive political project of decentralization.
Such reform had the double blessing of responding to a critique
against too centralized government and at the same time allowing
the state to “hive off” some financial responsibilities to regional and
local government. Furthermore, as the previous cross-national obser-
vations suggested, the relationship between institutional levels is also
shaped to a considerable degree by the nature of the overarching
political project pursued by central government. Welfare state projects
tend to rely heavily on the collaboration of local government in the
delivery of services. Ensuring such compliance among autonomous
local governments has not always been a trivial matter.

The regional level

Institutional reform at the regional level—the proverbial forgotten
level of the political system in many unitary states—has been much
slower compared to the local level in most countries but gained
significant momentum during the 1990s. To some extent, reform was
triggered by the EU’s focus on regions. However, there was also a need
to devise institutional solutions which—as was the objective in some
jurisdictions—offer some political and democratic control over
economic development and which can help bring together political
and corporate actors at the regional levels.

Regional political institutions, particularly in unitary states, have
for long been perceived as poorly equipped to mobilize the principal
actors within their regional territory toward joint, concerted action
that could boost the regional economy. In order to ameliorate
this perceived deficiency, central government in several of the West
European countries have launched programs intended to recreate
the regions as an economic space and to strengthen the regional
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institutions (Evans and Harding, 1997; but see Wright, 1998). It
would, however, be severely misleading to underestimate the role of
the EU and its commitment to a “Europe of the Regions” as the key
force propelling this development. Similarly, although regional insti-
tutional reform seems to be in vogue these days, there is significant
uncertainty about how to design these institutions. As Peter Newman
(2000) aptly puts it, “regional reform remains on the agenda in most
European states and nowhere is there the feeling that that the
institutional mixture is about right.” To some extent, this uncertainty
is probably caused by a similar confusion as regards what should be
the role of those institutions.

These institutional changes have, not very surprisingly, played out
quite differently in different national contexts. In Germany, strong
regions were already in place and probably helped the German
regions to capitalize on the EU’s initiatives. In France, economically
defined regions existed in some parts of the country but their num-
ber and cohesion increased quickly as the structural funds emerged
as a major source of potential funding for regional initiatives. The UK
followed suit, creating eight regions for economic development. This
elaboration of the institutional structure represents to some extent
institutional isomorphism (Dimaggio and Powell, 1991), with the
institutions of government adapting to the nature of the economy
they were intended to regulate and to support.

Sweden too has been experimenting with institutional change at
the regional level, for example, in the Gothenburg region. A large-
scale experiment is currently being implemented, in order to devise
appropriate institutions aiming at boosting regional economic devel-
opment and also to bring this process under some form of political
control. Stated in a slightly different language, it is a project aiming
at creating effective regional, political, and economic governance. A
key element of the reform is to produce so-called regional growth
agreements (RGA) (in Swedish regionala tillväxtavtal). The general idea
behind the RGA reform has been to lump together all the various spe-
cific grants coming from central government to the regions—grants
for regional economic development, environmental protection, some
education programs, labor-market programs, culture, nature preserva-
tion projects, and so on—into one block grant. The regions would
then be permitted to spend that grant according to a program which
had been negotiated among political institutions at the regional and



local levels, the business community, organized interests, voluntary
associations, and so on. Also, private businesses were encouraged not
just to participate in the process of deliberating the RGAs but also to
put their money where their proverbial mouths were, that is, to make
contributions toward the financing of the projects.

Central government reserved the right to approve formally the
RGAs before the projects listed in the agreement were given funding,
indicating that some hierarchy remained in the process. Still, the
RGA program remains a textbook example of central government
creating incentives to build systems of governance at the regional
level and devolving some powers to that governance arrangement. It
could well be that the Swedish political system in these regions is
now transitioning from a reasonably hierarchical system toward one
which is more similar to what Reigner (2001) calls “coadministra-
tion” that has been evolving within the French system. This system
features shared responsibilities for programs and a division of labor
between different institutional levels, rather than formal command
and control. Clearly if a system that has been as hierarchical as the
French (but see Gremion, 1976) can make this transformation then
more devolved systems certainly should be able to do so.

Changing intergovernmental relationships

Are these new, emerging intergovernmental relationships—which
play out differently in different national settings, as pointed out
earlier—typical to MLG? Well, yes and no. Yes, in so far as institu-
tional relationships in countries such as the Scandinavian states,
Australia (Painter, 2001) and France (Reigner, 2001) are becoming
increasingly negotiated and also in so far as the growing number of
institutional levels is concerned. Overall, there appears to be a ten-
dency in intergovernmental relationships to move from hierarchical
control and toward a negotiated division of labor among the levels.
The relaxation of state rules and legislation in many core state sectors
testifies to a strategy aiming at granting regional and local authori-
ties a more immediate responsibility for these programs. That shift in
responsibility at the same time allows for greater variation in public
service among regions and locales. Again, there are exceptions to this
pattern; Britain would be one such example, apart from the devolution
projects in Scotland and Wales and the newly created economic
development regions, central government control remains the
defining feature of intergovernmental relationships. Overall, however,
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the heyday of achieving an equal standard as the key objective in
public service provision is clearly gone. Instead, the current empha-
sis is on adapting public service to local needs and local demand; to
allow local service providers to “tailor” their services according to
clients’ preferences; and to open up for customer choice.

By dislocating political control downward and outward in the
political system (please note that we are not discussing the extensive
upward dislocation of political control to the EU), the state attains
two important goals. First, it defines clearer roles for institutions at
all levels and accords them more autonomy to specialize in that role.
Thus, for example, institutions operating under market, or quasi-
market, conditions can develop their corporate, profit-making nature
more effectively if they are allowed more discretion from the political
echelons of government. Other institutions can use their autonomy
to engage in closer cooperation with key actors in their external
environments. Second, central government can focus on its traditional
role of policy making, coordination, implementation, and so on (Pierre
and Peters, 2000). It is, however, important to recognize that these dis-
placements of power and control do not automatically signal the
impending decline of the state. It is an alteration of the division of
power within the political system initiated by the state, and the state
retains the capability to reassess that order if and when it so chooses.

Thus, the development we can observe in intergovernmental
relationships is perhaps not so much typical to MLG as it is of the
evolving policy style and role of the state in society more broadly. It
represents a development toward governance functioning at different
institutional levels more than a governance arrangement negotiated
between or among those levels. A good deal of the activity of gover-
nance remains confined to one level or another, with the relation-
ships remaining almost as formal as those of more traditional and
constitutional federalism. Let us now turn to the final part of the
chapter and discuss how the changes described earlier have affected
the process of policy implementation.

Policy implementation in a multilevel 
governance context

As we can see, there exists an interesting correlation between the
nature of the overarching political projects that states pursue and
the institutional strength that characterizes these states at different



points in time. Another fairly clear pattern, looking at developments
of state strength over time, is that the institutional capabilities of West
European states are to a very large extent determined by the states
themselves and not by exogenous forces like the market or transna-
tional institutions. Certainly, we can point at several developments
which have undermined some of the historical strength of these states.
But these reforms, we need to remind ourselves, were initiated and
implemented by the states themselves. The growing strength of the
EU, or the deregulation of financial markets which was a precondition
for the emergence of a global economy, were both state-driven reforms.

