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1. Introduction 
 
The field of public policy and sustainability has seen the rise of community driven and business 
driven concepts that challenge the role of public administrations in the quest for sustainability. The 
proclaimed trend by several authors is "from government to governance" or even "governance 
without government". The role of community consultations like in Agenda 21 processes and of 
local institutions governing local natural resources has been studied with much ex ante sympathy. 
Business driven concepts on sustainability tumble over one another: eco-efficiency, triple bottom 
line, corporate social responsibility, zero-emission, super-optimizing, or even 'cradle-to-cradle', 
asking how business can contribute to nature and environment rather than limit the damage done. 
While these all fit in the fashionable view on governments as loosing ground and becoming less 
central in society that has dominated the last 25 years, it's an open question to what extent such a 
retreat really occurred, especially when sustainability issues are at stake.  
 
When concrete efforts to protect and improve environmental quality are studied another picture 
arises. While it is true that many efforts include the collaboration of various organizations, many of 
the organizations in such networks are public administrations themselves. Nevertheless the 
scientific challenge posed by the greater role of multiple actors in policy networks is a real one: 
that of achieving collaborative governance. Peter has recognized this quite early, stressing that 
not only the extent, but also the coherence of governance becomes a core issue under such 
conditions.  
 
In the next section I will first deal with some theoretical issues in the analysis of networks. The 
following section will present some research on the environmental governance of industry. Section 
four does the same for projects in water management. Section five revisits theory and describes a 
model that can assist the analysis of interaction processes in a “networked” context.  
 
 
2. Networks as models of analysis 
 
Thinking in terms of policy networks belongs to the vocabulary of policy studies for at least three 
decades (e.g. Heclo 1978). Nevertheless the use of the concept became much more wide spread 
after the eighties. This period saw the rise of neo-liberalism, influencing political ideology all 
across the political spectrum. Public authorities came under high pressure to limit and even 
retreat their interventions in society. While in many countries social security arrangements were 
economized, it is hard to prove whether state intervention in society as such declined. What it in 
any case did was opening the minds of many more politicians, civil servants, journalists and even 
political scientists than before, for the interorganizational character of policy processes. And 
secondly that in such a group of relevant organizations not only public, but also private 
organizations could very well be important actors. While new concepts in social science often are 
presented as responses to real developments in society, it might be very well that they merely 
shed light on phenomena that have always been there, at least to some extent. So: is there really 
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a development “from public administrations to policy networks”? Or are we just better aware of the 
networked character of policy processes because our mental frames of reference are more open 
to it?  
 
Thinking in terms of policy networks makes us see them everywhere. It can disguise the fact that 
in at least some instances networking is not an inevitable course of action for modern 
government, but a choice (Bressers and O’Toole 1994: 214). Policy network literature at some 
point even runs the risk to get stuck in just finding them and characterizing them with the help of a 
myriad of classifications (Van Waarden 1992). Much more interesting is the question how 
networks relate to real actions and interactions of actors, and what thinking in terms of networks 
can contribute to the understanding of such interactions. When trying to link policy networks to the 
course and results of policy processes it is necessary to use one or more of the classifications as 
variables. An example is the attempt I made in earlier work to connect two aspects of the 
coherence of policy networks to the likelihood of a certain policy instrumentation strategy to be 
selected (Bressers 1998). These aspects are interconnectedness (intensity of interaction, both 
within and outside the current process) and cohesion (empathy with each other’s main goals by 
shared values and worldviews).  
 
Thinking in terms of networks has led some to believe that the role of public administrations 
should shift from direct interventions to “network management”, although the most careful work 
has been fairly clear that the idea of “management” connotes a more directive and muscular 
function than is likely to be possible in networked settings (see Kickert, Klijn, and Koppenjan 
1997). Instead, “network management” involves such important but potentially multilateral tasks 
as facilitating exchange, identifying potential options for multi-actor agreement, and helping to 
craft patterns of communication as well as multilevel and multi-actor governance arrangements. 
Still, heavy doses of caution are in order. Any attempt to alter the structure of a network requires, 
itself, direct interventions by public administrations, often with “classic” instruments, albeit 
instruments aimed at intervention points in the system other than the ultimate targets. While such 
efforts clearly widen the scope for possible influence, they do not solve many of the lingering 
difficulties that are posed by such interventions. 
 
