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Elements in Public Policy 1

1 Introduction: How to Make Sense of Complexity

This is a short and provocative Element on the ‘state of the art” of theories
that highlight policymaking’s complexity. Our aim is to explain complexity
in a way that is simple enough to understand and to use. Our primary
audience is policy scholars seeking a single authoritative guide to studies
of ‘multi-centric policymaking’ (Box 1). We bring together, compare and
synthesise this literature to build a research agenda on the following
questions:

1. How can we best explain the ways in which many policymaking ‘centres’
interact to produce policy?

2. How should we research multi-centric policymaking?

3. How can we hold policymakers to account in a multi-centric system?

4. How can people engage effectively to influence policy in a multi-centric
system?

By focussing on simple exposition and limiting jargon, we also speak to a far
wider audience of practitioners, students and new researchers seeking
a straightforward introduction to policy theory and its practical lessons.

We show that multi-centric policy theories are more accurate than
simplified accounts, such as the classic model of the policy cycle derived
from the United States, and popular understandings of politics — often
summed up by the ‘Westminster model’” — which focus on a small and
powerful group of elected leaders. However, they are also less accessible
to researchers seeking conceptual clarity and to practitioners looking for
useful knowledge of policymaking. By clarifying the meaning of multi-
centric policymaking, we make sense of a wide range of studies that
challenge the idea that policymaking power is concentrated in a single
place such as a central government.

Many theories embrace the notion of complex, polycentric or multi-level
governance. They recognise that a focus on a single central government,
consisting of a core group of actors making policy in a series of linear stages,
provides a misleading description of the policy process. Instead, policy-
making occurs through multiple, overlapping and interacting centres of
decision-making containing many policymakers and influencers. An image
of kaleidoscopic activity should replace the misleading image of a single
circle associated with the policy cycle.

However, while this more accurate literature often appears to have advanced
theoretically and empirically, it remains unclear and jargon-filled, making it
difficult to assess and to compare approaches, or to sell its value to audiences
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2 Making Policy in a Complex World

Box 1 Key TERMS AND THEIR MEANING
Multi-centric policymaking. The term we employ to sum up a collection of
concepts used to explain many ‘centres’ (or no centre) of policymaking,
including multi-level, complex and polycentric governance.

Multi-level governance. A description of power diffusion from
central government, vertically (to other levels such as global, suprana-
tional, devolved, regional and local) and horizontally (to other types of
policymaking bodies at the same level of government).

Complex government or systems. A description of policy practices
and outcomes that seem to ‘emerge’ from complex policymaking
systems in the absence of central government control.

Polycentric governance. A description of many sources of policy-
making centres with overlapping authority; they often work together to
make decisions, but may also engage in competition or conflict.

Decentred policymaking and decentring analysis (Bevir, 2013).
Many studies describe ‘decentred’ government empirically, as a trend
or an outcome (the central state is losing or has lost its power). Some
apply decentring as a form of analysis to argue that too many studies
assume or assert that powerful central governments exist.

Policy cycle. A simple ‘top-down’ model of policymaking via a linear
set of stages, including agenda setting, formulation and implementation.

Westminster model. A classic source of the description of why power
may be concentrated in the hands of a small number of people at the centre
of government. Plurality elections exaggerate a single-party majority, the
majority controls Parliament, the cabinet government leads the majority
and the prime minister appoints the cabinet.

Bounded rationality. The profound limit to the ability of policymakers —
as individuals or part of organisations — to process information relevant to
policy problems.

Policymaking environment. The context in which policymakers
operate but do not control.

beyond a small number of scholars. Few scholars explain complexity in
a parsimonious way. If we cannot describe the world concisely, we struggle
to research the phenomena we seek to study. Convoluted descriptions also
undermine our ability to present realistic advice on how to assess and to engage
in the policy process. For both reasons, to aid scholars and practitioners, we
need to clean up this conceptual sludge.
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Elements in Public Policy 3

We show the benefit to scholars of expositional clarity by taking forward
the ‘practical lessons from policy theories’ agenda, designed to turn impor-
tant but often unclear theoretical programmes into simple narratives with
lessons for academics and practitioners. We argue that we can assess and
improve the state of knowledge in the policy literature by explaining key
concepts and insights to a wider audience and by demonstrating their prac-
tical lessons:

We challenge policy theory scholars to change the way we produce and
communicate research: translate our findings to a wider audience to gauge
the clarity and quality of our findings ... Policy theories have generated
widespread knowledge of the policy process, but the field is vast and
uncoordinated, and too many scholars hide behind a veil of jargon and
obfuscation ... If we succeed, we can proceed with confidence. If not, we
should reconsider the state of our field. (Weible and Cairney, 2018: 183)

Our aim is to identify and to compare approaches describing complex, multi-
level or polycentric governance, to extract their key insights, to place them in
the wider context of policy scholarship and to ask if they can offer good advice
on how to understand, research, evaluate and engage effectively within poli-
tical systems. These insights help scholars to understand current scholarship
and help actors to adapt pragmatically to multi-centric governance. To set this
agenda, we provide lessons on four main topics.

How to Describe the Dynamics of Many Policymaking
Centres Accurately and Concisely

Section 2 is our main section. It shows how to describe key policy theory
insights without too much dispiriting jargon undermining clarity. First, we tell
a simple story of this field as a whole. Our main thesis is that very few modern
policy theories adhere to the idea that there is a single source of policymaking
authority in political systems. Rather, policymaking power is dispersed through
a combination of:

» Choice, especially in political systems with a balance of powers between
multiple venues, recognised in a written constitution.

e Necessity, as a consequence of the inability of policymakers to pay attention
to, or to control, more than a tiny proportion of their responsibilities.

Scholars describe these dynamics in various ways, using jargon specific to
particular fields. It is very difficult to accumulate insights and to generate an
overall sense of the policy process from such accounts, at least in a way that
more than a handful of specialists can understand. So, in this section, we
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4 Making Policy in a Complex World

consolidate the key insights on multiple centres of policymaking from a wide-
ranging literature, including approaches that:

* Address this concept directly, including multi-level governance (MLG), the
institutional analysis and development framework (IAD), the institutional
collective action (ICA) framework, the ecology of games framework and
complexity theory.

e Engage more indirectly as part of a wider discussion of policymaking,
including punctuated equilibrium theory, the advocacy coalition framework,
multiple streams analysis, policy community and network approaches, state-
craft theory and ‘blame game’ studies.

In particular, this section identifies the connection between complexity, poly-
centricity and the extent to which central government policymakers can control
the policy process and its outcomes. We show that conceptual clarity can help
us to make better sense of academic debates on the power of ‘the centre’,
contributing to subsequent discussions on how to research policymaking
power, hold policymakers to account and engage in the policy process.

How to Analyse and Assess Multi-Centric Governance

Section 3 examines approaches for analysing multi-centric governance, recog-
nising the challenges of assessing these complex systems given the diversity of
actors and interactions that collectively shape policy outcomes. To help guide
such analyses, this section explores the value of research frameworks and the
potential for different analytical tools — including in-depth field studies, docu-
ment coding, network analysis and agent-based modelling — to identify and
measure actors, their authorities, their interactions and their policy outcomes in
multi-centric systems. To complement these approaches, we describe how
counterfactual analysis can help avoid potentially inaccurate inferences,
about the performance of multi-centric governance, that can arise when we
are unable to assess empirically how multi-centric governance would compare
to centralised systems.

We do more than identify a shopping list of potential methods and decide
that ‘anything goes’. Instead, we show how qualitative and quantitative
methods relate to each other and can be combined to produce a coherent
research agenda.

How to Hold People to Account in Multi-Centric Governance
One major obstacle to the uptake of multi-centric governance ideas is that they
often appear, at first glance, to describe undemocratic processes. Normative
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Elements in Public Policy 5

models of politics are often built on the value of public voting to produce
legitimate policymakers who can be held accountable via regular elections,
more frequent legislative and media scrutiny. This normative ideal is
summed up in phrases such as ‘if we know who is in charge, we know
who to blame.” Therefore, in our brief Section 4, we show how to justify
multi-centric governance in that context and provide other ways to assess
democratic policymaking.

We show how complexity theorists address democratic issues and the
often-limited extent to which some advice (e.g. ‘let go and allow local actors
to adapt to complex environments’) is feasible when elected policymakers
have to tell a convincing story about how they should be held to account.
We also discuss how multi-centric governance can be designed to be coop-
erative, problem oriented and as transparent as traditional electorally driven
accountability procedures. It is impossible to assess multi-centric processes
in exactly the same ways as assessments of individual and political party
conduct in electoral systems, but we can at least provide greater clarity on the
terms of debate.

How to Engage Effectively with Complex Multi-Centric
Policymaking

The problem with many simple accounts of policymaking, such as the policy
cycle or the Westminster model, is that they provide misleading advice for
people trying to engage in policymaking (Cairney, 2018). These myths are
popular but unhelpful. Practitioners and non-specialists need an account of
policymaking that is accurate and clear enough to pick up and to use.

In Section 5, we engage with the language of ‘evidence-based policymaking’
to make this point. For example, its advocates will quickly become dispirited if
they do not know how policymakers understand, translate and use knowledge
for policy (Cairney, 2016). We describe recommendations for actors trying to
engage more effectively in the real world, rather than waiting for its mythical
replacement to appear (Cairney and Kwiatkowski, 2017).

In Section 6, this Element’s conclusion, we summarise the results of our
approach and encourage other scholars to review and to translate their chosen
literature in this way. Our introduction has made the case for this approach.
The conclusion describes the payoff — to scholars and practitioners — from our
use of it.

However, in many ways, our Element marks the beginning of a research
agenda which is often limited to the analysis of a small part of global policy-
making. The literature on which we draw tends to originate from studies of the
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6 Making Policy in a Complex World

United States, the European Union and its member states, Canada, Australia
and New Zealand. Individual literatures, such as polycentric governance
studies, provide more international coverage, but we should not exaggerate
the global applicability of these theories, particularly when our analysis shifts
away from the study of systems containing regular free and fair elections.
Therefore, Section 6 compares the ‘universal’ nature of our insights — when
they are abstract enough to apply in all cases — with the inevitable variations
when we identify detailed case studies of country-level experience.

2 Insights from Multi-Level, Complex and Polycentric
Governance Studies

Many policy theories, frameworks, models and concepts help us to understand
the complex world of policymaking, and some provide additional insights for
practitioners (Sabatier, 1999, 2007a, 2007b; Eller and Krutz, 2009; Sanderson,
2009; Cairney, 2012a, 2015a, 2016; John, 2012; Weible et al., 2012; Sabatier
and Weible, 2014).

Good theories take us beyond too-simple models, such as the policy cycle
model, criticised for assuming that power remains in the hands of central
government actors who make key decisions in discrete stages (Sabatier,
1999; Cairney, 2016). Instead, policymaking power typically is spread across
levels and types of government, and the process plays out in messy policy-
making environments in which it is difficult to identify a beginning and an end.

Good theories capture this policymaking complexity in a parsimonious way.
Many efforts to develop accurate descriptions are vague and convoluted, which
can impede empirical work. If we cannot describe the world concisely, we
struggle to operationalise the phenomena we seek to study, undermining our
ability to develop common research questions or agendas.

Therefore, our aim in this section is to identify and to compare approaches
describing complex, multi-level and/or polycentric governance, and to
explain multi-centric governance in a concise way. First, we tell a simple
but accurate story of making policy in a complex world, as an alternative to
the simple but inaccurate story of the policy cycle. A convincing story needs
to provide a model of individual action and to describe how people interact in
their policymaking environment. Most theories build their ‘model of the
individual’ on a discussion of bounded rationality (Schlager, 2007) and
identify the following aspects of their environments (Cairney and Heikkila,
2014: 364-365; Heikkila and Cairney, 2018):

1. actors making choices, across multiple levels and types of government
2. institutions, or the rules that influence individual and collective behaviour
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Elements in Public Policy 7

3. networks, or the relationships between policymakers and influencers

4. ideas, or the role of ways of thinking in the policy process

5. context, or the wide array of features of the policymaking environment that
can influence policy decisions

6. events, including routine elections and unanticipated incidents, such as
perceived crises.

Second, we compare three approaches that provide the same overall message
but often appear to describe policymaking’s complexity in different ways, or
with an emphasis on different aspects of policymaking:

1. Multi-level governance describes the diffusion of power across
many levels and types of government, and shared responsibility for
policy outcomes between governmental, quasi-governmental and non-
governmental actors.

2. Polycentric governance describes a system of government in which many
‘centres’ have decision-making autonomy but adhere to an overarching set
of rules to aid cooperation.

3. Complexity theory describes complex systems in which behaviour seems to
‘emerge’ at local levels and to defy central control.

Third, we compare these approaches with theories and concepts that discuss
complexity and polycentricity without using the same language, including
punctuated equilibrium theory, the advocacy coalition framework, multiple
streams analysis, policy community and network approaches, statecraft theory
and accountability and ‘blame game’ studies. This extended discussion allows
us to compare studies of multi-centric governance with the wider field, to
identify the extent to which there is a common story about the ability of ‘the
centre’ to control policy outcomes. Throughout, we note that the salience of this
question varies across political systems: in federal systems, it may seem to
reflect choice; in unitary systems, it may seem more like necessity.

This approach helps us to link theoretical and empirical studies of
policymaking to normative discussions of the relationship between central
government control and democratic accountability. To identify accountability,
normative studies make empirical claims or hold assumptions about the extent
to which policymakers control policy processes and outcomes: if people know
who is responsible, they know who to praise or who to blame. In that context,
we find two competing stories in the literature: elected policymakers in central
government are in control, and know how to use governance mechanisms to
their advantage, or they are not in control, and do not know the impact of their
decisions.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Stirling, on 11 Feb 2019 at 17:01:10, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108679053


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108679053
https://www.cambridge.org/core

8 Making Policy in a Complex World

By comparing such accounts, we find that high levels of control refer, for
example, to the ability to influence governance networks, set the policy agenda
and tell a convincing story of governing competence, rather than the ability to
direct the public sector as a whole or to minimise the gap between policy aims
and actual outcomes. In other words, the success of the centre relates more to
the government’s cultivation of its image, and its selection of issues over which
it has relative control, than its ability to secure substantive and enduring policy
change (McConnell, 2010; Hay, 2009).

2.1 One versus Multiple Centres of Authority

Our story begins as the rejection of the story of central control. Perhaps with the
exception of extremely authoritarian or small policymaking systems, there will
not — or cannot — be a single policymaking centre controlling the policy process
and its outcomes, for two main reasons: choice and necessity. Choice refers to
an explicit balance of powers between multiple venues, such as when recog-
nised in a written constitution, formal agreement between levels of government
or arrangements in which — to all intents and purposes — there is no attempt to
impose central control on a sub-central organisation. Necessity refers to the
many consequences of the inability of policymakers to pay attention to more
than a tiny proportion of their responsibilities or to control their policymaking
environment.

Sharing Power As Normative Choice

In many systems, there is a formal division of powers, such as between
executive, legislative and judicial branches, and/ or between central and
subnational governments. The classic federal model divides power between
the three branches, and grants powers and rights to subnational governments in
a written constitution. Ostensibly, it contrasts with the unitary state model in
countries like the United Kingdom and Spain, in which the central state can
abolish or modify the role of subordinate governments. However, many exam-
ples of unitary government are actually ‘quasi-federal’ arrangements, with
the centre sharing power with supranational and territorial governments
(Newton and van Deth, 2010: 107-115). In each case, devolution from the
centre is justified with reference to the need for more local policymaking to
supplement general choices by ‘a distant centre of government’ or to recognise
territorial and social cleavages ‘based on language, ethnicity, religion, culture
or history” (111-113).