This, needless to say, is not very far from a classical institutional
argument; states develop the institutional arrangements necessary to
pursue the dominant political projects at any particular time. The
institutional setup of the laissez-faire state was different from that
of the typical welfare state which, in turn, was different from that
of a developmental state (Johnson, 1982; Okimoto, 1988). That said,
institutionalists also emphasize the longevity of institutions and
the inertia in institutional change. It could well be that the West
European states during the past decade or so are cases of states under-
going a process of change from an interventionist toward an enabling
regime. The increasing focus on macroeconomic balance and low
inflation has pushed states to cut back on public expenditures and to
adopt a policy style which is considerably less dirigiste compared to
the early 1980s. But the institutional structures of the state still bear
some resemblance with the bigger, redistributive states which were
typical of the early postwar period. Bert Rockman has described the
present situation in which we see big governments in small states in
many of the advanced industrial democracies (Rockman, 1998).

The Swedish case would fit this description rather well. As argued
earlier, we can identify a reasonably high degree of correspondence
between institutional change, intergovernmental relationships, and
public service objectives in the governance process. This correspon-
dence also applies to the role of subnational government in policy
implementation; when policies were interventionist and emphasized
equality across the country, intergovernmental relationships were
clearly hierarchical. As the policy style has changed toward one more
of bargaining that permits some territorial differentiation of policy,
so too have the intergovernmental relationships. These relationships
now more closely approximate equality than hierarchy.
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Institutional reform at the regional levels paints a similar picture.
Although these reforms have yet to find their final form, it appears
clear that by encouraging a development toward governance, the
state has devised regional structures which it is quite likely to
experience increasing problems with controlling in the future. At
both levels institutional reform has set in train processes of adaptive
behavior among key actors—for instance, the creation of new
networks or coalitions, increasing cooperation between political and
corporate actors, or strategies of positioning the city or region in the
international arena—which tend to strengthen the political capabil-
ities at these levels, something which, in turn, makes them more
difficult to control by the state.

Taken together, these patterns of institutional change and the
growing emphasis on governance at the local and regional levels
have had profound effects on the role that regional and local
government are capable of playing in the implementation of public
policy. Regional and local institutions now play substantially differ-
ent roles in implementation because the objectives and design of
many policies have changed. Especially for economic policy, the
prevailing pattern has shifted away from a rather strict top-down,
interventionist policy toward less targeted programs aimed at
enabling private businesses to prosper, and to have greater latitude in
shaping their own business environment.

The only significant development that seems to question the logical
relationship between institutional change, intergovernmental rela-
tionships, and policy style relates to the long-term effects of the
emergence of governance at the regional and local levels. While
intergovernmental relationships in a constitutional perspective could
be conceived of as a zero-sum game—one level’s increase in power
and control is at the expense of the other levels—the governance
perspective highlights the extent to which institutions at different
levels can enhance their ability to steer and coordinate their territory
through their involvement with other levels, or perhaps with the
civil society. Thus, governance, from that perspective could be
described as an empowerment of institutions, not in relationship to
each other but in relationship to their external environment (Pierre
and Peters, 2000).

By creating incentives for the development of such governance struc-
tures, central government has probably contributed to strengthening



political institutions at the regional and local levels. We have previ-
ously argued that an important unintended consequence of that
development could well be that regional and local authorities
become more autonomous and assertive vis-à-vis central govern-
ment. Thus, shifting the perspective from government to gover-
nance, in the real world as well as in academic discussions, in the end
will strengthen one set of institutions in ways that might not have
been anticipated.
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7
Governance, Accountability, 
and Democratic Legitimacy

The past decade or so has witnessed an extensive debate concerning
what is believed to be important changes in the processes and instru-
ments with which the contemporary state governs society. As we
discussed in Chapter 2, the debate features a wide range of different
theories and perspectives on governance and the role of government
in that process (Pierre, 2000). One of the main issues has been the
capacity of the state to govern society in an era when the state is
cutting back at the same time as the external environment of the
state is becoming increasingly complex. Alongside this discussion
there has also been a debate on how to conceptualize and understand
the new forms of governance we have seen emerge during the 1980s
and 1990s (Pierre, 2000).

The analysis in Chapter 2 substantiated the many different roles of
the state and how these roles relate to the overarching function of
the state to govern society. This wide range of different roles played
by the state in contemporary society is worth noticing. Dismissing
the state as the center of governing capacity within society is a very
bold assertion indeed. To be sure, the debate itself to some extent
begs the question of how theories are formed and what empirical evi-
dence is employed to sustain the theory. We believe that the con-
ception of the state as a marginalized structure in society is greatly
exaggerated. This stateless model of governance has its roots prima-
rily in accounts of changes in the British state toward developing new
and “softer,” that is, less obtrusive and interventionist policy instru-
ments; toward opening up new channels for exchange with actors in
the external environment of the public sector; and toward a policy
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style which is less interventionist and more market-embracing
compared to the policy style of the 1960s and 1970s (see Kooiman,
1993, 2003). Given their grounding in British and other Westminster
systems, the scholars involved often failed to note that many other
societies had been governed in this “softer” way for decades (Heisler,
1974; Kraemer, 1968).

The theory claims, sometimes explicitly and sometimes implicitly,
to be a means of resolving complex problems of governing in a range
of problems, but the discussion is often confused. The debate among
governance scholars is probably caused by the slippery nature of the
concept of governance. We have in a previous context spent some
energy on a conceptual analysis of governance (Pierre and Peters,
2000). Also, Chapter 2 represents an attempt to take that discussion
one step further by introducing a framework toward an understand-
ing of the state–society dimension of governance. The governance
debate so far has been a slightly confusing sequel to the interest
among political scientists during the late 1980s and 1990s in “bring-
ing the state back in.” In retrospect it appears as if parts of the gov-
ernance debate have attempted to move the state back out of
governing into the relative oblivion it found itself during the heyday
of the “behavioral revolution.” (Almond, 1988; March and Olsen,
1989). We believe this movement to be unfortunate, simply because
it is an implicit argument that the state has lost political leverage.
This may have occurred to the extent that is sometimes suggested
appears counterintuitive if not empirically speaking incorrect (see
Mann, 1997). A more realistic and intriguing approach to the role of
the state in contemporary governance appears to be how the state is
transforming to adapt both to globalization and to the new and lower
profile it tends to assume domestically.

In order to understand that process of change, this chapter traces
different ideas concerning the centrality of the state over the past sev-
eral decades. By revisiting the debate on state–society relationships
that occurred during the 1980s and 1990s we believe that we can
outline a more realistic trajectory of how the debate on these issues
has changed and what has been believed to be the key governance
problems in different political and institutional contexts. We also
believe that this avenue of analysis can be extremely rewarding for
coming to grips with what is causing the current problems with
accountability and legitimacy of the state and public policy. The
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issues are hardly new ones but the nature of the debate has been
changing significantly.

Also, it is important to differentiate between the rather negative
“hollow” conception of the state and the more positive “enabling”
conception. The former, hollow conception assumes that govern-
ment has become incapable of governing, that its center and its very
purpose have been hollowed out (Weller et al., 1997). As already
noted, this characterization of change may be based largely on a
Westminster conception that, despite some claims of having no con-
ception of the state as in Continental political philosophy, has
depended very much on a strong, centralized state as the source of
governance. The enabling conception, on the other hand, is more
Scandinavian and assumes that the state remains a crucial actor but
that its role has shifted to be one of mobilizing governance resources
from a number of sources in order to provide direction and service to
society in ways that might not be possible without coordination
through that “central mind of government.”1

One change in the debate has been an increased emphasis on the
familiar, yet crucial, question of accountability (see Aucoin and
Heintzman, 2002) and with it the legitimacy of the public sector and
its activities. As we discuss in greater detail later, a number of
attempts at reforming existing state structures and procedures have
altered the possibilities for making accountability, as we have known
it, function effectively. This change in the accountability regimen is
already operating, but remains poorly conceptualized. This paucity of
conceptualization appears true both in the academic literature and in
the practice of government. For example, although contracts have
come to be used increasingly as a means of delivering public services,
the means necessary for holding contractors accountable are often
not developed adequately (Peters, 2000d).

