
1. Policy Networks and the Governance 
of Complex Societies 
(Volker Schneider) 

I'his chapter deals with policy networks as a form of political govern
ance in modem organizational societies. Two concepts have left a long
lasting mark on contemporary political science: the concept of networks 
on the one hand, and the concept of governance on the other. Both 
.:merged during the 1970s in sociology, for example in research on orga
nizations and in community power studies, and then expanded through
out political sociology, political science, and various areas of economics 
during the 19805 and 19905. Although they can essentially be regarded 
as very old concepts, both deal with recent transformations of modem 
statehood. In the political science theoretical discourse of the 1980s and 
1990s, both concepts were "enriched" with new meanings and thus 
evolved into theoretical approaches that point to structural changes in 
modern societies as well as to a changed relationship between the state 
and society. In this perspective. particular significance is given to modes 
of problems-sol ving by means of public policies. 
Within the context of this book, the following article aims to conceptual
ize policy networks as a new form of political governance. This goes 
beyond a state-centric view of public policy-making, emphasizing the 
participation of heterogeneous actors and complex relations of coopera
tion and conflict. This perspective will be illustrated by empirical data on 
a specific network in public policy-making. J will proceed in three steps: 
first, the problem of how to conceptualize governance and policy net
works in tenus of the theory of the state will be discussed. In the next 
step, the central conditions that have led to the emergence of these new 
concepts will be sketched out. In the conclusion, three hypotheses on the 
implications for modem dcmocracy theory and the modem state will be 
tonnulated. 