In nearly all political systems, central policymakers share power with
various key actors. These actors typically include elected policymakers at
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Elements in Public Policy 9

other levels of government, and unelected policymakers such as civil servants
inside government. They may also include delivery bodies outside government,
quasi-public bodies such as quangos, which elected policymakers sponsor but
do not control, and perhaps even the service users who co-produce or help to
‘tailor’ services to their needs.

As a result, many actors share the responsibility and the blame for policy
choices and outcomes. Yet there are several competing narratives of account-
ability. A primarily electoral imperative — summed up by Westminster-style
democratic accountability — suggests that we hold central governments
responsible for policy outcomes. A more pragmatic imperative, which recog-
nises the need to share power, suggests that we need several more practical
ways to ensure that we give some amount of responsibility to the actors
making key decisions. Examples of accountability include institutional (e.g.
hold agency chief executives to account for performance), local (local elec-
tions grant legitimacy to non-central policymakers) and service-user (policy-
makers co-produce policy with the people who use and help to design public
services) (Durose and Richardson, 2016). However, the dynamics between
their respective narratives of accountability remain unresolved. There is
a tendency for elected policymakers to make sporadic decisions to shuffle
off blame in some cases but to intervene in others, producing confusion about
the role of central governments in policymaking systems (Gains and Stoker,
2009).

Sharing Power As Empirical Necessity: Bounded Rationality
and Complex Environments

Elected policymakers in central government share responsibility with a large
number of other actors because ‘no single centre could possibly do everything
itself” (Newton and van Deth, 2010: 105). Any description of the possibility of
complete central control only exists in an ideal-type world in which policy-
makers can be ‘comprehensively rational’. This includes the ability to produce
all knowledge relevant to their responsibilities and aims, and to anticipate all of
the consequences of their proposed actions. Such action takes place in an
orderly and predictable process whereby policymakers can make choices via
a cycle of well-defined and linear stages, including problem definition and
formulation, legitimation, implementation, evaluation and the decision to
maintain or to change policy (Cairney, 2016: 16—19).

In the real world, all policy actors face ‘bounded rationality’. That is, they are
limited in their cognitive capacity to process the vast amounts of information
they receive, and are only able to pay attention to a small proportion of their
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10 Making Policy in a Complex World

responsibilities at any given time (Simon, 1976; Jones and Baumgartner, 2005).
They also are surrounded by a non-linear policymaking environment over
which they have limited understanding and minimal control (Cairney and
Weible, 2017). These conditions create uncertainties and difficulties in inter-
preting problems, yet policymakers still need to act to achieve their goals
(Kingdon, 1984; Baumgartner and Jones, 1993).

Simon (1976) argued famously that policymaking organisations deal with
bounded rationality by employing heuristics or ‘good enough’ ways to
deliberate and to act. Modern policy studies, drawing on psychological
insights, suggest that individual policymakers use cognitive shortcuts to
process enough information to make choices. They combine ways to
(a) set goals and to prioritise high-quality information with (b) their beliefs,
emotions, habits and familiarity with issues (Cairney and Kwiatkowski,
2017; Kahneman, 2012; Haidt, 2001; Lewis, 2013; Lodge and Wegrich,
2016).

One could argue that such cognitive and organisational limitations could be
managed quite effectively if we had the right tools to analyse and to disaggre-
gate the policy process. Indeed, foundational policy scholarship sought to
describe policy as a set of essential functions and to emphasise the need to
analyse those functions using systematic policy analysis (Lasswell, 1956).
These functions now tend to be described with reference to a policy cycle
with clearly defined and linear stages. Such an approach is often used to suggest
that we know how policy should be made: elected policymakers in central
government, aided by expert policy analysts, make and legitimise choices;
skilful public servants carry them out; and policy analysts assess the results
with the aid of scientific evidence (Jann and Wegrich, 2007: 44; Everett, 2003:
65; Colebatch, 1998: 102; Cairney, 2015b).

Yet few policy texts or textbooks describe the policy cycle as a useful
depiction of policymaking (notable exceptions include Althaus et al., 2018;
Howlett et al., 2016; Wu et al., 2017). Most texts focus on other concepts and
theories, many of which — most notably the advocacy coalition framework
(ACF) and the multiple streams approach (MSA) — are based on a rejection of
the explanatory value of the policy cycle (Sabatier, 2007a; Cairney, 2012a,
2018). As a result, the idea of a stepwise, analytical policy cycle has become
largely an initial reference point to describe what does not happen. Or the cycle
sometimes exists as a story for policymakers to tell about their work, partly
because it is consistent with the idea of elected policymakers being in charge
and accountable (Everett, 2003: 66—68; Cairney, 2015a: 25-26; Rhodes, 2013:
486). Even the idea that there should be a core group of policymakers making
policy from the ‘top down’ and obliging others to carry out their aims faces
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strong opposition (Barrett and Fudge, 1981; Hill and Hupe, 2009; Hooghe and
Marks, 2003; Cairney, 2012a: 66).

Rather than a deterministic cycle, most policymaking is about collective
action in an environment that often seems unpredictable or impossible to
control. Policy theories describe this policymaking environment with reference
to the following concepts (Heikkila and Cairney, 2018; John, 2003; Weible,
2014; Schlager, 2007):

1. Actors making choices. Many policy makers and influencers act across
many levels and types of government. These actors can be individuals or
organisations including interest groups, private companies and non-profit
organisations, but most ‘lobbying’ is often performed by government
bodies trying to influence other parts of government (Jordan et al., 2004).

2. Institutions. Rather than bricks and mortar, institutions are ‘the rules,
norms, practices, and relationships that influence individual and collective
behavior’ (Heikkila and Cairney, 2018: 303). These rules can be formal and
well understood, such as a written constitution or statute governing the
behaviour of an organisation, or informal and difficult to grasp, such as the
practices that people understand through experience, socialisation and often
unspoken communication (Ostrom, 2007; Thelen and Steinmo, 1992;
March and Olsen, 1984, 2006a, 2006b; Schmidt, 2009; Kenny, 2007).

3. Policy networks, communities and subsystems. Relationships between
policymakers and influencers can be based on trust and resources, such as
when policymakers exchange access to government for interest group coop-
eration, particularly when the latter represents powerful actors, or are trusted
because they provide a regular source of reliable information. In some cases,
these relationships are built on, or reinforced by, a shared understanding of the
policy problem. Therefore, some networks are close-knit and difficult to
access because bureaucracies have operating procedures that favour particu-
lar sources of evidence and participants. In other cases, the policy issue is too
salient and the process is too crowded to contain in this way (Baumgartner
and Jones, 1993; Heclo, 1978; Jordan, 1981; Richardson and Jordan, 1979;
Jordan and Schubert, 1992; Sabatier, 2007a: 3—4).

4. Ideas. Ideas are the beliefs communicated or shared by policy actors. They
range from (a) the worldviews that are so fundamental to belief systems that
they seem unchangeable or taken for granted and which are often described
as paradigms, hegemons or core beliefs, to (b) the more flexible policy
solutions proposed to audiences and often modified to widen their appeal
(Baumgartner, 2014; Cairney and Weible, 2015; Hall, 1993; Majone, 1989;
Kingdon, 1984).
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12 Making Policy in a Complex World

5. Context. This broad category describes the ‘policy conditions that policy-
makers take into account when identifying problems and deciding how to
address them, such as a political system’s geography, biophysical and
demographic profile, economy, and mass attitudes and behavior’
(Heikkila and Cairney, 2018: 303).

6. Events. Routine events include elections, while non-routine events include
socioeconomic ‘crises’ or ‘focusing events’ (Birkland, 1997) that help to
prompt lurches of attention from one issue to another.

When combining these discussions of bounded rationality and complex
policymaking environments, we can identify actors and organisations devel-
oping standard operating procedures to turn complex policy problems and
policymaking environments into simple ideas and manageable responses.
Responsibility is often spread across many organisations over which the
centre has limited oversight and control. Each organisation develops its
own rules to act routinely despite uncertainty. Policymakers and influencers
form networks based on cognitive shortcuts such as shared beliefs or trust
built on previous collaboration. They maintain dominant ways to think about
the world and its policy problems, despite there being many possible inter-
pretations. They respond to and learn from events, but through the lens of
their existing beliefs, which limit their understanding and make their task
appear manageable.

Overall, the most common story in modern policy theory is about how
policymakers deal with their limited understanding of, and lack of control
over, the policy process. The phrase ‘central government control’ does not
describe this process well. This story of limited central control continues
on a series of different paths, each of which emphasises some parts of
this narrative. We begin with the study of multi-level, polycentric and
complex governance, then compare them with key examples from the
wider literature.

2.2 Multi-Level Governance (MLG)

Multi-level governance (MLG) describes policymaking as multi-level, with
power spread horizontally between governmental and non-governmental
actors, and vertically between many levels of government. The meaning of
MLG concepts is not always clear (Kjaer, 2004), but they generally describe the
diffusion of power throughout political systems and the key causes of the blurry
boundaries between formal and informal sources of influence. In the United
Kingdom, MLG and the Westminster model often serve as contrasting arche-
types (Bache and Flinders, 2004a) while, in the EU, different conceptions of
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MLG reflect a focus on the divisions of powers among governments (type 1) or
the more complex ways actors cooperate to process individual policy issues
(type 2) (Hooghe and Marks, 2003: 236).

The MLG concept has two relevant origins: (1) studies that conceptualise
governance while drawing on classic analyses of power diffusion within
‘policy communities’ and (2) studies of the changing nature of EU governance.
The former helps describe why key aspects of MLG develop:

» The size and scope of the state is so large, and the environment so crowded,
that policymaking is in danger of becoming unmanageable, particularly since
elected policymakers can only pay attention to a tiny proportion of their
responsibilities while ignoring the rest.

* These constraints prompt policymakers to break the state’s component parts
into policy sectors and sub-sectors, with power spread across government
and responsibility for most issues delegated to actors such as civil servants at
low levels of government.

« At this level of government, actors are processing specialist issues but civil
servants are not policy specialists, so they rely on other actors for informa-
tion and advice.

* This demand and supply for information can encourage strong and enduring
relationships between some actors, built on the exchange of resources, trust
and/or a shared understanding of the policy problem.

Consequently, most public policy is conducted primarily through small
and specialist policy communities that process issues at a level of government
not particularly visible to the public, and with minimal senior policymaker
involvement. Policymaking is a collective enterprise, as the product of the
interaction between many policymakers and influencers (Richardson and
Jordan, 1979; Jordan and Richardson, 1982; Jordan and Maloney, 1997;
Jordan and Cairney, 2013; Marsh and Rhodes, 1992; Rose, 1987; Colebatch,
1998: 23, 2006: 1). In other words, group—government interactions in policy
communities show that it is difficult to separate the distinct contributions
among the actors that are formally responsible or informally influential.

Studies of ‘governance’ expanded the scale of this focus — on the blurry
boundaries between formal responsibility and informal influence — to the
interaction between many actors across many types of government. At this
scale, we can identify the limited ways in which the centre can direct so many
actors, to the extent that our attention shifts from collective responsibility for
outcomes towards a sense that no-one is fully responsible.

The UK literature is summed up by Rhodes’ provocative assessment: ‘[W]e
no longer have a mono-centric or unitary government; there is not one but many
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14 Making Policy in a Complex World

centres linking many levels of government — local, regional, national and
supranational’ (Rhodes, 1997: 1). It seeks to capture the ways in which the
UK government has (a) supported constitutional changes which produce shifts
in formal responsibility (choice), and (b) tried to address the limits to its powers
with a mix of pragmatic responses and unrealistic attempts to recentralise
(necessity). The latter produced major unintended consequences from the
1980s, when successive governments sought to reform government ‘to present
an image of governing competence’ (Cairney, 2009). According to Bevir and
Rhodes (2003: 6), these reforms are circular: ‘[CJentralisation will be
confounded by fragmentation and interdependence that, in turn, will prompt
further bouts of centralisation.’

For example, the introduction of new forms of public service delivery
from the early 1980s, often to challenge UK government reliance on local
government, exacerbated the lack of central control because far more bodies
became involved in service delivery. Rhodes (1997) describes a ‘patchwork
quilt’ of organisations, including public bodies at multiple levels of govern-
ment, quasi-non-governmental bodies (quangos) operating at ‘arm’s length’
from government, and the private and non-profit (‘third sector’) organisa-
tions delivering policy (Bache and Flinders, 2004a; Greenwood et al., 2001:
153-157; Stoker, 2004: 32). To direct so many actors, government strategies
combine a range of measures to further its aims, including regulation,
performance management, exhortation and networks to encourage coopera-
tion (Gray, 2000: 283-284; Rhodes, 1994: 139; Goldsmith and Page, 1997:
150; Day and Klein, 2000; Cairney, 2002; Greer, 1994: 6; O’Toole and
Jordan, 1995: 3-5).

The tone of this literature is that central governments can only impose their
will successfully in a small number of cases. While ‘the British executive can
act decisively’ and ‘the centre coordinates and implements policies as intended
at least some of the time’, on the whole, ‘to adopt a command operating code
builds failure into the design of the policy’ (Bevir and Rhodes, 2003: 6).
Further, successive UK governments have recognised this limitation by com-
bining pragmatic ways to reduce their role and only to make ad hoc interven-
tions in delegated governance (Gains and Stoker, 2009), and to tell stories of
their governing competence based on more or less intervention (Hay, 2009).
For example, the Labour government from 1997 experimented with ‘hierar-
chies, networks and markets’ (Richards and Smith, 2004), while the
Conservative-led government from 2010 sought to project its support for
localism while trying to carry out a top-down austerity agenda containing strict
conditions for local delivery bodies (Matthews, 2016, describes ‘letting go and
holding on’).
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The second origin of MLG studies is the fluid EU policy process, from which
key studies have identified the complexity of policymaking and the loss of
central control at a supranational scale. The term ‘MLG’ sums up the levels
of power diffusion that vary markedly across time and by policy issue, with
high uncertainty about who is responsible for key decisions in ‘[a] system of
continuous negotiation among nested governments at several territorial tiers —
supranational, national, regional and local’ (Marks, 1993: 392).

In terms of EU studies, MLG represents a gradual shift in study from
neofunctionalism, intergovernmentalism and EU integration towards the
study of a new and unusual form of policymaking in the absence of
a foundational constitution setting out the roles and responsibilities of each
government (Cairney, 2012a: 162; Rosamond, 2000; Hooghe and Marks,
2003). To some extent, studies of neofunctionalism and integration reflect
a focus on the choice to reduce the role of national central governments: as
they integrate and share functions, the role of separate states making collec-
tive choices may diminish, while the role of EU institutions increases. Yet
Europeanisation also shifts the ratio between the immense scale of govern-
ment and the low coordinative capacity of governing institutions, which
undermines the idea of a new powerful centre at the heart of EU policy-
making. Consequently, studies of EU policymaking tend to focus on the large
gap between intention and action, and the blurry lines between domestic
and supranational boundaries. In other words, ‘multi-level governance has
been seen to capture the shifting and uncertain patterns of governance within
which the EU is just one actor upon a contested stage’ (Bache and Flinders,
2004b: 1-2).

Recent EU studies have emphasised a dual, paradoxical process of growing
decentralisation and centralisation (Genschel and Jachtenfuchs, 2016).
Schimmelfennig (2014), for example, argues that we are increasingly seeing
‘differentiated integration’ in the sense that some countries and policy areas are
witnessing greater integration with institutions at the European level, while
other countries and policy areas are witnessing diversification and the
breakdown of unified European regulatory standards. Here, centralisation and
decentralisation exist at once, with the European Commission and the
European Central Bank seeking a stronger role in some key policy areas, like
financial services regulation (Niemann and loannou, 2015), while allowing
‘drift’ in other areas, like the enforcement of migration rules and greater
autonomy for member states (Vollaard, 2014). In the context of Brexit, and
the British government’s desire to retain some benefits of EU membership,
such as access to a customs union, there are dual pressures towards centralisa-
tion and decentralisation, based on a functionalist logic of economic growth
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and promoting business interests, competing against nationalist claims for self-
determination (Schimmelfennig, 2018).

