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Lesson 1: There is first of all the problem of the opening, namely, how to get us from where we are, which 

is, as yet, nowhere, to the far bank. It is simply a bridging problem, a problem of knocking together a 

bridge. People solve such problems every day. They solve them, and having solved them push on.    

J.M.Coetzee
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How do governments get from one place to another? This is the question that lies at the 

centre of all discussions of institutional performance. In this paper I review some recent 

work on new forms of partnership and collaborative governance which suggest that a 

number of countries have recently begun to break from their previous structures and to 

make significant shifts in the way actors are engaged in public institutions. The paper will 

ask whether this can be understood in terms of standard notions of institutional theory 

(path dependence, systems theory, cultural theory and so on) and if not, why not. 

 

Background 

 

In one review of Putnam’s landmark study of Italian regional government and the role of 

social capital (or networks), Feigenbaum (1995:437) concludes that the main findings 

from this kind of work are “deeply conservative. If you want good government, go out 

and get yourself a better Medieval history.” In point of fact Putnam does suggest in the 

conclusion to the book that change can take place in regions that have long histories of 

sub-optimal development, but as Crouch and Farrell (2002:6) point out, “he does not 

integrate this into the main body of his argument, which emphasizes how the dead hand 

of path dependence weighs on current political outcomes.”  

 

The concept of path dependence has become a major force for interpreting social 

development in a comparative perspective. North (1990), Anderson (1995), Leibfried & 

Pierson (1995), Pierson (2000a, 2000b) and others have argued that economically 

inefficient solutions to social problems can become far more stable than we expect, not 

because actors lack rational dispositions, but because sub-optimal situations continue to 

produce returns, even increasing returns to actors. The central idea in path dependence is 

that systems evolve from some initial conditions and once these have been resolved into a 

solution, this solution generates very strong probabilities for being selected again and 

again, even when environmental conditions have changed or when feedback indicates a 

need for change. The core attributes of this first position may include a degree of 

openness and a potential for a number of different solutions, but pretty soon the system 

will begin to run on the tracks provided by the first solution. As the wagon trains heading 

into the American West were told, this is a case of ‘choosing your tracks carefully, you 

will be in them for the next thousand miles!’  

 

Such is the lesson of path dependence and the main source of the ‘nothing new under 

then sun’ complaint about all the so-called network governance experiments taking place 

in OECD countries. Either such networks are just modified bureaucracies, with exiting 

national characteristics firmly embedded, or real change is possible and path dependence 

is less a problem (and less a virtue) than we once thought. 

 



Certainly contemporary public services appear to have undergone significant change in 

some countries. The new arrangements (partnerships, quasi-markets, devolved 

management etc) involve highly complex interactions among agencies, contractors, 

partners and other so-called stakeholders, including, in some instances at least, citizens. 

In many of these cases a thick layer of collaborative exchange has been laid across more 

traditional institutional arrangements, multiplying the complexity of public services and 

creating a new regime of co-ordination costs. Yet the new collaborations also seem to 

reflect the willingness of many policy makers to acknowledge a changed environment for 

government. A new class of ‘re-inventers’ has emerged in many countries “dominated by 

more pragmatic attempts to improve the tools and scale up the capacity of government to 

use them” (Perri 6:264). 

 

The belief that public services and non-government agencies ought to collaborate in a 

more elaborated (networked) fashion in order to improve outcomes for clients is a notion 

which has grown from the double-disenchantment of the state, first during the heyday of 

the social movements in the 1970s and 1980s when the left debunked the state as a source 

of patriarchal ethnocentrism, and then in the 1980s and 1990s when the right pilloried 

government as a ‘spend and waste’ impediment to productivity. Fortunately what was 

thought to work badly in theory continued to work adequately in practice and most public 

services resisted the temptation to wither away. 

 

The emergence of network governance is also a phenomenon with very different 

manifestations in each country, so any worthwhile generalization is bound to be 

vulnerable. WE certainly found significant country differences in the emergence of 

‘enterprise governance’, although a number of core propositions also held good across 

four different systems (Considine, 2001; Considine and Lewis, 2003). At least we might 

agree that the former assumption that bureaucratic public services were the best response 

to questions of inequality, urban and regional underdevelopment, and poor health is now 

a contestable view. Instead we notice a growing consensus that wants both markets and 

bureaucracies joined in a new architecture and thus in a new network governance ideal.   

 

Put simply this idea rests on the claim that markets and bureaucracies only function well 

when the policy problem to be addressed has one or two dimensions such that relatively 

standardized programs can be rolled-out at a reasonable cost. But in fact politics and 

policy are never just about one thing (Hardin, 1963:80). The idea of simplicity upon 

which previous ideals of citizenship were built were obviously no more than an 

exaggeration, like all exaggerations made necessary to impose some limited form of 

order.  