The basic argument in this chapter is that an understanding of the
contemporary accountability and legitimacy problematic requires a
departure from the political and institutional logic that has character-
ized the liberal-democratic state. For all of its flaws and problems, that
liberal model of governing provided at a minimum a reasonably clear
institutional linkage between elected officials, public policies, and the
electorate. Holding elected officials of an “enabling state” to account
is, democratically speaking, not a very satisfactory arrangement.
Similarly, a performance-related model of political accountability has



yet to be formulated; the list of unsettled incidents of public service
errors which has not been politically resolved is already extensive (see,
for instance, Barberis, 1998; Mulgan, 2000; Polidano, 1997; Thomas,
1998) and there is little reason to believe that the NPM school of pub-
lic service production will come up with a satisfactory answer to these
problems.

As we review the debate on these issues that has occurred over the
past couple of decades, we find that the shift from government to
governance as the key process through which collective goals are
defined and pursued highlights performance taking precedence over
accountability, especially accountability defined through means of
political institutions. A few decades ago, the main concern of consti-
tutional architects was how the state could be capable of governing
society, when the pressures from the surrounding society appeared to
“overload” the state with demands and ever-growing expectations.
This situation triggered a search for means through which to enhance
the overall performance of the state, a search that, in turn, served as
a powerful motivation for bringing private sector concepts and
models of service production into the public sector.

What was lost as one unintended consequence of the reform process
was, to a considerable degree, accountability for actions by the state,
or more exactly for the actions of agents of the state. The new, increas-
ingly predominant, paradigm of public sector management is based on
several concepts that tend to minimize accountability. For example,
managerial autonomy and market-based accountability as a function
of customer choice (Barberis, 1998; Hood, 1991; Peters, 2001a) are cen-
tral to NPM and both minimize conventional forms of political
accountability. The problem of ensuring accountability of career pub-
lic servants with the devaluing of politicians in these models and the
empowerment of managers was never properly resolved. If anything,
the continuing displacement of power and the enforced separation of
power and responsibility seem to exacerbate the problem.

Moreover, we argue that some form of accountability is a prereq-
uisite for the legitimacy of a democratic government. Political decisions
and actions become legitimate if they are made, or at least formally
enacted, by elected officials, and those officials must be subject to
some form of accountability, whether internal to government or
external through the electoral process. By the same token, irregulari-
ties in public service delivery can be indirectly resolved through
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institutionalized channels as long as politicians exercise some degree
of control over the public administration. When that political con-
trol is relaxed, the legitimacy of the public sector becomes more a
matter of its performance; input control. Further, in that context
political accountability could be argued to have been replaced by dif-
ferent types of output-related mechanisms of accountability that may
have some element of automaticity rather than judgment. The key
question is how such a version of accountability can support the
legitimacy of elected government.

The chapter initially rehearses the debates on “overloaded govern-
ment” (Birch, 1984) and the “ungovernability” of society (Crozier
et al., 1975) that were influential several decades ago but still have
some relevance for understanding questions of governing. We then
look at the New Right political ideology and NPM in the context of
ideological frameworks and strategies employed to resolve the prob-
lems of overload and accountability. Here, we can identify gover-
nance as the third link in the chain of reform attempting at resolving
problems of overload and ungovernability. Although the ultimate
goal of these three strategies of reform is rather similar—lowering the
expectations on the state, exploring alternative sources of service
delivery, and downplaying the centrality of the state in society—
these are three distinctly different models, as we see later. Following
this analysis we develop the argument that all three models are
unclear with regard to accountability, something which, in turn, raises
questions about the legitimacy of the three models of governing.

Overload, ungovernability, and governance

We now proceed to discuss a variety of challenges to governing that
have been identified and discussed, as capitalist societies have
encountered shifts in their apparent capacity to govern and to sur-
vive economically. Despite the apparent successes of most of these
governments, when compared to governments in most of the rest of
the world, the governments in the advanced industrial democracies
were perceived by many citizens to be ineffective and even illegiti-
mate. These governments were deemed to be failing, despite their
successes in creating and managing the welfare state, the manage-
ment of unprecedented economic successes, and a period of relative
international peace.



Overloaded government

The general idea in the “overload” literature is that government
becomes unable to respond to all demands and expectations placed
on it by the public, organized interests, or other actors in the exter-
nal environment of the state. Such an overload of functions, in turn,
undermines the legitimacy of the government. Thus, here is a clear
hypothesis for the relationship between efficiency and legitimacy
(Dahrendorf, 1960). The legitimacy of the state is sustained not just
by democratic constitutional arrangements and politically responsive
government, as liberal-democratic theory argues, but also, broadly
defined, on the ability of government to keep the public satisfied. In
contemporary language, the performance of government means a
great deal in how the public views it. “Performance” in this particu-
lar context refers not only to public service quality but also, and more
importantly, the ability of the state to respond appropriately to
demands, to resolve political conflict and produce consent, to define
political goals and objectives, and to pursue those goals.

To some extent, the concept of “overloaded” government echoes
the political system analysis of the 1960s and 1970s (see, for instance,
Easton, 1965). In this theoretical perspective, “overloaded govern-
ment” is the result of societal demands exceeding the problem-
solving capacity of government. It is interesting to revisit this
literature because it describes rather aptly problems which since have
risen to the forefront of political analysis and administrative reform:

Every political system must have some finite capacity with respect
to the number of demands it can accept for processing into
decisions or consider as possible basis of choice. It will have only
some finite amount of time available to devote to settling differ-
ences politically . . . what we may designate as demand input
overload could be said to describe a system if, within a specified
time interval, the number of demands exceeded an empirically
determinable limit. (Easton, 1965:58; italics in original)

Obviously, overload can be caused either by an increasing number of
demands on the state, or on a decreasing capacity of the state to
respond to address and respond to demands, or because the “gate-
keepers” fail to keep demands at a sufficiently low level to allow the
political system to process those demands. For systems theorists,
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organized interests and political parties were key “gatekeeping”
structures; however, with the emergence of populist parties (Taggart,
1996) and also interest organizations more concerned with the pursuit
of narrowly defined interests than assuming societal responsibilities,
these gatekeepers may in fact exacerbate the problem of massive
input instead of reducing the flow of demands into government.

Moreover, overload is to some extent a consequence of the state’s
own actions, and the state’s own successes. The expansion of the
political sphere in society that characterized Western Europe through
the 1960s and 1970s involved rising expectation for the state as
a provider of goods and services for the public. Somewhat ironically,
perhaps, the relative success of the state as a mediator of social con-
flict and, more generally, as a governing body, triggered further
expectations. These included demands for more distributive and
redistributive programs, and for regulation as a means of promoting
collective interests in a wide variety of policy sectors. In many coun-
tries in Western Europe, the policy style of resolving socioeconomic
problems by permitting greater public sector control and/or funding
generated massive expectations for similar state actions in an ever
large number of additional sectors.

Time seems to have caught up with this academic debate or, more
correctly, overload seems to have reemerged as a problem for the state
during the 1990s. The decreasing “policy capacity” of many contem-
porary states increases the risk of overload because the state must, to
a growing extent, commission policy advice from external sources.
This use of external advice is both tedious for individuals in govern-
ment and also associated with considerable uncertainties about the
quality and direction of the advice (Boston, 1994). Thus, the rather
dramatic cutbacks in policy advice capacity throughout the Western
world have, in fact, not reduced the risk of overload but exactly the
opposite. By putting greater trust either in the market as a problem
solver and—as Reagan, Thatcher, and other political leaders with a
market-based philosophy chose to do—to try and persuade the pub-
lic that they should not look to government for help but rather
look to themselves to solve problems—governments have tried to
alleviate themselves from demands, pressures, and expectations from
society.