1. 
Governance and networks only recently have been considered as relevant 
concepts in the theory of the state. The majority of state theorists proba
bly agree with conceptualizing the object of their theory-building as a 
particular institutional area that constitutes a fimctional subsystem or an 
independent entity that exerts an influence on society from the outside. 
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'tI~'lllIlh"lalislll . which initia1!y focused on legal systems, exclusively on 
till" 'lIcil'laI macro-level. Social order was explained by macro
IflsllllllillllS such as constitutions (Fricdrich 1950). Pluralism was a con
Ilid-oricnted counter-reaction to institutional ism that refused to view 
p(1litical constitutions as an independent integrative force. Instead, it em
rhasized the balance of power and power structures that operated behind 
the institutions (Bentley 1967, Truman 1971). If the state was conceived 
as more than a battle field for struggles between groups, it still appeared 
to bc at most a regulated arena in which these conflicts were carried out 
in a civilized fashion. All we have to do is remember the saying by 
Ferdinand Lassalle that constitutions are merely a balance of power put 
on paper (UexkuIl1974). 
The system theory of the 1960s and 70s, and in particular Talcott Par
sons's structural functionalism, was a reaction to the de-problematization 
of social integration by means of state institutions (Parsons 1966). How
ever, in his perspective, societal integration was extremely narrowed 
down to cultural factors, a thought which shifted political science re
search towards the analysis of nonnative and symbolic structures (e.g. 
structural-functional approach of Almond & Powell 1966). Cybernetic 
approaches that now analyze politics from a regulatory or governance 
perspective also became popular in this context (Easton 1967). 
Since the end of the 1960!;, this (structural) functional system theory has 
been increasingly criticized. Once again, the conflict perspective 
emerged as a new theoretical problematique. From a Marxist standpoint, 
conflict structures were labeled as "systemic contradictions" of different 
classes. based on certain modes or relations of production. However, 
during this phase of cont1ict-rediscovcry, a new sh ift occurred, which 
increasingly transferred the analytical focus from the macro to the micro
level. In the 1980s, the micro-foundation of social processes increasingly 
gained importance. A turning point can be seen in Jon Elster's criticism 
of functionalist Marxism (Elster (982). The "communicative turn" in 
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which matters of social integration faded into the background even for 
"ystem theorists, also falls within this time-frame. By focusing on self 
organization, the integration lOp os was no longer the subject of contro
vt.:rsy. After some time, the integration problem - having maintained its 
analytical focus on the micro-level - took center stage once again, in par
I icular with reference to varieties of institutionaIism. 
rhe new issue of social scientific debate was how social order could be 
produced despite conflicting interests. This implied a return to cybernetic 
system-theoretical perspectives, in which the question of self-governance 
t:apacity of societies was tackled with micro-analyses of societal institu
tions and their integrative effects. The ensemble of these mechanisms 
has been discussed under the slogan of "governance" for some time now 
(Mayntz 2009). One of it<; fundamental ideas is that the question of order 
now can be answered by means of a differentiated analysis of mecha
nisms of institutional control. \Vhat is new about the governance ap
proach is its attempt to pinpoint the micro-analytical grounds for coordi
nation mechanisms and institutional regulation. This entai ls the applica
tion of institution-theoretical approaches to individual structures of inter
action. Governance can thereby be understood as "institutional cybernet
ics" (Kenis & Schneider 1991). 
This concept is linked to an actor-centered analysis of institutions 
(Mayntz & Scharpf 1995, Scharpf 1997). However, this does not imply 
that a theory of rational behavior has to be taken as a starting point. An 
important goal is to explain how problems are perceived and solved by 
individual and collective actors by taking into account specific behav
ioral orientations and institutional contexts for action. A preliminary re
sult of this meta-theoretical examination is that the puzzle of the integra
tive capacity of modem societies. which was primarily explained by in
dividualistic approaches as a spontaneous creation of order, based on 
individual decisions or by holistic system-theoretical conceptions with a 
general reference to macro-structures, is now subject to the micro
analysis of institutional configurations in governance research. In this 
perspective, focus is placed on both the internal logic of actors (e.g. be
havioral rationality and capacities) and on the institutional arrangements 
that structure their actions. 
Governance theory in this perspective can be interpreted as actor
ccntered institutional cybernetics, which taps into the same basic cyber
netic idea that made its mark on sociological system theory in the 1960s. 
The central concept is that system integration demands certain political 
and social governance mechanisms. However, these are broken down 