 

Once the policy problem is defined as complex, involving different iterations and 

interactions for each individual, the service must engage several providers and a number 

of intermediaries capable of case-managing both the clients and the contributors. In the 

past these coordination challenges were made difficult by lack of flexible technology and 

the want of any authorized culture of collaboration. In some recent experiments these 

conditions have been changed and policy makers have been willing to allow public 

services to become more individually flexible, which is to say, more selective. 



 

 

In the process of seeking flexibility they have also sought multi-actors systems, even 

though the one goal does not require the other
ii
. So is has become the trade-mark of the 

reinventers to speak out against rigid models which segment the different functions and 

parts of the economy and society. Dividing things up into ‘silos’ or ‘stovepipes’ where 

social, political and economic issues are treated in isolation from one another is now 

widely condemned and why wouldn’t it be, if that were all that specialization was 

achieving?  

 

The new language is one of collaboration, partnership, ‘joined-up’ government and thus 

of networks. It is fashionable right across Europe, the USA and Oceania for leaders of all 

political colours to champion the idea that more can be achieved if formerly antagonistic 

sectors (business, union and civic) can only work together for common goals and against 

common adversaries. Naturally there are many reasons to doubt the likelihood that all this 

‘joining-up’ will work. Many similar approaches have been recommended in the past. 

They sometimes created ‘private interest’ government and often resulted in a heavy 

burden of consultation and coordination costs for administrators. On the other hand the 

new enthusiasm for networks might also represent an opportunity to redesign the public 

sector in order to deal with longstanding problems of responsiveness. 

 

The paper treats these questions in two ways. First it looks at an example of network-type 

reform in which multi-level governmental actors and multiple social actors combine to 

deal with local problems in Southern Italy. We could just as easily take an example from 

Birmingham or Ballarat, but since so much of the theoretical literature on path 

dependence is concerned with serious problems of sub-optimization in politics, let us 

focus on a notoriously hard case and see how far we can go with the idea that network 

governance is a significantly new arrangement.  

 

Another good reason for choosing Italy is because it has been the subject of a good deal 

of theory building with regard to locality and territorial resilience. The central and 

northern regions provided the raw material for a number of accounts of so-called 

‘industrial districts’ where locality issues were seen as critical to the development of the 

new forms of flexible specialisation viewed as critical to competitive success (Poire & 

Sabel, 1984; Pyke, Becattini & Sengenberger, 1990) .And as we have seen, the 

comparison of north and south was the starting point for Putnamania.  

 

There is also an established literature about the weaknesses of the programs and 

particularly of the European funding regimes behind them. Anderson (1990:153), for 

example, dismisses them as ‘islands of order that narrow actor’s preferred range of 

options’ (Anderson, 1990:153). There is also a strong local critique which points out that 

these are all structures which live off external funding and are driven by financial 

imperatives. This is seen as a potential distraction form more fundamental forms of 

community building which employ ‘bottom up’ strategies of empowerment (Barbera, 

2003). 

 



Sicilian Partnerships and the Programmazione Negoziata 

 

Italy has a strong and distinctive history of social partnership which is different to the 

history currently being written in Sicily. There is a long tradition of corporatism in which 

both church and state have sanctioned the coming together of labour and industry to 

partner with government in creating prosperity, strengthening national identity and so on. 

In both fascist and anti-fascist periods of the last century there was a sustained effort to 

create formal links between the state and the two privileged ‘social partners’ – employers 

and unions. Through to the present day this tradition grants employer organisations and 

unions, through their peak associations, a right to sit on an elaborate system of national 

and local boards and committees and to speak to government as priority voice in all 

discussions of economic and social policy. 

 

This is not the place to repeat the many virtues and vices of these earlier traditions but it 

is important to note that the new partnership movement writes its name on this already 

crowded page. As a result we must expect to find the reception of local communities to 

any ‘new’ representative structures to be affected by the institutional history created by 

this unique for of Italian corporatism.  

 

The second historical tradition which is difficult to ignore is the historical practice of 

defining the problems of the south as ones of industrial underdevelopment. This logic 

runs something like this; “Sicily is poor and Sicily has few large industries – Northern 

Italy is rich and has many large industries. Therefore to make Sicily rich the government 

should develop large industries in the south.” Since this is difficult for governments to do 

from the ground up, the easier strategy is to encourage existing large companies to come 

and establish themselves in the south. It can be readily seen how this strategy might also 

have fitted-in very well with the preferences of the special social partners – unions and 

industry associations. This ‘giant steps’ approach not only provided a reason to give large 

companies very large subsidies, it also tended to produce large failures if the artificial 

relocations failed to take root. Not only did the advent of such collapses reinforce the rest 

of Italy’s prejudices about the south, but such failures may also further degraded local 

resources, leaving behind a range of social, economic and environmental problems. The 

also continued to a culture of institutional failure represented at both the political center 

and the periphery in a common discourse of ‘corruption’, ‘goal displacement’, ‘under 

performance’ and so on. 