Next to and following shortly upon the concept of ‘policy networks’, also the concept of 
‘governance’ is more and more used in the field of policy studies. While its roots are again 
numerous, one can clearly see the link with the policy networks concept when one views the two 
most commonly used additives to ‘governance’: multi-level and multi-actor. The first refers to the 
fact that actors at various levels can simultaneously be relevant for concrete interactions in 
society. Thus in a sense it could also be viewed a network aspect, next to the more horizontal one 
that is meant in the multi-actor additive. In fact as a consequence of these two multiplicities also 
the usual elements in concepts of public policy (problem perception and goal ambitions, 
instruments and strategies and responsibilities and resources for implementation) get a 
“multiplicity”. This leads to the following elaboration of the concept of “governance” as an 
enlargement of the concept of “public policy” (Bressers and Kuks 2003).  
 
Multiple levels and scales. Which levels of governance dominate the policy discussion? What is 
the accepted role of government at various scales? Which other organizations are influential in 
the governance activities on these levels? Who decides or influences such issues? How is the 
interaction between various levels of governance organized? 
Multiple actors in the policy network. How open is the policy arena? Open to whom and where, 
precisely? What role do experts play? How do the various governmental and other organizations 
relate to each other? 
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A multiplicity of problem definitions and goal ambitions. What are the dominant maps of reality? 
What is seen as the problem and how serious is this considered to be? Where are the recognized 
points of intervention? What are the goal ambitions in relevant policies? Where coordination is 
required with other fields of policy, what are the links accepted by the actors? 
Multiple instruments -- possibly even belonging to more than one relevant policy strategy. Which 
(other) instruments belong to the relevant strategy or strategies? What are the target groups of 
the instruments, and what is the timing of their application? What are the characteristics of these 
instruments (see above)?  
Multiple responsibilities and resources for implementation. Which organizations (including 
government organizations) are responsible for implementing the arrangements? What is the 
repertoire of standard reactions to challenges known to these organizations? What authority and 
other resources are made available to these organizations by the policy?  
 
In uses like this, the network or governance concepts are not presented as a proclaimed new 
state of affairs, but as a basis for scientific variables that can be used for empirical studies. In the 
Euwareness project in which I had the pleasure of working with Peter, the governance concept 
outlined above was used in precisely such way. It was under Peter’s influence that as a central 
dimension to turn this concept into a useable variable, the dimensions of extent/ scope and 
especially coherence were chosen, both within and among these elements of governance. This 
proved to be a very powerful explanatory factor in this project. Another addition was that next to 
these elements of governance, also the property and use rights were added, that play such an 
important part in institutional resource economics (Bromley 1991; Ostrom 1990, 1999). Together 
with his collaborators Peter has integrated this approach with policy analysis and natural resource 
theory (Knoepfel 2000) in his “institutional natural resource regime approach” (e.g. Knoepfel, 
Kissling-Näf and Varone 2001, 2003, Knoepfel, Nahrath and Varone 2007, Gerber, Knoepfel, 
Nahrath and Varone 2008). The dimensions of extent and coherence do not only refer to separate 
policies for specific purposes, but include the relations between multiple relevant policies and the 
relation with relevant property and use rights.  
 
In the next two sections, two examples are presented of steering in a networked context that 
indeed did produce forms of multi-actor governance, but without the fall in importance of public 
administrations that many authors tend to attribute to this phenomenon.  
 
 
3. Governance for sustainability: industry 
 
The Dutch Target Group Policy, introduced to implement the first National Environmental Policy 
Plan in 1989, quickly became the central element in the current Dutch system of industrial 
environmental regulation. Since NEPP represented an ambitious new step, it was obvious that 
these targets could not be reached by conventional policy-instruments only. The publication of the 
aspiring NEPP coincided with a growing lack of confidence in the traditional policy approach with 
its emphasis on direct regulation. The combination of new ambitions with a lack of confidence in 
traditional approaches thus called for a new strategy and style. The new strategy would aim more 
specifically at eliciting private initiative and ‘shared responsibility’. Instead of setting technology-
forcing standards unilaterally the approach builds on close collaboration with target groups. 
Environmental negotiated agreements are thought to be the key instruments in this approach. 
Through negotiating processes and the agreements that result from these, the Dutch government 
has tried to improve the effectiveness of the environmental policy system. 
 
While an extensive literature has evolved on environmental negotiated agreements and their 
effects, these studies are mostly essays, theory or case studies (e.g. Carraro and Lévêque 1999, 
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Croci 2005, de Clercq 2002, Mol a/o. 2000, Orts and Deketelaere 2001, Ten Brink 2002). Jordan 
a/o. (2003: 7) state that the literature “tends towards description and is also quite normative”. The 
study on the Dutch system of environmental negotiated agreements that forms the basis of our 
analysis, enabled us to build and use a much larger database, on 59 agreements signed between 
- mostly - the Ministry of the Environment and private parties – usually industrial branch 
organisations. With this unique basis some issues addressed in literature could be illuminated in a 
new empirical way.  
 