Thus, overload can be caused by factors and developments outside
state control, but it may also be the unintended result of the state’s



decreasing policy capacity, or, indeed, its success in delivering programs
and services which in turn lead the public to ask for more of the
same. Indeed, many of the governance problems of the 1960s and
1970s were a product of hubris by the political and administrative
elites rather than demands coming from the society. Those elites
believed that they had found a solution for many of the problems of
the society and the economy and were more than willing to wield
that newfound knowledge.

The “ungovernable” society

If overload has been a characteristic of the state, ungovernability
primarily has been a feature of society. However, overload and
ungovernability both denote a situation in which some kind of
imbalance exists between state and society in terms of policy capac-
ity and societal demands. Further, as already noted, the increased
complexity of contemporary societies has made governance more dif-
ficult, both in terms of the number of demands being advanced and
the number of interconnections that must be managed. With respect
to the ungovernability problem, it is fair to argue that it is primarily
a quality of society more than of the state, so that even the most
capable political system may be incapable of ruling effectively with
other than Draconian means.2 Ungovernability may, of course, be in
part perceptual as some political systems will attempt to impose
greater levels of uniformity on society than will others.

“Ungovernability” is caused, first and foremost, by the growing
complexity of society. Kooiman’s “societal governance” (Kooiman,
1993) departs from an image of society as so complex that it has
become virtually impossible for the state to bring order and a common
direction into it. The state itself is embedded in a nonhierarchi-
cal, multitier institutional system where negotiation has replaced pre-
vious patterns of steering and control. The market, too, is becoming
increasingly characterized by a global economy penetrating domestic
(national and local) economies, creating greater volatility and unpre-
dictability. If the more interventionist policy style of the 1960s and
1970s had the important advantage of making the economy slightly
more predictable for the state, the deregulation and less obtrusive
macroeconomic style of the 1980s and 1990s has both reduced the
number of points of contact between the state and the market and
allowed the economy to develop more according to its own logic.
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Both of these factors have contributed to making the economy less
predictable and less governable.

Furthermore, across the Western world, we see declining trust in
political institutions and a declining party membership; developments
which together suggest that the legitimacy of the political system of
the twentieth century seems to be less stable compared to a couple of
decades ago. Society is thus becoming increasingly complex, inco-
herent, and unpredictable at the same time as the traditional pillars
of government appear to be losing their grip over political represen-
tation and decision making. Governability is to some degree not just
a matter of society’s complexity; it is also about the state’s leverage
over society and about the legitimacy of those levers and the institu-
tions controlling them. Further, social institutions themselves may
be in decline, as evidenced in the large debate over the nature of
social capital in a range of countries (Putnam et al., 1993).

To some extent, the notion of ungovernability as a fairly recent phe-
nomenon exaggerates the governability of society—and the capacity
of the state to govern—in times past. Ungovernability appears rather
to have become a problem at the confluence of two developments.
One of these developments saw the state take on a higher profile in
society, as was the case in the 1960s and 1970s both in the US and the
countries of Western Europe. The other development affecting the
governability of society was the increasing complexity of those soci-
eties, the loss of cohesion and homogeneity, and increasing tensions
brought about by an increasingly zero-sum economy in many.

A slightly different version of the ungovernability argument can be
found in the now large literature on networks. Several observers
argue that the governance of the modern state occurs primary at the
level of the policy sector where cohesive and powerful “policy net-
works” effectively control the sector. Indeed, these networks are
sometimes sufficiently powerful to resist policy changes initiated by
government and political institutions (Marsh and Rhodes, 1992a;
Rhodes, 1997). In addition, administrative reforms over the past
several decades have exacerbated this problem by extolling the need
to empower both senior managers and lower echelon workers in
organizations, as well as ascribing more rights to the recipients of
government benefits. From the vantage point of the government
(taken as an entity), this lack of coordination and coherence clearly
represents a case of ungovernability.



As is the case with overload, ungovernability is—albeit to a lesser
extent than was the case with overload—to some extent, directly or
indirectly, caused by the state itself. Certainly, the growing complexity
of society cannot be said to be a deliberate consequence of public
policy. However, if governability denotes some kind of “equilibrium”
existing between society’s complexity on the one hand and the
policy capacity of governments on the other, then it appears fair to
say that the dismantling, or at least minimizing of the policy capac-
ity which we have been witnessing across the Western world over the
past couple of decades (Peters, 2001a; Peters and Savoie, 1998) has
contributed to the exacerbated governing, and governability, problems
we have encountered in many cases.

Governance as a solution

The dual, and intertwined, problems of government overload and the
ungovernability of society generated a variety of responses from
the public sector. Some of those responses have been political and
ideological, including the rather extreme reactions expressed through
Thatcherism and Reaganism (Savoie, 1994). The assumptions motivat-
ing these political responses were that government had assumed
responsibilities that it could not easily fulfill and had, in the
process, undermined their own legitimacy as well as undermining
the capacity of other socioeconomic structures—most obviously the
market—to operate effectively to solve human needs. Further, it was
argued that the more intrusive public sector undermined the capac-
ity of the Third Sector to play the strong role of which it might be
capable if the more intrusive state were less active.

Other approaches to reducing or eliminating these problems have
been more technical and managerial. For example, the spread of the
ideas associated with the NPM may be seen as, at least in part, a reac-
tion to perceived failures in governance, and the associated desire to
make government perform more efficiently (Pollitt and Bouckaert,
2000). Performance management is one of the central features of the
most recent round of reforms, with budgets and other allocations
becoming dependent upon the assessment of their performance
(Bouckaert and Halachmi, 1995). These mechanisms tend to introduce
one form of accountability into the central allocative processes
of government and to create a potentially mechanistic conception of
what governing means.
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The above two reactions to problems in governing represent two
alternative mechanisms for coping with problems of overload and
ungovernability. On the one hand, government can cope with over-
load by shedding some of the load; the obvious reaction of Reagan,
Thatcher, and other members of the New Right. In any number of
countries, governments have eliminated activities, privatized state-
owned firms, and sought to reduce a range of obligations of the public
sector. This strategy often was less successful than its advocates
thought it might be, given that many programs had powerful consti-
tuencies inside and outside government and further many programs
were entitlements that were difficult for any government to terminate.
Thus, despite their commitments to the contrary, public spending
actually increased in both the absolute and relative sense, during the
administrations of those paragons of conservative virtue.

In addition to the problem of entitlements encountered by would-
be reducers of overload, the obvious political difficulty in this
approach to coping with problems of governance is that the public
may be somewhat schizophrenic about the “load” of public sector
activities. In most cases the public want their services continued but
resist pay for those services through taxation. When we examine the
range of public opinion data taken over the past several decades this
inconsistency of views becomes very apparent (Newton and Kaase,
1996; Peters, 1991:ch. 6). Citizens want few if any reductions in pub-
lic services, and in many cases want to have the services expanded.
At the same time, the public argue that taxes are too high and they
want to pay less for what they get for government.

Another significant approach to those two problems has been to
make public programs perform better and more efficiently, and to
eliminate at least a part of the total costs of governing by reducing the
costs of each service being delivered to citizens. This is one potential
way of squaring the circle of a public that demands more service
for less money. The NPM has, among its other attributes, a self-
proclaimed capacity to make the public sector organizations function
more efficiently. So, for example, instilling greater competition into
government—in both the structures for delivering policy and the
management of personnel—is assumed to be able to provide the same
services to the public at less direct costs in taxes to the public.