2.3 Polycentric Governance

Polycentric governance captures how various overlapping centres of
‘semi-autonomous’ authority can coordinate, but also engage in competition
and conflict, around governance decisions, including policy development, the
provision and production of goods and services or monitoring and enforcing
public policy (Ostrom, Tiebout and Warren, 1961; Carlisle and Gruby, 2017).
Polycentric governance is often contrasted with monocentric governance, where
single centres of authority dominate decision-making. However, it differs from
the idea of government fragmentation, where multiple centres operate indepen-
dently. In a polycentric governance arrangement, centres have the capacity to
‘constitute an interdependent system of relations’ (Ostrom et al., 1961: 831).
The story of polycentric governance generally recognises the following:

1. Political systems that afford decision-making authority across diverse
levels and functions of government and operate under a shared system of
laws (e.g. federalist systems) establish natural laboratories for polycentric
governance. Polycentric governance can also arise in settings where people
intentionally decide on a constitutional order that allows semi-autonomous
decision-making centres to interact.

2. Polycentric governance is not restricted to governmental actors. Non-
governmental and quasi-governmental organisations often participate in
the production and delivery of public goods and services.

3. Public policy issues, or different public goods and services, do not always
map onto the scale of existing political jurisdictions.

4. If a polycentric system ‘can resolve conflict and maintain competition
within appropriate bounds it can be a viable arrangement’ (Ostrom et al.,
1961: 838). However, we should not assume that polycentric governance
performs better than alternative governance arrangements. Theoretically, it
may provide several advantages, such as opportunities to match policies
to the scale of problems or to enhance opportunities for citizen voice
and experimentation, but there are potential problems with externalities
(spillover effects), lack of coordination, conflict and accountability (Ostrom
and Ostrom, 1965; Oakerson, 1999).

This story of polycentric governance began through observations and studies
of metropolitan governance in the United States. Some of the early research
questioned prevailing assumptions in the field of public administration that
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municipal fragmentation was relatively problematic, causing duplication,
inefficiency and unnecessary competition. Researchers sought to understand
how diverse sets of actors (e.g. municipalities, special purpose governments,
regional governments, community associations and non-profits) could
effectively provide and deliver public services, such as policing, to relevant
communities (Ostrom et al., 1961; Ostrom, 1972; Oakerson, 1999; Oakerson
and Parks, 2011).

Much of this early literature is tied to the work of Elinor and Vincent Ostrom
and the ‘Bloomington School’ of institutional analysis (Ostrom, 1999; Aligica
and Boettke, 2009; Aligica and Tarko, 2012; McGinnis, 2011). It underscored
the capacity of people to engage in self-governance and collective action,
suggesting that different public goods and services could be produced and
provided at scales appropriate to the demands and needs of the citizenry.
Further, interorganisational agreements could provide ‘efficiency-inducing
and error-correcting behaviour’ (Ostrom and Ostrom, 1965: 135). Later, the
concept of polycentric governance became integrated into the Bloomington
School’s research on the governance of common pool resources: governance
systems that allow for the autonomy of local decision makers, but that are
nested in larger governing arrangements, are often associated with robust and
enduring governance (Ostrom, 2005; Andersson and Ostrom, 2008; Carlisle
and Gruby, 2017).

Polycentric governance studies have expanded beyond the
Bloomington School and work on commons governance, which tends to
focus on small communities and individual resource users (Gruby and
Basurto, 2014; Andersson and Ostrom, 2008). Some describe polycentric
governance as a tool to address institutional collective action dilemmas in
urban areas, among regions, municipal governments and other organisa-
tional units that provide public services (Ostrom et al., 1988; Feiock,
2009, 2013; Feiock and Scholz, 2010; Andres, 2010; Swann and Kim,
2018). American public policy scholars also have examined polycentric
governance systems while applying Norton Long’s ‘ecology of games’
framework to natural resources management (Lubell, 2013; Berardo and
Lubell, 2016; Mewhirter et al., 2018). They track the interactions of
individuals and organisations across a multitude of venues to describe
how actors engage in collective action, form networks and share common
authority within a broad region (such as the California Bay Delta).
European scholars have employed the concept in research on water
governance, examining how polycentric systems can enhance governance
processes such as learning and information sharing (Pahl-Wostl et al.,
2012; Pahl-Wostl and Knieper, 2014).
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18 Making Policy in a Complex World

These different approaches to polycentric governance often use frameworks
to identify shared concepts and to tie the literature together, and can be
integrated into broader policymaking theories. For instance, the Bloomington
School’s institutional analysis and development (IAD) framework, used fre-
quently to guide studies of polycentric governance, is widely recognised as one
of the major public policy theories (Sabatier and Weible, 2014). It allows for
scholars interested in polycentric action situations, or ‘linked action situations’
(McGinnis, 2011), to develop a coherent research agenda around a diverse
array of policy issues that may be tackled in a polycentric governance setting,
albeit subject to some inevitable uncertainty about the shared meaning of key
terms (Aligica and Tarko, 2012).

Overall, we can identify several key themes and developments from
polycentric governance studies. First, collective action dilemmas are inher-
ent in polycentric systems, and coordination mechanisms are needed to
address externalities and conflicts (Feiock and Scholz, 2010; Berardo and
Lubell, 2016; Carlisle and Gruby, 2017). Second, polycentric governance is
not a panacea; it is important to provide clear evaluative criteria — such as
efficiency or robustness — to assess performance within these systems.
Third, it is important to be clear about the scale of analysis when trying
to examine how polycentric a system is. Some systems may afford oppor-
tunities for polycentric governance around a particular policy issue at
a given scale (e.g. water management in a city) but fewer opportunities
around another (e.g. governance of oil and gas within a state) (Heikkila and
Weible, 2018). Fourth, recent methodological and conceptual innovations
are advancing our understanding of polycentric governance. For instance,
there is growing interest in the incentives and motivations of actors to
interact in productive ways, taking into account issues such as transaction
costs (Andres, 2010; Mewhirter et al., 2018). There is also growing atten-
tion to the role of power and politics and how accountability can be skewed
(Tormos and Garcia Lopez, 2018) or how increased complexity in
a polycentric system can conceal vulnerabilities in the system (Morrison,
2017).

However, there are also many unresolved issues regarding the conditions
that support well-functioning polycentric systems, how polycentric systems
evolve or what drives problems or conflicts. Specific questions include: how
much autonomy is needed to foster effective performance in polycentric
governance; how can asymmetries in power be addressed; and what mechan-
isms can enhance accountability in polycentric systems (Carlisle and Gruby,
2017)? Clearly, the complexity and diversity of polycentric systems make them
challenging to understand and to assess, inviting many different attempts to
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generate understanding. Thus, our stories of polycentric governance are also
polycentric.

2.4 Complexity Theory

Complexity theory has a more complicated origins story than the other two.
There are many sources of intellectual development, including disciplines
(physics, chemistry, biology, computer science and social science), schools of
thought (including Santa Fe and Brussels) and individuals (including Prigogine
and Byrne) (Mitchell, 2009; Cairney, 2012b). However, there tends to be
a fairly similar story built on identifying key elements of a complex system:

1. A complex system is greater than the sum of its parts; those parts are
interdependent; elements interact with each other, share information and
combine to produce systemic behaviour.

2. Some attempts to influence complex systems are dampened (negative feed-
back), and others are amplified (positive feedback). Small actions can have
large effects and large actions can have small effects.

3. Systems are sensitive to initial conditions that produce long-term momen-
tum or ‘path dependence’.

4. They exhibit ‘emergence’, or behaviour that results from the interaction
between elements at a local level.

5. They contain ‘strange attractors’ or demonstrate extended regularities
of behaviour which may be interrupted by short bursts of change (Geyer and
Cairney, 2015; Cairney, 2012a, 2012b; Geyer and Rihani, 2010: 12; Mitleton-
Kelly, 2003: 26, 35-36; Sanderson, 2006: 117; Room, 2011: 6-7; Klijn, 2008:
314; Little, 2008: 29-30; Lewis and Steinmo, 2008: 15-20, 2010: 237).

When applied to policymaking, complexity theory suggests that we focus less on
the role of individuals and more on the ways in which they interact to produce
systemwide behaviour. At this systemic level, we can identify the limited extent to
which central governments can control the policy process and its outcomes
(Cairney, 2012b). Major and sudden change is possible, but so too are long
periods of unchanging behaviour. The same governmental intervention can
have a minimal or maximal effect, depending on how it is dampened or magnified.
Indeed, complex systems often seem to have ‘self-organising capacities’, which
suggests that ‘law-like behaviour is difficult to identify ... A policy that was
successful in one context may not have the same effect in another’ (2012b: 349).
Systems exhibit path dependence and therefore provide context for government
action, and this context is often described as a ‘fitness landscape’ that only some
actors can understand and respond to effectively (Room, 2011, 2016).
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Interdisciplinary studies of complex systems focus particularly on ‘emer-
gence’. When applied to policymaking, a key assumption is that policy out-
comes ‘emerge’ from the interactions between many actors, based on the rules
communicated locally, and over which the ‘centre’ may not have control.

There appears to be some uncertainty about how to relate complexity theory
to the existing policymaking literature because many studies assert that com-
plexity theory marks a new approach, a shift from reductionism or positivism to
systems thinking (Cairney, 2012b). Yet this would be a mistake because most of
its assumptions map onto the existing literature in interesting ways (Cairney
and Geyer, 2015). Indeed, complexity theory’s key value may come in its
ability to bring together many studies in an overall narrative of policymaking
systems.

For example, complexity theory’s focus on positive and negative feedback can
be linked to Jones and Baumgartner’s (2005; Baumgartner and Jones, 1993,
2009; Baumgartner et al., 2014) study of disproportionate information proces-
sing, in which policymakers have to ignore most information. They can receive
the same amount of information over time, ignoring it for long periods (negative
feedback) before paying disproportionate attention (positive feedback). This
dynamic highlights key limits to the controlling capacity of the state given the
tendency of policymakers to have to pay attention to a small proportion of their
responsibilities (compare with Bovaird, 2008: 320; Geyer and Rihani, 2010: 39).
‘Sensitivity to initial conditions’ describes historical institutionalism’s focus on
path dependence or the tendency for events and decisions made in the past to
contribute to the formation of institutions that influence current practices; policy-
makers can change the institutions to which they pay most attention, but they
have to ignore most institutions (Pierson, 2000; Room, 2011, 7-18). The idea of
‘emergence’, regarding the extent to which local behaviour takes place despite
central government policies or rules, resonates with key parts of the literature on
policy implementation and governance, in which local actors are unable or
unwilling to deliver all central government aims, and central governments can
only oversee the implementation of some (Lipsky, 1980; Hjern and Porter, 1981;
Rhodes, 1997; Bevir and Rhodes, 2003: 6; Kooiman, 2003). Emergence reflects
the limited coordinative capacity of the centre.

Overall, the story is of a system with many actors, interacting with each other
in different parts of a system that are not easily subject to central control.
This often leads to the reproduction of rules, which creates long periods of
policymaking regularity. Or, when communicating these rules, emergent and
often unpredictable behaviours can arise with profound consequences.
A central government would struggle to understand, much less control, such
a system.
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2.5 Assessing Approaches, Synthesising Insights
and Combining Stories

In their comparisons of many different theories, Heikkila and Cairney (2018:
302) assess how ‘active’ are individual research programmes, using criteria
such as numbers of peer-reviewed publications, and hypothesis testing
in multiple contexts, based on ‘shared research protocols, methods, or
approaches’. They identify a range from very active, coherent and coordi-
nated approaches (including punctuated equilibrium theory, advocacy
coalition framework, diffusion models and the IAD) to thriving but less
coordinated (including multiple streams) and nascent approaches develop-
ing strong reputations (including the narrative policy framework). In that
context, one aim is to differentiate, to identify the most promising and viable
approaches and their individual contributions to policy process research.
Heikkila and Cairney (2018: 302—304, 315) also use the six main concepts
associated with a complex policymaking environment to ask ‘whether the
theory explains a large part of the policy process’.

However, our focus is more on the extent to which we can synthesise
insights from as many literatures as possible. Our aim is to identify and
accumulate knowledge from the collective contribution of policy process
research, to produce a story of polycentricity that is more accurate but
equally concise as more popular and simplified stories related to concepts
such as the policy cycle and the Westminster model. First, we compare the
three approaches. Second, we assess how the wider literature reinforces or
challenges their stories.

In that context, we can be relatively forgiving of the individual limitations
of each approach. For example, MLG often appears to be an umbrella term
rather than a discrete literature with a common research programme (Cairney,
2012a: 173). However, its empirical activity is impressive and scholars have
demonstrated the potential to supplement MLG’s broad focus with specific
theories such as multiple streams and punctuated equilibrium (Cairney and
Jones, 2016; Ackrill and Kay, 2011; Ackrill et al., 2013; Bache, 2013;
Baumgartner et al., 2014). In contrast, complexity theory’s concepts are
often advertised as paradigm shifting without producing a vibrant empirical
agenda (Pollitt, 2009; Cairney and Geyer, 2017; Geyer and Cairney, 2015;
Teisman, van Buuren and Gerrits, 2009; Teisman and Klijn, 2008). Instead,
many scholars simply concentrate on rejecting the value of explanations
driven by a focus on linear and centralised policymaking. Studies of poly-
centricity seem to have fewer limitations, with thriving programmes such as
the Bloomington School producing special issues, seminal articles and
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empirical studies (see McGinnis, 1999a, 1999b; Aligica and Tarko, 2012;
Heikkila and Andersson, 2018). Yet, like MLG, it is often a background
concept that helps to facilitate investigation into more specific policy process
questions such as how networks form (Berardo and Lubell, 2016), how
institutional linkages are designed across scales of policymaking (Heikkila
et al., 2011) or how to manage common pool resource issues.

Instead of looking for individual contributions, it may be possible to draw
shared insights of many approaches to produce an overall story which
explains a sizeable proportion of the policy process. We say sfory deliber-
ately, to note the problems of combining insights to create a single theory
(Cairney, 2013; Cairney and Heikkila, 2014: 381-384). Instead, we can use
policy theories to create a common narrative in which to situate their indivi-
dual and collective contributions. For example, the common narrative
Heikkila and Cairney (2018: 319-320) identify among the approaches
contained in Theories of the Policy Process is:

Actors form coalitions to cooperate with each other and compete with their
opponents (ACF); they exploit cultural stereotypes and cognitive biases to
tell stories with heroes and a policy moral (NPF); the policy system dampens
the effect of most stories and amplifies some (PET); the small number of
amplified issues prompt policy change during a window of opportunity
(MSF); and subsequent policies create feedback, or the rules that constrain
and facilitate future coalition activity (PFT).

When integrating insights on the three approaches to multi-centric governance,
we note that all three tend to provide the same partial focus — primarily on
actors and institutions, with some focus on networks and ideas. We can expand
these concepts to other categories, such as to recognise the importance of rules
across all aspects of policymaking environments, or to supplement their
accounts with the wider literature, with full reference to the constituent parts
of a policymaking environment. Overall, the common features across the multi-
centric governance story are:

1. Actors. Many actors are making choices in multiple venues spread across
many levels and types of government. Therefore, central governments may
represent key nodes in complex policymaking systems, but not to the extent to
which they can control that system. Indeed, central governments may choose
multi-centric governance or accept it as a necessity.

