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Summary 

There is a vast amount of literature and research on network management strategies. However, only a 

limited portion of this literature examines the relationship between network management strategies and 

outcomes (for an exception see Meier and O’Toole 2001) Most of the research focuses on managerial 

activity or networking rather than on the question of which types of strategies matter the most for outcomes 

of complex processes in networks. This paper attempts to address the question of whether managerial 

strategies matter for outcomes and also explores which types of strategies have an effect on outcomes. 

The research is based on a survey sent to respondents involved in environmental projects in The 

Netherlands. The findings show that there is a strong effect of the number of employed network 

management strategies on perceived outcomes, but a few variations in the effect of four constructed types 

of network management strategies are found. These include: exploring content, connecting, arranging and 

process agreements.  
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1. Introduction: managing networks  

 

Today, there is a vast amount of literature on governance networks and the ways in which 

actors within these networks achieve outcomes. Within this discussion, much attention 

has recently been paid to the role and importance of network management and network 

managers. One of the crucial questions being asked is whether network management 

actually improves cooperation processes within networks and contributes to the outcomes 

of these networks. There have so far been few studies that attempt to trace the influence 

of network management in general (for an exception see Meier and O’Toole, 2001; 

2007), and almost no studies that explore the effects of separate managerial strategies on 

outcomes of networks. 

 

The need for managing networks 

The mantra of modern public administration theory is that many decision-making 

processes take place within complex networks of actors (Hanf and Scharpf, 1978; 

Kaufman et all, 1986; Marsh and Rhodes, 1992; Kickert et all, 1997; Rhodes, 1997). 

These networks emerge out of a necessity to interact and are, on the one hand, 

consciously planned in the sense that actors deliberately interact and attempt to structure 

these interactions with organisations and rules, but on the other hand, are also unplanned 

as a result of coincidental interactions and strategies and previously created rules. 

Governance networks can roughly be defined as “more or less stable patterns of social 

relations between mutual dependent actors, which form around policy program and/or 

cluster of means and which are formed, maintained and changed through series of games” 

(Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004, pp.69-70)1. Crucial to the emergence and existence of 

networks are dependency relations between actors (Hanf and Scharpf, 1978). The 

resource dependencies around policy problems or policy programs require actors to 

interact with one another and create more intensive and enduring interactions (Laumann 

and Knoke, 1987).  

Not surprisingly, there has been a proliferation of literature that has attempted to 

understand this development theoretically. This type of literature, which can be labelled 



as a network perspective on public policy and management, does not focus so much on 

the actions of a public actor alone but more on the actions of a network of actors. As 

such, it attempts to provide a tool for analysing, but also for managing, contemporary 

governance processes (Scharpf, 1978; Rhodes, 1997; Mandell, 2001; Agranoff and 

McGuire, 2001). A number of terms have been coined to describe this management 

activity, including meta governance (Sorenson and Torfing, 2007), network governance 

and network facilitating, but the most popular terminology that is in use is network 

management (Agranoff and McGuire, 2001; Gage and Mandell, 1990; Kickert et all, 

1997; Mandell, 2001). The basic argument is usually that without adequate network 

management strategies, it is very difficult, or even impossible, to achieve interesting 

outcomes in these complex interaction processes. 

 

What this article addresses: the effects of network management 

This article investigates the effects of network management strategies on perceived 

outcomes in governance networks. The research is based on a survey conducted in 2006-

2007 where 337 responses to a questionnaire were received by individuals involved in 

environmental projects in The Netherlands.  

Environmental projects are very suitable for testing assumptions about the relationship 

between network management strategies and outcomes, because they are good examples 

of decision-making processes in governance networks. As we will explain in section 3 

they deal with wicked problems, many actors are involved with relatively dense 

interactions and they are sustained over a long period of time (see for characteristics of 

governance networks: Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004; Sorensen and Torfing, 2007). 

 

The main research question that this article addresses is: What is the effect of network 

management strategies on perceived outcomes and what strategies seem to matter? 

Section 2 deals with basic assumptions about network management. A number of 

hypotheses for the research are derived based on the previous literature. Section 3 

provides an explanation of the research design. Section 4 addresses the question of how 

network management strategies influence perceived outcomes in governance networks. 

Section 5 deals with the various types of network management strategies and their 



effects. The article ends with several conclusions. 

2. Network management and network managers: assumptions 

 

In public administration, we encounter an increasing number of situations where public 

actors arrange policy making, service delivery or policy implementation within networks 

of actors (Rhodes, 1997; Sorenson and Torfing, 2007). We use the term ‘network’ to 

describe public policy making and implementation through a web of relationships 

between government, business and civil society actors. Networks are associated with new 

systems for public policy deliberation, decision and implementation (Pierre and Peters 

2000; Koppenjan and Klijn 2004).  They are based on interdependencies, but not 

necessarily equity, between public, private and civil society actors.  