Like reducing programs to save money, the NPM may not be an
undivided benefit for the public, and generates problems for effective



governing. For example, the disaggregation of the public sector
implied by the concepts of the NPM creates significant problems of
coordination and coherence. In addition, the autonomy granted to
actors within the public sector can limit the accountability of public
programs, and with that the capacity of elected officials to control
the actions of bureaucracies and other public sector entities. These
changes, and other types of reforms associated with this range of
ideas, have now created the need to introduce yet further reforms to
the public sector, many directed at enhancing accountability.

Governance as the other solution

The two earlier reactions to problems of governing certainly had
some benefits for society and for government, but also carried with
them some major problems. The two prior reactions to problems
produced responses that made the process of governing less directly
connected to political responsibility but at the same time also began
to introduce new standards by which to judge the activities of
governments. This involved shifting from a strictly political internal
conception of accountability to a more external and performance-
based conception of accountability. The virtue of the latter is that it
focuses on what government organizations do on a day-to-day basis,
rather than attempting to discover spectacular failures that could
embarrass a government. Still, divorcing representative political insti-
tutions and procedures from the accountability debate does present
some problems for democratic conceptions of government.

Governance and accountability

Accountability has become a key problem in contemporary gover-
nance, primarily for three reasons. First, unlike statecraft within the
liberal-democratic state, governance is primarily about processes and
dynamics; while political institutions are an important aspect of
governance, the emphasis in governance is clearly on processes rather
than institutions. Governance today frequently includes a wide variety
of actors such as public–private partnerships, voluntary associations,
private businesses, political institutions existing at different levels of
government, and so on. Governance is about developing processes
through which those actors can cooperate in order to govern the soci-
ety and do so in a more democratic and inclusive manner than might
be possible in conventional state-centric conceptualizations (and
practices) of governing.

126 Governing Complex Societies



Governance, Accountability, and Legitimacy 127

Some of these actors—most of the political actors—can be held to
account through the election process (leaving aside for a moment the
perennial problem of bureaucratic accountability (Gruber, 1992) but
most of them cannot. True, the problem of allowing nonelected
actors access to the policy-making process is not in any way new—
we need only think of the corporatist states—but that having been
said, governance poses a real problem in terms of accountability.
The advocates of NPM argue that governance in fact has a more
immediate and visible system of accountability than the liberal-
democratic state because customer choice sends clear and direct sig-
nals on customer preferences. Accountability, then, becomes almost
exclusively a performance-related problem. NPM supporters also
point at stake-holderism as an alternative model of accountability in
governance.

The problem with these models of accountability is that they only
look at one aspect of what governments do, that is, public service
delivery, and ignore the other important sector of government activ-
ity, namely, the exercise of legitimate political power. Furthermore,
these models of governing are far from traditional notions of party
government, where the idea was that it was political parties as
collectivities that were responsible (and responsive) more than indi-
vidual elected officials. The key problem in all of this change in
modes of governing is that we still have not developed a model of
political accountability in a governance perspective. The focus on
process is one problem for governing; the focus on performance (and
service to the public) is another.

Second, governance has emerged as an important perspective
because it concentrates on performance, both in terms of public serv-
ices and in terms of finding alternative ways and political resources
for the state to maintain some steering capacity. While governance
should not be confused with NPM (see Peters and Pierre, 1998), both
strands of thought emphasize the importance of performance, and
both also recognize the need to identify the basis of governing for the
individual citizen/consumer. In the NPM (see Pollitt and Bouckaert,
2000) the emphasis is on the performance of individual civil servants
and/or their organizations, with little or no concern about the cumu-
lation of that performance, or indeed about its integration across the
range of interconnected organizations within the public sector (see
Peters, 2001a:ch. 6). One of the consequences of the emphasis on
individual organizations and managers appears to be an increasing



incoherence in policies and actions within government, and hence
paradoxically greater difficulties in creating effective governance for
the public as a whole.

The third problem, finally, relates to the emerging image of the
state in governance as “the enabling state.” This term is to a great
extent an adequate description of the image that state actors in many
national contexts are attempting to “sell” to their publics. The state
today is engaged in less rowing and more steering, to quote Osborne
and Gaebler (1991); the state now attempts to capitalize on, and to
coordinate, resources controlled by a wide variety of actors, and to
employ those resources in the pursuit of collective goals for the
society. Again, we must ask where this version of the state leaves
the concept of accountability for the state. For example, the state
may be successful in its role of “enabling” other actors that possess
resources necessary for governance, that is, if the state provides ideal
preconditions for the corporate sector. These actors, however, may
turn out to perform inadequately, but who is to be held accountable
for that policy failure?3 Economic development is a top political
priority for most governments today and we have observed huge
efforts being made at removing what is believed to impair economic
growth, not least regulatory frameworks. But who is to be held to
account if such enabling measures do not help stimulate growth?
As Claus Offe pointed out quite some time ago, private capital’s
option not to act in accordance with incentives provided by political
institutions is an important source of its political influence over gov-
ernment (Offe, 1985). Placed in the context of the accountability of
the enabling state, this type of influence becomes all the more impor-
tant as the very nature of this form of governing is dependent upon
the involvement of nonstate actors. These influences are all the more
relevant as the range of actors having influence through the threat of
nonparticipation increases.

Governance and legitimacy

One of the key differences between the “overload” and “governability”
debates on the one hand, and the contemporary governance debate on
the other, revolves around the issue of legitimacy and accountability. In
the earlier debates about the capacity of the public sector to perform its
tasks adequately, legitimacy was identified as a problem because the
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state appeared to be incapable of accommodating the expectations
placed upon it, either in terms of appropriately processing inputs
from society, or in terms of producing effective programs and
policies. This perspective is clearly a political approach to the ques-
tion of legitimacy, with the assumption that if the appropriate polit-
ical processes are followed then legitimacy could be established. At
an intermediate level, there are symbolic elements to the adoption
and implementation of programs, so that merely pursuing certain
types of programs may enhance the legitimacy of a sitting govern-
ment, whether the programs of the government are in fact effective
or not.

From the governance perspective, however, legitimacy emerges as
a problem because the state is under-performing. The raison d’etre
and legitimacy of the state in a governance perspective is derived
primarily from its performance in terms of outputs—services, deci-
sions, and actions. There are, however, still some important questions
about procedures and democratic capacity in the contemporary
discussion of the state. For example, movements such as communi-
tarianism (Etzioni, 1995) and deliberative democracy (Hunold, 2001)
point to the need to make government democratic, open and trans-
parent, as well as effective. The governance emphasis may tend to
bureaucratize the practice of democracy, with a good deal of public
participation now being directed toward the bureaucracy. Further,
even more than with the corporatism characterizing much of the
political discussion of the 1970s and 1980s, social groups have come
to be considered essential to the functioning of the state.

It is not only in theory that there has been a continued concern
with the democratic performance of government, so that the general
public and political elites have both raised questions about the means
of ensuring and enhancing democracy in contemporary political sys-
tems. For example, governance within the EU has long generated
questions about the “democratic deficit” and the proposed expansion
of the Union that may make the system even more remote;4 this is
one of the many problems of democracy that arise in systems of MLG.
Also, the need to dismantle many aspects of the welfare state has
tended to make many citizens question the capacity of governments
to govern in a manner that responds to the demands of the public.5

While the emphasis on performance in contemporary governance
theory has not entirely excluded the concern with democracy and



participation, that concern with performance is not itself entirely
novel either. For example, the by now rather dated literature on
political development had one strand that stressed the connec-
tion between legitimacy and effectiveness (Huntington, 1966; Lipset,
1959). Further, the extensive literature in political science on public
policy that began to be developed at about the same time tended to
equate the capacity to make and implement policies effectively with
the success of the political system (Mitchell and Mitchell, 1969).
Indeed, a good deal of the public administration literature (imple-
mentation for example) has been concerned with the effectiveness of
public organizations, as well as with their adherence to procedural
and legal criterion of appropriate behavior. By no means does this
discussion imply that the strong emphasis on state performance in
governance is not significant, but rather it points to the extent to
which we are dealing with relative emphases in theory rather than
sharp, absolute breaks with the past.