2. Institutions. Political systems comprise many institutions. Actors make,
follow, interpret, challenge or reproduce a variety of rules. For example,
rule following at local levels can produce emergent outcomes immune from
the rules used to increase central control. At the same time, there are rules on
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coordination, such as to promote effective intergovernmental agreements
among overlapping authorities, to structure public service provision or to
help to resolve social dilemmas.

3. Networks. There is a powerful logic to the delegation of policymaking
responsibility to subsystems — or networks of diverse actors — at relatively
low levels of government, or across levels of government. This helps to
produce a form of governance where it is difficult to separate the effect of
the formal powers of discrete government levels and the informal influence
of actors, such as interest groups and other types of governmental bodies.
Thus, the networks in multi-centric systems produce informal rules, or rules
in use, which may be more important than the top-line political system rules
that place power in the hands of the centre.

4. Ideas. Actors often share a dominant way to understand policy issues
when they form networks and develop rules to solve shared problems
that cross multiple centres. Alternatively, actors dissatisfied with those
dominant ideas in one ‘centre’ may seek a more sympathetic audience
in another.

5. Context and events. Context can be defined conceptually in terms of the
inheritance of rules, practices and commitments (compare with Hogwood
and Peters, 1983; Rose, 1990; Haynes, 2015) or specific elements, such as
domestic pressures or EU agendas. Routine events such as elections are not
a key focus, but non-routine events such as crises or unexpected emergent
outcomes are central.

In other words, the multi-centric governance story emphasises that political
systems have too many actors, rules, networks and ideas to expect one core
group of actors to control that system. Instead, we will find many centres, or
many other arrangements in which key actors produce and reinforce rules to
provide some degree of cooperation and stability around shared ideas, issues or
problems.

We can supplement this broad story with reference to comparable discussions
elsewhere. These approaches do not provide exactly the same account, but most
draw on the same reference points — bounded rationality and complex policy-
making environments — to tell key parts of a story of limited central control.

2.6 Stories of Central Government Control
and Accountability in the Broader Literature: From
Complete to Non-Existent?

Our reliance on this literature needs to be reasonably systematic to avoid the
risk of appearing to cherry-pick references to reinforce our story of
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polycentricity. When we include the whole bowl, or wider literature, we find
more signs of debate. We identify two competing arguments in the policy
studies literature, which (1) critique the misuse of central government control,
without first demonstrating that it exists, or (2) describe and explain the lack, or
diminishing role, of central control:

1. Elected policymakers in central government are in control, and know how
to use these images of polycentric governance to their advantage. For
example, discussions of ‘blame games’ and ‘depoliticisation’ suggest that
policymakers knowingly act to achieve ‘statecraft’ and decide how to
organise the ‘machinery of government’ to maximise their advantages.

2. Elected policymakers in central government are not in control, and
rarely know the impact of their decisions. For example, complexity
theory suggests that the sheer scale of unknowns within policy subsys-
tems makes knowledge and intentional action very difficult, while
interpretive policy analysis tells us that policymakers face dilemmas
with no single interpretation, and often navigate these dilemmas draw-
ing on traditions out of their control. Or, there is no ‘machinery of
government’ to control. At best, central governments with little ability
to control policy outcomes can only tell stories about their pivotal role
(Hajer, 2011; Hay, 2009; Rhodes, 2013).

Unless we reject one or both accounts, or the binary distinction between them,
we choose to believe that elected policymakers should bear complete or no
responsibility for policy outcomes. We should hold them to account maximally
or minimally for the decisions made in their name. Such views are unhelpful.
They do not allow us to produce a realistic and practical understanding of the
role and limitations of key institutions such as elections, government and
delegated governance. We therefore set out these positions in more depth,
examine the nuance or variance within each approach and seek a way to situate
the study of multi-centric policymaking in this wider context.

Stories of Central Power Exploited by the Centre

Some accounts identify the continued power of the centre and criticise the
misguided conclusions of accounts describing its demise (Cairney, 2009: 358).
For example, in the United Kingdom, there was much debate on the extent to
which the UK government was not ‘hollowing out’ but really ‘rejuvenated’
because governance reforms jettisoned the responsibilities — including for the
nationalised industries such as steel, electricity, water and telecoms — over
which the government spent much time with little reward (Hogwood, 1997;

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Stirling, on 11 Feb 2019 at 17:01:10, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108679053


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108679053
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Elements in Public Policy 25

Holliday, 2000; Marinetto, 2003). Further, the centre was able to focus on
strategic decisions and to create regulations and performance management
mechanisms to ensure that its aims were carried out. Phrases such as
‘asymmetric power model’ and ‘strong government, although increasingly
challenged’ suggested that one source of authority was more important than
all others (Marsh et al., 2003; Marsh, 2008: 255).

The literature explores variations on this theme, to try to understand, to
explain and to hold to account the power wielded by policymakers and those to
whom they delegate power.

Blame games. Studies of blame games emphasise how policymaking
involves deflecting and avoiding blame for policy failures (Hood, 2002;
Boin et al., 2010; McConnell et al., 2008; Resodihardjo et al., 2016).
Building on Weaver (1986), Hood (2010) examines three tactics used by elites:
presentational, agency and policy strategies. Presentation involves framing
issues in particular ways by keeping a low profile, offering persuasive excuses
and justifications, changing the subject or drawing a line under things. Agency
tactics involve designing policymaking institutions so as to ‘hive off” respon-
sibility to quasi-autonomous organisational units, which can then be blamed in
cases of failure. Policy strategies involve the creation of protocols or proce-
dures to minimise the potential for individual blame. ‘Policy strategists ...
work on . . . choosing policies or procedures that expose themselves to the least
possible risk of blame’ (Hood, 2010: 20). Each strategy assumes that policy-
makers formulate policy to deflect attention and to institutionalise themselves
as authoritative governors (Hood, 2010: 181). Most examples and empirical
applications are tied to political elites (Hood et al., 2016; Baekkeskov and
Rubin, 2017; Bezes and Le Lidec, 2015). The blame avoidance literature hence
provides a nuanced, yet clear methodological focus on blame as a tool to
disperse political responsibility.

Public accountability. This second, closely related literature examines the
use of different mechanisms of accountability, and the conditions under which
‘powerful actors’, be they elected politicians or policymakers in decentralised
agencies or local governments, are ‘held to account’ for policy decisions
(Bovens, 2010; Schillemans, 2011; Forrer et al., 2010). The implication is
that such forms of accountability are necessary because policymakers are in
control of the policies they make and implement. Bovens offers the best
exemplification of why accountability is so important:

Accountability as a virtue is important, because it provides legitimacy to
public officials and public organisations. Governments in [W]estern socie-
ties face an increasingly critical public. The exercise of public authority is
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not taken for granted ... Public accountability, in the sense of transparent,
responsive, and responsible governance, is meant to assure public confidence
in government. (Bovens, 2010: 954)

This perspective does not rule out that non-state organisations might exercise
power, and also be subject to accountability requirements. Rather, the primacy
of the state operates in an unspoken way, as an organising rationale or under-
lying ontological assumption that encourages certain conceptual tools and
empirical foci (in this case public accountability).

Statecraft. In this literature, the central role of the state is a key theoretical
tenet. Statecraft accounts identify how politicians gain and sustain their
position as governors through policies that secure electoral majorities
(Hayton, 2015). They focus on the ‘high politics’ of electoral success and
policy implementation (Bulpitt, 1986; Buller and James, 2012) to assert the
primary importance of political elites. For example, Hayton (2015) argues that
‘[a] focus on the analysis of the political elite is justified, to better understand
strategic and ideological thinking by those in power, and by shedding light on
their actions and decisions better hold them to account.’

Metagovernance. Studies of metagovernance examine how policymakers
control diverse governance networks from a distance (Jessop, 2006; Serensen
and Torfing, 2009; Dommett and Flinders, 2015; Fransen, 2015; Bailey and
Wood, 2017). They draw from critical realist accounts that assume that the state
is a crucial actor in policymaking, possessing deeply structured power within
networks of delivery. Serensen and Torfing (2009) outline key tools of metago-
vernance to show how policymakers within the state guide or ‘nudge’ actors who
might otherwise appear ‘autonomous’. They elaborate a typology including:

1. Network design that aims to influence the scope, character, composition and
institutional procedures of the networks;

2. Network framing that seeks to determine the political goals, fiscal condi-
tions, legal basis and discursive storyline of the networks;

3. Network management that attempts to reduce tensions, resolve conflicts,
empower particular actors and lower the transaction costs in networks by
providing different kinds of material and immaterial inputs and resources;

4. Network participation that endeavours to influence the policy agenda, the
range of feasible options, the premises for decision-making and the nego-
tiated policy outputs (Serensen and Torfing, 2009: 236-237).

While some scholars have argued that these tools can be used by non-state and
private governing actors, most posit metagovernance as a reflection of the
‘shadow of hierarchy’ cast by the central state over diffuse policy networks.
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Drawing on Mann’s (1984) concept of ‘infrastructural power’ (closely related
to statecraft), they suggest the need to retain a focus on the state as a key site in
which elites shape the distribution of resources within otherwise complex and
diffuse policy networks.

Social construction and policy design (SCPD). SCPD suggests that pol-
icymakers have a major effect on policy design and cumulative impacts on
citizen participation, despite the complex nature of policymaking (Schneider
and Ingram, 1997; Schneider et al., 2014). To deal with bounded rationality,
political actors compete to tell stories to assign praise or blame to groups of
people (compare with Crow and Jones, 2018). For example, politicians
describe value judgements about who should be rewarded or punished by
government. They base them on stereotypes of ‘target populations’, by
(a) exploiting the ways in which many people think about groups, and/ or
(b) making emotional and superficial judgements, backed up with selective
use of facts. These judgements have a ‘feed-forward’ effect: they are repro-
duced in policies, practices and institutions. Such policy designs can endure
for years or decades. The distribution of rewards and sanctions is cumulative
and difficult to overcome. Policy design therefore has an impact on citizens,
who participate in politics according to how they are characterised by
government. Many know they will be treated badly and their engagement
will be dispiriting, while some know that their engagement will be worth-
while to protect existing benefits. Indeed, Schneider and Ingram’s (2005)
edited volume and the wider body of SCPD, work provide a wealth of
examples of the profound effect of choices made by central governments
(Pierce et al., 2014). They can contribute to ‘degenerative’ politics without
having complete control over all outcomes.

2.7 Stories of the Limits to Central Control

The second strand of literature involves many attempts to capture the sharing of
power within policymaking systems. For example, in contemporary US policy
theory, there are two key reference points to denote a shift from centralised
post-war politics: an end to the ‘clubby days of Washington politics’, in which
issues that were once ‘quietly managed by a small group of insiders’ have now
become ‘controversial and politicized” (Heclo, 1978: 94-97), and an era
‘Beyond Machiavelli’ (Radin, 2000: 15, 34) in which we no longer tie policy
outputs directly to ‘a small number of policymakers at the centre who relied on
an elite group of policy analysts’ (Cairney, 2012a: 42). Examples include:
Multiple streams analysis (MSA). MSA developed as a model to describe
bounded rationality in the absence of a linear policy cycle (Kingdon, 1984;
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Zahariadis, 2014; Cairney, 2018; Cairney and Jones, 2016; Jones et al., 2016).
There are three equivalents to ‘stages’ — described as the problem, policy and
politics ‘streams’ — but they come together in non-linear ways to produce
fleeting ‘windows of opportunity’ for policy change. In the problem stream,
there is too much going on in the world, and too much information about
problems, so policymakers have to ignore most problems and most ways to
understand them. Problems generate attention based on how they are framed.
Actors use evidence to reduce uncertainty and persuasion to reduce ambi-
guity. In other words, they focus our minds on one way to understand
a problem. In the policy stream, when policymaker attention lurches to
a problem, it is too late to produce a new solution that is technically feasible
(will it work as intended?) and politically feasible (is it acceptable to enough
people in the ‘community’?). While attention lurches quickly, feasible solu-
tions take time to develop. In the politics stream, the willingness and ability of
policymakers to select a solution is fleeting, based on their beliefs, perception
of the ‘national mood’ and feedback they receive from interest groups and
political parties.

All key factors — heightened attention to a problem (problem stream), an
available and feasible solution (policy stream) and the motive to select it
(politics stream) — must come together at the same time, or the opportunity is
lost. Indeed, a ‘window of opportunity’ is like a space launch in which policy-
makers will abort the mission unless every factor is just right (Cairney, 2018).
Multiple streams analysis therefore contrasts with a focus on well-ordered
stages and a sense of linear policymaking from the top down. Rather, actors
such as ‘policy entrepreneurs’ know that, to make things happen, they need to
adapt to complex policymaking environments and to exploit infrequent or
unpredictable opportunities, much in the same way that a surfer waits for
a big wave (Kingdon, 1984).

Punctuated equilibrium theory (PET). Initial studies of PET examined the
consequences of bounded rationality: while policymakers at a notional ‘centre’
of government can pay attention to and influence most issues, they can only
focus on a small number and must ignore the rest. Governments as a whole can
deal with this limitation, but by engaging in serial and parallel processing: there
is ‘macropolitical” attention to a small number of key issues, while most issues
are processed in subsystems, out of the public spotlight and beyond the atten-
tion of elected policymakers (Baumgartner and Jones, 1993, 2009; Jones and
Baumgartner, 2005; Baumgartner et al., 2014). Consequently, a small number
of policies could change significantly if they received sustained attention, while
most see ‘hyperincremental’ change largely because few people pay attention
to them.
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Modern PET studies have focussed increasingly on the impact of such
‘disproportionate information processing’, which links well to modern studies
of psychology and cognitive science. For example, individuals communicate
their narrow expertise within a system of which they have almost no knowledge
(Sloman and Fernbach, 2018), so ‘most members of the system are not paying
attention to most issues most of the time” and they fail to respond to issues and
information proportionately (Baumgartner, 2017: 72; Workman et al., 2017;
Epp, 2017). Policymakers also rely on institutions, as sets of rules or standard
operating procedures to process information routinely on their behalf. Yet
such institutions contribute to disproportionate information processing, or
a tendency to ignore much information routinely until there is sufficient
pressure to pay high attention (Baumgartner and Jones, 2009; Koski and
Workman, 2018). Overall, there is no central control because the centre has
no ability to pay sufficient attention to all policy issues or even to control the
institutions processing information on its behalf.

The advocacy coalition framework (ACF). The ACF describes a messy
world in which there are many actors — policymakers and influencers — operat-
ing across many levels and types of government, with a tendency to specialise
and to form subsystems to deal with the sheer size of government, which cannot
be controlled by a core group of actors. In each subsystem we find the forma-
tion or maintenance of coalitions based on commonly held beliefs, and the
competition between coalitions within subsystems, and central government
policymakers either perform a brokerage or ‘sovereign’ role in subsystems or
are members of coalitions (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, 1993; Weible et al.,
2009; Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014; Weible and Ingold, 2018).

To help explain policy change, the ACF first describes a wider context
including factors that are ‘relatively stable’ over the period of study, such as
social values, the broad constitutional structure, the distribution of natural
resources, and the ‘long-term coalition opportunity structures’. These oppor-
tunity structures influence the ability of actors to form coalitions in key arenas
(such as the electoral systems and rules of parliaments) and the ‘external
(system) events’ with the potential to provide ‘shocks’ to subsystems, includ-
ing socioeconomic change, a change in government or the impact from
decisions made in other subsystems (Weible et al., 2009: 123).