 

A third theme which is frequently articulated by those attempting to foster new 

developments is that the traditional role of government has often focused on a rather rigid 

and inefficient type of public works program in which roads, bridges and other public 

infrastructures are built as a means to create employment and in theory, and a way to 

improve conditions for industry. Without a sophisticated means to identify the best 

projects to undertake, and when generated through centralized spending initiatives which 

are regulatory and somewhat inflexible, the results include various mis-matches between 

what is needed and what is eventually provided.  

 



And the final background element that needs to be mentioned is that in various ways the 

three sectors of Sicilian society – politics, economy and civil society – must always deal 

with the history of organised and semi-organised crime. Even where this is not currently 

an overt problem for all communities, its potential, its history and its stigma must be 

included in any account of local governance. Like Caesar’s wife, the new structures must 

be above reproach. This is very much on the minds of local development agents and is a 

constant referent for the officials in Rome and Brussels who supply them. 

 

The partnership innovation really emerges as a creature of the past ten years. It could also 

be suggested that this new offspring owes a lot to the previous arrangements for 

involving the ‘social partners’ in government programs, although that is really another 

story and we would do best to keep the two histories separate for the moment. In the 

older model the partners acted as a kind of ‘super interest group’ regulating the state on 

behalf of their own national constituencies and of a very distant ‘public interest’. And 

these industrial era partners were really just two – business and labour. This hierarchical 

partnership still functions and is evident in Sicily. In some local partnerships the ‘national 

partners’ are formally represented on local committees and pacts. In others the 

relationship is embedded in other ways, including through the political parties. At some 

point these two different forms of representation will have to be better aligned, but for 

now the partnerships have survived and prospered by avoiding costly debates about 

structures and, with a little good will, empowering local politicians to work around the 

remaining rigid aspects of the old hierarchical elements. 

 

In the academic literature on economic development this emphasis on cities, districts and 

regions has been extended to their formal and informal institutions and not just their 

economic attributes. According to the much cited Putnam (1993) study  (again, using 

Italian data) those regions which have developed a ‘software’ of trust, reciprocation and 

know-how trading among the variety of their actors will do better in fostering prosperity. 

This literature is interested in the way ‘social capital’ contributes to development and 

social capital itself is defined as “networks together with shared norms, values and 

understandings that facilitate co-operation within or among groups” (OECD, 2001). 

Interestingly the Putnam study of the Italian regions left many academics and 

commentators with a deep suspicion that social capital could not be easily created, nor its 

deficits easily remedied.  

 

Cases and Types 

 

The pacts of partnerships found in Southern Italy fall into two camps. In the first camp 

are the formal partnerships established in response to European Union opportunities, such 

as those funded through the European Structural Fund (ESF) and the second involve 

those created in response to national programs established in Rome. For simplicity the 

paper will draw on two European-type partnerships -the first at Alto Belice Corleonese 

(ABC) and the other at Calatino sud Simeto (CSS). The third is a national type and it is 

based at Enna.  

 



Enjoying a strong resource base through EU funding, and often adding to this by 

attracting other government funding for training and local employment stimulation, the 

two European type pacts, are impressive. Alto Belice Corleonese (ABC) is situated in the 

north-west of the island not far from Palermo and is located in a rugged mountainous area 

where poverty and unemployment are high. The Calatino sud Simeto (CSS) partnership is 

in fertile agricultural country on the other side of the island close to Catania. Both use a 

private company structure limited by shares in which no individual may derive profit and 

in which any surplus must be devoted to furthering the aims of the organisation. So this is 

a classic case of a private structure organised to receive public funds and to perform a 

public service.  

 

ABC involves 20 municipalities (for the most part these are small towns) who each 

contributed a small start-up fund on a per-capita basis. The partners meet at least once a 

year and each is represented by its mayor. This group elects from their ranks a board of 

nine directors who in turn appoint one of their number to be President. This places the 

mayors in the position of power and responsibility and its success requires very effective 

political communication and leadership. For example, there was some concern by 

observers that this kind of structure might be subject to a type of ‘champion syndrome’ in 

which the founding leader might not be able to build a successful hand-over to each new 

generation of politicians (including those of the opposite political colour). This had been 

a problem with previous schemes in which funds were made available for local 

development. However in 2002 the founding president completed his term as mayor of 

his municipality and was replaced by someone of the opposite party
iii

. The group 

successfully negotiated his re-election and the successful rotation of the other municipal 

memberships on the Board.  

 

CSS has eleven municipalities as members and the largest of these – Caltagirone – takes 

a leading role in helping organise the group. The membership also includes the peak 

organisations representing employers, artisan and unions. Like ABC, this pact has 

prospered under the leadership of a skilled mayor who became the first president of the 

Board
iv

. Still working as president even though no longer mayor, she has succeeded in 

creating a sense of shared mission among the contributing towns and the strategy has 

been one of collective improvement, rather than rivalry. By placing strong emphasis upon 

tourism and artisan manufactures, CSS has found a way to link the promotion of specific 

private developments to some larger regional themes. In particular this group has had 

success with stimulating the kinds of agricultural activities which fit well with tourism 

and has also seem opportunities to connect the local ceramics workshops to this concept 

of cultural tourism.  