The approach to governing contained within governance theory
represents—to reiterate a point made earlier—a significant difference
compared to the liberal-democratic state model described earlier,
where legitimacy rests primarily with the state’s ability to produce
consent. That is, the success of the state in the liberal-democratic
process of governing depends primarily upon its political perform-
ance or the ability of constitutional frameworks to provide elected
political leadership reflecting popular opinions and preference (what
we might call legalistic performance). That model of governing
demands that political elites be open to political pressures and
demands and attempt to incorporate them into the governing
process, but does not appear to imply a direct one-to-one correspon-
dence between demands and their decisions. Other approaches to
governing (again practical as well as theoretical) generated prior to
the contemporary concern with governance did attempt to link
inputs and outputs. Corporatism, for example, was a reaction to
governing in the liberal-democratic style, and assumed a close link-
age between the demands placed upon government and the decisions
that are made, even if the source of those demands was relatively
restricted.

Again, however, we should be careful not to overemphasize the
differences between the governance models and the liberal-
democratic model. Certainly there was a concern with policies among
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both citizens and elites in the liberal-democratic state, but the
principal source of legitimacy was procedural. Even if government
policies were ill conceived and went wrong, as they certainly did any
number of times, the mechanisms for coping with those failures were
more primarily political and remained internal to state institutions
to a greater extent than might be true for the contemporary
“enabling state.” In the latter style of governing, the accountability
for policy failures would have to be shared rather widely among state
and nonstate actors, with the concomitant problems of assigning
responsibility and then providing some means of enforcing account-
ability for actions. The problem of “many hands,” as well as that of
“dirty hands” is endemic in public life, and is becoming exacerbated
by movement toward the “enabling state” style of governance, in
which the central actors are mobilizers and honest brokers as much
as they are the wielders of authority. In a democracy, however,
accountability is meant to be commensurate with authority.

Conclusion

This chapter has examined the changing nature of government and
governance in the contemporary world influenced by globalization,
declining public confidence in almost all social and political institu-
tions, and growing adherence to neoliberal political ideologies. These
environmental changes have obvious consequences for governments
and their capacity to generate compliance from the public. One of
the characterizations of these problems was the ungovernability
of society, while another was that governments were overloaded with
problems and expectations. In both instances traditional means of
influencing the society appeared to have exhausted their utility.

Governments have not been totally quiescent and have developed
their own strategies for coping with these forces limiting their govern-
ing capacity. Some of those strategies involved a virtual denial of the
role of the state, assuming that the market and society are more suited
to providing goods and services than are governments. Other strate-
gies involved making government perform better the tasks that it had
undertaken, assuming that if those services could be provided at lower
cost and in a less “bureaucratic” manner then the public would accept
them more readily. Both of these strategies experienced some successes,
but also created a range of new problems in the process.



A third strategy has become more popular. Generally parading
under the banner of governance, this approach to steering society
emphasizes just that—steering. As such it does not imply the more
direct imposition of control from above characteristic of more tradi-
tional forms of ruling, but rather depends upon mobilizing, organiz-
ing, and enabling resources available in all segments of the political
economy. While in many ways also successful, governance approaches
have other problems, most notably difficulties in isolating and
enforcing accountability. Thus, merely advocating that state and
society should be more supportive of one another may only be
a beginning toward understanding and then redesigning patterns of
governing that are at once efficient and democratic.
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8
Conclusion: Governance and
Political Power

Governance is, as we have been arguing throughout, the process of
making and implementing collective decisions for a society. We have
also been arguing that, although the governance debate involves a
number of questions about the role of social actors in that process,
government remains a central, if not the central actor, in the process.
We do not say this simply because we are terribly old-fashioned nean-
derthals who will not admit that the world has changed. We know
very well that the world of governing has changed, but there are
empirical and normative realities that make us believe that we need
to understand the institutions of government if we are to understand
governance in a democratic society.

In some ways a focus on institutions could appear misleading.
After all, governance is typically conceived of as an inclusive process
transgressing the border between public and private in society. Also,
governance for many observers has become important as a result of
growing societal complexities and the purported inability of institu-
tions to handle these new contingencies. To some, sticking to an
institutional perspective on governance could appear to be a rather
pointless exercise in trying to put Humpty Dumpty together again.

However, there are plenty of important arguments to defend this
view on governance. A political analysis of governance cannot be
confined to pursue what would be the most efficient coordination of
actors, or what would be the optimal blend of resources from differ-
ent actors or interests. For political scientists, values such as efficiency
and effectiveness must be weighed against values like legitimacy and
democracy. Efficient governance arrangements that do not allow for
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some degree of democratic transparency and control can never be
sustainable in the longer term.

Furthermore, while we all acknowledge that society today is more
complex and less governable than a few decades ago, that insight
does not automatically translate into the view that political struc-
tures are becoming obsolete instruments of governing. The analysis
in this volume has had a more society-centered focus on complexity
compared to some of our earlier work on governance (see for instance
Pierre and Peters, 2000). Even so, our analysis differs from that of
most society-centered governance scholars like Kooiman (1993, 2003)
and Rhodes (1997) in that our focus is primarily on how governments
deal with that complexity. We do not think that a diagnosis saying
that society has become increasingly complex and, arguably, less
governable automatically should result in a prescription that gover-
nance too should become messier. If anything, increasing complexity
calls for increasing coordination and we argue that institutions
are more apt at coordinating than, for instance, loose networks or
partnerships.

Most importantly governments are better equipped to handle
conflicts over interests and values than are the other institutions in
society that have been proposed as alternative loci of governance.
Markets are based on an assumption that buyers and sellers will coor-
dinate, and that their interests are complementary rather than
competitive. In most political situations there are competitive interests
and there must be some means of reconciling those interests, or at
least choosing among them. Similarly, networks either define away
the existence of conflicting interests—if there is no agreement then
there is no network—or there are limited mechanisms for resolving
conflicts. Further, networks do not have the means of resolving
conflicts in an open and democratic manner.

As well as resolving conflicts, governance represents the exercise of
political power. In this conception “political” includes more than just
the actions taken by and through the formal institutions of govern-
ment and politics—often defined through political parties, legisla-
tures, and the usual instrumentalities of liberal democracy. But
similarly, political power exercised as a component of the governance
process does not imply that those formal instrumentalities are worth-
less or ineffective. Rather, we are attempting to develop a nuanced
understanding of governance and politics that involves both state
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and society, and their interaction, and which is also concerned
with some fundamental political values such as democracy, conflict
resolution, and accountability.

The analysis of governance is both an empirical and a normative
enterprise. The values involved in governance are an essential basis
from at which to start, and also to end, the discussion of how
societies can govern themselves. While we have been discussing the
capacity to govern and the need for the use of political power and
authority, it is perhaps essential to consider the legitimate basis of the
authority that is being employed. Governing can be easy, if all that
is required is to exercise power and to implement decisions made by
a small group of leaders and experts without careful consideration of
the society, the diversity of the society, and the varying wants and
demands of the public. Governing in a democratic and accountable
manner is a more difficult process and requires a broader range
of considerations, as well as the involvement of a broader array of
actors.

Thus, any discussion of democratic governance must involve both
some notions of achieving results and, at the same time, some notion
of constraining the exercise of that power. The pursuit of that balance
involves achieving a balance between two negative but contradictory
images of government held by many people in society. On the one
hand, government is seen as Leviathan, an unconstrained machine
trampling on the interests of citizens in pursuit of its own ends, or
perhaps the ends of an isolated elite holding power. Many critiques
from both the political right and the political left have this sense of
a powerful, bureaucratic government treading on the very people it
is meant to serve.