Second, the ACF describes minor and routine policy change resulting from
learning, through the lens of existing beliefs. Major policy change stems from
sources such as: internal shock, akin to a crisis of confidence in which actors
reconsider their beliefs or motives to remain in a coalition; external shock,
when one coalition uses an event (such as an environmental crisis or change of
party in government) or new circumstances (such as the production of new
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evidence on the problem) to challenge another coalition’s dominance within the
subsystem. In each case, the focus is on coalitions competing to improve their
positions within subsystems using resources, such as the ability to gather and
to interpret information, to mobilise public support, to secure funding for
campaigns and to show skilful leadership (Sabatier, 1993: 29; Weible, 2007:
99-100; Sabatier and Weible, 2007: 201-203; Cairney, 2015c). Crucially,
while central governments may be a part of such coalition activity, they appear
to be one of many actors ‘at various levels of government, as well as journalists,
researchers and policy analysts who play important roles in the generation,
dissemination, and evaluation of policy ideas’ (Jenkins-Smith and Sabatier,
1993: 179).

In other words, few accounts privilege the role of the centre in explanations
of policy change. Although each of these theories developed initially to
describe the United States, they have become influential in many other
countries (John, 2012), applied directly as part of coordinated comparisons
(including the Comparative Agendas Project, Poteete et al., 2010, and Weible
et al., 2016). Or they resonate with other concepts used in countries like the
United Kingdom, such as in our discussion of MLG and policy communities.

2.8 Is There a Real Debate between Centric
and Multi-Centric Accounts?

These exemplars are not necessarily mutually incompatible. In each case, we
could be framing the same empirical reality of complex policymaking relation-
ships before exploring the different ways in which policymakers try to exert
authority. Further, it is difficult to describe them as ‘competing’ approaches
when they do not engage directly with each other (Dowding, 2015).

However, in cases in which authors compare their accounts they do so in
a way that is rather unflattering to the other side (for examples, see Griggs et al.,
2014: 4; Fischer and Forrester, 1993: 2; Bevir and Rhodes, 2003; Bevir, 2011;
Marsh et al., 2001). Clearly, some differences run deep and some accounts are
fatally flawed to their competitors: if they deny the essential root of political
power, which is the central state, and the real structural inequalities it sustains;
or, if they fail to understand the complexity of policymaking and the experi-
ences of administrators and policymakers which suggest that central control is
a useful myth.

Further, their disagreements are often ontological: one identifies a reality in
which regular and stable patterns of behaviour help to demonstrate unequal
power relations; another describes reality primarily through the lens of actors.
Such disagreements rest on meta-theoretical ‘paradigm debates’ that cannot be
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adjudicated empirically (Hay, 2009). Neither can we easily connect important
empirical studies — such as Bell and Hindmoor (2009) and Matthews (2013) on
the ways in which policymakers have co-opted non-state actors to help deliver
state-driven targets — to these debates.

Instead, paradigm disputes are only resolved indirectly via the attention and
support we give to certain accounts and their proponents. Any resolution of the
debate is based as much on strategy and power as theoretical and empirical
value. Our alternative, in Section 3, to try to find some common ground, is to
explore the ways in which we can use a range of agreed methods to promote
more pragmatic, less fundamentalist debates among exponents of key
approaches.

2.9 Conclusion

The concepts we describe have encouraged dialogue among scholars about
the realities of policymaking complexity. They tackle the big systemic
questions often ignored in theories focussing on subsystems. This approach
helps us to link theoretical and empirical studies of policymaking to
normative discussions of the relationship between central government con-
trol and democratic accountability. To identify accountability, normative
studies make empirical claims or hold assumptions about the extent to
which policymakers are in control of policy processes and outcomes. If
people know who is responsible, they know who to praise or blame. In that
context, we find two competing stories in the literature: elected policy-
makers in central government are in control, and know how to use govern-
ance mechanisms to their advantage, or they are not in control, and do not
know the impact of their decisions.

By comparing such accounts, we find that high levels of control refer, for
example, to the ability to influence governance networks, to set the policy
agenda and to tell a convincing sfory of governing competence, rather than
the ability to direct the public sector as a whole or to minimise the gap
between policy aims and actual outcomes. In other words, the centre may
be one of many actors but it remains the most important actor, able to
cultivate a strong image of governing competence and to process some
issues relatively easily.

Yet this role for the centre does not seem particularly strong. To portray an
image of competence and to choose issues to process is not the same as taking
control over a political system as a whole or ensuring that a central govern-
ment’s aims are delivered for the long term. Rather, when we look at the
behaviour and outcomes of the policymaking system as a whole, most theories
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and concepts suggest that policymaking power is spread across levels and types
of government, and the process plays out in messy policymaking environments
in which it is difficult to identify the beginning and the end of a policy cycle or
a clear link between central government aims and actual outcomes. There are
too many actors to influence, too many diverse rules across organisations, too
many networks operating beyond the centre, too many diverse beliefs shared by
actors in different parts of the system and too many events and conditions to
which to respond.

3 How to Analyse and Assess Multi-Centric Governance

Scholars, practitioners and students of policymaking and governance often
make claims about the relative performance of multi-centric versus centralised
or monocentric governance. Yet many of these claims are based on limited
empirical evidence. In part, this is because studying multi-centric forms of
governance is hard. Capturing all potentially relevant variables in a multi-
centric system may be untenable, or we may not even know what the relevant
variables are if we start with incorrect assumptions about the structure of
a governance system. We do not have straightforward or neat experimental
designs that allow us to draw clear inferences about how the structure of
a governance system is causally linked to particular policy outcomes. Rather,
we have frameworks to identify the widest context and a long list of methods
and tools to help us to produce individual pieces of the puzzle.

In that context, how can we best draw lessons on how to analyse and assess
multi-centric governance? We first discuss the value of using a guiding frame-
work. We then describe several analytical tools — including in-depth field studies,
document coding, network analysis and agent-based modelling — for revealing
patterns among the actors, their authorities, their interactions and their policy
outcomes in multi-centric systems. To complement these types of analytical
tools, we also describe how counterfactual analysis can be useful for assessing
how multi-centric policymaking would compare to the theoretical alternative of
centralised decision-making. This counterfactual analysis is critical for guarding
against inaccurate inferences about the performance of multi-centric systems,
which can arise when we lack analogous empirical cases of centralised
governance.

In each case, we seek to avoid the limitations of some traditional approaches
to analysing public policy that are deceptively simple and not particularly adept
at capturing the complex arrangements and interrelationships within a multi-
centric governance system. For example, policy analysis involves several steps,
such as problem identification, selection of analytical criteria (e.g. efficiency,
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equity or effectiveness), specifying policy alternatives, measuring or predicting
outcomes and consideration of trade-offs and constraints (Weimer and Vining,
2017). Many such approaches simplify the policy process using the policy
cycle heuristic to focus the analysis. Such simplifications risk attributing policy
outcomes or failures inappropriately to a subset of actors or processes that may
have only limited influence on the outcomes. Indeed, even more sophisticated
methods face limitations due to constraints associated with any single model in
representing complex systems. Controlling for all of the potential confounding
variables that interact with a governance system is always a challenge in policy
research. Policies are not implemented in a vacuum and we usually do not know
the counterfactual, or what would have happened without the policy.

3.1 Frameworks for the Analysis of Multi-Centric Governance

We need frameworks, tools and methods that can accommodate and interrogate
what we know about the components of multi-centric governance and the policy
outcomes they produce. We need to be able to:

 Identify the diversity of actors playing a role in a given policy outcome,
including governmental, non-governmental, industry and academic actors;

» Understand their sources of authority and roles, as established by formal
policies and the rules in use in a policy arena;

* Assess the types of connections, networks and interactions between different
actors, including their knowledge, preferences and activities;

» Understand the causes of policy outcomes;

» Take into account the institutions or rules that structure the venues where
actors engage with one another, and the broader contextual factors that can
influence outcomes, including constitutional rules and socioeconomic
conditions.

It can be difficult to know where to start. For the purposes of analysis and case
comparability, the boundaries of the system must be clear and the types of
variables or factors that may be important within those systems need to be
identified before data collection and analysis can begin. Several examples of
well-established frameworks can help to provide an initial map or starting
point.

For example, the IAD framework points analysts to focus on a particular
‘action situation” where decision-making on a given policy issue emerges, and
points analysts to study several key factors that might shape the action situation
(Ostrom, 2005). In studying polycentric governance, IAD scholars also aim to
identify linkages between multiple adjacent action situations, via key actors or
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overlapping rules (McGinnis, 2011). Each action situation might focus on
a different policy function, such as rule-making versus monitoring, dispute
resolution or financing. Within each action situation, the IAD points analysts to
identify

1) the diversity of actors who devise, implement or enforce policy and their
knowledge, motivations and interactions;

2) the actors’ rules in use;

3) the context of the community in which the action situation takes place; and

4) the outcomes of the interactions of the actors and the criteria that are
relevant for assessing these outcomes.

The TAD framework helps analysts to raise important questions when inter-
rogating multi-centric governance arrangements (Heikkila and Andersson,
2018). These questions include: Who has different types of authority in an
action situation, and in what ways do their authorities limit or enable their
interactions? How does the nature of the problem relate to the feasible set of
actions? Are there institutional, biophysical or community-level constraints on
the policies, or public services that actors are aiming to produce or maintain?
How can policy rules shape different types of interactions amongst actors, and
how can the resources, knowledge and interests of the actors shape their
response to rules? How might a new policy interact with the broader institu-
tional setting or types of actors who may be involved?

The ecology of games framework also directs analysts to look at how actors
engage in multiple, related decision-making venues. It emphasises methods for
exploring the interactive effects of actors who participate across multiple
decision-making venues or institutional settings (Lubell, 2013).

The institutional collective action (ICA) framework offers a typology of
institutional arrangements that actors can deploy to resolve the collective action
problems that often emerge in multi-centric systems (Feiock, 2013; Swann and
Kim, 2018). Similar to other frameworks that consider polycentric governance,
it points researchers to diagnose the characteristics of the actors who are facing
or trying to address collective action problems (e.g. their preferences or
ideology), the characteristics of the community in which the actors operate
(e.g. how homogeneous is it?), and the higher-level rules, political structure and
existing institutions that shape the collective action setting.

In other words, these frameworks help researchers by shining a light on the key
variables that are likely to be important in understanding multi-centric systems,
rather than relying on ad hoc approaches that may miss important relevant factors.
Analytic frameworks are not the only starting point. Some analysts might start
more inductively, or simply aim to test a particular theoretical expectation or
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model about governance performance. However, the value of established frame-
works is that they are often compatible with specific data gathering and analytic
methods required to study a multi-centric governance setting.

3.2 Tools and Methods for the Analysis of Multi-Centric
Governance

No single method can adequately capture all of the complexity of multi-centric
policy systems. Embracing a multi-method approach can help to overcome this
limitation. Researchers from the IAD tradition, for instance, have highlighted
the value of using in-depth field research with field and lab experiments, agent-
based models and larger-n case comparisons to test expectations about different
governance systems (Poteete et al., 2010). Each of these methods may focus on
certain features of multi-centric governance. Additionally, as with any research
method, trade-offs in validity/accuracy and reliability/consistency are asso-
ciated with each. In what follows, we describe several approaches that are
recognised in research on multi-centric systems as particularly fruitful for
unpacking the complexity of these systems.

In-Depth Field Studies

Field studies are critical for understanding the complexity of multi-centric
governance systems, their performance and how they evolve. Such studies
can be guided by research frameworks or conducted from an inductive/inter-
pretative approach. These studies typically compile data or evidence from actor
interviews, analyses of primary and secondary documents or direct participant
observation to build rich and detailed analyses of the institutional design of
governance systems, the actions and interactions of the actors involved and the
outcomes of their interactions (Andersson and Ostrom, 2008; Sovacool, 2011;
Gruby and Basurto, 2014; Bixler, 2014).

In-depth field methods are useful for teasing out dynamics or changes to
governance systems and how those dynamics correlate over time with policy
outcomes. For example, Morrison’s (2017) study of the Great Barrier Reef
governance system shows how the growth and complexity of the polycentric
governance arrangement coincided with the degradation of governing outcomes
over several decades. Critical in this analysis is a detailed timeline of institutional
changes in the policy system, alongside policy outcomes, while also building
robust evidence for the drivers of governance changes, validated with diverse
sources (including interviews, documentary review, participant observation and
secondary sources). Of course, in-depth field methods are time-consuming and
can limit a single researcher’s ability to compare a large number of cases.
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Document Coding (Including Automated and Semi-Automated
Approaches)

In most multi-centric systems, formal policy documents — including laws,
regulations, testimony and policy reports — usually establish the ‘rules of the
game’. They can help us to identify actors with authority, their required
interactions, the rules constraining policy behaviours and the perceptions of
policy outcomes (i.e. from statements of policy actors). News media and other
reports are sources of information on how actors in a governance system
position themselves, coordinate activities and engage in conflicts. While
document reviews are often used in case studies, more formalised and large-n
document coding is being used to study key elements of polycentric govern-
ance across a larger number of cases.

Document analyses must be carefully selected to capture the diverse range
of decision-making actors in a governance system. It is often necessary to
know, a priori, who the relevant actors are, the decision-making venues and
the ultimate boundaries of that system. Using a framework in concert with
document analysis is therefore helpful to establish the boundaries of
research. For example, Schlager and Heikkila (2009, 2011) relied on docu-
ment coding in a study of fourteen interstate river ‘compacts’ over multiple
decades. They started with an understanding of the relevant actors and
organisations involved in the governance system (compact commissions,
multiple state agencies, state lawmakers and water user associations) and
an identification of the relevant documents. They coded documents using
a standardised protocol informed by the IAD framework. The coding aimed
to measure characteristics of the diverse actors, authorities, rules of
interaction, types of interactions and institutional linkages across scales of
decision-making.

Since manual coding is labour-intensive, the number of documents, and thus
the number of governance systems and time periods of analysis, may be
constrained. Researchers are beginning to employ automated and semi-
automated approaches to document coding as an alternative. These methods
can sort through hundreds of pages of policy documents to decipher several
characteristics of polycentric governance systems. For instance, in regulatory
documents, it is possible to measure the degree to which formal authority is
afforded to different types of actors, and which actors are more central or more
peripheral, within different regulations that govern a particular policy system.
Through such research, Heikkila and Weible (2018) found that the nature of the
policy issue and the design of formal policies can produce more or less
‘polycentricity’ in a governance system.
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Network Analysis

Network analysis provides a way to measure how actors relate to other actors
within different venues or action situations, how venues of decision-making are
tied to each other through different actors or how actors relate to particular
policy issues, for example through their authority or policy activities.
By measuring the underlying structure of networks, network analysis can
thus gauge the degree of interconnectedness in a governance system, providing
insights on how governance systems function, such as how they solve coordi-
nation problems or how much control particular actors have over political
resources (Lubell, Robbins and Wang, 2014).

To assess network structures, researchers study connections or ties between
network ‘nodes’. Some networks may be more centralised, such as when
a small number of nodes dominate the ties from other nodes. Others are more
dispersed. Network analysis requires data collection methods that can validly
measure particular types of ties or connections among actors. Such data collec-
tion often comes from surveys or document analyses (including coding of news
media, meeting minutes or testimony). Studies of multi-centric settings using
the ecology of games approach (Berardo and Lubell, 2016; Mewhirter et al.,
2018) or focussing on institutional collective action in metropolitan areas (Lee,
Feiock and Lee 2012) provide useful examples of how to collect data, measure
and analyse networks within the context of polycentric governance systems.