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into actors, actor constellations, and institutional arrangements. Actors 
must recognize problems of adaptation to their social environmen~ set 
goals for adapting, and mobilize resources to solve problems. 
The history of the concept of "governance" can be traced back to Greek 
philosophy. The word governance was inspired by the steersman (ky
herne/es) of antique Greek warships and was used by Greek philosophers 
to describe the process of steering the warship. Based on this old idea, 
Norbert Wiener created the artificial word cybernetics. Its Latin counter
parts are guhernare and regere. which were used both for steering a ship 
as well as the state. Both the English and French concepts "to govern" 
and "gouverner" as well as the German word "regieren" are derived 
from this (Kenis & Schneider 1996). 
One should also note that the concept "governance" is a nominalization 
of the verb "to govern". This serves to emphasize processes and the 
"mechanismic" dimension of governing. On the other hand, what is in
novative about the current governance concept is that it does not restrict 
itself merely to governance by the state - i .e. governing by the govern
ment - but also integrates social governing, regulation and control by a 
variety of governance mechanisms, societal institutions and a broad array 
of heterogeneous actors and social groups. Governance thus transcends 
the traditional concept of the state and incorporates additional forms of 
societal control and self-regulation. 
Governance theory comprises both the material theory of the state (i.e. a 
theory of public policy making) as well as general societal mechanisms 
of integration and producing order, such as decision-making mechanisms 
in companies (corporate governance) or interest associations (associa
tional governance). What does it mean in concrete terms to define the 
actor-theoretical micro-underpinnings of a governance process? From a 
technical standpoint, governance entails defining the conditions of a sys
tem by externally identifYing the quantities that determine its behavior as 
well as one or several mechanisms that convert goals into enacted 
changes (the so-called "actor" or "actuator"). 
lf governance takcs place through a feedback mechanism, which inde
pendently detects deviations from Lhe objective criterion by means of a 
sensor and can then carry out the necessary correcLions with an actof
mechanism, then we are dealing with regulation. This is a cybernetic sys
tem in the stricter sense, in which control is only enforced through the 
relationship between endogenous goals and the external environment 
(Ashby 1956). Tn the world of technology, the concept of an "actor" or 
"actuator" is reserved for a governance technology. In electrical engi-
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t1~t:ring, the concept is applied to a converter that transfonns electrical 
sih'1lals into mechanical movements or into other physical quantities. The 
.:oncept is more abstract in cybernetics, and refers to a mechanism that 
converts the signals recorded by a sensor into specific actions and pro
uuces the desired state of affairs or "position" in a state-space (Deutsch 
1966). 
rhis concept of governance can also be used in an actor-theoretical per
spective in political science. "Intelligent" actors are to be conceived as 
"sensors" and "actors" simultaneously. Both the formulation and defini
lion of objective political goals as well as the discussion and detection of 
deviations in target/performance values requires their awareness, deci
sions, and deployment of resources . The way in which these functions 
are carried out by means of the division of labor in modern political sys
tems depends on the concrete patterns of differentiation. For example, a 
division of laboT might prevail, in which certain societal actors are pri
marily in charge of defining a political problem, while others have the 
task of mobilizing and implementing specitic political resources neces
sary to solve a problem on the basis of a generally binding decision. 
This actor-theoretical perspective distinguishes itself from earlier institu
tional and structuralist approaches in that the interdependencies in gov
ernance and regulatory processes are ultimately traced by partially 
autonomous behavior of social actors. The target area for a social equi 
librium is not automatically predetermined by the system, but must be 
continually searched for in interactive contexts by means of coordination 
and feedback. Control then takes place under conditions in which actors 
have the autonomy to oversee so-called "systemic imperatives" or even 
ignore them. 
The production of regulated outcomes does not have to restrict itself to 
one subject of regulation, for instance the state or the management of an 
organization. Decentralized or "polycentric" forms of political govern
ance are also conceivable. Governance theory offers several possibilities 
to categorize the diversity of these mechanisms. One prominent classifi
cation differentiates between the two polar extremes "hierarchy" and 
"market", and conceptualizes networks as a mixture or hybrid. By distin
guishing between "discrete structural alternatives" (Williamson 1991), 
governance analysis ultimately seeks to empirically pinpoint the rela
tional configurations in the exchange of information and other resources 
between actors that lead to the coordination of goals and a common mo
bilization of resources. Institutional rules that define one's capacity to act 