 

As in the case of Alto-Belice Corleonese, this pact has developed a strong local 

reputation among business leaders. The partnership is political in that it has a buy-in or 

commitment from key political groups, but it has not developed the characteristics of a 

‘spoils’ system or a patronage structure. This has much to do with the high calibre of the 

agency staff (including the ‘animatore’) and also of the structure established to mark out 

the roles of politicians and interest group leaders
v
.   

 



In the Alto-Belice Corleonese partnership too there is a sophisticated project management 

system, including an imaginative process for selecting and monitoring the progress of 

each project. The level of transparency achieved by this administration provides a strong 

model for the method needed to reassure local and external stakeholders that the pact acts 

without prejudice and with a dominant focus upon economic performance targets. For 

example a careful division of labour has been established to promote good accounting 

systems, good project preparation, effective building of relations with firms and potential 

producers, and most important of all, good relations with the municipalities making up 

the partnership. Here even greater attention to separation of roles and transparency of 

functions has been established, guarding against the threat of any unethical influences. 

 

In each case the industrial situation is different but some of the strategy questions are 

similar. For example the local industrial park at Caltagirone includes several firms 

assisted through the project funding provided by the EU and national systems. Not all of 

these are small traders. Some are quite large companies who have used the funding to 

expand their businesses into international markets. A sceptic might observe that in some 

of  these cases it might well have been possible for firms of get the funds they needed 

through conventional lending authorities and without drawing on public money.  

 

This question was also raised in regard to some of the projects funded in Alto-Belice 

Corleonese. The answer is that the foundation of good partnerships includes some 

recognition that there should be a wide range of beneficiaries if all the important local 

actors are to become supporters. It is not only the small firms who lack confidence to 

expand, find it difficult to plan for a more complex future, and so on. This again suggests 

that the pacts need to see their gestation as involving some point of maturity during 

which the emphasis moves from individual funding and towards group projects. In the 

CSS case there appear to be many opportunities for linking small and larger firms 

together in both formal and informal networks. There are also significant possibilities for 

the pact to broker a wider range of services for such collective activities. 

 

The pact in Enna was initiated by a consortium of employer and union associations and 

the provincial government supported its establishment. The first funding came from the 

national government rather than form the EU and this proved to be a difficult starting 

point. Payments to firms who had been approved for support were slow. Local 

entrepreneurs became annoyed. The pact was required to spend time sorting out such 

problems and this was unhelpful to the fostering of good relations. The question of how 

to bring central funding guidelines and forms of accountability into alignment with local 

conditions was raised very clearly in Enna. Both pact officials and local businesses had 

complaints about the system. Perhaps because they knew that EU arrangements were 

more flexible, they could see that a better method should be found.  

 

This desire for more flexible, streamlined administration was also reflected in the interest 

being shown in the proposed ‘Sportello Unico’, or single point of service, for businesses. 

This is a government initiative to bring all the regulatory services together so that a firm 

wishing to establish a business or expand and existing one can deal with a single agency. 

The treasury, the interior ministry, the prefecture and other key departments have agreed 



to trial this system and the Enna pact leaders have been involved in these discussions. 

They see a strong future for their involvement in this kind of project. This links to one of 

the aspects of the Enna programs which was most noteworthy – the commitment to 

bringing the range of actors involved in development into dialogue. The structure of the 

pact and the way that new projects and activities have been added to the original idea is 

reflective of the desire expressed by the board president to give these actors a direct 

experience of the reality of cooperation through encouraging new objectives to be 

articulated and by subjecting existing programs to open scrutiny. As with the other two 

pacts, this partnership had a hard-nosed and rather practical attitude to performance 

measurement, while as the same time keeping a more visionary outlook in regard to 

future possibilities. Helping firms increase their employment is seen as the main task but 

this is viewed as a larger desire to foster a wide range of economic and social 

developments in the area. 

 

Although all the pacts had strong representation from private partners they were least 

developed with regard to civic groups. The rather formal partnership model is necessary 

to achieve government support and to ward off any accountability problems. This does 

not stop the individuals in those pacts being incredibly well networked into the local 

communities. But the focus on job targets, together with the formal structure, limits the 

role of NGOs.  

