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Abstract 
 
The movements to privatize and contract-out, to partner, and more recently, to re-regulate and 

even nationalize, have contributed to the growing interest in inter-organizational networks that 

engage in collective actions to create and implement public policies.  Over the last several 

decades, theorists and researchers have begun to shift emphasis away from the analysis and 

descriptions of government roles and responsibilities to processes of governance unfolding 

amidst complex networks of individuals, organizations and institutions. Governance processes 

become, ‘the property of networks rather than as the product of any single centre of action' 

(Johnston and Shearing, 2003, p.148)” (Crawford, 2006, p.458).  As a result of this marked shift 

from government to governance, the current status of theory development of network 

governance is “neither theoretically tidy nor parsimonious,” and “at this point there isn’t a 

single theory that puts its arms around third party governance” (Frederickson, 2007, p. 11). 

Despite efforts to define critical characteristics of “policy subsystems,” “policy networks,” 

“public management networks,” and “governance networks,” we are left to conclude that the 

development of a theoretical framework through which to describe, evaluate and analyze 

governance networks is a particularly ambitious undertaking wrought with many conceptual 

challenges.  The authors frame these challenges in terms of questions concerning the 

differentiation of macro-level forms (markets, hierarchies and networks), accounting for the 

possibilities of mixed administrative authorities (combinations of vertical and horizontal 

relations), multi-sector relationships, and multiple policy functions, and challenges associated 

with mixed social scales.  The current ambiguities around these questions are explored. A 

conceptual framework for addressing them is offered. 
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Gordian Knot or Integrated Theory? 
Critical Conceptual Considerations for Governance Network Analysis 
 
 
 
 

'Turn him to any cause of policy, 
The Gordian Knot of it he will unloose, 

Familiar as his garter' .... 
 

(Shakespeare, Henry V, Act 1 Scene 1. 45-47) 
 
Introduction 

The increasing complexity and “wickedness” of public problems, the expansion of information 

technologies, the moves to contract out, privatize, and partner, coupled with globalization have 

fueled interest in the application of network frameworks to the study of public administration, 

public policy, and governance structures (Koopenjan and Klijn, 2004; Goldsmith and Eggers, 

2004).   These trends have contributed to the emergence of governance structures that have 

become, essentially, innovations in governing.  There is growing evidence to suggest that these 

trends have and will continue to shape inter-jurisdictional landscapes, and represent new kinds 

of reform with regard to how government interacts with for profit and not for profit 

organizations in the design and delivery of public services.  

Having performed an extensive analysis of the literature relating to inter-organizational 

networks, Provan, Fish and Sydow conclude that, “… no single grand theory of networks exist…” 

(2007).  The inter-organizational networks described in the public administration and policy 

studies literatures are often of such complexity that it is difficult for one single theory to 

account for all possible variables and combinations of variables.  George Frederickson observes 

that the current phase of theory development is “neither theoretically tidy nor parsimonious,” 

and “at this point there isn’t a single theory that puts its arms around third party governance” 

(Frederickson, 2007, p. 11). There have been several outstanding efforts offering typologies 

that define the critical characteristics of network governance (including Rhodes , 1997; Kickert, 

et al., 1997; Agranoff and McGuire, 2003; Mandell and Steelman, 2003; Sorensen and Torfing, 

2005; Milward and Provan, 2006; Frederickson and Frederickson, 2007; Agranoff, 2007; Provan 

and Kenis, 2007—see appendix for table of major conceptual advances since 1990). However, 

these disparate typologies have not provided a consistent and coherent theoretical framework 

around which to guide research and theory development.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shakespeare
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_V_%28play%29
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The extent to which the network turn in public administration and policy that we discuss here 

poses a metaphorical “Gordian knot” for the field remains to be seen.  The Gordian knot is 

often used as a metaphor to describe an intractable problem.  Alexander the Great is said to 

have “solved” the riddle of the Gordian knot by cleaving it in half, thereby solving in it in one 

bold stroke.  Similarly, we may be rightly accused of cutting open complex governance 

networks using the tools of positivism, interpretivism, and the complexity sciences2.  The result 

is likely to be an untidy conglomeration of theoretical frameworks and methodological tools.  In 

this manuscript, we elaborate on how the development of an integrated theory appears at this 

juncture to pose a “Gordian knot” dilemma because of the incommensurate paradigms of what 

constitutes a network, insufficient development of network management frameworks, and 

cross scale asymmetries.  As social scientists we recognized that a lack of theoretical tidiness 

should, ultimately, be mitigated as more empirical evidence is collected.   

Why should we be concerned about developing an empirical and theoretical framework to 
describe and analyze governance networks? Ultimately, the systemic examination of the 
governance network as an empirical construct will lead to certain utilities for practitioners, 
citizen groups, and educators.  That governance networks proliferate virtually “everywhere,” 
(Sorensen and Torfing, 2005), should be cause enough to warrant the mounting of such a 
research enterprise.  By advancing governance networks as a unit of analysis, generalizations 
regarding the interplay of network variables may be rendered.  Ultimately, these 
generalizations should yield insights into the design, administration and monitoring of 
governance network activity. Issues of democracy, accountability and fairness in network 
governance may also be proposed as important meta-criteria for developing theoretical 
frameworks. 

The central thesis of this manuscript is: If the inter-organizational network is to be advanced as 

the unit of analysis--and ultimately evolve into a comparative, interdisciplinary effort to 

advance theory, research and practice--several methodological and conceptual dilemmas need 

to be addressed. After a review of the literature that sets the stage for a deeper analysis of 

these dilemmas, we offer six propositions that will guide future research and theory 

development pertaining to mixed form governance networks.  

A summary of the major conceptual developments that are relevant to governance network 

theory is provided in the appendix of this manuscript (Appendix 1).3  As a result of our review of 

this literature, several conceptual questions are evident.  Some of these questions emerge out 

                                                           
 
3 Although we believe this list covers many of the major developments contributing the conceptual development of network 

structures and functions, it likely needs to be expanded upon.    
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of what appears to be conceptual contradictions apparent across these literatures.  We frame 

these conceptual challenges below as critical questions to guide governance network analysis.  

Macro-Level Forms: Are hierarchies and markets forms of networks, or should networks be 

considered as distinct from them?  The first question may be characterized in terms of the 

application of the term “networks” in relation to what some have described as alternatives to 

other macro-level organizational forms: hierarchies and markets.  As we will discuss in this 

paper, two schools of thought exist regarding the relationship between networks, hierarchies 

and markets.  There is one school of thought that views networks solely in terms of the 

inherent nature of their horizontal ties, and another school of thought that view hierarchies 

and markets as variations of network form.  We argue that the former position limits our 

capacity to describe, compare and evaluate network configurations that possess certain 

combinations of vertical, horizontal and competitive ties within them.   

Administrative Authority: How do we account for mixed (vertical & horizontal) administrative 

ties in networks? If networks are to be conceived as being comprised of both vertical and 

horizontal relationships, as is recognized in Agranoff and McGuire’s (2003) case studies of local 

community economic development networks, and in the literature on network management 

(Koopenjan and Klijn, 2004), then it becomes important to develop a conceptual framework 

that accounts for mixed forms of administrative authority. The question of mixed form 

authorities is posed in terms of the need to develop a theoretical framework of public 

administration that establishes authority for networks that work across vertical and horizontal 

ties. 

Sectoral Composition: How do we account for multi-sector arrangements in networks? Grant 

and contract agreements, regulatory systems, and public-private partnerships have been 

described as involving actors from across the public, private, and non-profit sectors.  The 

importance of cross-sector relationships has been described in terms of boundary blurring 

(Kettl, 2006), as instances of regulatory capture (Peltzman, 1976), and most recently, in the 

context of re-regulation and nationalization.  The implications of sector-blurring have been 

framed as classical trade-offs between markets and democracy (Stone, 2002), between 

governments and businesses (Moe, 1987), and public funding and charitable giving (Horne, Van 

Slyke and Johnson, 2006).  Sector blurring also raises important questions pertaining to public 

and democratic accountability, suggesting that the relationship between sectoral characteristics 

and the roles, resources, and influences they bring to governance networks needs to be 

understood. 