As a result of complex interactions which, by definition, characterise networks, it is no 

simple task to achieve mutually agreeable outcomes. Interactions within the network may 

produce sharp conflicts about, for instance, the distribution of the costs and benefits of a 

solution. The different perceptions of the actors involved on, for instance, the nature of 

the problem(s), the desired solution or the best organisational arrangements to utilize to 

ensure cooperation, can be major obstacles to achieve meaningful outcomes that satisfy 

the actors involved. This section looks at the influence of network management on 

outcomes in governance networks. Network management and outcomes are first defined. 

This is followed by a discussion of the literature on network management, to find out 

what has previously been said about its impact on outcomes. Subsequently, different 

types of network management strategies are highlighted. 

 

Two types of network management 

Since cooperation and the coordination of goals and interests do not occur on their own 

accord, it is necessary to steer interactions in policy games within networks. The 

(implicit) assumption in the literature is that a satisfactory outcome is often impossible 

without network management (Gage and Mandell, 1990; Agranoff and McGuire, 2001; 

Kickert et all, 1997).   

The deliberate attempt to govern processes in networks is called network management 

(Gage and Mandell, 1990; Kickert et al., 1997; Meier and O‘Toole, 2001). Network 



management aims at initiating and facilitating interaction processes between actors (Friend 

et al., 1974), creating and changing network arrangements for better coordination (Rogers 

and Whetten, 1982; Scharpf, 1978) creating new content by exploring new ideas for 

instance (Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004) and guiding interactions (Gage and Mandell, 1990; 

Kickert et all., 1997). 

Various management strategies have been identified in the literature. In general most of 

the strategies of network management that have been mentioned can be categorized either 

as strategies of process management or of institutional design (Gage and Mandell, 1990; 

Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004). Process management strategies attempt to facilitate 

interactions between actors in policy games. What is crucial in these types of strategies is 

that although they are indirect in the sense that they try to facilitate interactions and the 

actions of other actors, they consider the structure of the network (the rules, positions of 

actors and resource division) as a given. They are thus direct strategies aimed at actors 

and interactions (hands-on strategies; see Sorenson and Torfing, 2007).  

If management strategies are aimed at altering the institutional characteristics of the 

network (like changing actor positions, entry rules or other more drastic ways to 

intervene in the structure of the network), they can be labelled as institutional design 

strategies (Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004). This article focuses solely on process 

management strategies. 

 

Outcomes in governance networks 

There has been much discussion in the governance literature on how to measure 

outcomes of complex decision-making processes in networks. The main conclusion is 

that measuring these outcomes is a difficult task. One of the reasons for this is that actors 

have different goals and it is thus difficult to pick a single goal by which to measure 

outcomes for these processes. Measuring outcomes is also problematic because decision-

making processes in governance networks are lengthy and the goals of actors are likely to 

change overtime. Goal displacement is the negative term for this phenomenon while 

learning is the positive term (see Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004). 

Another problem encountered while conducting our research is that it is not possible to 

assess the ‘objective’ outcomes (realized dwellings, infrastructure, time of decision-



making, etc) of the wide variety of projects that were mentioned by the respondents. This 

problem has been addressed in this paper by using perceived outcomes as a proxy for 

these outcomes and by using more than one criterion to measure them. This is in keeping 

with the fact that goals change and that actors have different views about the outcomes. A 

distinction has been made between content outcomes (the innovative character, cost 

efficiency, etc) and process outcomes (managerial effort, support of the stakeholders 

involved). This distinction is also used by other scholars on governance networks where, 

besides ‘hard performance’ criteria, a wide variety of other measures are mentioned for 

evaluation (see, for instance: Skelcher et all, 2005), including measurements that include 

stakeholder involvement and democratic anchorage (Klijn and Skelcher, 2007; Sorensen 

and Torfing, 2007). 

The content outcomes are characterized by a number of aspects derived from the 

literature on governance networks and network management. This body of literature 

mentions many aspects and elements to characterize the substance of results from 

governance processes. The first element that is used here is the innovative character of 

outcome. This is the way in which the project showed innovative results (c.f. Nooteboom, 

2002). The second element is the integrative aspect of the solution, i.e. the way in which 

the plan represents different environmental functions (housing, recreation, etc.) (C.f. De 

Jong and Edelenbos, 2007). The third element is the recognizable contribution made, 

which refers to the impact of the involvement of the stakeholders in the decision-making 

process (c.f. Edelenbos and Klijn, 2006). The fourth element is the problem-solving 

capacity of results. This is the extent to which the solutions really address the problem 

(c.f. Innes and Boohler, 2003). A fifth element that is identified in the literature is the 

robustness of the results, i.e. the future robustness (time frame) of the results (c.f. 

Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004). The sixth element is the relationship between the costs and 

benefits of results from governance networks. This element ensures that the costs of the 

plan do not overrun the benefits of a project (c.f. Mantel, 2005).  

Process outcomes can also be characterized by a number of different elements that also 

have been mentioned in the literature on governance networks and network management. 