 

Another limit is that in Sicily, as in other places, the pacts have developed without a 

strong mandate in regard to public services. The experience in Enna and elsewhere with 

regard to the ‘Sportello Unico’ is a possible break through in this regard. Can the new 

skills and organisational resources be used to help modernize the state structures as well 

as to help modernize firms? So far the pacts have not done anything to alarm or threaten 

the municipal, provincial or regional governments. Indeed they have helped them by 

providing stories of success from which they benefit. Rather than coerce these public 

actors into greater collaboration from above there is a real question as to whether local 

services could be improved using a partnership approach. Of course this too is easier to 

say than to do. Many countries are struggling with this question but at the end of the day 

they understand that the private, public and civic sectors must all change their ways if 

sustainable development is to be achieved.  

 

If we can view these as successful innovations it is because of three things. First and most 

important is that the partnership has found a good new role for the politicians, yet kept 

political bargaining separated from project administration. This political engagement and 

containment is at odds with previous practice and tradition. It was built into these new 

institutions to restrict vetos by the municipalities, minimize hold-ups at the bureaucratic 

level, and generate legitimacy both in Rome and Brussels. It seems to be no accident that 

this establishment of a coherent political mandate for the partnership was itself assisted 

by changes to local government electoral laws ten years ago in which mayors began to be 

elected by popular ballot for three years rather than by vote of the incumbent council 

members on less secure tenure.  

 



The partnership administration has further separated itself from the systems of personal 

obligation and exchange that have undermined other institutions in the past. These are the 

constant risk in all ‘network governance’ arrangements. The partnership works to a clear, 

open and regulated process. Politicians and board members provide direction and 

encouragement for their communities and create guidleines. Staff seek out worthwhile 

ideas, encourage people to prepare proposals and act as ‘animators’ for small firms and 

individuals with the capacity to undertake new developments. But the partnership takes 

no role in assessing the final bids for funding. This is left to a local bank which has to 

make all its assessments on the basis of sound business criteria, or risk losing its own 

money when failure occurs. 

 

As the partnership movement becomes more established it will be accused of treading on 

the toes of these other institutions unless it can graduate up from one-to-one assistance 

programs to bigger strategic collaborations, including in the field of public services. At 

present the partnerships focus most upon helping firms. Their activities in the public 

sector are more constrained. The public projects have often been less successful. ‘They 

only grow when it rains’ is one summation, meaning that they only survive while there is 

funding being injected, then soon after they fold. This is a problem in many countries and 

the answer is with embedding such service back into local and regional government. 

Innovative projects to improve child care or create support for older people will always 

require a mix of payments by individual consumers and collective actors such as 

governments and insurance companies. Partnerships have the unique skills needed to help 

establish local service companies if they can forge new relationships with governments so 

that demand for services is supported, at least at the level needed to stimulate 

development. This requires more than just a different financing model, it also requires the 

partnerships to help service sector professionals to ‘imagine’ a different form of 

community enterprise. Since the partnerships themselves have this structure they are well 

placed to help others to develop the same. 

 

From Partnerships and Pacts to Network Governance? 

 

The critique of these projects comes from those who regard the ESF as a status quo 

device to buy support from poorer countries who might otherwise have viewed economic 

and monetary union as an end to their currency devaluation option and of their wage cost 

advantage. Using local economic projects to stimulate growth is contrasted with a more 

comprehensive social policy in which the EU might have sought to raise benefits for 

individuals in these countries. In other words the contrast is between a social policy 

initiative oriented towards citizens, and one oriented towards producers. “Eligible 

beneficiaries within designated assistance areas are not citizens per se, but functional 

economic entities such as firms, local authorities, and labour.” (Anderson, 1995:145). 

 

According to this perspective the various projects and partnerships appear as no more 

than new manifestations of an old structure in which “diverse territorial coalition” operate 

at national and European levels in a game with an established repertoire. Anderson 

(1995:149) argues that the local development partnership presents “Union policy makers 

with preexisting frameworks for interpretation and action...marginal costs … are quite 



low”. Obviously local firms and new employees are direct beneficiaries of these schemes, 

but so too are a group of indirect beneficiaries; 

 
Elected members of local councils and regional, national, and supranational parliaments; trade 

unions; business interest associations; civic associations; research institutes; and universities. 

(Anderson, 1995:151). 

 

We can now return to the question of network governance and its contribution to the 

larger issue of institutional performance. We can see two different sets of propositions in 

the claims being made and in the reading that can be given to the Sicilian cases. 

 

(1) Networks as Organizations. One the one hand we have a set of claims regarding the 

(new) kinds of administration and interest-mediation being undertaken in the partnerships 

at local level. These are broadly consistent with those articulated by Benington and 

Geddes (2001:2) who point out that “partnership has emerged as one of the 

homogenizing concepts within the European Union” and “represents a distinctive 

development in the (EU’s) conceptual and operational frameworks.” The United Nations 

Development Programme (1998) also argues that “partnerships represent the second 

generation of efforts to bring competitive market discipline to bear on government 

provision of goods and services, the first having been privatization”(Linder & Rosenau, 

2000:6).  

