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Network governance 
in a nutshell 

u Modern societies are facing a lot of ‘wicked 
problems’: gang-related violence, climate 
change, health problems, water supply etc.  

u Governance networks provide better 
solutions to wicked problems than hierarchy 
and markets  

u Governance networks require 
metagovernance to ensure the production 
of effective, democratic and innovative 
governance solutions 



Illustration of the argument 
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Metagovernance 
-  Hands-off 

-  Hands-on 



Governance networks: 
an eye opener 

u  Explanation: 
1.  There were more 

different public and 
private actors involved 
in the planning process 
(more diversity) 

2.  There was more 
interaction among the 
actors over a longer 
period of time (greater 
density) 

 
u  Diversity and density 

facilitates learning and 
innovation! 

u Dente et al: Urban 
development has 
been much more 
innovative in 
Turin than in Milan 



Defining governance networks 
1.  A horizontal relation between interdependent, 

but operationally autonomous actors 
2.  Who interact through negotiations that involve 

bargaining and deliberation 
3.  Which take place within a relatively 

institutionalized framework of rules, norms, 
common knowledge and social imaginaries 

4.  And result in some degree of self-regulated 
governance  

5.  That contributes to the production public 
value including visions, ideas, plans and 
concrete governance decisions 



Theories of network governance  

Calculation Culture 

Conflict Interdependency 
theory (Historical 
institutionalism) 

Governmentality 
theory (Discourse 
institutionalism) 

Coordination Governability theory 
(Rational choice 
institutionalism)  

Integration theory 
(Sociological 
institutionalism) 



Merits and problems of 
governance networks 

Merits: 
u  Access to specialized 

knowledge 
u  Enhanced participation 

(input legitimacy) 
u  Better performance 

and results (output 
legitimacy) 

u  Increases the adaptive 
capacity 

u  Greater program 
ownership 

Problems: 
u  Difficult to mobilize all 

relevant actors 
u  Time consuming 

negotiations 
u  Asymmetric power 

relations between the 
actors 

u  Destructive conflicts or 
muddy compromises 

u  Spinning out of control 



Improving network governance 
through metagovernance 

u  Merits can be enhanced and problems can be 
mitigated through metagovernance defined as 
governance of governance networks 

u  Metagovernance aims to influence governance 
networks without reverting too much to the 
old hierarchical means of control  

u  The challenge is neither to metagovern too little 
nor too much 

Metagovernance 



Tools of metagovernance 
u Network design 

–  Selection of participants, construction of arena, process 
planning and provision of administrative support 

u Network framing 
–  Economic, political and discursive framing in order to 

provide incentives, define goals and visions, and shape 
identities 

u Process management 
–  Selective activation of participants, common frame of 

reference, conflict mediation, disturbance, etc.  

u Direct participation 
–  Affect the agenda and decision making premises, legitimize 

the process and endorse and authorize final decisions 

         



Comparing metagovernance tools 

  Intrusive Non-intrusive 

Hands-off Network design Network framing 

Hands-on Direct participation 
 

Process management 



Importance of metagovernance 
u Clarifies the role of government in the 

world of interactive governance 

u Offers a way for public authorities             
to slacken the reins without              
losing control (‘governance                  at 
a distance’) 

u Ensures the ‘primacy of politics’ and the 
‘democratic anchorage’ of governance 
networks 



Democratic potentials of  
governance networks  

1.   Empower sub-elites and enhance elite 
competition (Etzioni-Halevy) 

2.   Forge horizontal links between fragmented 
communities (Sandel) 

3.   Establish vertical links between representative 
democracy and self-governing civil society 
organizations (Hirst) 

4.   Enhance democratic legitimacy by facilitating 
participation at the output side of the political 
system (Fung and Wright) 

5.   Supplement representative democracy by 
granting extra channels of influence to the 
intensely affected (Dryzek, Young) 

Ø  Calls for metagovernance at macro- or systems 
level 



Democratic anchorage 
u  Governance networks must also 

themselves be democratic - and this 
calls for meso- and micro level 
metagovernance   

u  Governance networks are democratically 
anchored if they: 

1.  Are controlled by elected politicians 
2.  Represent the membership basis of the 

participating groups and organizations 
3.  Are accountable to the territorially defined 

citizenry bound and affected by the decisions 
4.  Follow the norms and rules specified by a 

democratic grammar of conduct 



Model of democratic anchorage 
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What does it take to become a 
metagovernor? 

u Hood’s NATO-criteria: 
– Nodality: Are you a central actors with many 

actors to other actors?  
– Authority: Do the other actors listens to you? 
– Treasure: Do you have resources to ‘grease the 

wheels’ and ‘pay the bills’? 
– Organization: Do you have the organizational 

capacities to monitor and support the network? 
u Both public and private actors fulfill the 

NATO-criteria, but public actors often gain 
the upper hand 



Who performs public 
metagovernance? 

u Public administrators play a larger 
role as metagovernors than elected 
politicians 
– They have skills, time and resources 
– They recognize that they cannot govern 

without input from manifold actors 
u Their role as metagovernors gives them 

a huge power vis-á-vis the politicians 



Political metagovernance 
u Politicians have a role to play 
u Seven political metagovernance 

tasks: 
–  Setting the policy agenda 
–  Developing visions and giving direction to change 
–  Including and excluding actors 
–  Securing political integrity and support to policy arenas 
–  Negotiating policy content and building coalitions 
–  Assessing trade-off in outcomes 
–  Endorsing the final result  

u  Ideally, managers and politicians should team up 