Besides the direct effects on the environment, working with negotiated agreements can also have 
all sorts of side-effects that improve the initial position for a further development of environmental 
benefits. Given that the environmental results of negotiated agreements can be characterised as 
reasonably successful, but not creating radical innovations, these resource building side-effects is 
where the main long term advantage of negotiated agreements over other government 
instruments can be sought.  
 
The possible side-effects we concentrated on were classed in three groups. The first three 
aspects are more ‘motivational’ and are extensions of each other. Both together and individually, 
they reduce the risk of unproductive conflicts later: 
 a changing attitude of the target group in respect of environmental issues (74% positive); 
 the degree to which both parties gain a greater understanding of each other’s position (78% 

positive); 
 the degree to which a negotiated agreement has led to better collaboration between the 

target group and government at all levels (80% positive). 
The next four aspects are more ‘cognitive’ in nature. Learning processes can arise among both 
the target group and levels of government that increase the feasibility of a subsequent 
improvement of environmental benefits. 
 The knowledge that accrues to achieve ambitious environmental objectives (69% positive); 
 the degree to which the negotiated agreement makes possible further policy development 

by government (64% positive); 
 application of further product or process innovations, not already included in the 
 agreement (55% positive); 
 the development of new production methods and technologies (44% positive). 
Finally, we looked at the consultative process after the agreement had been concluded, which 
potentially increases the policy’s integration. Several authors, like Peter Knoepfel (1995) and 
Lafferty (2002), regard policy integration as essential to a further improvement of the 
environmental benefits, certainly when they are placed in the context of sustainable development: 
 it advances a coherent approach within the environmental policy for the industrial sector 

(what is called internal integration – 77% positive); 
 it contributes to the harmonisation between projects and measures in the context of the 

agreement and government policy in other policy areas (which is called external integration 
– 64% positive). 

 
The conclusion is that most of these important side-effects deal with the position vis-à-vis public 
administrations and that the great majority of the respondents had a positive view of these results 
in the case of nearly all side-effects. Improved collaboration and mutual understanding are 
markedly positive. Nearly 80% agree (entirely) that these improvements have actually occurred. 
The same holds for the improvement of coherence in environmental policy for the industrial 
sector. The external integration, harmonisation with other government policy, is clearly more 
difficult. Nevertheless, here, too, an ample majority judge it positively, in common with the other 
items.  
 



 5 

Thus, research on the interaction between government and industry to achieve continuous 
improvements regarding environmental and energy efficiency in the Netherlands shows public 
administration in an active stimulating and coordinating role, which could hardly be called less 
central compared to the old "command from a distance and let lower authorities control" policies 
of the start of environmental policies. Not so much because of a retreat of government, but more 
because of the scaling up of both business (globalisation) and governance (Europeanization) in 
the last couple of years national negotiated agreements between industries and government have 
become much more difficult to conclude. Some state that the business driven concept of 
“corporate social responsibility” has taken over the initiative in governance for sustainable 
development. Could this imply that public administrations have become obsolete at last?  
 
At CSTM, Arno Mathis (2008) studied the relation between the so-called business driven concept 
of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and government. An objective was to identify how 
different governance patterns respond to the emergence of corporate social responsibility and 
how much they are able to influence and stimulate the private sector to take up the business 
management approach CSR. Some of his conclusions (Mathis 2008: 453-4) are: “CSR as a 
business-driven concept has a long history which can be traced back in the 19th century. CSR 
should not be seen as a new phenomenon, but rather as an ongoing process of defining and 
operationalising the relationship between business and society and its responsibilities towards it.” 
“Public authorities have only limited capacities to influence and stimulate the private sector to 
become more engaged in CSR. The case studies showed that soft steering mechanisms such as 
self- and co-regulation did not directly lead to higher levels of CSR in the focused business 
sectors.” However, on the other hand: “CSR engagement by companies can have a positive 
impact on the interaction between companies and public authorities.” “Companies that engage in 
CSR are likely to benefit in form of generally better contacts (more intense and better mutual 
understanding) and more access points to public authorities. The increased number of access 
points results in an increased influence capacity in the general public policy-making process. Most 
interesting for companies that consider becoming active in the field of CSR is the finding that CSR 
engagement leads to direct benefits on lower governmental layers.” 
 In his study, Mathis also made “social network analysis” (for a quite accessible explanation 
of the methodology see Regeczi 2008: 119-135) graphs of the centrality (closeness, betweeness, 
and eigenvector), information exchange structure and status of the case companies and the 
organisations that are relevant in their context. These network analyses clearly show that always 
public administrations belong to the most central organisations in the relevant networks. In terms 
of status the first rank is in all analyses for a government or government agency.  
 So, research on the centrality of companies that work on corporate social responsibility in 
the networks relevant to them, does not only demonstrate that an active orientation might help 
them becoming more central in those networks, but also that the top-of-the-bill of those networks 
still consists of ministries and other public actors.  
 