 

The virtues of this form of network governance from the perspective of public 

administration include the ability to respond flexibly to local conditions (Giguère, 

2003:22), achieve lower regulatory costs by stimulating collective action (Ostrom, 1998), 

reduce transaction costs associated with fragmented service delivery (Sullivan & 

Skelcher, 2002:20), and increase legitimacy through increased participation in decision 

making (Rhodes, 1990; Walsh, 2001:111).  

 

While advocates emphasize the role which collaboration plays in improving government 

flexibility and effectiveness, other research traditions in sociology, economics and 

planning also point to the benefits of inter-sectoral networks for enhancing the economic 

performance of cities and regions. This social capital literature points to the embedded 

resources which can be liberated by the enhanced communication and trust which 

collaboration can foster among participants (Putnam, 1993; Lin, 2001; Stewart, 2003). 

 

From an organizational point of view, in other words, the network governance type has 

some important things to recommend it. The key seems to be that a multiplicity of strong 

and weak ties between most individuals creates redundancy and reliability. We can 

contrast this with traditional hierarchies where there may be only one or two authorized 

links allowing access to decisions and where most individuals are inaccessible to most 

others. Redundancy as Landau (1969), Sayles (1976) and others have shown, is the 

lynch-pin of network governance reliability, particularly when catastrophic system failure 

is a viable threat in the course of normal business. 

 

Finally, and somewhat paradoxically given their impenetrability, this kind of network 

enjoys relatively flexible boundaries. Flows of key resources (information, training, 



money) can be obtained from connected groups, yet the ties with these groups may be 

limited to one or two people. Distinctions between individuals who are members and 

those who play a support role are evidently negotiable, and certainly difficult to discern 

from the outside
vi

. It may be that a good deal of switching occurs between such roles. 

This also suggests a form of inter-group networking of the type which provides a model 

of the minimum conditions necessary for a system to meet the ‘small world’ conditions 

(Watts, 1999:501)
vii

. 

 

Of course this is an argument about prospects rather than achievements, since many of 

the forms of network governance that might interest us are still evolving at a very 

embryonic stage and may rightly be regarded as hybrids of existing systems as we have 

shown in the case of employment services (Considine and Lewis, 2003). 

 

(2) Networks as political systems. The second way in which these innovations have been 

described is more overtly political and concerns the kinds of citizenship and 

representation they entail. Anderson’s (1990, 1995;) critique points to a more 

fundamental issue of the institutional character of these reforms. The territorial economy 

is safe ground for Eurocrats and local elites because no fundamental change in 

entitlements is involved. It is certainly true that the Sicilian cases have relatively weak 

engagement of ordinary citizens and this is also true of many other partnership 

innovations. However the fundamental question is really whether or not the engagement 

of existing institutions represents a shift in direction, or just more of the same. 

 

In so far as this can be resolved empirically it is a question of the distribution of power in 

these institutions. At first glance these do seem to be just the same old cast of players 

gathered around a new funding feast. This is reinforced by the fact that there has not yet 

been any substantial movement across from the funding of private projects to the reform 

of public services. A better case for this could perhaps be made in the Irish or Austrian 

case. But there are some important gains. The empowerment of mayors and their 

collective capacity to keep the partnerships honest and efficient is a significant gain and 

one which has potential implications for other political relations.  

 

Mayors elected on their own mandate still need their councils to support them. But they 

cannot be easily removed form office and nor do they come to office as a result of 

internal bargains. The parties have been forced to concede ground on this issue and 

institutional performance appears to have improved as a result. Far from resulting in a 

patronage system within the partnerships, this political empowerment has (in these three 

cases) resulted in the growth of a professional administrative group which evidently takes 

its mandate as an independent, non-partisan institution seriously. 

 

A more general question for network governance is therefore the extent to which it 

extends beyond administrative innovation towards forms of governance that include and 

empower ordinary citizens? There are several ways in which this could be imagined. The 

first, and most obvious is that networks could include citizens groups, neighbourhood 

groups and identity groups who contribute to agenda setting, help plan services and get 

involved in co-production of policies and programs. Little that we see in the networks 



literature to date gives hope that this is emerging as a distinctive new front for innovation. 

A second way in which this could be imagined is where agencies take a much stronger 

role in consulting and including clients, residents and others in their collaborations. This 

includes having local representatives on boards and even electing them from the local 

constituency. There are many examples of this type, although they seem to be 

concentrated in the systems where ‘social partnership’ claims have been weakest, so they 

may not be a generalizable feature of the type. Finally, and perhaps most hopefully, we 

could imagine a power shift that results in changes in existing representative institutions, 

including municipal government, regional government, parties and unions.  

 

In so far as network governance requires some genuine form of reciprocation among 

contributors, these structures will be forced to decentralize power in order to stay in the 

game. For example, in a recent case in New Zealand the various agencies involved in 

locality collaboration agreed to a protocol under which anyone representing such an 

agency at an official meeting had to be given the authority to make commitments at that 

meeting
viii

. Reciprocation either leads to such delegations or in quickly ceases to be a 

meaningful engagement and actors walk away. The evidence for this process is still very 

mixed. Most systems are experiencing alignment issues with these new institutions and 

the existing local government systems. This appears to be a most useful site at which to 

test questions of path dependence. 