The first is the management of the governance network, which refers to the level of 

satisfaction of the ways in which actors are involved in the project (c.f. Meier and 



O’Toole, 2001). The second element is conflict resolution, i.e. the way in which conflicts 

have been averted and/or solved (Süsskind and Cruikshank, 1987). The third element 

identified in the literature is the extent to which the process has encountered stagnations 

or deadlocks (c.f. Van Eeten, 1999). The fourth element is the productive use of 

differences in perspectives. This is the way in which differences in frame and perspective 

have been reconciled (c.f. Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004). The fifth element is contact 

frequency, i.e. the frequency of interactions between actors (c.f. Meier & O’Toole, 2001). 

Finally, the sixth element is the support for results coming from governance networks. 

This refers to the extent to which stakeholders are satisfied with the results achieved (c.f. 

Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004).  

  

Network management and outcomes 

The crucial question, of course, is how managerial strategies influence policy decisions 

and outcomes in governance networks. Although a lot of research on governance 

networks has been done thus far, this question has not really been addressed until now. 

Especially studies that use larger data sets (mostly surveys) the so called larger N studies 

on this particular question are scarce (but not completely absent; see, for example, Meier 

and O’Toole, 2001, 2007). 

One thing is clear from an observation of the large amount of, and ever growing, 

literature on networks (both case studies and larger N studies) – that governance 

networks are complex and include many different actors. In the introductory chapter of a 

book that contains case studies from various countries, Torfing (Torfing, 2007) stresses 

that network actors interact with one another through negotiation and that this results in 

complex processes. Most of the literature on governance networks, whether case studies 

(see Mandell, 2001; Agranoff and McGuire, 2003; Agranoff 2007; Marcussen and 

Torfing, 2007; Bekkers et all, 2007) or larger N studies (see for instance O'Toole et all, 

2007; Meier and O’Toole, 2001, 2007), tend to emphasize that it is important to have 

good contacts with other actors within the network. This network contact and 

‘embeddedness’ are also stressed by various studies that utilize a social network analysis. 

They show that this embeddedness is important for achieving outcomes (see, for instance, 

Huang and Provan, 2007; Kenis and Oerlemans, 2008) or achieving innovation (see 



Considine et al, 2008). O’Toole et al (2007) have shown that networking is common 

among managers both in the US and on the European continent, if the UK, where the 

sample was taken from, can be taken to be representative of the entire European continent 

(see also Walker et all, 2007).  

There may be differences between networking and employing network management 

strategies – although the two are related. However, in analyzing the many case studies on 

governance networks, network management strategies have been shown to play a 

prominent role in many case studies in the US (Mandell, 2001; Agranoff and McGuire, 

2003; Agranoff, 2007; Huang and Provan, 2007), the Scandinavian countries (Jensen and 

Kahler, 2007; Sorenson, 2007), the UK (Newman, 2001; Sullivan and Skelcher, 2002), 

the Netherlands (A and D, 2000; B and A, 2006), Italy (Cepiku and Meneguzzo, 2005; 

Meneguzzo and Cepiku, 2008), Belgium (De Rinck and Voets, 2006), France (see Le 

Gales, 2001) and Germany (for example: Holtkamp, 2005). Thus, there seems to be a 

broad consensus about the growing importance of both governance networks and network 

management as factors in achieving good results.  

Network management is necessary most importantly because of the complexity of policy 

making and service delivery since, in order to achieve interesting results, a wide variety 

of actors and policy levels have to be connected. As Agranoff and McGuire (2003: 123) 

conclude in their study on how city officials work with other layers of government and 

organizations to develop their city economics: “From the perspective of the city 

government, there is not one cluster of linkages to manage but several clusters- some 

horizontal some vertical, and some that include both within a context of a single project 

or program”. This statement is very much in keeping with the scarcity of large N studies 

on network management and outcomes of governance networks. Huang and Provan 

(2007) have shown that network involvement, or network embeddedness, is positively 

related to social outcomes. Meier and O Toole (2001), in well-known studies on 

educational districts in Texas, have shown that networking by district managers is 

positively correlated with the performance of the district. 

Thus, both the case studies and the large N studies tend to highlight the importance of 

network management. In comparing two cases in Denmark, Sorensen (2007: 107) 

concludes that: “The case study of the meta-governance of two networks in Skanderborg 



suggests that it is an open question whether or not governance networks can become 

efficient co-producers of public governance. It depends very much on the ability of public 

authorities to perform competent meta governance”.  Other authors, such as Agranoff and 

McGuire (2003), Edelenbos and Klijn (2006) and Le Gales (2001), have also stressed the 

importance of network management activities in the achievement of interesting 

outcomes. Edelenbos and Klijn (2006: 436) concluded after comparing 6 interactive 

decision-making cases that: “Our findings on these six case studies do, however, provide 

a good impression of the importance of good process management for the success of 

interactive decision-making processes. Management matters in the successful evolution 

of interactive decision-making processes”. 

It should be noted that the case studies identify more specific factors for success 

compared to the large N studies, which include political support, the careful use of new 

policy initiatives, etc. They also stress the importance of national institutional contexts in 

the observed ‘world wide trend to governance’. In analyzing the Oslo Regeneration 

program in Norway, Hanssen and Klausen (2007: 48) have warned that the Norwegian 

state “still provides a lot of leeway for the operation of traditional hierarchical 

government. As consequence, the shift towards governance networks is less obvious in 

Norway than in other countries”. In addition, Le Gales (2001), in his research in Rennes, 

has analyzed the development of governance networks in Rennes as a product of elite 

strategy. 