On the other hand, government is also seen as a Gulliver, a seemingly
powerful force that is constrained by countless small, but collectively
powerful, threads (Hill, 1995). In the case of government institutions
those threads can be the power that some groups in society are able
to exercise over the policies that affect them. Governments are also
severely constrained by the commitments made by previous govern-
ments that must be honored by the present regime, pension programs
being an example with a great deal of contemporary relevance.

While both of these negative views have some validity, both also
can be overcome through the effective design of policies (Ingram
and Schneider, 1997) and institutions for governance (Sartori, 1994;



Sunstein, 2002). Many social scientists blanch when the word
“design” is used, believing that governance is too complex for indi-
viduals to be able to design effectively,1 there is yet a need to consider
alternative means of achieving ends and acting prospectively to
produce desired outcomes. It may be, however, that systems of
governance are too important not to design, and instead of relying
on incrementalism and good fortune there is a real need to consider
creating design principles for governance, or at least aspects of
governance.2

The importance of institutions

If those complex requirements for governance are to be fulfilled then
effective institutions must be created and sustained. First, institutions
are essential for overcoming the Gulliver image. If governments are
to be able to make decisions, and especially if they are to be able to
make high quality decisions involving significant technical content,
high quality institutions will be needed. Likewise, if the decisions
made by government are to result in coordinated and coherent
policies, then there is a need for effective institutions that can make
and enforce priorities (Painter, 1999). To perform their tasks of
government the institutions of government must be capable of
collecting information, providing the appropriate information to
decision makers in a usable form, and resolving conflicts among
social groups, as well as conflicts among elements of government
itself.

Political and bureaucratic institutions must both be involved in the
creation of these capacities for delivering governance. The political
institutions must manage the internal conflicts that may arise as
governments, especially in coalition governments in which multiple
parties have contending ideas and contending searches for power.
Those political institutions may also have to manage ministries and
ministers who contend for budgetary resources, as well as find the
means of making policies more coherent across a range of policy
areas. Finally, there must be institutions that can manage the deliv-
ery of services to the public. Those institutions need not themselves
deliver those services, but there will be a need for managing that
implementation if it is to be provided through nongovernmental
means.
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Although perhaps not often discussed as an institutional problem
per se effective governance also requires some means of linking
the political and the permanent components of government. Different
institutional political systems have found different means of getting
civil servants and politicians to work together (Peters, 1987; Verheijen,
1999), but these solutions are always under pressure. Politicians often
find the solutions to, in effect, bureaucratize policymaking, while per-
manent officials resent the meddling of “amateurs” in policy areas
about which they generally have little expertise or even experience.
There is, as in most political debates, some truth on both sides of this
debate but governments must find ways of using the expertise of their
permanent officials without those officials dominating policy and
undermining democratic responsiveness of governments to the public.

The design for institutions for controlling democratically the polit-
ical power, as well as the administrative power, created for governing
is perhaps the more difficult task for governments. The powers of
government can be awesome given the legal, financial, and adminis-
trative resources that are at its disposal; the Leviathan conception of
government has all too much potential for being achieved in reality
as well as in the popular myths about government. The potential for
excess is of course most evident in authoritarian countries. If noth-
ing else, governments have a monopoly over the legitimate use of
force in society, and have the potential to abuse those powers, even
in nominally democratic states. Governments also have a great deal
of soft power, and if anything with the increasing capacities of the
media to influence society the capacities of government have become
even more awesome.

The tremendous powers at the disposal of the modern state
require developing checks and balances. Some of those checks must be
implemented at the level of policy formation, with the need to insti-
tutionalize channels of influence, and perhaps even to permit citizens
to control many aspects of public policy that affect them most directly
(Sorensen, 1997). Even when the clients, or the public as a whole, are
not empowered to make decisions, effective democratic controls are
needed to ensure that the decisions taken by government conform to
the desires of the public, and perhaps more importantly that mecha-
nisms for feedback exist to assess the impacts of policies on society.

The need to control governmental power is even more apparent
as public policies are implemented. The old-fashioned concept of



accountability remains a crucial question for governance, and account-
ability almost inherently involves the construction of institutions that
can monitor what happens in the process of implementation and
identify errors occurring in that process. To some extent that monitor-
ing will involve the legislature, and the parliamentary forms of account-
ability that have been central to the Westminster system depend upon
the executive reporting its action to parliament and defending those
actions when challenged. In some political systems the legislature has
developed committee systems that have been very successful in
exercising oversight and enforcing accountability. Other institutions
such as auditing organizations and the ombudsman also have been
developed to hold the executive accountable for their actions.

While accountability is important as a means of punishing
administrative malfeasance, for purposes of governing feedback may
be a more important function for accountability institutions. Even in
effective policy-making systems governments can and do make mis-
takes, and even if there are no policy disasters (Bovens and ’t Hart,
1996) the policies may be suboptimal and can be made better.
Further, as accountability regimens move in the direction of per-
formance (Bouckaert, 1995) the feedback function becomes even
more central to managing government and enforcing accountability.
Further, this version of accountability can involve the public as well
as formal institutional actors, although gauging performance and
enforcing accountability will require constructing institutions.

Interinstitutional interaction in governance

The discussion of accountability in the previous section reflects the
complexity of governance and the need to involve a number of insti-
tutions in the process of governing. Accountability reflects the need
for horizontal coordination and interaction among institutions
within a single level of government. The accountability issues men-
tioned emphasize the possibilities of designing interactions among
institutions as mechanisms for control—the familiar checks and bal-
ances argument of presidential governments. Accountability is the
most important of the interactions among institutions from a demo-
cratic perspective, but there are a number of other important inter-
actions that affect governance.

The other central form of interaction at a single level of governance
is coordination among actors in the delivery of services. We have
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emphasized throughout the volume the importance of priority set-
ting in government, but once the multiple priorities are set there
must be some means of making programs that may have contradic-
tory, or even complementary, goals that function smoothly together.
Achieving this coordination across programs is not easy given that
most administration occurs within single ministries or agencies that
may have a very narrow conception of priorities in governing and
who may be unwilling to cooperate if that cooperation will diminish
the possibilities of achieving goals within the program area.3

Vertical interactions among institutions are also important in
achieving successful governance. Just as governance has come
increasingly to involve interactions between state and societal actors
so too it has come to involve complex vertical interactions with other
levels of government. Intergovernmental relations have been impor-
tant for governing for as long as there have been multiple levels of
government (Wright, 1989), but the density of the interactions has
begun to increase dramatically. One of the common strands of reform
in countries around the world has been to decentralize governmen-
tal functions, and to create more complex systems of implementation
(Bogason, 2000).

We have focused on the role of national level governments in
much of our analysis but all levels of government are engaged in the
same processes, albeit for different geographical areas and with dif-
ferent ranges of functions. These differences raise the problems of
horizontal as well as vertical coordination of activities in governance.
One of the criteria we have advanced for governance is that there
should be some level of coherence among the activities of govern-
ment(s). This criterion implies that when faced with the multiple and
overlapping sources of governance, as well as multiple and poten-
tially competing sources of policy and governance within each level
of government, the governance system must develop institutional
and procedural means for reducing contradictions, or perhaps even
creating compatibility, among those sources of governance.