 

Network Governance and Performance  

 

The idea of path dependence is a paradoxical one. First of all it suggests that institutional 

performance will be sub-optimal because any course of action will result from the history 

of its earlier manifestations and not from a rational evaluation of current opportunities. 

On the other hand, to the extent that institutions involve effective methods for balancing 

interests and risks, path dependence may provide insurance against catastrophic failure 

caused by gridlock, overload and conflict. In other words there is both an economic and a 

political dimension to the performance question.  

 

In most versions of path dependence actors continue to choose behaviours which are less 

than optimal because they continue to receive benefits even if these are lower than they 

might be. For institutions this means that after the establishment of a certain set of 

routines and roles, it will become more and more difficult to bring about change.  

 

The rapid process of institutional change in the public sectors of many OECD countries 

would seem to confound such a view. Yet when we scratch beneath the surface we also 

find claims that so-called ‘change’ is itself a wagon-track. Put differently, it may not be 

simply that system’s fail to learn efficiently, but rather that they learn using the same 

mechanisms that they use when they are not learning. Innovation is thus relegated as a 

form of incremental adaptation of current systems, rather than a break from the old and a 

start in a new direction.  

 

In other words the puzzle is not simply that there is change or fluctuation in the political 

system, but rather that once the initial conditions of that change are set in motion, they 



become self-reinforcing and it is difficult to return to the branching point to start down 

another track. This reflects Arthur’s (1996:112) idea of so-called learning effects 

“Knowledge gained in the operation of complex systems also leads to higher returns from 

continued use.” 

 

This idea of reinforcement generated by increasing returns is elaborated by Douglass 

North (1990) using a transaction cost framework in order to show how interdependence 

leads separate institutions to adopt complementary forms and processes. As Pierson 

(1990:255) points out, “Path dependent processes will often be most powerful not at the 

level of individual organizations or institutions but at a more macro level that involves 

complementary configurations of organizations and institutions.” This is the nub of the 

argument about regions. The neoclassical argument about economic development 

suggests that places like Sicily should adopt the techniques of the most successful regions 

and thus there should be convergence over time. Instead, North argues, their matrix of 

institutional commitments ensures that they stay on a separate (sub-optimal) path. When 

applied to politics the effect of these institutional ensembles on the tendency to path 

dependence is even more profound than in the economy. So where do we locate network 

governance? A further adaptation of interest-based bureaucracy? A set of promising 

original conditions that now proceed towards path dependence? Or an ensemble of more 

open conditions likely to generate successive waves of change?  

 

Discussion 

 

To answer this question we must look to the dynamics of change identified in accounts of 

institutional development where it will be important to distinguish between the reasons a 

given organization might be path dependent and the reasons (following North) why 

ensembles of such organizations might become so. It is the latter case that must interest 

us, since the core property of a network is that it is not an organization in the traditional 

sense and cannot become one. 

 

Let us start with three important clarifications made by Pierson’s (1990:259) in the 

application of path dependence theory to politics. First he shows that there is a certain 

institutional density of politics because in social institutions the “cost of exit from 

established arrangements generally rises dramatically”. Let’s call this the ‘no-exit 

problem’. He also argues that politics lacks strong incentives for actors to take a long 

view of their interests (p.257). This is because the winner-take-all competition that 

typifies politics reduces incentives to plan a long way into the future. Leaders who lose 

elections are out of the game altogether, whereas in the economy the firm that comes 

second may still make a healthy profit. This might be called the ‘quick-profit’ problem. 

He further suggests that organizations have a strong tendency to persist once they pass 

the point of being institutionalized (259). This could be seen as the 

‘…………………….problem’ 

 

A promising approach to the path problem is provided by Crouch and Farrell (2002:11) 

who point out that the initial decision to adopt a certain path may not be the end of any 

alternatives, as is generally supposed in path dependence theory. If alternative paths can 



be fashioned from “somewhere within agent’s repertoires” then the deterministic aspects 

of the theory may be modified without risk to its core achievements. But how do agents 

develop and keep such repertoires alive after a path has become set? They give the 

example of the German vocational training system which has made several significant 

adaptations to environmental change which “involved substantial change in the path of 

the system’s overall development; they were not simple returns to an existing path after 

temporary shocks” (Crouch and Farrell, (2002:12). The assumption, supported by 

Ebbinghaus and Manow’s (2001) work on European welfare states, which they quote, is 

that systems may return to a branching point in their development and elect to take a 

different road. Ebbinghaus and Manow refer to dormant elements which may be 

reawakened. Crouch and Farrell use the notion of ‘hidden alternatives’ already within the 

system.  