Although these case studies and large N data studies may have been conducted on 

different types of policies than those that are studied in this article positive correlations 

between network management strategies and outcomes in governance networks in 

environmental projects can be expected. Since most scholars have stressed the 

importance of networking, embeddedness and network management strategies to the 

results of complex governance processes, the following hypothesis has been formulated:  

- Hypothesis 1: If more network management strategies are employed in 

governance networks around environmental projects, these projects will have 

better outcomes (both process and content outcomes).  

 

Types of network management strategies and their impact 



The number of management strategies or the strength of the social embeddedness in 

networks is not the only factor that could explain the effects of governance networks and 

network management. The type of management strategy used could also explain the 

outcome of governance networks. Therefore, the various types of network management 

strategies and their impacts are also of interest. However, most studies on network 

management do not really distinguish between various types of strategies. There is, 

therefore, not much material on the impact of various strategies on the outcome of 

governance networks. In order to fill this void, a typology is first required to ground the 

research conducted in this paper. Network management can be oriented towards hands on 

activities in managing interactions between actors within the governance network (A and 

B, 2008; Sorensen and Torfing, 2007)). The literature has dealt with an impressive 

number of the types of network management strategies to guide interaction processes, so 

an exhaustive list cannot be provided here (see Gage and Mandell, 1990; O’Toole, 1988, 

Agranoff and McGuire, 2001; 2003). 

Table 1 provides a summary (albeit a non-exhaustive one) of the types of strategies that 

have been identified, providing examples of each of the categories. 

 

Table 1 Overview of process management strategies 

Types of 

strategies 

Process agreements Exploring content Arranging Connecting 

Main 

strategies 

mentioned 

in the 

literature 

Rules for entrance into or 

exit from the process, 

conflict regulating rules, 

rules that specify the 

interests of actors or veto 

possibilities, rules that 

inform actors about the 

availability of 

information about 

decision-making 

moments, etc. 

Searching for goal 

congruency, creating 

variation in solutions, 

influencing (and 

explicating) perceptions, 

managing and collecting 

information and 

research, creating 

variation through 

creative competition 

Creating new ad 

hoc 

organisational 

arrangements 

(boards, project 

organisations, 

etc.).  

Selective (de)activation of 

actors, resource mobilizing, 

initiating new series of 

interactions, coalition 

building, mediation, 

appointment of process 

managers, removing obstacles 

to co-operation, creating 

incentives for co-operation. 

Adapted from Klijn, 2005 

 

Connecting strategies like the activation of actors or resources are required in order to 

start the game. The network management literature stresses that the network manager has 



to identify the actors required for an initiative and actually create a situation in which 

they become interested in investing their resources (see also Lynn, 1981). Scharpf (1978) 

calls this selective activation and states that the correct identification of necessary 

participants and the lack of opposition from other actors who possess the resources to 

block the initiative are crucial for inter-organisational policy-making. Sometimes, the 

manager has to try to deactivate actors because their involvement is not productive. The 

interactions within the game itself also have to be managed. This can be done by 

appointing a process manager, who invests time and energy in connecting the actions and 

strategies of actors to one another during the interactions. 

Once the game has begun, strategies for exploring content are necessary to clarify the 

goals and perceptions of actors (Fisher, 2003, Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004) and to try to 

invest time and money in developing solutions that create opportunities for actors’ 

participation. However, the process is sometimes short of creative solutions to satisfy the 

various actors involved. In such cases, more variation is required, for instance by using 

different teams of experts who compete against one another to create solutions. 

The managerial strategy arranging means setting (temporary) structures for consultation, 

interaction and deliberation, like project organization, communication lines, etc.  (Rogers 

and Whetten, 1982). The transaction costs of these arrangements must be kept as low as 

possible (Williamson, 1996), but at the same time, the arrangements have to be 

acceptable to the actors involved.  

Another important strategy mentioned in the literature are strategies of process 

agreements that draft temporary set of rules for interaction that structure the interactions 

and protect each actor’s core values (Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004). The rules can be seen 

as ground rules for behaviour and interaction in the network that the actors in the network 

(explicitly) agreed on. 

 

As stated earlier, it is not easy to find evidence in the existing literature on governance 

networks and network management that provides clues to the relationship of these four types 

of strategies to content and process outcomes. Given the fact that a substantial portion of the 

literature emphasizes innovation and learning as important goals of networks (see Huang 

and Provan, 2007; Agranoff, 2007) and that it is important to search out new information 



and combine actors and their various content and information, one can expect that especially 

the strategies of exploration and connection will be important. It is also logical to expect 

there to be a relationship between exploration and connection and content outcomes (for a 

similar reasoning from a slightly different perspective, see Fisher, 2003). Exploration would 

be expected to have a more positive relationship with content outcomes than connection, 

and the connection strategy is probably also positively related to process outcomes. 