 
4. Governance for sustainability: water management  
 
After long periods during which water management implied working against nature, to ensure 
‘progress’ for mankind, in the last one or two decennia there has been a remarkable paradigm 
shift. Several European countries, including the Netherlands experienced floods and risky high 
waters, caused by rivers. Though further improving dikes and embankments has typically been a 
first response, it has also lead to a reconsideration of the basic underlying principles of water 
management. In stead of only containing rivers, the new paradigm seeks to make maximum use 
of opportunities to make nature an ally in the strife to stabilize water levels and prevent floods. In 
the Netherlands this new paradigm is accompanied by slogans like ‘space for rivers’, ‘living with 
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water’ and ‘building with nature’. The predicted further increase of irregular rainfalls caused by 
climate change on the one hand, and the emphasis of the European Water Framework directive 
on respecting ecology and natural river basins on the other contribute to this paradigm shift in 
water management.  
 
Working with rather than against nature to ensure human purposes, comes however at a price, 
which is especially relevant in densely populated countries like the Netherlands. It almost 
invariably costs a lot of space. Part of the reason behind the creating of ‘unnatural’ interventions in 
the past was precisely the ‘rationalization’ of the use of space. All space in the Netherlands 
already has one (or more) purposes. Interventions will have to deal with these purposes too. So 
working with nature also poses new challenges to the water projects, which become more and 
more multi purpose. With every new purpose that one tries to serve in a single project, not only 
new resources are opened (financial, legal, etceteras), but also new actors, rules and 
requirements are to be integrated in very complex decision making processes. Some of these 
actors hold public governance assets, but others have also private “property and use rights” that 
can be crucial for the chance of success of the project (Knoepfel a/o. 2000, 2001). For example: 
in a project that started with the purpose of protecting houses and cattle against river floods, 
eventually also nature development, preserving a denominated ‘precious landscape’, improving 
agricultural infrastructure, recreation and tourism purposes, and  preserving views for inhabitants, 
were included. All of those brought extra sources of support, but also extra complexities for the 
project. The necessary couplings can involve different levels and scales, different aspects or 
policy sectors and different time scales.  
 
We will give another example, one in the Dutch region of Twente. In the past, interventions in the 
water system have in many regions disrupted the natural systems of brooks, streams and other 
water courses (Huitema and Kuks 2004). With the purposes to re-join the creeks of part of the 
region to the main watercourse basin system and also to enable the separation of rural (rain) 
water and urban (treated sewage) water a plan was developed to create a new, 13 kilometres 
long, watercourse. In subsequent phases to these purposes new ones were added, each of them 
implying enlarged boundaries of the problem domain and adding new actors, resources and 
procedures: safety against flooding, connecting nature areas to be part of the national nature 
system (this extension actually transferred the lead from the waterboard to the province and 
widened the projected water and flooding area from 25 to 75 meter), preventing droughts, 
buffering between a new regional industrial estate and municipal residential districts, rural renewal 
(land reallocation for improving agricultural infrastructure and socio-economic development 
planning), emergency water storage and – for the time being – finally, landscape, recreation and 
tourism.  
 
The array of scales includes levels from the EU (e.g. Habitat, subsidies requiring recreation 
facilities), national (e.g. national ecological highway system, national administrative agreement on 
water), provincial (took over the lead because of nature development component), regional (e.g. 
the geographical area of the waterboard and the regional industrial estate), local (e.g. 
municipalities, citizens in residential districts, farmers unions) up to the level of individual farms 
and gardens. The array of aspects includes sectors like – next to various aspects of water 
management – nature policy, agricultural policy, and tourism, and has recognised interaction with 
industrial and urban development. The time horizons of objectives and resources (e.g. 
requirements for subsidies) for all these aspects are very different, creating much stress for the 
process. Nevertheless the project is developing reasonably well and is actually being built while 
the detailing of the planning is still continuing. In 2014 it should be ready.  
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Water projects like these are not rare anymore. With the vast array of actors of all levels and with 
all kinds of problem perceptions and goals, instruments at their disposal and resources, such 
projects seem to be characteristic examples of “governance in stead of government”. And they 
are. Yet, it is also clear that among the many actors that are involved in the continuous 
consultations that make up much of the decision-making process, public administrations (yes, in 
plural) make up most of the relevant actors, though not all of them.  
 