Policy Functions: How do we account for networks taking on functions related to multiple 

policy streams?  Some network configurations have been associated with policy functions 
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ascribed to a particular segment of the policy cycle (Patton and Sawicki, 1986) or policy stream 

(Kingdon, 1984). Early renditions of the iron triangle and issue networks, for instance, focused 

on the roles of inter-organizational networks in the problem-framing and policy creation phases 

(Heclo, 1978).  Drawing on studies of policy implementation (O’Toole, 1990), network 

configurations have also been associated with post enactment phases.  However, the line 

between pre and post enactment phases of the policy cycle are rarely discrete.  Kingdon’s 

policy stream model is used as a non-linear approach to policy development and 

implementation.  According to Kingdon, agendas are set and policy windows open when various 

components of the policy stream (problems, policies, and politics) couple.  He alludes to the 

roles that network configurations play in facilitating this coupling.  The relationship between 

network configurations and policy functions needs to be addressed.  We suggest that Bovaird’s 

(2005) classifications of policy functions offers guidance in this regard.   

Social Scale: How do we account for actors of mixed social scale operating within a network?  

A question arises when the social scale of network actors is considered.  These considerations 

have been recognized by modelers in terms of questions of scalability (Miller and Page, 2007).  

In their view, inter-organizational networks are, essentially, complex systems that are 

comprised of social actors understood across multiple social scales: individuals organized into 

groups; groups organized into organizations and institutions; organizations and institutions 

organized into inter-organizational networks.  We consider the extent to which this “nested 

complexity” is evident in the extensive case studies of inter-organizational networks that have 

been undertaken.  These cases often describe the roles that organizations, groups—task forces, 

committees, and teams, and individuals play in the networks.   The resulting “nested 

complexity” not only needs to be recognized, but highlighted with regard to mixed actor 

operations.  

Figure 1 below represents a conceptual framework that represents the five questions listed 

above that need further deliberation in the development of governance theory.  They are 

represented here as a Venn diagram, in part, to reflect the potential overlapping phenomena 

that results from rendering an analysis that integrates these, and other potential dimensions.4  

 

 

 

                                                           
4
 The authors have relegated their discussion of conceptual considerations to those pertaining to certain domains of 

analysis.  The authors are presently working on a book, Exploring Governance Networks: Critical Characteristics 

and Considerations, to be published in the spring of 2009 that delves more deeply into other potential dimensions of 

analysis, particularly models of governance,  accountability and performance management.   
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Figure 1.  Some Conceptual Considerations in Governance Network Analysis 

 

We begin with a look at the place of inter-organizational networks in public administration, 

policy and governance studies, drawing several conclusions regarding how these networks have 

been described.  We review some efforts in recent years to develop typologies for describing 

the structures and functions of governance networks.  We then discuss the conceptual 

dilemmas that evolve from a synthesis of this literature. Some possible frameworks for 

responding to these conceptual questions are suggested.   

 

The Place of Inter-Organizational Networks in Public Administration, Policy and Governance 

Studies 

There have been many explicit efforts to employ network concepts to the study of complex 

social structures that arise when public policies are made, implemented and monitored.    Hugh 

Heclo (1978) is credited with first applying the term “network” to the study of public policy and 

administration with his introduction of “issue networks” (Rhodes, 1997).  Heclo presented the 

issue network concept in reaction to what he found was the more restrictive (and less 

pervasive) “iron triangles”—the relatively closed networks of government agencies, legislative 

committees, and interest groups.   

1. Macro-Level 
Forms

•Are hierarchies and markets  
forms of networks or should 
networks  be considered as 

distinct from them?

2. Administrative 
Authority

•How to account for mixed 
(vertical & horizontal) 
administrative ties?

3. Sectoral 
Composition

•How to account for multi-
sector arrangements?

4. Policy Function
•How to account for 

networks emerging across 
multiple policy streams?

5. Social Scale
•How to account for actors 

of mixed social and scale?
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Inter-organizational networks have been implicated in descriptions of policy or government 

“subsystems” (Baumgartner and Jones, 1993).  The Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACP)5 

(Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993, 1999), policy coalition (March and Olsen, 1995), and policy 

network (Rhodes, 1997; Kikert et al., 1997; Koopenjan and Klijn, 2004) literatures in particular 

have employed elements of systems dynamics and exchange theory to the study of inter-

organizational network configurations.  We also find inter-organizational networks described 

across much of the policy implementation (Gage and Mandell, 1990; O’Toole, 1997; Hill and 

Hupe, 2006), intergovernmental relations (O’Toole, 2000; Wright, 2000), and policy tools 

literatures (Salamon, 2002). Inter-organizational networks have also been described as third 

party government (Salamon, 2002; Frederickson and Frederickson, 2006), public sector 

networks (Agranoff, 2005), governance networks (Sorensen and Torfing, 2005, 2008; Bogason 

and Musson, 2006; Klijn and Skelcher, 2007), cross-sector collaborations (Bryson, Crosby and 

Stone, 2006), public management networks (Milward and Provan, 2006; Frederickson and 

Frederickson, 2006; Agranoff, 2007), and certain kinds of strategic alliances (Wohlstetter et al., 

2005).   

Inter-organizational networks have also been described in terms of the functions that they 

perform, whether it be service contracts, supply chains, ad hoc, channel partnerships, 

information dissemination, civic switchboards (Goldsmith and Eggers, 2004), problem-solving, 

information sharing, capacity building and service delivery (Milward and Provan, 2006), learning 

and knowledge transfer (McNabb, 2007), or civic engagement (Yang and Bergrud, 2008).  

Descriptions of inter-organizational networks have also been described as existing across many 

policy domains including social service delivery (Provan and Milward, 1995; Milward and 

Provan, 1998), land use planning (Koontz et al., 2005), watershed management (Leach and 

Pelky, 2001; Leach, Pelky and Sabatier, 2002; Imperial, 2006), health care (Frederickson and 

Frederickson, 2007; Rodreguez, et al., 2007), transportation (Albert et al., 2006), emergency 

management (Comfort 2002; Kapucu, 2006), community economic development (Agranoff and 

McGuire, 2003), and food systems (Sporleder and Moss, 2002; Smith, 2007; Jarosz, 2004).  In 

addition to these uses of network metaphors and tools of analysis, particular types of network 

configurations have been described in the literature, including interest-group coalitions (Hula, 

1999;), regulatory subsystems (Krause, 1997), grants and contract agreements (Kelman, 2002; 

Cooper, 2003; Goldsmith and Eggers, 2004), and public-private partnerships (O’Toole, 1997; 

Linder and Rousenau, 2000; Bovaird, 2005).  

                                                           
5
 Like the issue network, the ACF relies on the roles that informal ties between “policy elites” play within and across policy subsystems.  In this 

model, policy elites form clusters, which in turn form into organized interest groups.  Emphasizing more the functional capacities of the policy 
subsystem itself, ACF does not analyze the policy subsystem as an inter-organizational network.  However, ACF does anticipate the role that 
coalitions and coalition formation plays as matter of the development of formal network ties between organizational and institutional actors. 



Critical Considerations for Governance Network Analysis,  Koliba, Meek and Zia 

8 

 

As a synthesis of the literature we offer five characteristics concerning the structures and 
functions of inter-organizational networks operating across public administration and policy 
studies: 
 

A. Networks facilitate the coordination of actions and/or exchange of resources between 
actors within the network; 

B. Network membership can be drawn from some combination of public, private and non-
profit sector actors6;  

C. Networks may carry out one or more policy function; 
D. Although networks are mostly defined at the inter-organizational level, they are also 

described in the context of the individuals, groups and organizations that comprise 
them; 

E. Network structures allow for government agencies to serve in roles other than lead 
organizations.7 

 
These characteristics form the fundamental basis of developing an understanding of inter-
organizational networks in governance.   
 