Arranging and process design strategies mainly facilitate interactions. These can be expected 

to be related to process outcomes and not directly, but perhaps indirectly, to content 

outcomes. 

 

This line of argumentation leads to the following hypothesis:   

- Hypothesis 2: with respect to the various managerial strategies, exploring 

content will be more strongly related to content outcomes while process 

agreements and arranging will be more strongly related to process outcomes. 

Connection will be related to both process and content outcomes 

 

 

3. Research design: survey on outcomes and management strategies 

 

The analysis in this article is based on an Internet survey held in 2006-2007 among 

respondents involved in environmental projects in the Netherlands. The problem with 

surveying a population like this is that a list of all environmental projects in the 

Netherlands obviously does not exist – let alone a list of all the respondents involved in 

these projects and the networks surrounding them. In order to acquire the addresses of 

people involved in environmental projects, the database of a large knowledge 

organisation in The Netherlands called ‘Habiforum’ was therefore utilized. This is a 

knowledge network in which professionals from the environmental domain participate. It 

was established in 1999 and incorporates practitioners (from the government, NGOs, 

water boards, project developers and builders, etc), scientists and consultants (most of 

who are actually involved in environmental projects).2 

These environmental projects that are part of the survey are projects where environmental 



issues are handled, like realising or restructuring build environment (restructuring 

neighbourhoods, realising new dwellings), water management, business areas, green 

projects or projects where combinations of these issues are dealt with. More information 

on the population and survey can be found in the appendix. 

 

Environmental projects as governance networks 

There is also the question of whether these environmental projects match the 

characteristics of governance networks that have been mentioned in the literature (many 

actors, frequent interaction between the actors, a certain stability (networks have existed 

for some time), complex decision-making and wicket issues). As has already been 

indicated in the introduction, there is much evidence that they can be regarded as 

governance networks: 

- Many actors and frequent contact (see Gage and Mandell, 1990; Agranoff and 

Mc Guire, 2001; Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004); the average number of actors 

whom respondents have contact with is 12. The standard deviation is 4.8, 

which is considerably high. This is mainly due to the fact that there are a few 

respondents with very few contacts. However, 90% of the respondents do 

have regular contact with at least 6 or more actors and 70% with at least 9 or 

more actors. The frequency of contact is also fairly high.  

- Existence and stability over time (Kickert et all, 1997; Agranoff and McGuire, 

2003; Meier and O ‘Toole, 2001, 2007); the average amount of time taken to 

complete the project is more than 10 years (see Table 3). Most respondents 

filled this in as a projection, however, and it is widely known that projects 

often take longer to complete than estimated. This means that there are 

enduring networks here; 

- Complex issues (Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004; Sorensen and Torfing, 2007); 

Most of the projects involve various environmental functions (see Table 3) 

which make the decision-making process complex.  

 

Thus, based on the evidence above, it can be concluded that these environmental projects 

and governance networks can be appropriately considered in this research. 



 

Project and respondent characteristics 

The respondents were asked questions about several topics, including trust, project 

characteristics, management strategies, (perceived) outcomes and the involvement of 

stakeholders and political parties in the decision-making process. Not all the items in the 

questionnaire are analyzed in this article as noted above. Each respondent was asked to 

answer the questions with a specific environmental project in mind.  

In terms of the demographics of the respondents and the projects they were involved in, 

they were predominantly male (83.4%), middle-aged (on average 48 years old) and 

highly educated (80.7% hold a university degree). They had, on average, 12.24 years 

experience with environmental projects. Their level of involvement in the project can be 

distinguished as follows:  

- 12.0% followed the project ‘from a distance’  

- 23.4% were ‘thinking along with the project’ 

- 35.7% ‘actively participated in the project’ 

- 28.8% were managing the project. 

It can thus be seen that the large majority of respondents (almost 65%) were heavily 

engaged in the project they answered the questions for. Finally, the background of the 

respondents (e.g. the parental organization) is also important. There were four different 

categories of respondents in terms of their background: 1) national civil servants (10.7%); 

2) local civil servants (including civil servants from the counties) (28.5%); 3) private 

sector respondents (48.3%); 4) ‘others’ (12.4%). The last group was mostly made up of 

respondents from stakeholder organizations such as environmental groups. 

 

Table 3 describes characteristics of the projects these respondents were involved in. 

 



Table 3. Descriptions of project characteristics (N=337) 

The project involves   

Building of houses 60.8%  

Building of business terrain 30.3%  

Mean number of different activities 

 (maximum 6) 

2.98 Includes: houses, business terrain, water 

development, environmental 

development and commercial 

development 

Median timeline of the project 10 years  

Average number of contacts of respondents 12.12 All other organizations – according to 

the respondents – with whom the 

organization has contact with in the 

project 

 

Next, the conceptualization and measurement of the main variables included in the 

analysis to test the hypotheses will be explored. Table 4 provides a brief overview of the 

measurement of the main variables. A more detailed description can be found in the 

appendix. 