31 



at the same time create a system that both produces and conveys stimuli 
for control and regulation. 
Unlike technical cybernetics, though, governance does not entail the de
terministic identification of be ha vi oral conditions, but at best the crcation 
of incentives for the cultural construction of individual behavior. These 
governance structures can refer to both arrangements within organiza
tions as well as between organizations. A typical inner-organizational 
governance structure is the "organizational hierarchy". This is a mecha
nism according to which organizational goals are pLaced at the top and 
then implemented from the top down in binding fashion by means of a 
chain of instructions and central resource control. Typical intra
organizationaL patterns are the market and the network. All these con
figurations always entail complex combinations of institutions. 
From this standpoint, the market is not a natural state of affairs which 
spontaneously creates the conditions of existence by itself, but a highly 
demanding social contiguration with a series of external institutional in
puts. Hence, one of the fundamental conditions for its functioning is that 
its property rights are guaranteed. Markets also cannot function without 
effective informational infrastructures. The market is ultimately a com
plex system of economic exchange, which encompasses not only the 
flow of resources, but also complex techniques of processing information 
and signals, which allow for the legendary control by means of the "in
visible hand" (Williamson 1991). 

[I. 

Policy networks are governance structures under the conditions of mod
ern and highly advanced statehood which involve polycentric power 
structures (Wi like 1992). From an actor- and governance-theoretical 
standpoint, they can be conceptualized as policy networks (Boerzel 
1998. Kenis & Schneider 1991, Mayntz 1996). Analogously to an indus
trial production network, such new political configurations can be con
ceived as a network of organizations participating in a public policy's 
"value chain". In such a perspective, a given final product is no longer 
produced by a vertically integrated firm, but instead by an association of 
many organizations who coordinate their actions with one another 
through intensive information exchange and interchange of complemen
tary resources (Sydow 1995). Public policy-making, the "production of 
public policies" (Jansen & Schubert 1995) is then no longer an exclusive 
matter of government and administration. Instead, this takes place in 
networks that incorporate both public and private organizations. Such 
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relationships can be observed in politics on several different levels, trom 
local private public partnerships, to national policy domains, to transna
tional organizational networks, in which governments and non
governmental organizations cooperate in the attempt to solve global 
problems (Reinicke 1999). 
The conceptual innovation of "policy networks" has been strongly en
hanced by three developmental dynamics (Kenis & Schneider 199!). 
These entail (l) current changes in society, (2) a specific trend in the in
herent dynamics of the development of social science theories, as well as 
(3) the emergence of new "technologies of cognition". The concept of 
policy networks implies a view of reality in which public policies are not 
only formulated and implemented by one single public actor (the state), 
but rather in which privatc or societal actors also participate in the proc
ess of producing and providing public goods. Furthermore, this concept 
implies that the state itself is no longer regarded as a continually inte
grated "public hierarchy". but as a network of relatively autonomous or
ganizations. Both aspects are not new from a theoretical standpoint. In 
particular, the prospect of private groups participating in public policies 
is a core idea of pluralism theory. The idea of a fragmented state as a 
gathering place for group interests already hecame apparent in the theo
ries of Arthur Bentley (Bentley 1967) and Harold Laski (Laski 19l6) at 
the beginning of the 20th century. 
However, there have been changes in the last thirty years of the 20th cen
tury. Simplified instrumentalist and influence-theoretical ideas on the 
relationship between state and society, according to which societal 
groups either instrumentalize the state or exert pressure on it from the 
outside, have been heavily criticized. In turn. they had to give way to 
concepts in which focus is placed on either functional dependences or 
resource-oriented interdependences between the state and society (Offe 
1972). A specific variation of this is the theory of neo-corporatism, 
which particularly emphasizes the exchange and negotiational relations 
between the state and powerful organized societal interests (Schmitter & 
Lehmbruch 1979). 
Although the theory of neo-corporatism contains differentiated concepts 
on the interactive relation between the state and organized interests, after 
various attempts (Cawson 1978, Schmitter 1985) it still does not exhibit 
an elaborate theory of the state that makes claims about the structural 
conditions that are constitutive for the state and address transfonnational 
tendencies of statehood, in particular the problem of fragmentation. Tbis 
has attracted more attention in German research on public administration 

33 



since the 1970s and ROs (Mayntz & Scharpf 1975), in Anglo-American 
research on sub-governments (Hamm 1986) and in Italian theory of the 
state (Bobbio 1987). 
Fundamental trends in the evolution of statehood doubtlessly represent 
both sides of state interventionism, which has drastically expanded since 
the 19608 and manifests itself both in the qualitative expansion of the 
state' s spectrum of tasks as well as in the quantitative growth of the state. 
The increasing size goes hand in hand with a progressive internal differ
entiation of the public sector. This differentiation leads to growing 
autonomy of individual public authorities, which on the one hand is in
tentionally and formally substantiated and, on the other hand, emerges in 
a purely resource-based fashion as an unintentional consequence of the 
expansion of the state. The mechanism lies in the growing specialization 
and scattering of resources in the social sphere. Both sociological as well 
a<; economic tbeories of organization demonstrate that organizations gain 
autonomy through continuing differentiation and speciali.zation (e.g. the 
principle-agent approach) . The consequence of this is that the all
embracing hierarchical control within the state becomes more and more 
ineffective. Along the same lines. the unified state administration has 
also been dismantled into mUltiple centers in the past decades . Besides 
the traditional administration, there is now a broad spectrum of organiza
tional forms including public institutions, public enterprises, and inde
pendent regulatory agencies, not to mention semi- and para-statal forms 
of organization (Gill 2002). 
Furthennore. society has also changed to the extent that the state is not 
only confronted with individuals, but also with an increasing number of 
corporative actors and formal organizations that are making their mark 
on the face of modem society (Coleman 1990). During the same period 
oftime in which the size of the state is rapidly increasing in all advanced 
industrial nations, we are also witnessing a growth of large-scale organi
zations, in particular large companies and interest associations that orga
nize highly diverse interests. Parallel to this emergence of a "society of 
organizations", we could observe an accelerated growth in the trans
border expansion of firms and the growth of international organizations. 
These processes have been described by concepts such as internationali 
zation and globalization. and have lead to an increasing permeability of 
national boundaries and transnationalization of public policy (Reinicke 