Relatively few governance systems have developed adequate means
of coordinating vertically. This is especially true for federal systems,
but even in unitary regimes the increasing investment in decentral-
izing reforms may reduce the degree of coherence and coordination
in governance and in governing. At the extreme, countries such as
France that have been argued to be governed from the center are now



substantially more decentralized. Even before those reforms were
implemented, however, the periphery had substantially greater
influence than it would appear from examining the formal arrange-
ments (Gremion, 1976). Governance there, as everywhere, involved
negotiation and finding means of making potentially competing
goals and political values compatible.

One of the more positive examples would be the cooperative fed-
eralism that exists in Germany. In contrast to the more disorganized
federalism in the US and to some extent Canada, the German system
permits coordination of fiscal policy among the levels of govern-
ment, and utilizes common laws for a wide range of public functions.
In addition, common civil service laws help to coordinate some aspects
of implementation, albeit certainly not all. This Politikverflechtung
(see Scharpf et al., 1976) is a central aspect for governance within
Germany. Other federal systems such as Australia also provide the
means for coordinating policies and negotiating among themselves.

When there are no formalized institutional means such as those in
some federal systems for generating greater coherence in policy, then
the system devolves into bargaining and negotiation. While these
methods may produce acceptable outcomes for the parties involved,
they often become simply means for the more powerful actors to
impose their demands on the other actors. In these settings gover-
nance becomes not so much a negotiated outcome among partners
as a mechanism for using power.

Governing is not easy, and governance remains a scarce commodity.
We have demonstrated that although governance systems have
attempted to deal with the complexity of contemporary social and
political life there are numerous pitfalls. Some of those pitfalls arise
within the state itself, but some also arise from the interactions of state
and society that are sometimes assumed to solve the problems created
by formal means of government. Thus, individuals and institutions
responsible for the design and implementation of governance systems
face the continuing challenges of coping with a complex world, and
perhaps the insatiable demands of the occupants of that world.
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Notes

2 Toward a Theory of Governance

1. Some of this same reality may be evident in other Northern European
states such as Denmark. See Togeby, 2003.

3 Governance: A Garbage Can Perspective

1. The use of the word appropriate here is deliberate, representing the
influence of the (March and Olsen, 1989) “logic of appropriateness” as
a basis of institutions.

2. These rationalist assumptions are perhaps clearest in the international
relations literature that has focused on the state as a unitary actor pursuing
its goals—Allison’s rational actor (1971) model. Even in the domestic poli-
tics literature, however, there is sometimes a tendency to anthropomophize
the state.

3. See also Richardson (2001) for a brief application of some of these ideas to
the EU.

4. Nelson contrasted the success of government in getting a man on the
moon with the lack of success in dealing with the social problems of the
ghetto. The former involved using a known, if highly complex, technol-
ogy, while the latter task could use no known technology and hence was
a much more challenging task for government.

5. For a discussion of the differences between success from policy and polit-
ical perspectives see Bovens et al. (2001).

6. More continuous participation in decision making may, it could be argued,
tend to make preferences more consistent across the system. For one thing,
the need to continue to participate in what is an iterative game may force
actors to moderate their views and to cooperate more.

7. More accurately there may have been a period in which reformers believed
that they could transform complex and often chaotic systems of govern-
ing into more rational, planned systems. The captivation of reformers with
techniques such as PPBS and indicative planning were examples of the
pursuit for rationality and efficiency.

8. Devices such as performance management that are central to contemporary
management reforms are more akin to incremental solutions of trial and
error than they are to rational planning systems (see Bouckaert, 1995).

9. We have made the similar argument (Peters, 1992; Peters and Pierre, 2004)
that the EU and its governance arrangements tend to become bureaucratic
politics in the face of the need to steer in a complex and largely unstructured
situation.
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4 Governance and Governability: Time, 
Space, and Structure

1. The conventional political science process model of policy and governing
assumes that the process begins with problem identification and agenda
setting and proceeds through implementation and evaluation. The
feedback loop in the model provides for the continuity of the process
but the assumption tends to be that it will begin again at the stage of
agendas.

2. The historical institutionalist conceptions of path dependency and
punctuated equilibrium come into play here.

3. There is some danger of tautology in more simplistic conceptions of gov-
ernance and the policy process. That is: “Policy changes because of polit-
ical pressures. How do we know there were political pressures? Because
the policy changed.”

4. Although some of the desire of governments to reform may be a function
of public pressure, some also represents the power of ideologies held by
elites and the power of ideas associated with the “New Public Management.”

5. This is one aspect of the general paradox that we find existing within
much of the literature of governance that comments on the movement
away from the conventional hierarchical methods of governing.

6. This is a statement of the familiar bureaucratic politics argument. For the
EU see Peters (1992).

7. This is the argument from Kornhauser (1959) that has to some extent
been forgotten in the discussion of social capital.

8. In another context, Theodore Lowi’s ideas of failures inherent in
American “interest group liberalism” represent a contending view in
which the public interest is captured by interest groups seeking highly
differentiated benefits for their members.

9. This version of linkage also tends to favor the more powerful who
are capable of influencing legislation and regulation at the expense of the
less powerful. Institutions have been devised to attempt to overcome
that bias in network-based policy making, but are for the most part inef-
fective.

10. Deviation as used here does not imply any normative element but rather
simply that there are marked variations from what might be expected in
linear, rationalist decision-making pattern.

11. A more general argument could be made about internationalization of
processes. The arguments that these changes in governing inherently
weaken domestic governments appear not to notice that national gov-
ernments become the major players in the international policy arena,
simply because no one else can. See Hirst (2000).

12. We would again argue that the Commission should not be seen as an
integrated structure but rather as an aggregation of more or less
autonomous directorates general, each using the policy to pursue its own
views of policy and its bureaucratic interests. 
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13. Perhaps especially the EU (Olsen, 2001; Richardson, 2001).
14. Of course, one may wish not to maintain representative democracy and

instead move toward more direct forms of citizen involvement and
“deliberative democracy.” While laudable on normative grounds, deliber-
ative and networked models of governing may have some rather perverse
unintended consequences for governing.

5 Multilevel Governance: A Faustian Bargain?

1. As with the governance debate taken more generally, the relative influ-
ence of British scholars in these debates has meant that pronouncements
of the alarmed discovery of multiple power centers in governments has
occurred from the perspective of what, in contemporary terms, is an
unusually centralized regime.

2. For much of its history the power of the PRI tended to reduce the autonomy
of the states and to centralize what might appear to be a rather decentral-
ized federation. With the decline of Partido Revolucionario Institucional
(PRI) power and state governments elected from opposition parties there has
been more genuine decentralization of power (Velasco Cruz, 1999).

7 Governance, Accountability, and Democratic
Legitimacy

1. This term was used by Yehezkel Dror (1986) to point to the need for some
form of central direction in governing.

2. This problem is perhaps typified by Tilly’s discussion of “the contentious
French.”

3. For a discussion of policy success and failure see Bovens et al. (2001).
4. There are also some questions about the performance of the EU as a gov-

erning organization. See Peters (2000c).
5. On the other hand, these difficult policy decisions represent the capacity

to govern even in the face of potentially powerful public opposition
(Ross, 2000).

8 Conclusion: Governance and Political Power

1. In political science and economics the concepts of bounded rationality
and incrementalism emphasize the difficulty, or impossibility, of design.
That having been said, however, design is necessary as new problems must
be addressed, new technologies become available, and levels of interaction
among public and private sector organizations must be managed.

2. See, for example, one attempt to create an approach to governance that
enhances the possibilities for central direction in what had been a very
decentralized system (Bouckaert et al., 2000; Ministerial Working Group,
2002).



3. Changes in accountability toward performance standards may make
achieving the coordination even more difficult. If organizations and their
managers are to be judged on the extent to which they achieve predeter-
mined policy targets then those actors may be unwilling to share their
resources in order to achieve broader, crosscutting goals.
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