What it does imply is that a certain government has to learn how to handle these kind of multi-actor 
processes in which it is only one of the relevant actors even thought its core purposes can only 
hope to be realised in such settings. Coping with such complexity requires a lot of ‘boundary 
spanning’. Such adaptive attitude needs a strategy for the convergence of the views of the actors 
involved. To realise better conditions for boundary spanning in the process various intervention 
points can be recognised. (Note that the institutional rules creating and arena for action and the 
motivation and resources of actors also belong to Peter’s toolkit for policy analysis).  
 
 Actors and arenas 
New actors can enter the scene, creating other network relations. For instance “policy brokers” 
(Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1999), for which boundary spanning is core business. Or media actors 
that expose the issue to a wider public or NGO’s. Also new arena’s, meeting points with specific 
characteristics, can help bridging boundary judgments and wider issues.  
 Cognitions 
As cognitions of actors are influenced through the filtering process by which observations are 
processed, stories, analogies, one-liners etceteras that change these reference frames can be 
important. Of course also own learning processes based on own experiences can influence actor’s 
cognitions.  
 Motivation 
Own learning is also dependent on motivation, think of the concept of selective perception. Both the 
positive or negative direction and the saliency of motivations are important here. Sometimes 
motivations can also be seen as “intervention points” themselves. For instance when new and for 
that reason yet uncomfortable goals are in fact in correspondence with actor’s interests or when it is 
a matter of coping with external pressures. Much boundary spanning is such a mix of discovery of 
corresponding interests and recognition of mutual dependency.  
 Resources 
Such pressures are dependent on resources, which therefore become an intervention point of their 
own too. The position of the actor in terms of power depends on its image of strength in the 
network, on crucial moments confirmed – or not – by its position in mutual resource dependencies 
with other actors. The pressure needs not to be negative. Having enough of the resource “money” 
can for instance open the option to change the motivation of other actors by compensation. For 
influencing other actors’ cognitions, relevant resources are the centrality and respect and trust the 
coordinating actor has in the network.  
 
Thus, research on water management demonstrates that many projects, e.g. those that serve to 
adapt to the vulnerability to climate change and the European Water Framework Directive, involve 
complex arrays of actors, many public, and some private. But it also shows that the coordination of 
these networks mostly lies in the hand of the traditional responsible public authorities. Coping with 
such complexity requires a lot of ‘boundary spanning’. 
 
 
5. Contextual interaction theory 
 
The challenge of achieving coherent collaborative governance need policy analysis models that 
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go beyond the standard network approaches that often get stuck in proclaiming that there are 
networks and what kind of characteristics they have, or their functional or even democratic 
superiority. Governance is first and foremost a set of interaction processes. It always was. New is 
that there are many simultaneous games between several actors even when one case or issue is 
at stake. The position of actors in these games is not only influenced by the others in the specific 
case, but also by the public policies and property and use rights that form a more structural 
context. Around these even wider, cultural, economical, technological, etceteras contexts shape 
the setting. The last part of the paper explains this model for the analysis of collaborative 
governance.  
 
There are zillions of factors conceivable that might influence the course and outputs of an 
interaction process. Fifteen factors, each with only two values, define nevertheless more than 
30.000 different combinations of circumstances. But since interaction processes are human 
activities, all influences flow via the key characteristics of the actors involved. Thus, it is possible 
to set an inner core of factors that is far more parsimonious, at least to begin with. In the next 
figure I include these factors (inputs and outputs of the process are not shown in this figure).  
 

 
Figure 1, Process model with the actor characteristics used in Contextual Interaction Theory  
 
The basic assumptions of Contextual Interaction Theory are quite simple and straightforward. 
There is a dynamic interaction between the key actor-characteristics that drive social-interaction 
processes and in turn are reshaped by the process. The theory’s main assumptions are: 

- Policy processes are actor interaction processes. 
- Many factors have an influence but only because and in as far as they change relevant 

characteristics of the involved actors. 
- A first layer of such factors is specified in the boxes of the figure 2 below, including how 

they influence the core actor characteristics. Of course these factors can in turn be 
influenced by numerous other factors from within or outside the process.   

- These characteristics are: their motivation, their cognitions (information held to be true) 
and their capacity and power (see also Bressers 2004).   

- These three characteristics are influencing each other, but cannot be restricted to two or 
one without loosing much insight.   

- The characteristics of the actors shape the process, but are in turn also influenced by the 
course and experiences in the process and can therefore gradually change during the 
process. 