1999). 
The result of these closely intertwined processes is that the structures of 
resource interdependence and cooperation between private and public 
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domestic actors and various societal subsystems in pol icy-making arc 
now being superimposed by international structures of interdependence, 
in which the sovereignty of nation states is being challenged at the inter
national level. The individual nation state is less and less capable of gov
erning and controlling both its own territory as well as the global system 
of states, and has to rely on negotiation, exchange, coordination and co
operation. 

Ill. 
The impact of these domestic processes of decentralization and global 
trends of increasing interdependence on policy-making systems will be 
illustrated by a case study on a transnational policy process. Although 
this law-making process in the chemical sector has taken pJace about 20 
years ago, it already showed the ramifications of this extension of public 
policy-making in terms of "complex governance" (Schneider, 1988). 
The following illustrations depict the policy network of organizations 
which participated in the formulation of the German federal chemical 
policy. Methods of boundary specification and identification of the vari
ous organizations arc described in Schneider (l98R). Figure I shows a 
network of 47 organizations and their linkages of information exchange. 
A line between a pair of organizations indicates that at least one organi
zation in this dyad reported of intense information exchange related to 
the formulation of the German chemicals law. For the various procedures 
of network visualization, tbe program visone has heen used (Brandcs et 
al. 1999). 
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Figure 1: A Transnational Policy Network in the Formulation of the 
German Chemicals Law in the early 1980s 

The compositional variety of the policy network produces interesting 
insights into thc complexity of modem policy making, which is not only 
a function of "density of interconnectedness", but also a function of the 
heterogeneity of actors and institutions (compositional complexity), The 
network is composed by many public, but also private actors that are 
empowered with different political rights and authOlities; 

• The actors originate from multiple sectors, They execute state 
functions. represent business interests, voice environmentalist 
and consumerists concerns, and incorporate scientific expertise 
into the policy process; 
The network is composed of multiple layers, Organizations are 
located at the national , European and global level; 

• Network organizations exhibit a great variety of organizational 
forms including public authorities, parties, interest groups, new 
social movements, and research organizations. 

This variety in organizational propertics is illustrated using different 
forms and patterns. Solid black points represent governmental organiza
tions, grey triangles are societal interest associations, grey round rectan
gles are scientific organizations and grey circles are parties. Black rec
tangles represent governmental organizations at the international level, 
while grey parallelograms are non-governmental in this global perspec
tive. The two-dimens ional positioning of the actors illustrates promi-
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ncncc in the infonnation exchange network; the close organizations are 
to the ccnlCT, the more prominent they are. 
In Figure 2, the organizations of Figure 1 are re-ordered according to 
their different societal sectors or subsystems: politics and administration, 
economy, science, and civil society organizations representing consum
crs and environmental interests. The figure depicts dense communication 
linkages in particular within the governmental sector as weU as between 
government, economy and science. Environmental and consumer organi
zations have peripheral positions. 
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Figure 2: The Network and Societal Subsystems 