The conceptual shift from a more singular focus on governments to that of processes of 

governance (Cleveland, 1972; Frederickson, 1999) has paralleled the incorporation of network 

metaphors in public administration and policy studies.  As a result, governance, rather than 

government, takes into account the “lattices of complex network arrangements” (Frederickson 

and Frederickson, 2006) that arise when networks are said to form.  Governance dynamics align 

inter-organizational network structures to the public policy process, “whether `upstream' in 

policymaking, `midstream' in policy implementation, or `downstream' in policy enforcement…” 

(Bingham, Nabatchi and O'Leary, 2005, p.553).  Because of these factors, we believe that 

“governance network” is a term that best describes inter-organizational networks that exist “to 

govern,” either as an explicit goal or an implicit outcome.   

Over the last several decades an interdisciplinary body of “governance” literature has emerged 
across the public administration, policy studies, non-profit management, and corporate 
governance fields. Variations of governance in public administration and policy studies in 
particular, have been described in terms of the “new governance” (Durant, 1999; Salamon, 
2002), “third party governance” (Salamon, 2002), “collaborative governance” (Ansell and Gash, 
2007), or “public governance” (Stone and Ostrower, 2007), “meta governance” (Sorensen, 
2006). A substantial focus on “network governance” (Rhodes, 1997; Lynn, et al., 2000; 
Goldsmith and Eggers, 2004; Provan and Kenis, 2007; Sorensen and Torfing, 2008) has 
emerged.  Within most public administration, public management, and public policy literature, 

                                                           
6 With the obvious exception of inter-governmental networks, which may be described as networks of governments of different geographical 

scope. 
7 With the obvious exception of inter-governmental networks, which are relegated to networks of public sector organizations. 
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governance has been understood as a construct either loosely or tightly tied to the role of the 
state (and its governmental institutions) as central actors in the network (Pierre and Peters, 
2005).  
 
From a systems perspective, governance may be understood as the processes that regulate the 

flow of feedback to and within the social system (Katz and Kahn, 1978). Such feedback may be 

derived through the internal dynamics occurring across the network or unfolding within 

individual actors of the network. Feedback may also be directed to the system from its external 

environment. Therefore, “… those who study governance must regard it as a nested or 

multilayered construct (Ostrom, 1990; Lynn et al., 2000; Milward and Provan, 2000; O'Toole, 

1997; 2000).  Governance occurs at several interrelated levels of analysis and necessarily 

involves multiple actors,” (Stone and Ostrower, 2007, p.424). These assertions lead to the 

supposition that governance becomes, ‘the property of networks rather than as the product of 

any single centre of action' (Johnston and Shearing, 2003, p.148)” (Crawford, 2006, p.458).  

With roots in the “multi-government” context of the European Union, governance network 

theory originated out of the “Dutch School”  (Pierre and Peters, 2005), which combines policy 

network frameworks (Heclo, 1978; Rhodes, 1997; Kickert, et al., 1997), elements of systems and 

network analysis, and democratic theory (Sorensen and Torfing, 2005; Klijn and Skelcher, 2007).  

The role of the state, its institutions, and sovereign obligations in inter-organizational networks 

has become one of the central considerations of governance network theory (Sorensen and 

Torfing, 2005; Bogason and Musson, 2006; Klijn and Skelcher, 2007; Sorensen and Torfing, 

2008).  Governance networks have been described as possessing a degree of “democratic 

anchorage” (Sorensen and Torfing, 2005) that hinge on the extent to which there are links to 

elected officials and ordinary citizens, and decision-making processes tied to democratic norms.   

Governance networks may be described in terms of systems and subsystems that are held 

together through strong and/or weak ties.  Baumgartner and Jones conclude that, “The 

American political system is a mosaic of continually reshaping systems of limited participation… 

Some are strong, others are weak… [some are] created and [others are] destroyed… “ (1993, 

p.6).  Although we recognize how some inter-organizational networks exist as informal, 

dynamic “issue networks” (Heclo, 1978; Rhodes, 1997) or “policy subsystems” (Baumgartner 

and Jones, 1993) created and destroyed with some measure of frequency, we will be focusing 

on those inter-organizational governance networks that are relatively stable, emerging as the 

result of combinations of certain policy functions, policy tools and policy actors.  Early forms of 

governance networks may first exist as loosely coupled, informal issue networks, only to 

emerge as stable, more formally recognized, governance networks. 
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Propositions to Guide Integrated-Theory Development 

As we have noted in our introduction, any attempt to synthesize this literature into an 

integrated theory of governance networks requires that attention be paid to the conceptual 

gaps that may persist across the range of literature found in the public administration and 

policy studies fields.  We attempt to address these apparent gaps by rendering a series of 

propositions that can be used to develop an integrated theory of governance networks. We 

frame these challenges in terms of questions concerning the differentiation of macro-level 

forms (markets, hierarchies and networks), accounting for the possibilities of mixed 

administrative authorities (combinations of vertical and horizontal relations), multi-sector 

relationships, and multiple policy functions, and challenges associated with mixed social scales.  

The current ambiguities around these questions are explored. A conceptual framework for 

addressing them is then offered. 

 

1. Differentiation of Macro-Level Forms 
Proposition 1.1: Governance networks may be comprised of hierarchical, market and 

collaborative structures. 

Proposition 1.2: Governance networks are shaped, in part, by the organizational structures that 

individual actors bring to the network. 

At the cross-institutional level, inter-organizational arrangements are often referred to as 

“networks” and have been discussed as a third kind of organizational form in comparison to 

two existing forms: “hierarchies” and “markets.” Two schools of thought exist regarding the 

comparisons among these organizational forms. The first, adhered to by Sorensen and Torfing 

(2005; 2008), as well as others who have introduced network analysis to public administration 

(O’Toole, 1997; Goldsmith and Eggers, 2004; Provan, Fish and Sydow, 2007; Provan and Kenis, 

2007), posit that hierarchies, markets and networks are distinct organizational forms from one 

another.  Because much of traditional social network analysis has emphasized the role of 

horizontal ties, the network gets introduced as its own form of macro-level social structure 

along side of hierarchies and markets.  In this view, networks are akin to collaborative 

arrangements or partnerships.  Proponents of the hierarchy, market, and network model often 

view macro-level networks as relatively recent governance phenomena built around the 

establishment of cooperative ties.   
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A second view posits that markets and hierarchies are variations of network form.  In this view, 

“Markets and hierarchies are simply two pure types of organization that can be represented 

with the basic network analytic constructs of nodes and ties (Laumann, 1991)” (Podolny and 

Page, 1998, p.58).  “From a purely structural perspective,” this view considers that, “the 

trichotomy among market, hierarchy, and network forms of organization is a false one” 

(Podolny and Page, 1998, p.58).  In both natural and social networks “clustering” of nodes tends 

to take place.  Ravasz and Barabasi have noted how these clusters may be described in terms of 

hierarchical structures, suggesting that hierarchy is an inherent phenomenon of network 

structures (2003).   In addition, the notion of the “network organization” (Borgatti and Foster, 

2003) has been advanced, suggesting that network dynamics exist within any form of social 

organization.  Writing about the relationship between hierarchies and networks, Frederickson 

and Frederickson observe, “It is not so much that networks have replaced hierarchies but more 

that standard hierarchical arrays, or parts of them, have often been enmeshed in lattices of 

complex networks arrangements (O’Toole, 2000; Agranoff and McGuire, 2001)” (Frederickson 

and Frederickson, 2006, p.12).   

Markets have been widely recognized as networks of buyers and sellers, arranged in their own 

lattice work of marketing, sales, manufacturing, and service functions. The basic buyer-seller 

dyad is based on laws governing economic activity and norms associated with buyer preference 

and taste. Classical economic theory is built on assumptions about the relationship between 

buyers and sellers, as well as between competitors.  As maximizers of their personal utility, 

market sellers compete for their market share.  Buyers and sellers need to cooperate with one 

another in order to engage in an exchange of goods and services.  In an attempt to get the best 

value or maximize profit, each actor in the network may engage in negotiation and bargaining.   