 

Table 4. Brief descriptions of the measurement of the main variables 

Variable Nature Conceptualization and measurement 

Outcomes (divided into content 

and process outcomes) 

Dependent variable Measured by 6 items that were added and 

divided by 6 to construct two scales ranging 

from 1 to 5. 

Project complexity Control variable Number of different activities (housing, road 

development, etc) ranging from 0 to 6. 

Network management strategies Independent variable 16 items measuring managerial activities 

divided into four subcategories (arranging, 

process agreements, connecting, exploring 

content). A summation of the 16 items was 

used as a measure of the number of strategies. 

Saved factor scores were used as a value for 

the four individual strategies (see appendix 

for more information on this factor analysis). 

   



Phase of project Control variable Measured by several types of activities 

performed in the project. 

Parent organization of 

respondent 

Control variable Organizational background of respondent 

Number of actors involved Control variable Number of actors, indicated by the 

respondent, who are involved in the project 

  

The analysis will include both a measure of the number of strategies and the four 

different strategies that have been identified. These variables are clearly correlated (for 

example, the more types are used, the higher the number of strategies). In fact, a brief 

analysis shows that the four strategies account for 82% of the variance in the number of 

strategies. This means that it does not make much sense to include these variables in one 

analysis, which is why the testing of Hypotheses 1 and 2 will be conducted in two 

separate sections3. 

 

 

4. Network management strategies and their effects 

 

This section addresses the first hypothesis: If more network management strategies are 

employed in governance networks around environmental projects, these projects will 

have better outcomes (both process and content outcomes). The hypothesis is tested using 

a regression analysis, with the content and process outcomes as dependent variables. The 

independent variables are the number of strategies employed, with the respondent and 

project characteristics serving as control variables. 



Table 5 Results of OLS regression analysis with process outcomes as dependent variable 

(N=208) 

Model   Step 1 Step 2 

    B Beta Sig B Beta Sig 
 (Constant) 3.,347   ,000** 2,272  ,000** 
 parent organization of respondent (national 

civil servants =reference category) 
    

 
 

  local civil servants .101 .084 ns -,055 -,043 ns 
  private sector respondents .073 .050 ns -,014 -,012 ns 
  others .278 .200 ,023* -,197 -,118 ns 
 project phase (preparation phase = reference 

category) 
    

 
 

  developmental phase .042 .033 ,802 ,101 ,084 ns 
  building phase .023 .020 ,885 ,099 ,067 ns 
  managerial phase -.129 -.077 ,486 ,177 ,128 ns 
 complexity of project -.038 -.094 ,176 -,037 -,092 ns 
  managerial position .107 .090 ,078 ,010 ,0146 ns 
 number of managerial strategies    ,077 ,553 ,000** 

 
Step 1 R Square Adjusted R Square Step 2 R Square Adjusted R Square 
1 ,054 ,016 2 ,342 ,312 

* p < 0.05 ** p< 0.01 
 
 
Table 6 Results of OLS regression analysis with content outcomes as dependent variable  
(N=210) 

Model   Step 1 Step 2 

    B Beta Sig B Beta Sig 
1 (Constant) 3,688  ,000** 3,062  ,000** 
 parent organization of respondent (national 

civil servants =reference category) 
    

 
 

  local civil servants ,115 ,086 ns ,018 ,014 ns 
  private sector respondents ,073 ,060 ns ,033 ,027 ns 
  others -,039 -,022 ns -,110 -,063 ns 
 project phase (preparation phase = reference 

category) 
    

 
 

  developmental phase ,075 ,060 ns ,092 ,073 ns 
  building phase -,103 -,066 ns -,049 -,031 ns 
  managerial phase ,215 ,146 ns ,131 ,089 ns 
 complexity of project ,006 ,013 ns ,014 ,033 ns 
  managerial position ,175 ,140 ,047* ,088 ,071 ns 
  number of managerial strategies    ,077 ,521 ,000** 

 
Step 1 R Square Adjusted R Square Step 2 R Square Adjusted R Square 
1 ,064 ,027 2 ,319 ,289 

* p < 0.05 ** p< 0.01 
 



The results in Tables 5 and 6 strongly support the first hypothesis4. The effect of the 

number of managerial strategies on both process and content outcomes is high (beta’s are 

0.553 and 0.521 respectively). The relative strength of this effect is also shown by the 

fact that the effect on the dependent variable of the included variables in Step 1 is rather 

low, but is in both cases substantially higher in Step 2 (from an adjusted explained 

variance of 1.6% to 31.2% for process outcomes, and from 2.7% to 28.9% for content 

outcomes). It should also be noted that in both cases in Step 2, none of the respondents or 

project characteristics (such as the phase of the project) are statistically significantly 

related to the perceived outcomes. Overall, the explained variance of the variables that 

have been included is slightly higher for the process outcomes than for the content 

outcomes. However, the general message from the analysis is clear: network management 

strategies are highly relevant to achieve satisfactory outcomes and using more diverse 

strategies is good for outcomes. 