Arena: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Process 
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- The characteristics of the actors are also influenced from an external context of the 
governance regime (a/o. institutions and more or less stable network relationships, but 
also property and use rights) (represented further below in figure 3).   

- Around this context there is yet another more encompassing circle of political, socio-
cultural, economical, technological, and problem contexts (see figure 3). Their influence on 
the actor characteristics may be both direct and indirect through the governance regime.  

 
Below, in figure 2, many theorems and other ideas are employed that are not elaborated upon in 
this text. Nevertheless many relations will be understandable. Compared to figure 1 this figure 
does also shows process development (change processes – in the form of the processes over 
time). The actor characteristics are much more elaborated here, not visualised as linked to 
specific actors and for presentation reasons placed outside of the process box. This enables also 
to show the mutual influences between these factors and the process itself.  
 
The “motivation” box seeks the origins of motivation for behaviour, including for the positions 
taken in interaction processes, in first instance in own goals and values. Self-interest, like in many 
economic theories, plays of course a strong role here. But also more altruistic values can directly 
lead to genuine own goals (Gatersleben and Vlek 1998). External pressures can be also a 
motivating force. Like all motivational factors they could in principle also be conceptualised as 
belonging to one’s “own” purposes. However, the likelihood is large that in practical analysis such 
conceptualisation will make them forgotten or underemphasised. These pressures can be based 
on force, but even more often will be softer influences from normative acceptance of the 
legitimacy of such external wishes and even by identification with the group from which such 
expectations come. Last but not always least as a motivational factor also the ‘self-effectiveness 
assessment’ (Bandura 1986) can play a large role. This concept points to the demotiovational 
effect that can occur when an actor perceived its preferred behaviour as beyond its capacity. It 
shows part of the relation between motivation and the availability of resources, own resources or 
those made available by others.   
 
The “cognitions” box is based on the recognition that the cognitions of actors (interpretations of 
reality held to be true) are not only a matter of observations and information processing capacity, 
though these aspects are important and with the information technology revolution are a source of 
quick changes. In policy sciences the so-called ‘argumentative turn’ (Frank Fischer 1995), reflects a 
variety of approaches that emphasise that knowledge is produced itself in mutual interactions, 
based on interpretations of reality of actors, that themselves are mediated by frames of reference. 
Some frames of reference are termed by Axelrod (1976) as “cognitive maps”, by Schön (1983) as 
“frames”, by Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith (1999) as “policy core beliefs” and “deep core beliefs”. 
Dryzek (1997) speaks of “discourses”, thereby also stressing the language dependency of 
understanding and the role of word, one-liners, stories and the like to guide, but also to restrict 
and bias understanding. While these approaches are quite different in their conceptual 
understanding and methodology of reconstruction, they also share some understandings: that 
cognitions are not just factual information about, but more interpretations of reality, and that such 
interpretations are influenced by filters, frames and interactions with other actors. Not the whole of 
the theoretical approaches mentioned, but only this “common ground” is incorporated in the 
cognitions box of the contextual interaction theory.  
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Figure 2, Dynamic interaction between the key actor-characteristics that drive social-interaction 
processes and in turn are reshaped by the process 
 
While resources as an actor characteristic are important to provide capacity to act, in the relational 
setting of an interaction process they are also relevant as a source of power.  Therefore this box is 
labelled “capacity and power” in this figure. The relationship between power and resources is not 
always direct. Power is in first instance largely a result of attribution to an actor by others. However 
when this attribution is not backed by real resources it is far from stable. The resources that are the 
root of these powers encompass much more than formal rules, though legal rights and other 
institutional rules can be an important part of it, next to resources like money, skilled people, time 
and consensus. Not only the resources of the actors themselves, but moreover the dependency of 
an actor on the resources of another actor shapes the balance of power. A classical example is the 
dependency of authorities on the jobs created by industry, which industry can use as a source of 
negotiation power. Resources not only shape power relations, but are also a prerequisite for action 
as such, determining the capacity to act of any actor. The resource base for action can be greatly 
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enlarged by engaging in dependencies with other actors with relevant resources, at the expense of 
loss of autonomy and thus – in some cases – power. Whether a specific resource contributes to 
power depends on the action that is intended. Resources that seem irrelevant to get certain things 
done might be essential to get other things done.  
 