In order to represent markets and hierarchies as variations of network forms, and still account 

for the existence of cooperative ties, we may distinguish between markets, hierarchies and 

“collaboratives,” with the latter being inter-organizational network structures that rely on 

norms of trust and reciprocity. For a summary of the characteristics of the three forms of macro 

structures discussed, see Table 2). Collaborative structures emerging within the policy stream 

have been described as public-private partnerships (Linder and Rosenau, 2000; Bovaird, 2005), 

strategic alliances (Wohlstetter, Smith, and Malloy, 2005), cross-sector collaborations (Bryson, 

Crosby and Stone, 2006), and interest-group coalitions (Hula, 1999) in the literature.   
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Table 2: Macro-Level Network Forms 

 Market Hierarchy Collaborative 

Relational Tie Competitive Command and 
Control 

Collaborative and 
Cooperative 

Public 
Administration 

Paradigm 

New Public 
Management 

Classical Public 
Administration 

Collaborative Public 
Management 

Institutional 
Frame 

Businesses/ 
Corporations 

Public Bureaucracy Partnerships; 
Coalitions 

Mixed Forms Contracts as 
hierarchical 
documents 

Market-like 
features; profit 

centers, transfer 
pricing 

Multiple partners; 
formal rules 

 
    (Source: modified from Powell, 1990 and Grimshaw et al., 2005) 
 

We argue, however, that most inter-organizational network structures take on characteristics 

of all three macro level forms, suggesting that these hybridized or “mixed-form” network 

structures are shaped in part by the organizational structures that individual actors bring to the 

network.  If for-profit firms participate in an inter-organizational network, they bring facets of 

the market structures to which they belong to the network.  Their engagement in public-private 

partnerships, regulatory subsystems, or grants and contract agreements is carried out with one 

proverbial eye over their shoulder, judging their participation, in part, on the impacts that their 

involvements have on fostering their own competitive advantage.  The potential impact that 

network-wide actions have on the participating firm’s economic standing is often an important 

consideration guiding network-wide actions.   

If public sector organizations such as government agencies formally participate in inter-

organizational network, they bring with them elements of their bureaucratic, hierarchical 

structure.  Official public agency participation is often predicated on the will and desires of the 

agencies’ principals, be they the elected chief executive officers, her or his appointees, or 

supervisors imbued with the authority to dictate the agencies’ scope and type of involvement.  

Those who distinguish governance networks from markets and hierarchies fail to take into 

account the influence that the market and hierarchical structures of the participating 

organizations and institutions play in the structures and functions of the network itself.  At the 

meso and micro levels, these mixed ties surface as distinctions between vertical, horizontal and 

competitive ties. 
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Although many governance networks get shaped, in part, by the organizational structures of 

the actors that comprise them, we suggest that all governance networks possess, to one degree 

or another, certain collaborative characteristics.  The collaborative as a third form of network is 

introduced here as a value-neutral construct.  As network accountabilities and performance get 

considered, the question: “collaboration to what end?” may be asked.  Cautioning against 

viewing collaboration as a panacea for solving complex public problems, Bardach suggests that 

we should, “not want to oversell the benefits of interagency collaboration.  The political 

struggle to develop collaborative capacity can be time consuming and divisive.  But even if no 

such struggle were to ensue, the benefits of collaboration are necessarily limited  (Bardach, 

1998,  p.311).  We must be able to take into account that collaborations and partnerships may 

be an ineffective means for delivering socially desirable outcomes.  Collaboratives can be 

undertaken in closed networks, leading in their worst cases to “group think” or collusion.  The 

social capital derived through horizontal ties may support “dark networks” (Raab and Milward, 

2003) that exist to do social harms.  We also need to be able to take into account collaborations 

that are carried out without sufficient democratic anchorage (Sorensen and Torfing, 2005), and 

develop the means to ascertain the degree of democratic anchorage that exists within any 

given governance network.   

We conclude that by allowing for the possibility that network forms take on characteristics of 

some combination of market, hierarchical and collaborative arrangements, we can begin to 

recognize the trade-offs and opportunities that occur when one form of administrative 

authority is compared to, contrasted against, and combined with one another.   

 
2. Mixed Administrative Authorities  
Proposition 2.0:  There will be asymmetrical allocations of material and immaterial resources 

and power among the network actors.  Such allocations influence the structure of administrative 

authority of the network. 

Governance networks have been described as taking on certain configurations of administrative 

authority that shape the flow of power between them.  Agranoff and McGuire’s studies of 

community development networks highlight the role that vertical and horizontal relationships 

play within them (2003).   They observe that, “A public manager may be involved in managing across 

governmental boundaries within the context of one program or project, while simultaneously managing 

across organizational and sector boundaries within the context of another program or project” ( P.21). 
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Conceptual frameworks designed to analyze social power dynamics are abundant, and can be 

found across the literatures of virtually every social science.  Of particular interest to us here 

are the kinds of conceptual frameworks that describe the flow of administrative power and 

authority within or across organizations.  Drawing on theories of social exchange (Rhodes, 

1997) and the definitions of administrative power as discussed across classical public 

administration, management and organizational development studies, power is viewed as 

being predicated on the coordination of the flow of resources that get exchanged across 

network partners (nodes). This is particularly true when one node controls the flow of 

resources (be it funding, information, etc.) to other actors within the network.  Examples of 

vertical resource control date back to Weber’s first introduction of bureaucratic theory, where 

we find considerations of power being explored as a matter of supervisor-subordinate relations.  

Classical organization development theory, found in the works of Gulick and Urwick (1937), and 

later the works of Simon (1946) and others, establishes the basis for describing the “command 

and control” structures of bureaucracies. More recently, principal-agent theory has emerged 

from economics and studies of contractual arrangements to provide a picture of vertical 

relations as they exist in social networks (Milward and Provan, 1998). 

In regard to shared power or horizontal resource control and relations, there is growing body of 

literature that explores the nature of power in terms of the voluntary bonds forged through 

shared values and norms.  Social psychologists, sociologists and more recently behavioral 

economists have studied how cooperative behaviors come about.  Social capital and game 

theories are particularly useful here.  Beginning with Axelrod’s now classic “iterated prisoner’s 

dilemma” experiments conducted in the early 1980s, game theorists have studied the nature of 

cooperative and collaborative behaviors that manifest between two social actors construed as 

equals or peers (1980).  The application of game theory to the study of collaborative dynamics  

has deepened our capacity to appreciate how power flows across horizontal relations.   

In addition to the vertical and horizontal vectors of relational power outlined above, it is useful 

to recognize the possibility that the structure of power relations between two or more actors in 

a governance network may be comprised of a mixture of both vertical and horizontal relations.   

We find diagonal ties manifesting as the “principal-agent problem” resulting from information 

asymmetries between agents “on the ground” and closest to the work, and their principal 

overseers.  With greater access to information, agents possess a measure of power over their 

principals, positioning the agent as more of a negotiating and bargaining partner.  Although 

principals may possess formal vertical authority, informally, they must rely on the development 

of horizontal ties, oftentimes through extensive negotiation and bargaining.  Diagonal ties bring 

with them the burdens of certain kinds of transaction costs that come with extensive 

concession and compromise (Milward and Provan, 1998). 
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Because network relations can take many forms, power has been described as flowing in social 

networks through authority welded against, over, shared and negotiated between two or more 

nodes in a social network.  Taking into account the complexity of relational ties that are 

possible in governance networks, Sorensen and Torfing argue that the policy actors may not, 

“be equal in terms of authority and resources” (Mayntz, 1993, p.10).  There might be 

asymmetrical allocations of material and immaterial resources among the network actors…” 

(Sorensen and Torfing, 2008, p.9).   

One empirical challenge concerns how coordination takes place in diverse network structures. 

Social network and social capital theories assist our understanding of how cooperation and 

collaboration exist as essential features of network management.  Although much has been 

written about the increasing reliance on negotiation and bargaining in public administration, 

much of this literature focuses on negotiation and bargaining in terms of formalized protocols 

designed to mediate conflicts and derive collective agreements.  Negotiation and bargaining as 

a form of administrative authority has yet to be fully articulated. 