The final analytical step introduces a power perspective into the picture 
and combines two different sets of information and two forms of analy
sis: Firstly, the location of the various organizations in the target diagram 
of Figure 3 indicates centrality positions with regard to the number of 
links an actor has to all other actors in the communication network (cen
trality based on degree) . Actors in the center of the network are supposed 
to have better access to information sources than peripheral actors. Sec
ondly, information based on a network of influence attribution is used to 
represent the influence reputation of an actor indicated by the size of the 
node symbols. Highly influential organi7.ations such as the VCI and the 
BM] have large symbols, whereas organizations like DH or WHO are 
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represented by very small signs. It is assumed that influential actors have 
better access to knowledge in the system then peripheral actors. The tar
get diagram dearly shows that governmental bureaucracies (ministries) 
and economic interest groups assume the most influential and central 
positions in this policy network. Interestingly enough, some international 
organization (OEeD, EG) also exhibit a rather prominent status. By 
identjfying policy actors and analyzing their influence reputation and 
centrality, we are able to show that a broad spectrum of societal organi-
7..ations is involved in public policy-making. National and international 
structures of dependence do not only have the effect that the interests of 
these groups and actors are being taken into account. III addition, we can 
identify intense communication and exchange relationships between 
these actors in the policy process. 
If international or European branches exist in the formulation of public 
policies and if resource-oriented dependencies between different func
tional groups of society emerge, they also find expression in complex 
communicative relations and power structures. A network analyst thus 
conceives society as a complex picture in which - unlike in an individu
alistic perspective - society does not appear just 3.'\ an aggregate of inde
pendent individuals, but as an integrated, systemic ensemble composed 
of many elements (nodes) with a variety of properties and multiplex rela
tionships between these elements. In the end, the network theorist does 
not surrender to complex reality by contenting himself with an unana
lyzed whole, in which everything is linked to everything. He or she dis
mantles and dissects the social and political growth by delving into, e.g., 
relational positions and zones of density in the network.. 
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Figllre 3: Centrality and Int1uence Reputation in the Policy Network 

Network thought has become a fundamental analytical orientation, which 
manifests itself in many new theories and research agendas, e.g. the so
ciological theory of inter-organizational relations. the analysis of social 
networks and complexity theory. Here, as a rule, analysts emphasize 
structural and relational methods from mathematics as well as graphic 
based algorithms from computer science. At present, all indications point 
to the emergence of a new trans-disciplinary science of networks that 
links natural science and social ,cience research (Barabasl 2002, Watts 
2003). In the social sciences, major applications of this network perspec
tive can be observed in sociology, management, and political and cul
tural sciences. Management scientists analyze firm networks and their 
network logic, cultural scientists analyze semantic and text networks, 
and political scientists try to explain the structure and dynamics in policy 
networks. 

39 



IV. 
A central claim in this chapter is that the functional dilTerentiation and 
the dismantling of national boundaries have had the effect that an in
creasing number of state and private actors decisively "interfere" with 
the fonnulation and implementation of public policies. These processes 
are often informal and not intended in most constitutions of the world, at 
least not in systems based on the liberal model of democracy. If govern
ments strive to formulate and implement effective political programs, 
they are forced to take into consideration or at least infonnally incorpo
rate into the decision-making process the interests of those societal actors 
that possess crucial policy-relevant resources or veto powers. From the 
standpoint of the theory of democracy, the new forms of governance are 
not free of problems (Papadopolous 2004). These new forms of "post
parliamentary democracy" (Burns 1994) distort democratic representa
tion, because actors with greater potential for exchange have better bar
gaining positions. In addition, these networks often tend to blur respon
sibilities and to lead to a lack of transparency (Schneider 1999). 
A question that has yet to be convincingly answered today is what would 
be an adequate remedy for the lack of democracy inherent to policy net
works and bargaining systems. Arthur Benz suggested connecting arenas 
of negotiation with arenas of direct democracy (Benz 1998). According 
to this concept, one would initially negotiate and decide on the same is
sues in both policy networks and parliamentary arenas simultaneously. 
The second step would allow for the citizens to decide directly between 
the negotiated alternative solutions. 
Whether these parliamentary, negotiation, democratic, and plebiscitary 
components can be combined in that way is an open question. One effect 
could be that the position of the parliament, jammed between bargaining 
networks and direct-democratic instirutions. would be further under
mined. To me, strengthening the parliament as a last bastion of control 
committed to the public interest, seems more convincing in overcoming 
the democratic deficit problem in our complex society. This would serve 
to increase both its capacity to process information as well as its auton
omy. Despite the view that many "unofficial" actors have a say in the 
content of political decisions, a competent "end-of-pipe" surveillance 
must exist. It would be able to examine the pre-negotiated solutions and 
discard them after assessing their advantages and disadvantages for the 
common good. Even if one is skcptical towards the cognitive abilities of 
members of parliament, even less can be expected from plebiscitary 
processes due to the limitations of individual rationality. 
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