 

 

5. Types of managerial strategies: which has the strongest effect? 

 

The second hypothesis is then tested: with respect to the various managerial strategies, 

exploring content will be more strongly related to content outcomes while process 

agreements and arranging will be more strongly related to process outcomes. Connecting 

will be related to both process and content outcomes. With this hypothesis, it is not so 

much the number of strategies, but the types of strategies used that is important. The 

second hypothesis is also tested through the use of a regression analysis, but instead of 

the number of strategies employed, the four different strategies derived from the factor 

analysis (explained in the appendix) are included as independent variables. The results 

are presented in Tables 7 and 8. 



Table 7 Results of OLS regression analysis with process outcomes as dependent variable (N=208 

Model   Step 1 Step 2 

    B Beta Sig B Beta Sig 
1 (Constant) 3,347   ,000** 3,012  ,000** 
 parent organization of respondent (national civil 

servants =reference category) 
    

 
 

  local civil servants ,101 ,084 Ns -,013 -,010 ns 
  private sector respondents ,073 ,050 Ns ,012 ,010 ns 
  others ,278 ,200 ,023* -,130 -,078 ns 
 project phase (preparation phase = reference 

category) 
    

 
 

  developmental phase ,042 ,033 Ns ,070 ,059 ns 
  building phase ,023 ,020 Ns ,105 ,071 ns 
  managerial phase -,129 -,077 Ns ,160 ,115 ns 
 Complexity of project -,038 -,094 Ns -,037 -,092 ns 
  managerial position ,107 ,090 Ns -,031 -,026 ns 
 Exploration    ,160 ,280 ,000** 
 Connecting    ,282 ,493 ,000** 
 Arranging    ,106 ,183 ,002* 
 Process agreements    ,139 ,243 ,000** 

 
Step 1 R Square Adjusted R Square Step 2 R Square Adjusted R Square 
1 ,054 ,016 2 ,434 ,399 

* p < 0.05 ** p< 0.01 

 
Table 8 Results of OLS regression analysis with content outcomes as dependent variable (N=210) 

Model   Step 1 Step 2 

    B Beta Sig B Beta Sig 
1 (Constant) 3,688  ,000** 3,726  0,000** 
 parent organization of respondent (national civil 

servants =reference category) 
    

 
 

  local civil servants ,115 ,086 Ns ,018 ,014 ns 
  private sector respondents ,073 ,060 Ns ,033 ,027 ns 
  Others -,039 -,022 Ns -,110 -,063 ns 
 project phase (preparation phase = reference 

category) 
    

 
 

  developmental phase ,075 ,060 Ns ,134 ,107 ns 
  building phase -,103 -,066 Ns ,039 ,025 ns 
  managerial phase ,215 ,146 Ns ,192 ,131 ns 
 Complexity of project ,006 ,013 Ns ,022 ,051 ns 
  managerial position ,175 ,140 ,047* ,057 ,046 ns 
 Exploration    ,255 ,425 ,000** 
 Connecting    ,259 ,428 ,000** 
 Arranging    ,087 ,145 ,011* 
 Process agreements    ,092 ,147 ,008** 

 
Step 1 R Square Adjusted R Square Step 2 R Square Adjusted R Square 
1 ,064 ,027 2 ,429 ,395 

* p < 0.05 ** p< 0.01 



 
   

From Tables 7 and 8, the first part of the hypothesis can be confirmed as exploration is 

indeed shown to be more strongly correlated to content outcomes. It should also be noted 

that connecting is strongly related to both process and content outcomes. The second part 

of the hypothesis, with respect to process outcomes, cannot be confirmed, as the effects 

of arranging and process agreements on process outcomes are not particularly strong. 

Although both relationships are significant, especially that between process agreements 

and process outcomes, the beta is not very high. In fact, the management strategy 

exploration also has a strong relationship with process outcomes. As can be seen from the 

analysis, all four strategies are statistically significant in relation to process outcomes. 

However, from observing the beta effect, it can be seen that the connecting strategy 

clearly has the strongest effect on process outcomes, followed by content exploration, 

process agreements and arranging. 

 

 

6. Conclusion and discussion 

 

This article has investigated the relationship between network management and perceived 

outcomes from governance networks. It has addressed the question whether network 

management matters and which strategies matter the most. Much case study research has 

indicated that the answer to this question is yes, but apart from the well-known research 

studies on Texas educational districts (Meier and O’Toole, 2001, 2007); there is little 

large N data on this question. Based on a review of the available literature, a typology of 

network management strategies (exploring, connecting, arranging and process design) 

was constructed and two hypotheses were formulated. These hypotheses were tested 

through a large survey of individuals involved in environmental projects in The 

Netherlands. 

Our research showed that network management is strongly related to outcomes. It can 

therefore be concluded that network management does, indeed, matter. This also 

confirms the earlier findings of the case study research and the work of Meier and 

O’Toole (2001) as well as the work of others that stress networking (Walker et all, 2007) 



and embeddedness (Huang and Provan, 2007) and suggest that these are positively 

related to outcomes. Thus, the first conclusion from this research is that in general, 

network management is an important factor in achieving successful outcomes in 

governance networks. 