In public administration, Donald Kettl observes that, “The basic administrative problem of 

indirect government… is developing effective management mechanisms to replace command 

and control” (2002, p.491).  According to Kettl, networked public managers, “have to learn the 

points of leverage, change their behavior to manage those points of leverage, develop 

processes needed to make that work, and change the organizational culture from a traditional 

control perspective to one that accommodates indirect methods” (2002, p.493).  Although 

classical paradigms in public administration have tried to distinguish administration from 

politics, in the networked environs of the “disarticulated state” (Frederickson, 1999), politics is 

understood as an integral feature of administrative action.  “Politics can be seen as aggregating 

individual preferences into collective actions by some procedures of rational bargaining, 

negotiation, coalition formation, and exchange…” (March and Olsen, 1995, p.7).  A conceptual 

framework is needed to account for the fragmented and dynamic confluence of multiple forms 

of administrative authority that emerge in networked environs.   

The blurring of sector boundaries leading to more dynamic authority structures found in 

governance networks has led to serious reconsiderations of managerial roles and functions, 

which, in turn, has led to reconsiderations of accountability (Mashaw, 2006; Koliba and Mills, 

2007) and performance (Frederickson and Frederickson, 2006).  The development of the 

governance network as an observable and ultimately, an analyzable, phenomena has been 

suggested as a means through which to establish management and administrative practices 

that can contribute to a richer understanding of cross-jurisdictional relations, characterized by 

both vertical and horizontal relations.  Because of the combination of mixed-form authority 
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structures that persist in governance networks, the classical public administration 

considerations of public bureaucracies and command and control forms of management are 

still very relevant.  In mixed-form governance networks, public bureaucracies still play a very 

pivotal role, even within the most highly decentralized governance networks.  Their cultures 

and command and control hierarchical structures help shape the public bureaucracies’ 

participation in governance networks.  Because governance networks often engage actors from 

multiple social sectors, including those private firms guided by markets and market forces, new 

public management (NPM) considerations of public-private partnerships, contracting out, and 

reliance on market forces are useful in the study of governance networks.  The central premise 

behind NPM is to bring market efficiencies to the delivery of public goods and services.   

Governance networks are also likely to involve some collaborative alignments, oftentimes 

directly with citizens. “Collaborative management is a concept that describes the process of facilitating 

and operating in multiorganizational arrangements to solve problems that cannot be solved, or solved 

easily, by single organizations.  Collaboration is a purposive relationship designed to solve a problem by 

creating or discovering a solution within a given set of constraints…”  (Agranoff and McGuire, 2003, p.4).  

The emerging body of literature pertaining to “collaborative public management” (Agranoff and 

McGuire, 2003; Bingham and O’Leary, 2008) and “collaborative governance” (Ansell and Gash, 

2007) needs to be woven into a differentiated theory of network management.  The ongoing 

studies of collaborative management and governance will deepen our understanding of the 

kind of skills, attitudes and dispositions needed to foster effective horizontal administrative 

relationships.   

Kickert, Klijn and Koopenjan, (1997) define “network management” as the combination of, 

“governance and public management in situations of interdependencies.  It is aimed at 

coordinating strategies of actors with different goals and preferences with regard to a certain 

problem or policy measure within an existing network of inter-ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎέ  

(Kickert, et al., 1997, p.10). We argue that effective network management requires the use of 

all forms of administrative dynamics, including command and control, competition, concession 

and compromise, and collaboration and cooperation.  We conclude that all three PA paradigms 

are useful to the study of governance network management and combine to form the basis of a 

network management framework.  A dilemma only surfaces when we constrain our 

assumptions to one paradigm. A summary of the three public administration paradigms with 

regard to network management are outlined in Table 3 below. 
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Table 3: The Convergence of Three PA Paradigms in Network Management 

Public Administration 

Paradigm 

Dominant Administrative 

Structure 

Central Administrative Dynamics 

Classical Public 

Administration 

Public bureaucracies Command & control 
 

New Public 

Management 

Public bureaucracies or private 

firms 

Competition; 
Concession & compromise 

Collaborative Public 

Management 

Partnerships with private firms, 

non-profits and citizens  

Collaboration & cooperation; 
Concession & compromise 

Network 

Management 

Mixed-form governance 

networks 

Command & control; 
Competition; 
Concession & compromise; 
Collaboration & cooperation 

 

 
3. Inter-Sector Arrangements and Performance 
Proposition 3.0: Our capacities to evaluate multi-sector arrangements will need to evolve, with 

particular attention paid to the role that sector characteristics (governance structures, measures 

of performance and accountability regimes) play within governance networks. 

Governance networks have been described as being comprised of individual organizations that 

are situated in either the public, private or non-profit sectors.  The organizational actors 

implicated in governance networks may be characterized in terms of the social sector to which 

it belongs.  The three social sector model presented in table 4, is a widely adapted model that 

draws distinctions between the public, private and civil society distinctions arising between 

these sectors (Janoski, 1998).   

Public sector organizations are the formal institutions of the state, spanning the legislative, 

executive and judicial branches of government.  As sovereign entities, these institutions have a 

contractual obligation to serve the interests of their citizenry.  The governmental institutions of 

the state are guided by public interests and public policy goals.  Private sector organizations are 

driven by market forces and the pursuit of profit as the dominant performance measure.  

Businesses, corporations, firms and other labels ascribed to for-profit organizations make up 

the private sector.  Property rights and ownership plays a critical in defining corporate 

governing structures.  The non-profit sector is comprised of “voluntary associations” that are 
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prohibited from earning profits.  Non-profit organizations are driven by social missions designed 

to represent interests, advocate positions, inform the public, or deliver social services.   

Table 4:  Characteristics of Social Sectors 
 

Characteristics 
Unique to the Sector 

Private Sector Public Sector Non-profit Sector 

Organizational Actors For-Profit firms, 
businesses, 
corporations  

National, state, 
regional, local level 
governments (including 
legislative, judicial and 
executive branches)  

Nonprofit 
organizations; non-
governmental 
organizations (NGOs); 
informal community 
groups  

To Whom 
Accountabilities are 
Rendered 

Board of directors; 
shareholders/owners; 
consumer  

Elected officials; citizens  Board of directors; 
clients; citizens  

Predominant 
Performance 
Standard(s) 

Profit  Meeting public needs; 
delivering public policy  

Fulfilling mission  

 

At this juncture, very little is known about how the different governance and administrative  structures 

of the public, private and non-profit sectors inform the governance of the entire governance network. A 

view of the difference in performance standards across the public, private and non-profit sectors 

connotes a continuum of clearly defined measures: nearly universal measures (such as profit) to the 

ambiguity-riddled challenges of measuring successful public policies (Stone, 2002), to the highly context 

specific and mostly localized performance standards ascribed to individual nonprofit organizations 

(Stone and Ostrower, 2007).   Although there is some literature that has discussed the differences 

between social sectors, and how these differences impact contractual agreements and public-private 

partnerships (Gazley, 2008), a full accounting of inter-sector dynamics is largely missing from the 

literatures reviewed here.  The challenges associated with principal-agent problems get 

compounded when private contractors are viewed as interest-groups capable of capturing 

contractual and regulatory authorities.  These considerations lead us to conclude that we need 

to evolve our capacities to evaluate multi-sector arrangements.  

4. Multiple Policy Functions 
 
Proposition 4.0:  Governance networks play a critical role in coupling policy streams. 
 
In the realm of policy studies, several conceptual models have been used to describe the 
creation, implementation and monitoring of public policies.  Process models include the classic 
policy cycle (Patton and Sawicki, 1986) and more recently the policy stream (Kingdon, 1984). 
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Kingdon proposed that three streams (problem, policies/solutions, and politics) operating 
distinctly and in conjunction with one another provides another conceptual model of the policy 
process.  
 
Figure 3: Governance Network Relations to the Policy Stream 

 

Adapted from Boviard, 2005 

Unlike the classic policy cycle, Kingdon’s policy stream model does not assume linearity, nor 

rational behavior on the part of policy actors.  The problems, polices and politics streams may 

couple, and in fact, need to couple for agendas to be set and policy windows to open.   Kingdon 

recognizes that policy streams are created and directed through social networks and indirectly 

asserted that social networks form as a result of one stream, or some coupling of multiple 

streams (1984).  Kingdon recognizes that a number of policy actors, including interest groups, 

academia, media, and political parties coordinate actions within and across the policy stream.  