Agent-Based Modelling

Agent-based modelling can offer a formal computational approach to assess
how actors might produce different outcomes when making different assump-
tions or following different rules. The models contain simplified versions of
actual rules (Poteete et al., 2010). Agent-based models aim to represent certain
‘real-world’ conditions, subject to inevitable limitations to how well they
represent actual human interactions if the assumptions built into the models
are not valid. The advantages include aiding our understanding of system-level
outcomes, based on how micro-level choices are made. When analysing
multi-centric systems, they can help to identify emergent or aggregated proper-
ties of systems (such as policy outcomes) with a large number of interdepen-
dent actors and to test those outcomes under various assumed conditions.
Modelling can be particularly useful for practitioners interested in generating
and comparing hypothetical scenarios, to assess the potential outcomes of
different policy decisions within a complex governance context. In any case,
it is essential that analysts are explicit about their assumptions. Applications of
agent-based models are less common in empirical analyses of multi-centric
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governance, but have been used to assess how rules and actor characteristics
might shape cooperation across different policy games (Poteete et al., 2010;
Smaldino and Lubell, 2011).

Meta-Studies

Learning across cases is valuable for identifying trends, common governance
pitfalls and mechanisms that can support the success of policies devised or
implemented in multi-centric systems. In-depth case study comparisons can be
helpful, but the sheer number of factors that can influence governance
outcomes often necessitates larger-n analyses to help control for the various
factors that may confound our ability to draw inferences about governance
outcomes. Drawing together a large number of existing cases studies of policy
systems and analysing (or reanalysing) those cases together — using inferential
statistics or other quantitative modelling techniques — is one approach to deal
with this challenge. Meta-studies of existing research on cases of multi-centric
governance can be guided by a shared framework and then used to assess
lessons about what factors or conditions supported effective or ineffective
policy outcomes.

The challenge of meta-studies is finding cases that have collected suffi-
ciently comparable data. Usually, existing studies are reanalysed to identify
a set of key variables or factors that can then be combined into a shared
dataset. When reanalysing cases for meta-studies, it is important to develop
a rigorous coding protocol and data entry system with a team of researchers
who are trained to scour existing evidence and to reliably identify similar
variables or factors. Key factors include: who are the key actors, what are
their authorities, what are the rules structuring interactions, what policies
were produced, who implemented the policies and what are the policy out-
comes. Teams also need to be able to assess the reliability of the documenta-
tion from existing studies and to conduct inter-coder or inter-rater reliability
tests among team members to verify that data collection is similar. While this
approach poses logistical challenges, an advantage of meta-studies is that
they may be more cost-effective than devising a new large-n study of multi-
centric governance. They also facilitate learning from novel insights across
cases that may not have been available in any of the individual cases. This
approach has not been widely used in analysing multi-centric governance, but
there are some useful examples, developed by scholars of natural resource
governance, on how to establish shared protocols and tools that can facilitate
meta-analytic approaches. (For example, see the Social-Ecological Systems
Meta-Analysis Database: https://sesmad.dartmouth.edu/.)
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3.3 From Tools and Methods to Counterfactuals

While these approaches are particularly useful for examining the inner work-
ings of single or multiple multi-centric governance systems, we also need to
consider how we compare multi-centric systems to the alternative of centra-
lised systems. In some governance contexts, it may be possible to include
relevant comparison cases in our analyses that are more centralised or that
vary in their degree of multi-centrism. Yet, in reality, finding equivalent cases
for comparison may be challenging. As a result, our findings may be biased
according to our sample, particularly if we are trying to draw causal inferences
about whether multi-centric governance approaches are functioning as
expected. In other words, how do we know that polycentric systems necessarily
perform better or worse than some structural alternative if we do not have
relevant comparison cases? One way to tackle this challenge is to engage in the
process of counterfactual reasoning.

Cutting through the Noise through Counterfactual Reasoning

One of the central problems of researching multi-centric governance is how to
‘cut through the noise’ to offer the clear research designs or sets of findings
demanded by audiences such as policymakers (Wiseman, 2015: 13). The
range of potential actors we might study and the variety of empirical cases
we might choose are so vast that it becomes difficult to identify which period to
analyse, which actors to study and where to conduct fieldwork. Scholars need
to account for the fact that case selection and fieldwork do not happen in
a vacuum. Various practical issues, from geography and funding to career
stage and integration of career breaks, contribute to a divergence between the
theory and practice of case study research. It is common practice to produce
‘convenience’ cases and then rationalise their selection (Koivu and Hinze,
2017). Acknowledging these limits does not mean that case selection and
research design can be a free-for-all. We need to be able to test hypotheses
and expectations in a systematic and efficient way, acknowledging complexity
while seeking clarity in our answers.

In that context, counterfactual reasoning is a particularly efficient manner of
research design. An approach based on counterfactuals assumes that policy
research does not seek generalisable evidence for a particular policy outcome.
Rather, it is about ‘stress-testing’ assumptions, expectations and theories by
showing that: (a) an expected causal relationship between X and Y occurs when
they are both present, but (b) does not occur when X is removed, while all
relevant conditions are otherwise in place for the relationship to occur. In other
words, under these conditions, we can pinpoint the effect of X.
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This mode of reasoning starts from a fundamentally different point to much
comparative research. Usually, scientific research is about accruing evidence to
explain a behavioural outcome accounting for as much variance as possible and
covering as broad a sample of factors as is feasible. From the perspective of
counterfactual research design, however, it is inefficient to throw all possible
variables into an explanation because we will never be able to account
for 100 per cent of variance. Instead, selecting specific empirical sites and
controlling for a range of variables in advance of conducting empirical analysis
ensures that the empirical data we seek to collect will contribute efficiently to
testing our theory. We reason that: if we can show that Y does not occur when
X is not present, we have evidenced that there is a strong argument for
a relationship between the two. This approach is explicit in experimental
studies, but also implicit in ethnographic research.

Experimental Methods

Some of the clearest explanations of counterfactual reasoning come from
experimental policy scholars (Jilke et al., 2016). Experimental methods can
involve live ‘field’ experiments involving policymakers sat in a room, or
surveys with an ‘experiment’ added on, for example in a fictionalised scenario
or ‘game’. Typically, they involve ‘simulating’ a policy problem or resource
issue to examine the effect of a specific intervention.

A common criticism of these studies is that they only provide for internal, not
external, validity, because they only focus on one rather than multiple variables
and are typically applied in artificial settings (Backgaard et al., 2015). It could
be argued that they are not particularly suited to a multi-centric policy environ-
ment. However, James et al. (2017) note that this traditional distinction is less
relevant in the context of experimental studies. Experiments are exercises in
causal inference, meaning that they probe the efficacy of a particular variable
without making claims at generalisation.

The justification for experimental research design — even when the policy
world is complex and multi-centric — lies in the counterfactual reasoning
embedded within experimental research design (Tetlock and Belkin, 1996).
Designs begin by imagining what would happen if a particular variable of
interest did not exist or, more specifically, if its existence can be controlled and
whether it would have a significant impact on the outcome. The key question to
ask is, ‘what would have happened to the outcome of interest in the absence of
the intervention?’ (Khagram and Thomas, 2010: S104). If it is probable that the
absence of the intervention would lead to a significant, and theoretically
important, difference in behaviour, it is worthwhile designing an experiment

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Stirling, on 11 Feb 2019 at 17:01:10, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108679053


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108679053
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Elements in Public Policy 41

to isolate and to probe how significant the effect of that variable is. This
counterfactual question is crucial because it defines the limits that need to be
imposed on those in a ‘population’ who receive a ‘treatment’ and those who do
not (the ‘control’ group).

As such, an experimental approach cuts through the noise of multi-centric
governance via a very specific research design that places strict limits on the
factors that can be included in the analysis. It does not seek to incorporate all
variables involved in the messy world of multi-centric governance. Rather, it
consciously delimits them from the outset, by using a counterfactual proposi-
tion. In one recent example, George et al. (2018) conduct a survey experiment
about how 1,240 local Flemish politicians make use of performance data that
are framed in different ways. Their survey design sought to cut through the
various determinants of ‘evidence-based policymaking’ at the local level, to
test for whether the framing of performance data with particular ‘benchmarks’
had an effect on its usage. By selecting real performance data to present to
Flemish politicians and selecting a region where a recent performance incen-
tive system had been set up, George et al. (2018) were able to control for the
wider political context and pressures that might influence information use in
decision-making. They show that the framing of decisions using performance
data has a clear impact on that data’s usage.

Ethnographic Research and Counterfactual Reasoning

Counterfactual ethnographic research can also cut through the noise by
selecting specific sites to unpack why and how a particular variable has
causal effect. Taken at face value, ethnographic research employs the exact
opposite of counterfactual reasoning because it seeks to capture the com-
plexity of multi-centric governance in as much detail as possible (Rhodes,
2017). Further, counterfactual thinking is anathema to some ethnographic
researchers, because their aim is to provoke reflection about existing beliefs
and practices rather than to speculate about what would have happened had
a particular stimulus not been in place during a particular course of events.
Interpretive ethnographic research intends to reveal the complexity of
empirical practice and thus to develop rich portrayals of the characters,
ideas and organisations involved.

However, ethnographic research — including participant and non-participant
observation — can provide important insights into multi-centric governance
precisely because of the counterfactual reasoning often involved in choosing
case studies. Katz (2015: 25) argues that ‘[o]ne way that ethnographers can use
counterfactual thinking to argue for an explanation specifying structural or
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contextual effects is to argue that a given behaviour would have been different,
had the context been different.” For example, through an experimental study we
may have identified how, in a controlled empirical setting, a ‘treatment’ has
been shown to have a clear and discrete effect on a policy decision. However,
unpacking how and why that treatment has that effect requires detailed empiri-
cal analysis of the minutiae of policy decisions. This is where ethnography
comes into its own. If we know that a particular variable has some causal
efficacy, then tracking how that variable affects decisions on a day-to-day basis
in relevant organisations will be revealing.

The choice of sites for ethnography is crucial, and here counterfactual
reasoning is vital. If we know from an experiment that a treatment has causal
significance, then conducting participant or non-participant observation of
policymaking should proceed through identifying a specific organisational
context or policy area where the variable used as a ‘treatment’ during the
experiment is likely to be removed. When removed, it will likely cease to
have the anticipated effect. For example, ethnography of public organisations
during specific periods covering audits or periodic reviews, local or national
elections or coming up to the end of the tenure period of a high-profile
executive officer might be particularly worthwhile.

In each case, we can reason that, once the variable of interest has appeared or
disappeared in an organisational context chosen to provide the best controls
possible for formal characteristics, then we can cut through the noise by provid-
ing a fine-grained and rigorous account of the impact of our specific variable on
the outcome. Ethnographic research enables detailed knowledge creation on
‘how meaning and local interpretations emerge and are made sense of ... from
local translations of global issues . .. or from the inner essence of organizational
culture and rituals’ (Cappellaro, 2017: 25). This information on the minutiae
regarding how individuals in public policy settings make sense of global issues
can give a detailed picture of the effects of ‘treatments’ identified by experimental
researchers and, more exciting still, can provide strong evidence of the causal
relationship if the ethnographic site is chosen carefully to coincide with a broader
contextual shift. It helps to produce a ““now you don’t see them, now you do, now
you don’t” demonstration of causal nexus’ (Katz, 2015: 27).

Designing Counterfactual Research

We can identify four key stages of a potential research project based on
counterfactual reasoning:

1. Identify common expectations about the potential for policymakers to exert
authority in a given policy area;
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2. Interrogate them through experimental and ethnographic research to show
that policymakers do or do not have the levels of authority expected of them;

3. Use this counterfactual reasoning to challenge absolutist accounts of max-
imal or minimal central power; and,

4. Redefine assumptions about who ought to be held accountable for actions
and policy outcomes.

Although it is not possible to determine whether ‘the state’ has absolute
authority, we can identify cases where it is widely assumed the state does
exercise power, but is in fact quite peripheral to decision-making. In such cases,
policymakers ought not be blamed entirely for policy failure. Alternatively, we
can show areas where the state is widely assumed to be peripheral, but in fact
plays a key role. In these latter areas, especially when there are instances of
policy success, we can state that elected policymakers ought to be given a lot
more credit than they otherwise are. This approach does not claim to find the
correct level of authority, but instead shows flaws in absolute thinking about the
power of policymakers. It has important implications for who we hold
accountable in policy practice. If we can identify, against the grain of public
opinion, that policymakers in fact have less (or more) power than they are
commonly given credit for, through powerful methods of causal inference
using counterfactual thinking, we might have sufficient evidence to propose
alternative ways of thinking about who should be held accountable for policy
outcomes, which the public and elected officials may find especially useful.

Conclusion

There is no simple way to analyse complex policymaking systems. Rather, we
have presented frameworks listing many factors, variables and questions,
described the methods and tools commonly used to capture multi-centric
policymaking, and compared them with more nascent and experimental tools
built on counterfactual analysis. The overall effect may seem overwhelming,
but it is subject to two important caveats. First, we should not ignore complex-
ity in order to make simple methodological choices. This approach would be
akin to the ‘drunkard’s search’, in which we seek information where there is the
most light, rather than in less accessible places with the most relevant
information. Second, we have presented a wide range of choices for individual
researchers. The pragmatic approach is to encourage each other to identify
multi-centric governance, to generate a framework to which we can all refer
when conducting research, to explore the relative benefits of each method, and
then to come together to discuss our accumulation of knowledge built on
comparable case studies and data. Only then can we produce a picture of

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Stirling, on 11 Feb 2019 at 17:01:10, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108679053


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108679053
https://www.cambridge.org/core

44 Making Policy in a Complex World

governance for the real world, useful enough to help us to decide how to hold
people to account in and how to engage with the policy process.

4 How to Hold People to Account in Multi-Centric
Governance

One major obstacle to the uptake of multi-centric governance ideas is that
they can appear, on the surface, as undemocratic. Normative models of
politics are often built on the value of public voting to produce legitimately
authoritative policymakers who can be held to account via regular elections,
alongside frequent legislative and media scrutiny. This normative ideal is
summed up in phrases such as ‘if we know who is in charge, we know who to
blame.’

Justifying multi-centric governance in these terms is difficult. In multiple
elected venues, we need to spread blame across many centres without knowing
how exactly to (a) separate their role and (b) hold them to account separately
during many different elections. The process seems relatively incoherent in
a world where the general notion of ‘policy coherence’ is valued highly and
uncritically (May et al., 2005; Jordan and Halpin, 2006). Practical necessity
also suggests that many powerful organisations, playing key roles in multi-
centric governance, are unelected. Therefore, we need an additional mechan-
ism to hold unelected actors to account for their influence over policy, if only to
avoid the ‘blame avoidance game’ when elected policymakers take unreason-
able steps to hold other actors responsible for policy failure.

However, the difficulty of ensuring democratic accountability in multi-
centric governance, in traditional ways, does not negate the practical necessity
of multi-centric governance. Policymaking requires cooperation between
elected policymakers in many levels and types of government, and unelected
actors playing crucial roles, including senior judges charged with making
decisions despite popular criticism, highly trained experts or professionals
central to the effectiveness of policy delivery or local stakeholders crucial to
the co-production of policy. This diffusion of power and the need for compli-
cated accountability processes is a fact of life whether we like it or not. Further,
in many cases, the advantages, such as the flexibility of these arrangements,
more than compensate for their complicated nature.

In that context, people can only assess multi-centric governance if they
understand the rules of cooperation between many elected and unelected
actors, to understand what makes them so legitimate and effective in practice
and to relate them — in a straightforward way — to the rules governing elections
to ‘the centre’.
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Therefore, in this brief section we show how to justify multi-centric govern-
ance with reference, first, to traditional ideas of democracy and, second, to
other key factors such as necessity, efficiency and the need for many ways to
provide democratic legitimacy. We discuss how multi-centric governance can
be designed to be cooperative, problem oriented and as transparent as tradi-
tional, electorally driven accountability procedures. Overall, it is impossible to
assess multi-centric processes in exactly the same ways as assessments of
individual and political party conduct in electoral systems, but we can at least
provide greater clarity on the terms of debate and on the most justifiable ‘rules
of the game’.