 

What both are pointing to is the idea that particular institutional paths are constructed 

above a deeper layer of agent memory and experience. This is reminiscent of Elinor 

Ostrom’s (1992:75) observation that institutions are “multiple layers of nested 

enterprises”.  

 

Let us return for a moment to the question of network governance and ask how its local 

attributes might be understood. If the new interest in local flexibility, tailored solutions 

and client-centred action were to be seen as a serious set of claims we could devise a 

sensible test of the extent to which such reforms represent a genuine change and the 

degree to which they simply follow exiting tracks. The test would have to be one in 

which local circumstances come to be seriously influential. It would not be enough to 

show that bureaucratic agencies work better together, since there is already an abundant 

literature on the different traditions for organizational collaboration and co-ordination 

through teams, inter-departmental committees, central agencies and boards of 

management. But bureaucratic action has always been taken to involve top-down 

administration, with the political system having sole responsibility for giving force to a 

democratic will. We will return to this issue and the implications of such a test in the next 

section. 

 

Here then is the way in which we might have our path dependent cake and eat it too. We 

need a theoretical and then a practical way to identify embedded options from which 

actors may construct new paths once they have seen the current repertoires as sun-

optimal. In other words how do such options persist? Who puts them there, who wakes 

them up? This appealing idea is obviously just a first step in the search for solution 

because embededness still requires us to imagine a set of conditions under which an actor 

will go back and retrieve some former option, or at least open the door to a serious 

alternative. Why would such an actor do that if the returns flowing from path dependence 

continue to flow according to North’s (1990) formulation? 

 

Of course it is no solution to the problem to say that the environment forces adaptation or 

produces crises for which new solutions must be found. While there is no doubt a special 

category of institutional changes which result from war, pestilence and other catastrophic 

shocks, this is hardly a general condition. So how might we overcome the inherent 



incrementalism and sub-optimalisation of path dependence theories by an account of 

embedded alternatives?   

 

Two general proposals are available to answer this riddle. Crouch and Farrell (2002:16) 

present a number of propositions which have in common the idea that actors bring path-

lessons from adjacent experiences, thus producing redundancy and keeping a variety of 

potential paths alive as options. All that remains is for the environment to throw up 

opportunities for alternate selection and rewards for reformers.  

 

A second idea is the one mentioned above, that certain institutions may be predisposed to 

successful innovation. Since this cannot be taken to mean a new kind  

of incrementalism, we must suppose that conflict exists in such institutions and remains 

unresolved. Hence the likelihood that actors will keep alive the alternatives. Such conflict 

involves both the actors and their learned repertoires of action. In other words the forms 

of redundancy well known to organization theory and generally defined in terms of risk 

management, or what Landau & Chisolm (1985) call the ‘arrogance of optimism’, only 

provide duplications along a common path. For example, aircraft navigation systems 

typically have several computers in line in case the first and second fail. This is 

redundancy along a straight line. The same could be said of peer assessment processes in 

which multiple reviewers decide whether or not to accept a scientific paper for 

publication. 

 

A more demanding notion of redundancy requires the possibilities of radical breaks 

within a non-random social world. Cultural theory offers the idea of boundaries……….  

 

 

But crossings, traffic, ‘lateral encounters’ can all produce fresh 

encounters…   
 Latour (1997) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Adapting the next big idea from the USA corporations? 

 

• not an evaluation 

• maybe NPM is path dependent 

• maybe the redundancy of the old order was actuall pretty good – not just 

bureaucrats but also experts. 

• What’s important is movement in IT and strategic power of ‘management’ and  

• How systems remain pathed – partnerships examples. 

• Embedded resource is  expertise & citizenship – see crouch paper for ideas about 

‘break-outs’ – learning from others? 
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 J.M. Coetzee 2003. Elizabeth Costello. Random House, Sydney.p.1 

ii
 A fully public service might also be a multi-agency system provided local boards and agencies have real 

discretion and there is choice for citizens, a point not lost on the Public Choice advocates such as Niskanen. 
iii

 Antonio ‘Nino’ Di Lorenzo 
iv
 Maria Samperi 

v
 Not all the Southern partnerships have these qualities and there are examples of projects which simply 

recycled funds into the hands of Board members and of founding Presidents who used the entire 

establishment grant to pay themselves large salaries and expenses.  
vi
 Crime and espionage networks have been the subject of extensive research using social network measures 

and methods. See for example, Arquilla & Ronfeldt, 2001. 
vii

 The caveman type shows a network in which all members of a group are connected to all others without 

the need for intermediary ties. A variant would be the small village where ‘everyone knows everyone else’. 

The connected caveman type is the model best able to describe how each caveman group can be connected 

to each other by just one tie, thus reducing the need for dense interconnectivity in the total population, 

while enabling everyone to reach everyone else. See Watts (1999:501) 
viii

 Auckland regional commission. 
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