Kingdon focuses on the role that the coupling of policy streams lead to agenda setting and 

policy windows.  He grounds the policy stream model in the coordinated actions that arise 

during the pre-enactment phases of policy selection and design. 

To account for the post-enactment of policy tools, Tony Bovaird builds on the policy stream 

model by combining some of the stages of the policy cycle with the characteristics of policy 

streams and differentiates between stages in the policy development and policy coordination 

process (2005).  He also distinguishes between regulatory policy implementation and services 

•Networks are mobilized around aligned views of the scope, 
severity and causes of the problem

Problem Definition

•Networks are mobilized to examine policy alternatives and/or 
plan for the implementation of policy tool or suite of toolsPolicy Design and Planning

•Once policy tools or suite of tools is selected, networks may 
exist to coordinate the implementation of the policy

Policy Coordination

•Networks are created on the basis of principal-regulator and 
agent-regulated relationships between actors

Policy Implementation (Regulatory)

•Networks are mobilized around the delivery of some kind of 
public good or service

Policy Implementation (Service Delivery)

•Networks are organized around the monitoring or evaluation 
of the implementation of policies  

Policy Evaluation / Monitoring

•Networks are mobilized to advance a political agendaPolitical Alignment
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policy implementation, and allows for policy evaluation and monitoring as a “stream” in the 

policy stream.    

Governance networks can be aligned with various layers of the policy stream.  These streams 

may be understood in terms of the pre-enactment of public policies and the post-enactment of 

public policies.  Network configurations have been described in terms of the pre-enactment 

phases of the policy stream in the literature pertaining to iron triangles, issue networks (Heclo, 

1978), policy subsystems (Baumgartner and Jones, 1993), interest-group coalitions (Hula, 1999), 

and policy networks (Rhodes, 1997).  Post-enactment network configurations have been 

described as third party government (Salamon, 2002), implementation networks (O’Toole, 

1997), and public management networks (Milward and Provan, 2006; Frederickson and 

Frederickson, 2006; Agranoff, 2007). The selection and implementation of particular policy 

tools or suites of policy tools (Salamon, 2002), play a central role in the organization of 

governance networks and their alignment within and across policy streams.   

It is apparent to us that networks carrying on particular policy functions or combinations of 

particular policy functions are more likely to rely on certain combinations of policy actors more 

than others.  The extent to which it is important to compare network configurations that 

appear over multiple policy streams ranging across the pre-enactment and post-enactment 

phases of policy development and implementation has yet to be fully explored within the 

literature.  Although we believe the policy stream model discussed here may be useful, we 

recognize that policy functions have also been defined in terms of a specific policy domain such 

as emergency management networks, regional transportation networks, or environmental 

management and planning networks.  We believe that it would be useful to construct a trans-

domain framework for describing and analyzing governance networks.  This becomes 

particularly apparent as the lines between discrete policy domains overlap as social problems 

become more complex and wicked. 

 
5. The Nested Complexity of Social Scale 

 
Proposition 5.0: If the unit of analysis is to be the inter-organizational network, variation in the 

scale of social actors needs to be taken into account. 

We classify the types of network structures and characteristics found across the literature in 

terms of a nested configuration of levels of analysis.   Looking across the literature, we find 

some frameworks focusing exclusively on the whole network as the unit of analysis (O’Toole, 

1990; Rhodes, 1997; Schapp and van Twist, 1997;  Milward and Provan, 2006; Frederickson and 

Frederickson, 2006; Agranoff, 2007; Provan and Kenis, 2007; Provan, Fish and Sydow, 2007); 
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while others combine individual member characteristics and whole networks (Agranoff and 

McGuire, 2003; Mandell and Steelman, 2003; Koopenjan and Klijn, 2004; Koontz et al., 2004) 

into their frameworks.   

The scale of a particular network node is a critical determining feature in any piece of network 
analysis.  In social networks, nodes may represent very different kinds of social scale ranging 
from individual people, small groups of people (individual teams, committees, departments, 
offices, etc…), to entire organizations.  Although multi-scale network modeling is beginning to 
be devised, at this current time, we argue that most network analysis within the public 
administration and policy studies literatures has been rendered by observing the relationship 
between nodes of a comparable scale.   

In dealing with complex networks found within social systems, the matter of social scale is a 
preeminent consideration (Dodder and Sussman, 2002).  This is particularly true if the social 
system is comprised of more than individuals, extending into the small group and 
organizational levels. In order to understand how social networks encompass multiple levels of 
scale, it is useful to consider how “scale-free” networks grow. 

The basic premise behind scale-free networks is an assumption regarding the almost unlimited 
capacity to continue to add nodes to the network.  Mathematically speaking, new nodes being 
added to the network tend to demonstrate a preferential attachment to nodes with greater 
number of existing links.  Mathematician Albert-Laszlo Barabasi, who has done a great deal to 
popularize network analysis as well as serving as one of its preeminent scholars, describes 
preferential attachment as follows: 

We assume that each new node connects to the existing nodes with two links.  The 
probability that it will choose a given node is proportional to the number of links the 
chosen node has.  That is, given the choice between two nodes, one with twice as many 
links as the other, it is twice as likely that the new node will connect to the more 
connected nodes (2003, p.86). 

The picture of a scale free network that gets painted here is a visual structure of individual 
nodes (be they individual websites, cells or human beings, or organizations), clumping together 
to form clusters.  These clusters, in turn, cluster with other clusters, and so on.  We have 
already noted how the clustering of clusters forms the basis of certain kinds of hierarchical 
arrangements (Ravasz and Barabasi, 2003).  We may view the scale-free dimensions of social 
networks as being represented in the nested nature of individual people, grouping into small 
groups, which, in turn, form organizations, which, in turn, form inter-organizational networks.  

Systems theorists have recognized the “nested complexity” of social networks (Dodder and 
Sussman, 2002). Sociologically, the matter of social scale has been framed as a distinctions 
between macro, meso, and micro levels of analysis (Collins, 1988).   Figure 4 provides a visual 
representation of the ways in which nodes of a smaller social scale (individual) may be 
understood as nesting within larger scales (organizational).   
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Figure 4. The Nested Complexity of Social Networks 

 

The nested complexity of many social networks can be recognized in some of the classical 

considerations of organizational leadership, and the extent to which individual leaders can 

influence the dynamics of an organization.  Guiding much of this literature is the assumption 

that individual leadership can and does impact the operations of organizations.  Likewise, it has 

been widely noted how organizations socialize individual members, suggesting ways in which 

an individual person’s membership in an organization socializes them and, ultimately shape 

their professional identities (Wenger, 1998).  The relationship between the individual person 

and the wider organizational context is an enduring theme within public administration, as 

evidenced in this quote by Paul Appleby:  

[Government] is a system, and the system cannot be understood except in terms of the 

public employees themselves, their conceptions of their positions, and the attitudes of the 

public about what is required in and from our civil servants.  These elements together are 

what make government a system, for in combination they comprise what we call a 

bureaucracy (Appleby, 2004,  P.132). 

The conclusion that we may draw from this observation is that governance networks, as social 

networks, are multi-scalable, with the nodes of a social network defined in terms of individual 

persons, groups of people, or organizations.   

Nodes as Organizations and Institutions.  The extensive bodies of literature that focus on the 

study, description and evaluation of organizations and institutions across the public, private and 

non-profit sectors is relevant to the development of any meta-level theory of governance 

networks.  Although the principles of holism (Degenne and Forse, 1999) are extremely relevant 

to the study of inter-organizational social networks, the extensive body of literature drawn 

from institutionalism, neo-institutionalism, and new institutionalism, as well as the 

organizational development literatures found across many social science disciplines are 

relevant resources in the development of an integrated theory of governance networks.   
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Nodes as Groups of Individuals. Case studies of governance networks often highlight the roles 

that groups of individuals play in the administration and governance of inter-organizational 

networks.  These small group configurations have been described as taking the forms of 

committees, taskforces, advisory groups, and teams operating within governance networks.  