4.1 Engaging with Centralised Policymaking
on Its Normative Terms

There are two main ways to show that multi-centric governance contains
a convincing normative message and defendable alternative to centralised
policymaking. The first is to engage with the most well-established justifica-
tions of democratic systems on their own terms. For example, the simple
rationale of representative democracy is that it embodies the most effective
way to give voice to a population. Most citizens have a vote and they use it to
elect someone to act on their behalf.

In such terms, some multi-centric arrangements fare well: if elections give
voice to populations, why not introduce more opportunities? This point is
reflected most in federal systems in which there are elections for many levels
of government and issue-specific policymaking organisations, from criminal
justice to water management. Further, for such elections to be meaningful, we
need the sense that the officeholder maintains a position of power, rather than
representing a subordinate body carrying out the wishes of policymakers higher
up the hierarchy.

Hooghe and Marks (2003: 233) provide a strongly worded challenge to the
idea that centralised control, in the hands of one group of elected policymakers,
is necessary for democratic accountability: ‘Centralized authority — command
and control — has few advocates. Modern governance is — and, according to
many, should be — dispersed across multiple centres of authority.” Drawing on
the Ostroms’ work on polycentric governance, they discuss two main ideal-
types of MLG which provide alternatives to elections in a single venue:

* Type 1. To provide more flexible governance but retain a traditional sense of
electoral responsibility of a government to a well-defined territory and
population. Introduce a small number of ‘general purpose’ governments at
many levels, from supranational to local, in which their responsibilities and
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relevant organisations are relatively self-contained, and offer potential
economies of scale in delivering many services.

* Type 2. To emphasise ‘citizen choice and flexibility’ and focus primarily
on solving policy problems. Introduce a large number of elected ‘special
purpose’ organisations focussed on specific issues such as transporta-
tion. Provide the means for them to cooperate to address the inevit-
ability of many overlapping responsibilities or to compete to provide
services.

In both cases, MLG provides a suitably diffuse political system in which it is
possible to retain the electoral imperative but difficult for one government to
abuse its power. Indeed, both types of arrangements operate in some form in
federal countries such as Canada, the United States and Switzerland, with the
latter often enjoying a particularly strong reputation for democratic governance
(Lijphart, 1999). Such systems contain multiple checks and balances when they
separate their executive, legislative and judicial functions, and they provide
some balance between centralisation and local autonomy when they use
a constitution to enshrine powers in subnational governments. Indeed, even
in the United Kingdom’s Westminster system, actors have recognised the value
of devolving powers to elected bodies and — at least until Brexit — sharing
power with other members of the European Union (Birrell, 2012).

4.2 Providing Alternative Criteria to Evaluate Multi-Centric
Governance

The second way to justify an alternative to centralised governance is to
emphasise its necessity and provide alternative criteria to those that have
been used to justify centralisation. This new reality — the sense that multi-
centric governance is here to stay — may prompt actors to develop pragmatic
strategies to deal with it.

For example, perhaps centralised government initially represents the com-
parator of unelected multi-centric governance. A culture of multiple elections
exists in countries like the United States, but a common concern in countries
like the United Kingdom is that there is a major diffusion of power to unelected
bodies such as quangos without enough oversight or understanding (Cairney,
2012a: 169), and generally with little appetite to solve the problem with more
elections (with key exceptions such as police and crime commissioners in
England and Wales). There is no directly comparable problem in the United
States, but governments at all levels also engage in diverse types of arrange-
ments with the private sector and quasi-governmental actors to support the
production and delivery of the goods and services required by policymakers,
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from the defence industry to social services. In some systems, there is frequent
reference to the need for one centre of policymaking and the reassertion of its
power as the antidote to messy and unmanageable multi-centricity.

Westminster is the archetypal system in which several elements reinforce
a normative reference to effective, responsible government: a plurality
voting system exaggerates the majority of one party; there is a fusion of
the executive and legislature; the main party’s leadership uses the ‘whip’ to
control parliamentary business; the prime minister appoints members of
cabinet; and neutral civil servants serve cabinet ministers. In that context,
there should be a clear hierarchical system in which any unelected public
body reports to ministers, who are ultimately responsible for decisions
made in their name, allowing ministers to delegate and intervene in ad
hoc ways (Gains and Stoker, 2009).

As we show in Section 2, it is difficult to see how such arrangements could
work in the real world. For example, in most political systems, commentators
may describe the desire for a strong core executive to make decisions quickly in
key areas but, at the same time, list the practical benefits of a diffusion of power
and explain the pragmatic value of responding to it. Further, all three
approaches to multi-centric governance described in this Element place this
necessity at the front and centre of analysis. For instance, studies of MLG
suggest: ‘While there is a view that states are losing control in the context of
governance, the alternative view focuses on new state strategies for coping with
the challenge of governance’ (Bache and Flinders, 2004a: 36).

Studies of complexity theory place particular emphasis on pragmatism in
responding to an inevitable lack of control. Simply put, central governments
should avoid the temptation to try to assert their authority and to make policy
from the top down. Complexity theory further tells us to:

* Reject the idea of implementing simple solutions from the top, in favour of
giving actors the means to respond to a dynamic environment (Teisman and
Klijn, 2008: 294; Bovaird, 2008: 339; Mitleton-Kelly, 2003: 41).

» Replace centralist performance measures, which use short-term targets with
little room for error, with less punitive and longer term measures (Cairney,
2012b: 353-354; Geyer and Rihani, 2010: 7; 32-34; Geyer, 2012; Haynes,
2008: 3206).

* Give subnational actors the space to adapt to their environments, such as
through trial and error, or risk failure routinely (Sanderson, 2009: 707—708).
In fact, use a different language to describe this task, replacing reference to
‘failure’ with a focus on the inevitability of, and our ability to learn from,
temporary ‘error’ (Little, 2012: 16). Otherwise, the most likely outcome is

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Stirling, on 11 Feb 2019 at 17:01:10, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108679053


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108679053
https://www.cambridge.org/core

48 Making Policy in a Complex World

a group of policymakers who become demoralised when they perceive their
frequent failure (Room, 2011: 7).

Studies of polycentric governance often go further to argue that polycentricity
is a ‘necessary condition for achieving “political objectives” such as liberty and
justice’ (Aligica and Tarko, 2012: 245). They argue that it can provide an
efficient way to help many actors come together to produce decisions that are
better tailored to the scale of the policy problem, with as much authority as in
centralised systems.

4.3 Informing Public Debate and Changing Perceptions
for the Long Term

Yet a fundamental problem endures. What if actors accept the descriptive
accuracy of multi-centric governance but express scepticism about the neces-
sity argument and cling to the prescriptive superiority of centralised arrange-
ments? If policymakers and the public favour simple lines of accountability,
they will seek to reinforce it, even if they understand the risks. Or, if policy-
makers assume that their predecessors possessed low energy or competence,
they will downplay those risks. In turn, these responses may exacerbate the
unintended consequences of unrealistically centralist governance design.

Again, the Westminster model archetype is instructive. It remains important
even if it does not exist (Duggett, 2009). Policy studies have challenged
successfully its image of central control, identifying the role of a large number
of actors in making and delivering policy. Yet the model’s importance resides in
its rhetorical power in wider politics when people maintain a simple argument
during general elections and general debate: we know who is in charge. This
centralisation perspective has a profound effect on the ways in which policy-
makers defend their actions, compete in elections and monitor other policy-
making organisations, even when people accept that the perspective is
misleading (Rhodes, 2013; Bevir, 2013).

Consequently, the key value of alternative accounts is to back up a more
empirically accurate narrative with a simple normative story to compete with
the story of centralisation. Such a story can increase understanding and support
for more effective ways to deal with complexity. To some extent, it can be built
on a negative assessment of elections to a single venue, to tap into justifiable
forms of popular suspicion about the difference between democracy as an ideal
and in practice. People often express mistrust in elected politicians and govern-
ing institutions, prompting regular calls for greater restrictions on behaviour
and reforms in government (Committee on Standards in Public Life, 2014;
Ipsos MORI, 2013; Lee and Young, 2014: 70; Judge, 2013). They do so partly
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because of individual behaviour and media-led exposures of poor political
cultures or practices, but also because no group of elected politicians could
live up to the expectations associated with the ways in which centralist demo-
cratic ideals are commonly described.

As Bevir (2013: 10-11) notes, many governments have responded to their
perceived reduction in legitimacy by arguing that new democratic innova-
tions, ‘building civic spirit, social capital, and multisector and multijurisdic-
tional networks can help to solve legitimacy problems,’ but actually seeking
ways to control who is involved, and produce consultation rather than
participation and democratic dialogue. Bevir (2013: 188-205) then dis-
cusses a range of more sincere responses — mini-publics, deliberative exer-
cises, participatory budgeting, co-production, community governance and
citizen oversight — to ‘expand the democratic imagination’.

What would a similar story of multi-centric governance look like? Some
governments are perhaps worried about the delegation of control that many
democratic innovations produce. They might only see the benefit of describing
the value of necessary multi-centric arrangements rather than pushing for an
even greater loss of control. In other words, they would emphasise pragmatic
measures to allow, for example, sub-central actors the autonomy to respond to
local circumstances.

Yet polycentric governance scholars are relatively positive about multi-
centric arrangements (Ostrom et al., 1961; Aligica and Tarko, 2012; Carlisle
and Gruby, 2017). Theoretically, polycentric governance can be more effective
in meeting citizen demands than attempts to assert central control and hier-
archy, in three main ways. First, opportunities for creative and adaptive pro-
blem solving in a polycentric system arise partly because there is a diverse
array of actors at multiple levels of authority with the capacity to play a positive
role in governance (Ostrom, 2010; Aligica and Tarko, 2012). This is particu-
larly important in the context of modern policymaking because the nature of
public sector problems is incredibly diverse in scope and scale. Many problems
cross physical or institutional boundaries, including climate change, immigra-
tion and natural hazards. Many involve some degree of inter-sectoral depen-
dencies, including social services, public health, transportation and energy
production. Many require significant co-production with citizens for effective
governance, including public education and policing. To address these pro-
blems, polycentric governance can be tailored to the scale of the problem and
engage with the array of relevant actors who have authority and capacity to
address it, thus improving ‘institutional fit’ (Carlisle and Gruby, 2017). Similar
arguments are made by scholars who study collaborative governance (Ansell
and Gash, 2008).
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Second, polycentric governance can mitigate the risk of policy failures
(Carlisle and Gruby, 2017) and thus increase the potential for policy successes.
Because of the redundancy and overlap among the different centres of author-
ity, opportunities arise for creative problem solving (Marshall 2009). This can
prompt experimentation and innovative practices that reduce the risk of policy
catastrophes (Ostrom et al., 1961; Ostrom, 2010). In a centralised system, we
may ‘put all our eggs in one basket’ and the result can be major failure (Scott,
1998). In multi-centric systems, opportunities arise for policy experiments to
be tried and tested, and learning from those experiments can benefit other
centres of authority.

Third, polycentricity can expand the opportunities for citizens to have
a voice. There is greater access to decision points through multiple types of
venues, collaborative processes, levels of governance and the range of organi-
sations that represent different citizen interests. Take, for example, a group of
citizens who are opposed to the siting of a new large-scale industrial facility in
their community. If there is only one centre of decision-making — say the local
planning commission — and their interests are not heard or represented on that
commission, their ability to affect the decision is limited. If, instead, these
citizens have opportunities to bring concerns to a wider array of actors who
play a role in the decision-making process, they may have a greater chance at
influencing the process either directly or indirectly. With this particular exam-
ple, citizens might engage with the local private tourism association that
lobbies local government on economic development. Or they might join an
advisory task force for the planning commission, engage with the local water
district that is involved in approving the industrial permit or speak with
a national agency that has authority over air emissions from the facility.
Another option is for citizens to ‘vote with their feet’ or to move to commu-
nities that better represent their interests, which can incentivise a competitive
environment within a polycentric system (Ostrom et al., 1961).

Of course, not all multi-centric systems live up to this potential (Morrison,
2017). As with any governance system, it is essential to structure and maintain
the system in a way that facilitates normative ideals, while limiting potential
problems. For instance, if the capacity for ‘free entry and exit’ of actors within
the system is limited, then opportunities for ‘spontaneous order’ or creative
problem solving may be constrained (Aligica and Tarko 2012). At the same
time, the challenge of accountability is never likely to be eliminated in a multi-
centric system. Practical necessity dictates some structuring of information
flows and accountability mechanisms to help manage the complexity of
a system. Still, an advantage of a multi-centric system is that a wide array of
actors can gain experience in the function of government and better understand
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the system. Certain actors such as voluntary/non-profit organisations can play
a role in monitoring and representing citizens who may be less familiar or
capable in navigating the system, or ensuring that actors have access to viable
conflict resolution processes.

Finally, we need to pay close attention to equity issues in a multi-centric
system. They can arise when we have experimentation and creative problem
solving. Some communities inevitably benefit from ‘better’ problem solving
than others, because of resources, capacity, path dependencies or other societal
issues associated with inequity, including institutional racism. A multi-centric
system could potentially exacerbate those inequities if certain communities are
able to attract citizens and other governance actors with resources and drain the
capacity from others that then cannot attract those same sources of governance
capacity. This is certainly an issue for local communities across many coun-
tries. When citizens receive poor public service, but lack the capacity to
demand better service or attract resources for it, other policy responses
are needed to minimise those inequities. Whether such responses involve
(a) establishing minimum standards, supported by more central governments,
or (b) creating agreements and rules of order that the actors in a polycentric
system adhere to, is an open question.

4.4 Conclusion: Multi-Centric Governance Has Normative
and Practical Value

Despite some of the challenges associated with multi-centric governance, this
section has underscored its normative and practical value. Complexity theory
highlights the practical necessity of ‘letting go’ to manage emergent outcomes.
Multi-level governance highlights two ways in which we can hold onto the
value of elected government while diffusing power in a political system.
Polycentric governance studies show the potential for creative problem solving
and enhancing citizen voice, recognising the need to ensure transparency,
accountability and equity mechanisms.

Complexity theory perhaps provides the most consistently challenging mes-
sage to policymakers: if you try to make policy on the assumption of central
control you will fail. It suggests that policy interventions do not have
a consistent effect, so it is important to engage in trial and error to see what
works and to build error into calculations, rather than to punish other bodies for
non-compliance. This suggests relying less on performance management tech-
niques driven by the idea of order, rigid hierarchies and top-down, centrally
driven policy strategies in favour of giving local organisations more freedom to
learn from their experience and to adapt to their rapidly changing environment.
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As we discuss in Section 5, this story about transparent multi-centric
governance, in which we accept its necessity then co-produce some com-
monly known and understood rules, does not compete well with a very
problematic two-layered myth about centralised government in which most
people only know one part of the story. Most people have heard the first part,
in which centralised government is transparent and accountable, but not
the second part, which relates to the informal rules of the game which people
need to understand to act effectively in political systems. If we only describe
one part of the fiction of centralisation and formal authority, without describ-
ing the role of informal rules, how can people engage effectively to influence
real-world policymaking?

5 How to Engage Effectively within a Multi-Centric
Policymaking System

Making the case for the normative and pragmatic value of a multi-centric
approach to governance, over a non-existent centralised alternative, is the
first step in demonstrating the practical value of these theoretical ideas.
The next step is to identify how these approaches offer strategic advice for
actors who seek to engage effectively in the policy process.

Practical lessons tend not to be the main focus of scientific accounts of
policymaking. Still, we can extract and synthesise important insights from the
literature on how the policy process works generally (Weible et al., 2012; Weible
and Cairney, 2018; Cairney, 2016). We can also draw on specific empirical
accounts of how governments respond to their limits in effective/ineffective
and predictable/unpredictable ways, and extract lessons for policy actors.