There are mutual relations between the three key actor characteristics. Every change in one of the 
three has influences on the other two. While we typically start with mentioning motivation in this 
paper, many would like to start with the way reality is understood and problems and chances 
perceived, or wether some technical information is available (pertaining to technology, economics, 
social or environmental information), as a prerequisite for motivation. It must be borne in mind that 
the influence is mutual: without certain interests and values, available data may be overwhelming 
and too time consuming to process. The development of information needs some focusing of 
attention (creating selective perception as a bias). The actions for which an actor is motivated 
require resources, and the availability of those resources is bound to influence the actors’ ambition, 
for instance because a lack of necessary resources creates a low self-effectiveness assessment 
(Bandura 1986). While ‘knowledge is power’ may be in some contexts an exaggeration, it is 
certainly true that information can serve strategic purposes and hence can be used as one of the 
bases of power. On the other hand gathering and processing data is also an activity that needs 
resources. The three factors are not only shaping, but are also (re)shaped by the activities and 
interactions that happen in the process.  
 
These three key factors have proven also in empirical research to have a strong explanatory 
power of the course and results of interaction processes. When we revisit the two example 
subjects of sections 3 and 4 the following results can be mentioned.  
 The signing of a negotiated agreement is normally not the end of the consultations 
between the parties. Often the “covenant” text is only a provisional end and rings the bell for the 
next round, making follow up consultations an essential part of the negotiated agreement 
approach. A major risk is that the negotiated agreements can become eroded under the influence 
of progressing negotiations and the pressure of external, often economic circumstances, meaning 
that ambitions are downgraded or that the industry’s implementation of measures is placed far 
down on the agenda. In response to the point that, “The original agreements are eroded in the 
follow up consultations”, 21% agreed (45% disagree, 26% entirely disagree, 8% don’t know / not 
applicable). So, while this seems to cover a minority of cases, it can involve a considerable loss of 
environmental effectiveness. The explanation of the results of the follow up consultation were be 
sought in the motivation, information and power relationships of the government institutions and 
target groups involved. Four factors (two representing positive and negative motivation 
respectively) produced an equation that relates clearly (r = .811) to the answer to the ‘erosion of 
agreements’ question, explaining 66% of the variation in responses. 
 In the domain of water policy projects, Katharine Owens (2008) tested the hypotheses 
scheme for the explanation of the course and effects of implementation processes that is derived 
from the contextual interaction theory (Bressers 2004). These hypotheses specify for all 
combinations of the motivation, cognitions and power of both the implementers and target groups 
the expected nature of the interaction process and expected implementation outcomes. She first 
did three full-fletched case studies, followed by a series of no less than 48 small studies on 
wetlands restoration projects in two European states (Netherlands and Finland) and two US 
states (New Jersey and Oregon). While in 2 (Finnish) cases the available information proved 
incomplete and thus the theory not applicable, only in one (New Jersey) case the hypothesis 
based on the theory proved to be wrong in ‘predicting’ the course and results of the process.  
 
In all three descriptions of the main variables, the role of others is part of the factors that shape 
the main characteristic. Yet, the multi-actor (often including actors for multiple levels) context of 
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policy processes has additional influences on the explanation of the multi actor interaction 
process. Who is regarded as an “actor” is to some extend a choice by the analyst himself. They 
vary from individual people to coalitions of organisations. These coalitions are then complex 
‘corporate actors’ (even regarding an organisation as an actor already requires such an 
assumption). The coalitions might consist of more and clearly identifiable organisations that all 
take actively part in the process. But it is also possible that while one or two ‘representative’ 
organisations take part in the process, these are part of larger networks of which most members 
do not. Actually this is not unusual. So it is important to have an open eye for these kinds of 
network-relation influences while estimating the value of the characteristics of the actors in the 
process. Basically it means that actors are playing a double game in which they are not only 
dealing with the issue at stake but also try to do so in such a manner that it improves their position 
in the network both later in the process, but also in every network that is important to them.  

A first observation from a network perspective is that actors not only interact during the 
research period, but also before and after. They are influenced therefore by the history and 
predicted future of these interactions. Furthermore, actors often not only interact in the process 
under study but in other fields as well. Also this can influence them. Thirdly, from a network 
perspective one should reckon that actors not only act on their own behalf, but also are influenced 
by background actors in the network that not actively intervene in the process under study, but still 
are important to the actors that do.   

How this impacts motivation is obvious. With cognitions the impact can include the risk of 
‘tunnel’ vision and ‘group think’ (against the background of shared ‘cultural bias’, discourses 
etceteras). With power one should pay attention to the possible resources that an actor that is 
active in the process could obtain to use from background network actors (think of the possibility 
of environmental NGO’s to mobilize ordinary citizens into action when they threaten to loose 
ground in negotiations).  