Small groups may take on formal roles and responsibilities within the network, operating as 

central coordinating mechanisms designed to steer the governance network.  Rhode’s social 

exchange theory discusses group configurations as “dominant coalitions” operating within the 

broader network (1997).  Sabatier’s ATF framework refers to these small groups as “policy 

subsystems” (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, 1993).  Historically, the locus of power found in iron 

triangles were often described as formal and informal conferences, panels, committee 

meetings.  In some instances, as in cases in which committees, authorities, and taskforces are 

given resources to create, maintain, or govern broader inter-organizational networks, groups 

turn into formal network administrative organizations (NAOs) (Provan and Kenis, 2007), shaping 

how governance networks are lead and, ultimately, governed.   

The importance of group structures and functions to the operation of the wider network has 

been recognized across many of the case studies of network configurations in the literature 

(Wenger, 1998; Koontz et al., 2004; Agranoff, 2005; 2007).  Some have isolated these groups for 

study, drawing implications for network-wide performance in fields such as health care 

(Rodriguez et al., 2007), emergency management (Incident command centers: Moynihan, 

2008), education (Gajda and Koliba, 2007), and transportation (Metropolitan planning 

organizations: Wolf and Farquhar, 2005).  Oftentimes these groups, committees, task forces, 

commissions and authorities serve as the nerve center for network wide operations, providing 

the physical and virtual spaces for inter-personal coordinated actions and resource exchanges 

to occur.  These groups have begun to be described as “communities of practice” (Wenger, 

1998; Synder et al., 2003; Goldsmith and Eggers, 2004; Agranoff, 2005; Koliba and Gajda, 2009) 

capable of spanning organizational boundaries, facilitating the alignment of practices, and 

coordinating action pertaining to network-wide objectives.   

Nodes as Individual People.  Distilled to their most rudimentary level, social networks must be 

composed of interlocking and clustering nodes of individual people.  The importance of 

individuals to the governing, management and ultimate success and failure of governance 

networks may be recognized in the countless case studies written describing and evaluating 

inter-organizational network functions.  The importance of individual leaders have been 

recognized in discussions of critical skills (Salamon, 2002; Agranoff and McGuire, 2003; 

Agranoff, 2007) and as differences between participants as individuals or as representatives of 

participating organizations and institutions (Koontz, et al., 2004). 
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Those responsible for managing within and across governance networks, be they construed as 

collaborative public managers or network managers, are particularly relevant to those looking 

to understand how governance networks operate and, ultimately we will argue, democratically 

governed.  Individuals also play important roles in the accountability structures of governance 

networks.   

Milward and Provan (2006) and Agranoff and McGuire (2003) among many others have 

recognized that as administrators of and within governance networks, public managers play a 

critical role in ensuring that democratic and administrative accountability exists within all forms 

of governance network.  It has been recognized that managing within networks brings a degree 

of complexity to administrative and managerial tasks.  Mathur and Skelcher (2007) argue that 

network governance through the nodes of public-private partnerships and government-

nonprofit collaboratives are reshaping the role of the public administrator from a “neutrally-

competent servants of political executive” to “responsively competent players in a polycentric 

system of governance” (p. 231).  

Spanning social scales. Among those who have studied governance networks, several have 

recognized the relationship between the individual and institutional levels of network actors.  

Koontz et al. (2004) distinguish between governmental actors as the “flesh-and-blood 

employees, elected officials, and other people in government who take action within the 

context of *the institutions they represent+” and governmental institutions themselves (p.22).  

Individual “*g+overnmental actors and institutions, together or separately, constitute 

governmental roles in a particular collaborative effort” (Koontz et al., 2004, p.22).  Drawing on a 

series of case studies of environmental collaboratives in which governments play any number 

of roles (leading, following, facilitating, etc.) they observe the ways in which individual 

“governmental actors critically affect collaboration; in others, institutions may dominate; in yet 

others, both could be crucial; and in some cases, neither may make a substantial impact” (2004, 

p.22).  They also suggest that individuals and their institutions exist interdependently, with each 

providing constraints on the other.  They conclude that, “governmental roles in a particular 

case may be quite complex, particularly if the [individual] actors are seeking to change 

institutions in ways that promote or constrain collaboration” (2004, pp.22-23).  We may argue 

that the observations that they make regarding governmental actors and roles may be 

extended to private and non-profit sector actors as well. 

In examining the relationship between social scale and the roles of consensus and conflicts 

arising in policy networks, Joop Koppenjan explores the relationship between institutional 

levels actors, group level actors, and individual actors, and, following Koontz et al.’s 

observations (2004), suggests ways in which actors at various levels of social scale bring certain 
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measures of interdependence and autonomy to their network participation (2008, p.151).  

Thus, we are left to conclude that network actors may or may not represent the interests of the 

actors from other levels of social scale, suggesting here that an individual may actively 

participate in a governance network without officially representing the groups or organizations 

to which they belong.  We are left to conclude that the consideration of social scale as a critical 

characteristic in the operations of governance networks brings a measure of complexity to any 

study of social structure.   

 

Conclusions 

In this manuscript we have discussed some conceptual considerations that are useful in further 

theory development and research on governance networks. We argue for an operational 

definition of “mixed form” governance networks, suggesting that we view markets, hierarchies 

and collaboratives as types of network structures.  We suggest that mixed-form governance 

networks be viewed as relatively stable patterns of coordinated action and resource exchanges; 

involving policy actors crossing different social and geographic scales, drawn from the public, 

private or non-profit sectors and across geographic levels; who interact through a variety of 

competitive, command and control, cooperative, and negotiated arrangements; for purposes 

anchored in one or more facets of the policy stream.  

What remains to be seen is how the range of theoretical frameworks and methodological tools 

that exist, not only within the existing public administration and policies studies fields, but also 

across other social and natural science fields, may be corralled into an evolving integrated-

theory for describing, comparing, analyzing and evaluating governance networks. 

In this manuscript we argue that the complexities that surface when the unit of analysis is the 

inter-organizational governance network are shaped by the multiple roles and functions that 

social actors take on.  The individual people who populate the network are likely to be guided 

by multiple decision heuristics and multiple roles and allegiances.  Group dynamics will likely 

evolve over time, transformed by external inputs and internal exchanges.  Organizations and 

institutions will be subject to competing priorities and expectations.  Simply put, the best we 

may ever be able to do is to approximate real world dynamics through the development of 

theories and models. 

As two prominent complexity scientists who study social systems Miller and Page observe that, 

“… the goal of theory is to make the world understandable by finding the right set of 

simplifications.”   They go one to add that, “Modeling proceeds by deciding what simplifications 

to impose on the underlying entities and then, based on those abstractions, uncovering their 
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implications” (2007, P.65).  The range of theoretical frameworks alluded to in the literatures 

reviewed here need to be understood in terms of their tendencies to reduce and isolate social 

structures and functions into discrete categories.  Some study networks operating within a 

particular policy arena, while others look at network structures, and still others, network 

functions.  Some unpack certain systemic dimensions, such as network accountability and 

performance management.   

Miller and Page conclude that, “Many of our existing tools tend to purify the theoretical waters 

so much so that we are often left with a model that is barren of any useful signs of social life.”  

They suggest that modeling tools like agent-based object models “allow us to create new 

theoretical bonds that can harbor simple, yet thriving, social ecosystems” (2007,  P.78).  We 

believe such tools will be extremely useful in cutting the proverbial Gordian knot and 

comparing alternative forms of governance networks. In order to guide our theory 

development in the examination of mixed actor governance networks, we offer six propositions 

as summarized below in Table 5. 

Table 5 Summary of Propositions regarding Mixed Actor Governance Networks 

Consideration Question Proposition 

1. Macro-Level 
Forms 

Are hierarchies and markets  

forms of networks or should 

networks  be considered as 

distinct from them? 

 

1.1: Governance networks may be 

comprised of hierarchical, market and 

collaborative structures. 

1.2: Governance networks are shaped, in 

part, by the organizational structures 

that individual actors bring to the 

network. 

2. Administrative 
Authority 

How to account for mixed 

(vertical & horizontal) 

administrative ties? 

 

2.0:  There will be asymmetrical 

allocations of material and immaterial 

resources and power among the network 

actors.  Such allocations influence the 

structure of administrative authority of 

the network. 