In that context, giving advice to practitioners is not straightforward because:

1. We need to use complexity-driven studies to identify the dynamics of the
policy process, then build strategies on that basis, rather than relying on
misleading stories of centralisation and policy cycles.

2. However, we should not assume that central government policymakers
follow complexity-driven advice consistently. Rather, practitioners should
be prepared for often contradictory approaches, and a tendency for policy-
making authority to shift between venues when, for example, central gov-
ernments intervene in ad hoc ways.

Nevertheless, we can still produce advice built on shifting the way in which
we understand policymaking, ‘from the idea of a centralised process in which
a small number of actors make choices at discrete points in time, towards
a continuous process of policymaking and delivery’ (Cairney, 2016: 124).
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This shift has three broad implications: find out where the action is, learn the
rules of the game and form coalitions.

To emphasise how key individuals use individual pieces of advice to form
a strategy, we summarise the ‘three habits of policy entrepreneurs’ from which
other actors could learn (Cairney, 2018). Such analysis suggests that some
actors are more able to understand, adapt to and engage effectively in policy-
making arenas (Room, 2016). A focus on multi-centric systems also suggests
that we need to pay attention to the diversity of people interacting in multiple
venues and how they produce emergent outcomes. What works in one part of
the system may be ineffective in another.

5.1 Learn Where the Action Is Taking Place

The word ‘centre’ may often seem misleading, since we can be talking about
many types of policymaking arrangements, from a specific subnational orga-
nisation with clearly identifiable rules, to a metaphorical subsystem containing
coalitions or influencers in many venues. Indeed, much authoritative action can
take place in venues that are far removed from central government. It often
takes a major investment of resources to generate enough knowledge of such
policymaking. Key considerations include:

How actors currently define the problem. When actors compete to define
apolicy problem, they exercise power to draw more or less attention to an issue,
to influence how key actors understand the problem and, therefore, to define
which venues should solve it. There are many ways in which we could under-
stand policy problems, but actors frame issues to draw attention to one ‘image’
at the expense of others (Baumgartner and Jones, 2009). This competition to
define issues has a direct effect on policymaking venues: actors compete to
define the problem and which venue in a multi-centric system is responsible
(Cairney, 2006; Ackrill and Kay, 2011).

The current status of policy progress. Although not empirically accurate,
a focus on stages helps us to understand the ways in which actors understand
their role. Different actors or venues may influence most control of formula-
tion or implementation. Described in another way, there is a difference
between policy problems when they seem urgent and acute, with many actors
involved in many venues, versus when key actors describe them as solved,
with only those involved in delivery or the details to be involved
(Baumgartner and Jones, 2009). In each case, the key point is that (a) one
venue may formally be in charge, but (b) engagement in that venue may be
ineffective if key actors have decided to pass on responsibility to another
body.
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If the problem ever reaches the top of the agenda. In many cases, sub-central
actors process policies routinely because there is insufficient interest at the top.
However, to seek high-level attention may be futile when the most relevant and
influential actor is operating at a relatively low level of government.

5.2 Learn the ‘Rules of the Game’ of Each
Policymaking Venue

If the policy process is not coordinated fully by the centre, many venues can
develop their own formal standard operating procedures. Or informal rules
result from the continuous interaction between many actors. These rules are
multi-layered, producing the need for a checklist of questions to identify key
rules, including:

* How do actors frame or understand problems differently in each venue? For
example, actors in trade and health departments have often understood issues
such as tobacco control in profoundly different ways.

* How do actors decide what policy solutions are most feasible, according to
the core beliefs of key policymakers or the dominant norms underpinning
policy in each venue?

* What are the rules on consultation: who do policymakers seek out or ignore?

* How do actors in each venue define the boundaries of their responsibilities?
At what point do they seek to shift responsibility to others or to take control?

* Which mechanisms for coordination and conflict resolution across centres
exist, and how do actors try to synchronise across centres?

5.3 Form Coalitions with Like-Minded Actors
across Multiple Venues

It takes time to understand who is in charge and the rules they follow. One
possible shortcut is to identify and to cooperate with allies who are more
knowledgeable about and better connected in the policy process. Developing
and nurturing coalitions or policy networks can help actors to gather adequate
information to understand the system, including how different centres interact
and influence each other. This allows actors to influence policy in multiple
venues and to anticipate lurches of policymaker attention and venue shift
(Cairney, 2016: 124; Weible et al., 2012; Stoker, 2010).

5.4 Learn from Policy Entrepreneurs

Another way ‘in’ to this process is to learn from the policy entrepreneurs who
seem to adapt most effectively to complex governance (Mintrom and Vergari,
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1996; Mintrom and Norman, 2009; Bakir et al., 2017; Christopoulos and
Ingold, 2015). Kingdon (1984: 165-166) describes entreprencurs as the key
actors who invest their time wisely for future reward and who possess skills that
help them adapt particularly well to policymaking environments. They are the
agents for policy change who enjoy the knowledge, power, tenacity and luck to
be able to exploit key opportunities.

Cairney (2018) uses Kingdon’s description of entrepreneurs operating
within a complex policymaking environment. Their actions contrast with the
strategies that we might derive from a focus on comprehensive rationality and
‘evidence-based policymaking’ via the policy cycle. Entrepreneurs build their
action on three statements:

1. Don't focus on bombarding policymakers with evidence. Scientists
tend to focus on producing more and more evidence to fill knowledge
gaps and to reduce policymaking uncertainty. However, policymakers
only have the ability to process a relatively small amount of informa-
tion and they use cognitive shortcuts to ignore most evidence. A key
response is to exercise power to reduce policy ambiguity: condense
the many possible interpretations of a policy problem to one dominant
way of thinking, which encourages attention to evidence relevant only
to that interpretation. In that context, entrepreneurs tell a good story
to grab the audience’s interest and to prompt greater demand for
information.

2. By the time people pay attention to a problem it'’s too late to produce
a solution. Attention can rise quickly and lurch to a policy problem,
then fall quickly. However, it takes far longer to produce a policy
solution that is technically feasible (it will work as intended) and
politically feasible (it will command enough support for policymakers
and influencers). So entrepreneurs produce their favoured solution and
find ways to attach them to high-attention problems when the time is
right.

3. When your environment changes, your strategy changes. Kingdon used the
metaphor of a surfer waiting for the big wave to describe the US federal
level in which many actors are spread across separate authoritative venues.
In smaller venues such as at the subnational level, and when dealing with
a low-attention and low-budget issue, entrepreneurs can be more influential
and operate in more than one ‘stream’. Further, at national levels, actors
often need to ‘soften’ up solutions over a long time to ensure they are
technically and politically feasible. In subnational venues, policy actors
have more opportunity to import already-tested solutions.
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5.5 Conclusion: How to Navigate a Complex
Policymaking System

Although Cairney (2018) adapts MSA to describe new empirical and
conceptual developments, it is still limited primarily to single venue ana-
lysis. What happens when we think about applications to multi-centric
governance?

First, telling the same story can have maximal success in one venue but
minimal success in another. The audience often matters more than the story-
teller, and the latter may need to adapt that story continuously to accommodate
the need to engage in multiple venues.

Second, multi-centric systems can place new demands on the feasibility of
any policy solution. What works for one venue may become infeasible when
many centres have to cooperate. It may be less necessary to soften policy
solutions when one venue replaces another as the key audience (Cairney and
Jones, 2016). However, this argument may be less applicable to nested
arrangements in which many venues remain involved.

In a wider sense, a multi-centric lens prompts us to consider how to adapt any
form of advice for practitioners. We should be cautious of advice from empiri-
cal studies that focus on insights from a single policymaking venue rather than
considering how policy action in multiple venues adds up to emergent
behaviour and outcomes. Otherwise, policy actors may develop a false sense
of security in which they equate success in one venue at one point in time with
success in policy overall.

6 Discussion and Next Steps

In our concluding discussion, we consider how the insights from these
approaches stack up when faced with two major dilemmas. The first dilemma
regards the tension between normative expectations and more complex
empirical reality. We should give up the idea that centralised control, in
a pure form, can realistically exist in large, complex societies. Therefore,
embracing the concepts of multi-level, polycentric and complex governance
allows us to identify pragmatic ways to navigate the policy process and to
achieve goals such as efficiency, equity, effectiveness, collective action and
conflict resolution. This approach seems preferable to the decision to rehash
arguments about the value of a multi-centric approach compared with an
unachievable alternative. However, many policymakers, media actors and
members of the public understand the policy process in a different way,
expect simpler lines of accountability and seek to engage with a policy
process that seems not to exist.
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The second dilemma is that our research agenda, so far, is limited mostly to
the analysis of a small part of global policymaking. The literature on which we
draw tends to be in English and to describe studies of Western liberal democ-
racies. Therefore, we should not exaggerate the global application of these
theories. However, we can set out their applicability by describing the trans-
ferrable nature of policy theory insights when relevant concepts and empirical
insights are abstract enough to apply across a wide range of cases. Only in that
context can we produce and develop policy studies frameworks, with detailed
case studies of country-level experiences, which can be compared in
a meaningful way.

In that context, we have explored the following questions:

6.1 How Do We Tell a Clear Story of Multi-Centric
Policymaking?

How do we synthesise theories and concepts to show policymakers, practi-
tioners and the public that there will always be elements of policymaking
systems that do not support a simple model of accountability in which elected
policymakers are at the centre, securing their policy aims via simple and well-
ordered stages? How do we tell it in such a way that it competes well with the
simpler stories provided by sources such as the Westminster model or the
policy cycle?

In Section 2, we synthesised the literature on policy theory and policy studies
to produce a consistent message about multi-centric policymaking. Our three
main approaches suggest, relatively strongly, that the idea of a single central
government, with power over policymaking and policy outcomes, is misleading.
To tell a simple story of centralisation is to be naive or to expect our audience to
be naive. In contrast, the story of complexity finds consistent support in almost all
of the policy theories that we discuss. To some extent, it contrasts with some
approaches — on blame games, meta-governance and statecraft — which try to
identify the role of central governments in managing multi-centric systems to
their advantage. However, in such accounts, this success is unclear or asserted
without clear evidence. Or, to all intents and purposes, scholars are describing the
stories that ‘the centre’ tells to shuffle off responsibility and to maintain an image
of governing competence. If so, the moral is very different from one in which the
centre is actually in control. Central governments choose and/or accept their role
in a wider complex policymaking system and try to avoid electoral punishment
for their lack of control.

To explore the universal application of these ideas, it is worth remembering
the distinction between the choice versus the necessity of multi-centric
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policymaking. Choice refers to the specific constitutional arrangements of
countries that impose federal structures such as Australia, Canada and the
United States. However, necessity refers to the abstract concepts and practices
that we would expect to be addressed — albeit in different ways — in all political
systems. All policymakers face bounded rationality, which limits their ability to
pay attention to, understand and respond to the policy problems for which they
are responsible. They also operate in a policymaking environment over which
they have limited knowledge and control. They may produce institutions,
networks and dominant ideas in very different ways, but the need to produce
such arrangements is driven by the same basic need to respond to bounded
rationality and to simplify their world.

6.2 How Can We Research and Provide Evidence
on Multi-Centric Policymaking?

How can we take forward a research agenda on multi-centric policymaking, to
gather evidence on the real world, and warn against the too-simple and too-
artificial policy analysis that results from insufficient attention to complexity?
In Section 3, we described the value of frameworks — such as the IAD — to list
the many factors and variables and to organise research into a core set of
questions. We described the methods and tools commonly used to capture
multi-centric policymaking, including document coding, network analysis,
agent-based modelling and meta-studies. We compared them with more
nascent tools built on counterfactual analysis and used to guide experimental
and ethnographic research.

It is difficult to tell a simple story of complexity when the use and combina-
tion of research tools is so diverse and labour-intensive. Rather, our story is that
it would be ridiculous to expect that we could research the policymaking world
without putting in such intensive work as individuals and finding ways to
accumulate knowledge as a discipline. Therefore, we warn against overly
simple and artificial policymaking analysis that ignores policy theories, frame-
works and the diversity of methods and tools. If you read a simple account of
policymaking and accountability that seems too good to be true, you know the
reason why.

Again, there is a universal element to this discussion. We encourage
a diversity of methods and approaches that foster research innovation and
new insights, many of which will challenge the ideas of the originators of
key policy theories. However, we also require some level of common under-
standing and cooperation to allow us to speak in a language that helps us to
accumulate insights (Ostrom, 2005; Poteete et al., 2010).
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6.3 How Do We Encourage Accountability in Multi-Centric
Systems?

How can we help policymakers to produce pragmatic strategies, to combine
a normative commitment to accountability with a pragmatic acceptance of
the need to share responsibility between many elected and unelected actors?
How can we inform public debate, to explain why multiple centres exist and
how they operate, and how can we hold policymakers to account in that
context without resorting to the myth of Westminster-style democratic
accountability?

In Section 4, we suggested that mechanisms are available to resolve the
collective action problems in complex systems. They involve collaborative
governance, formal agreements, informal agreements, open venues for conflict
resolution and an overarching system of shared rules that foster transparency
and shared accountability. These mechanisms are more difficult to understand —
but also less fictional — than Westminster-style democratic accountability.
Further, if we are open and honest about the forms of governance that exist,
many such mechanisms help to reduce inefficiencies and to create well-
established lines of authority. Or they help us to compare multi-centric perfor-
mance to actual policymaking and accountability mechanisms in Westminster-
style systems. In contrast, a partial focus only on one side of the story, without
taking into account the role of informal governance in all systems, only serves to
reinforce artificial comparisons of the relative merits of mono- and multi-centric
systems. It does not help us to produce effective and accountable governance.

In key ways, this aspect of our argument is the least universal. We recognise
that the tone of these arguments is perhaps most applicable in federal political
systems like the United States and suitably challenging in systems like the United
Kingdom. They may be less directly applicable in countries where democratic
norms — fostering competitive parties, open elections and civil society action —
are weaker, or where other mechanisms for political accountability — such as
independent courts and freedom of the press — are limited. However, note the
difference between the lack of application and applicability. Applications of
Western concepts are often limited in the Global South, but they tell us much
about applicability, such as when experiences in countries like Brazil, Mexico,
India and Argentina enhance our understanding of polycentric governance
(Poteete et al., 2010).

6.4 How Can We Guide Effective Action?

How can we help people to engage with a real policymaking system, rather than
a system that many people would rather see or describe? In Section 5, we
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argued that the first step to engaging with multi-centric governance is to accept
that it exists. To bring that reality to light we need to use sophisticated but not
convoluted descriptions of policymaking and to present realistic advice on how
to respond to complexity.

With a simplified theory, policymakers can garner some sense of their role
and how they might shape the policy process, even if the real world does not
conform to the model. For instance, the policy cycle model gives elected
policymakers at the ‘centre’ of government an understanding of how they
may engage in different stages of policymaking (Cairney, 2015b). However,
when policymakers face questions such as how to ensure an appropriate
diffusion of power across levels of government, or meaningful cooperation
between the many actors who influence and shape government, a simplified
theory will falter.

Further, if potential influencers expect to find policymaking order, and
clear stages of policy development, when they engage, they will generally be
ineffective. Rather, they need a more flexible strategy in which they try to find
out where the action is, to form alliances with other actors and to think more
about how to frame their evidence in different ways to appeal to many audi-
ences in many centres.

Overall, the identification of multi-level, polycentric and complex govern-
ance helps us reject too-simple models which do not describe policymaking
well enough to research, evaluate and engage in effectively. Multi-centric
policymaking is a fact of life, and we should not deny its story to give ourselves
a false sense of simplicity. Our ability to understand and to improve public
policy depends on our capacity to navigate the contours of multi-centric
governance systems.
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