 
The dynamics in the development of partnerships between actors are as well related to the three 
actor characteristics and the way they are influenced in the course of time. First of all there is a set 
of mechanisms that increase the bonds in a well-functioning partnership as time goes by as an 
influence from the activities and interactions that happen in the process on each of the 
characteristics. The first mechanism is that mutual adjustment arises from the tendency of actors to 
act from a set of consistent values, avoiding ‘cognitive dissonance’ after accepting compromises. 
The second mechanism is that mutual adjustment arises from the tendency of actors to use a 
common reference frame to interpret cognition. The third mechanism is that mutual adjustment 
(increased dependence of actors on each other’s resources) arises from the tendency of actors to 
concentrate on their relative strength. Of course external change drivers can disrupt such 
tendencies. But these ‘natural tendencies’ will then provide a degree of resistance preventing 
disturbances, because all together they build up a collective resource: trust. Furthermore, standard 
operation procedures and sunk costs prevent deterioration of cohesion. The opposite might also 
happen. Failed attempts can disrupt motivation, let the actors perceive the possibilities in a more 
negative way (cognitions), and can lead to a retreat to solitary (non) action.  
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Figure 3, Layers of contextual factors for actor characteristics 
 
 
The multi-level and multi-actor network, institutional and other contexts are represented in 
contextual interaction theory as factors that influence the motivation, cognitions and resources of 
the actors involved (in fact they are only influential in as far as they do). When the boxes with 
actor characteristics are folded back in the process, there is room to visualise the further contexts 
as assumed in Contextual Interaction Theory. Figure 3 shows these contexts as overlapping 
entities. The figure can be best read from right to left, implying that each step leftwards gives a 
context for the previous circle, while not excluding the possibility of direct impacts of the broader 
contexts. The most direct context is the case context of specific circumstances and previous 
decisions made that form a direct input into and sometimes even the starting point of the process 
studied.  
 The next context that we discern is the ‘structural context’ (see section 2; one could also 
label it the “regime” context), that is not actor specific, but is more or less uniform for all actors in 
the process, though sometime with different implications for them. It is in this layer that the multi-
level and multi-actor aspects of modern governance are to be found, but also the dominant (or 
competing) problem perceptions in society on the issues at stake, and the institutional setting that 
is provided by all relevant strategies and instruments and the responsibilities and resources for 
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implementation. Part of these will have the form of legal rights and demands; others will have a 
softer basis. They can guide to some extent the motivations of the actors in the process, but also 
serve as a pool of resources they can try to get access to and use for their purposes. In fact, this 
conceptualisation of ‘governance’ as an extended understanding of the more narrow concept of 
‘public policy’ (see Bressers and Kuks 2003, see also section 2 of this paper for a brief 
explanation), combined with the institutional aspect of private ‘property and use rights’ was also 
used in the Euwareness study, were what is called the “structural context” here, was used as the 
specification of the “institutional resource regime” (Bressers and Kuks, 2004: 24-29). Around the 
structural or regime context there are still wider contexts. While these often exert their influence 
more indirectly, it is also conceivable that environmental disasters or a bank crisis exert direct 
influence on the motivations of actors in the process.  For that reason all these contexts are 
visualised as having direct connection with the actor characteristics.  
 
All kinds of interaction processes can be studied this way and also the re-creation of the structural 
regime context (governance & property and use rights) itself. All social processes simultaneously 
convert specific inputs into outputs, but also are both influenced by more encompassing contexts 
as input and might change these to some extent at the same time. Note that in this figure there is 
also an arrow back from the process to its layered inputs. Processes are dealt here primarily as 
conversion processes, rather than ‘changes of a phenomenon over time’. But this does not imply 
that both the inputs (context) and the nature of the process will not also change over time. On the 
contrary, it is likely that this change is also partially produced by the same process(es) that is/are 
impacted by these factors. Thus the process influences to a certain degree the contexts under 
which it develops.  
 
The growth in intensity of network relationships might thus be as well a product of policy 
processes that anticipate on such relationships, than an external given fact were policy makers 
just have to cope with. And even while networked relationships seem abundant in modern 
governance, the role of public administrations seems to be changed, not vanished – except from 
when they chose it to be that way, that is.  
 
At the period this paper was finalised, the same public administrations that seem to have defined 
themselves into a quite marginal role in modern governance, shying away for a critical audience 
of sceptical voters, prove to be capable of mobilizing astonishing amounts of money to prevent 
the extreme capitalism of the past decade to fully collapse. And most people seem to love it! 
While the way the financial crisis is dealt with shows all the multi-level and multi-actor 
complexities of modern governance, it is very clear that it is public administrations who take the 
lead, also in the 21st century. Of course! Who else?  
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