3. Sectoral 
Composition 

How to account for multi-

sector arrangements? 

3.0: Our capacities to evaluate multi-

sector arrangements will need to evolve, 

with particular attention paid to the role 
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 that sector characteristics (governance 

structures, measures of performance and 

accountability regimes) play within 

governance networks. 

4. Policy Function How to account for 

networks emerging across 

multiple policy streams? 

4.0:  Governance networks play a critical 
role in coupling policy streams. 

5. Social Scale How to account for actors of 

mixed social and scale? 

 

5.0: If the unit of analysis is to be the 

inter-organizational network, variation in 

the scale of social actors needs to be 

taken into account. 

 

We believe that the propositions laid out here can guide the future development of governance 

network theory.  We recognize that many more sets of consideration will need to be addressed 

if an integrated theory of governance networks is to evolve, including the need for further 

elaboration on the relationship between governance structures and the accountability and 

performance management considerations that must go with them.  The role of policy tools, as 

developed by Lester Salamon and his colleagues (2002), may be added to this framework.  We 

opted to leave out the consideration of geographic scale, recognizing that the extensive 

literature on inter-governmental relations underscores the importance that geo-spatial scale 

plays in the structures and functions of governance networks.  The forces of globalization and 

internationalization are also pressing for deeper consideration of geographical scale.   

Theoretical frameworks from related fields will likely frame their conceptual considerations 

differently.  Social network theorists will want to focus on actor centrality and betweeness.  

Systems theorists will look at the stocks and flows of resources that take the form of inputs, 

processes, outputs and outcomes.  They will also want to consider the role of feedback loops, 

mental models, and systems homeostasis.  Complexity theorists may seek to reject some of the 

reductionist tendencies found in our list of considerations.  They will likely want to begin with 

the governance network as a whole and develop models to predict emergent qualities. 

A consideration of the range of conceptual dilemmas and theoretical constraints discussed in 

this manuscript inevitably leads us to render this conclusion:  we cannot ignore the emergent 

complexity inherent within inter-organizational governance networks.   Clearly, new methods 

for describing, analyzing and evaluating these phenomena are needed.  We hope that this 

manuscript has shed some light on the range of potential variables that may populate future 
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models. Most challenging is that while we believe that the fundamental features of mixed actor 

governance networks can eventually be identified, the central patterns of behavior that can be 

observed from mixed actor governance networks are emergent.  The extent to which they 

evolve into more "predictable" yet indeterminate patterns poses a serious challenge.  In the 

mean time, the emergent qualities of mixed actor governance networks (MAGN) are likely to 

frustrate our understanding and meaningful application of notions of accountability, legitimacy, 

responsibility and authority. 
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Appendix 1 

Major Conceptual Developments in Governance Network Theory Since 1990 

Authors Conceptual Ground Covered 

O’Toole, 1990 Implementation  networks.  Looks at the whole network level, distinguishing between degrees of 

hierarchy and levels of integration found in governance networks.    

Rhodes,  1997 Policy networks; Governance. Describes how policy networks can be characterized as degrees of 

network stability, the relative openness of network membership, and the role of vertical and 

horizontal articulation of network relationship (1997).  Differentiates between types of networks 

based on these characteristics, distinguishing between fluid and open “issue networks” to stable and 

closed “policy communities.”  Adapts a framework from Marsh and Rhodes (1992) that distinguishes 

between the size of the network based on the number of members, the types of interests network 

members bring to the network, the frequency of their interactions, the continuity and consensus that 

exist between them, and the distribution of resources within the network and within the participating 

organizations (1997, p.44). 

Kickert, Klijn, and 

Koopenjan, 1997 

Policy network characteristics; Network management functions.  Define policy network 

characteristics in relation to rational, classical and network perspectives.  Juxtapose differences 

between new public management paradigm and emergent network management paradigm.  Highlight 

the role of game theory in network management, later expanded on by Koopenjan and Klijn, (2004). 

Schapp and van 

Twist, 1997 

Network closedness. Distinguish between “social” and “cognitive” closedness, underscoring the 

importance that the orientation of individual network members play in determining the degree of 

closedness found within governance networks.   

De Bruijn and ten 

Heuvelhof, 1997 

aŀŎǊƻ ŀƴŘ ƳƛŎǊƻ ƭŜǾŜƭ άǘƻƻƭǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎΦ Tools are 

instruments that can be used both to influence goal-oriented processes and to create the conditions 

which facilitate the mutual formulation of targets.   

Salamon et al., 

2002 

Policy tools.  Suggests ways in which the characteristics of macro-level policy tools help to shape 

network structures and functions. 

Agranoff and 

McGuire, 2003 

Vertical and horizontal administrative roles; Types of networks. Introduce a set of micro-level “public 

action tools” that are used to support vertical and horizontal collaborative management activities.  

These public action tools are later elaborated on by Agranoff (2007). 

Gage and Mandell, 

1990; Mandell and 

Stellman, 2003 

Intermittency of network coordination; Importance of the goal orientation of network member. 

Differentiate between intermittent and permanent network coordination (2003).  Discuss the goal 

orientation of network members, how members are linked and aligned around common efforts, and 

network-wide purposes.    

Goldsmith and 

Eggers, 2004 

Governing through networks.  Lay out some considerations for how network configurations may be 

shaped through grant and contractual agreements (2004).  Pay particular attention to the role that 

communication technologies play in facilitating coordinated action and resource exchange, 

differentiating between types of technologies based on levels of collaborative technologies and their 

consequences (p.99). 
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Koopenjan and 

Klijn, 2004 

Decision-making models and problem-solving in networks.  Situate the development of policy 

networks within the context of “wicked problems,” and the range of uncertainties that result from 

them.  Relying heavily on game theory, break down the relationship between the realm of uncertainty 

that occur across the domains of content, process, institutions and governance, and the types of 

decision-making structures that occur within complex network arrangements.  Actor characteristics 

and behaviors are described.  A vision of network management emerges based around the cultivated 

capacity of network managers to leverage and manage the range of games that emerge within and 

across inter-organizational arrangements. 

Koontz et al., 2004 Government roles in networks.  Frames government roles in terms of following, encouraging, and 

leading.  Suggests relationship between government strategy and network configuration. 

Milward and 

Provan, 2006 

Functions of public management networks.  Distinguish between service implementation, 

information diffusion, problem-solving and community capacity building networks, differentiating 

networks based on core operational functions undertaken within inter-organizational networks.   

Sorensen and 

Torfing, 2005 

Democratic anchorage of governance networks.  Discuss the role of democratic accountability in 

networks in terms of elected officials roles, citizen participation, and democratic norms.  Builds on the 

work of March and Olsen, (1995). 

Frederickson and 

Frederickson, 

2006 

Network performance measurement; Alignment with government agency goals; Measurement 

characteristics.  Identify key variables that they use to interpret how performance measurement 

systems are used across federal health care networks (2007). These variables include the degree of 

directness of government involvement, the alignment of health care networks with federal purposes, 

the degree of network articulation of authority and control, network goal characteristic and levels of 

goal agreements, and the level of centralization of policy implementation.   

Provan, Fish, and 

Sydow, 2007 

Centrality and betweeness in inter-organizational networks.  Drawing on the factors used in network 

analysis, discuss the roles that actor centrality and relational betweeness play in shaping network 

structures. 

Provan and Kenis, 

2007 

Network governance model. Introduce network governance model, based on three forms of inter-

organizational coordination: shared governance, lead organization, and network administrative 

organization.    

Agranoff,2005;  

2007 

Network functions; Internal arrangements; Role of communities of practice.  Distinguishes between 

types of actions and decisions made across public management networks (2007).  Recognizing the link 

between decision making and actions, differentiates between information exchanges, agenda setting, 

research report and study writing, the facilitation of forums, strategic planning, reviewing of plans, 

adjusting policy or program designs, and creating new public policies.  In much the same vein as 

Milward and Provan’s (2006) efforts to create a typology of public management networks, Agranoff 

describes differences between informational, developmental, outreach, and action networks.  

Identifies three types of internal arrangements and groupings that persist within the twelve different 

public management networks that he has studied (2007, p.111).   

 

 