However, it was also discovered that it does make a difference which network 

management strategies are employed in facilitation and guiding interaction in the 

governance network.  This is an important finding because although much has been 

written about network management in general and a large number of specific network 

management strategies have been identified in the literature, there is very little empirical 

data about what types of strategies matter the most. A few scholars have mentioned that 

the outcomes of governance networks depend on the ability or competence of managers 

(Sorenson, 2007) and the way in which managers strategically operate in complex 

governance processes (Edelenbos and Klijn, 2007; Agranoff and McGuire, 2007), but an 

explicit relationship to outcome had not yet been made.  

The research conducted in this paper has provided new insights into the relationship 

between the type of management strategy and (process and content) outcomes. It can be 

concluded that connecting is the most promising management strategy in realising 

outcomes. Although the other management strategies did turn out to be statistically 

significant in realising outcomes, especially the strategy of exploring content, connecting 

as a strategy turned to be the most effective strategy. It is thus important for a network 

manager to identify which actors are crucial in the network and then activate and connect 

these actors in the network.  A manager must have connective ability (see also Goldsmith 

and Eggers, 2004). 

 

Another important finding is that the arranging and process agreements are less important 

to realize outcome. This is interesting because in at least part of the governance literature 

and certainly that of one of its manifestations - public private partnerships, a lot of 

attention is paid to organizational forms (c.f. Benson, 1982). Our findings, however, 

suggest that network management is far more than solely setting the organizational 

conditions in place. This is of course slightly discouraging for practitioners who think 

that they hold the key to success in installing a specific organizational form. However, 



this is in line with much of the case study findings that stress the dynamics of the process 

and the need to cope with those dynamics through active network management strategies, 

like connecting and exploring. This issue – that management matters far more than 

organization – should certainly be explored further. 

 

However, these conclusions must be considered with care for a number of reasons. First, 

this study has focused on environmental projects. The results cannot automatically be 

assumed to hold also for other types of projects, such as service delivery. Second, the 

research has been conducted in The Netherlands, and the cases are all Dutch. Results may 

differ in other countries with different decision-making cultures. However, the material 

from Meier and O‘Toole does seem to suggest that a number of the conclusions also hold 

for the US and for other policy fields. Third, the specific context of the project should be 

taken into account. The connecting strategy could work in certain cases, but in other 

circumstances the strategy of exploring content, arranging or process agreements could 

turn out to be more effective. In-depth case study research has to be conducted in order to 

gain more insight into this. The strong effect of exploring content on both content and 

process outcomes that came out of this research suggests that managing the content 

dimension of networks is equally important as managing the process dimension. Since 

these complex processes are essentially about content and value choices, this may be less 

surprising than it seems. In the end, actors get involved because they want to achieve 

certain content and do not simply participate for the sake of the process.  
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Appendix: conceptualizing and measuring the variables 

 

This section provides a more detailed description of the survey and  conceptualization 

and measurement of the variables that are used in our analysis. 

 

Population and survey 

Table 2 describes the population used for the survey, and the number of respondents who 

have returned a usable questionnaire. 

 

Table 2. Population and Survey 

Number of people on Habiforum List (after 

removing researchers) 

1592 

Returned questionnaires  547 

Analyzed questionnaires 337 

 

The original list contained 1592 names (after removing university researchers, since the 

interest was only in practitioners). An e-mail was sent in November 2006, with a 

(secured) link to a webpage containing the questionnaire. It was known beforehand that 

this list included many people with only a broad interest in spatial projects and without 

‘real’ involvement in such projects. Therefore, one of the first questions in the 

questionnaire was about a specific project the respondents were involved in. It was meant 

to select only those respondents who are really involved in these projects. In total, 547 

completed questionnaires were returned. Many of these, however, were incomplete.5 In 

fact, 188 people did not provide any information about a project they were involved in, 

and quit the survey after the questions about these projects began to be asked. Many of 

these respondents indicated in an open question that they were in fact not involved in 

such a project. These respondents were therefore deleted from the database. Another 22 

respondents were also removed, because they were missing on most of the variables. This 

left 337 respondents who answered most of the questions in the questionnaire and 

indicated that they themselves were involved in environmental projects.  

In relation to the number of e-mails sent, the response rate can be estimated to be 21%, 

although in relation to the number of people who are involved in environmental projects 



this response can be estimated to be substantially higher. The number of 188 incomplete 

questionnaires is an indication of the actual population, the following rough estimation of 

the actual response can be made: Of the 547 returned questionnaires, 188 or 34% are 

missing. If this same proportion holds for the total sample, then the actual number of 

people involved in environmental projects is 1056 (.66*1600). If this assumption is true, 

the actual size of the response is about 33% (347/1056). It is possibly even higher, as 

people not involved in environmental projects will probably not have bothered to take 

part in the survey 

The above implies that care must be taken in interpreting the data, as: a) the actual 

population of people involved in environmental projects is unknown and b) it is therefore 

impossible to find out whether the response is representative of this population. However, 

there is reason to believe that this sample provides a reasonable overview of all 

environmental projects in the Netherlands (see note 2). 

 

Conceptualizing and measuring outcomes: process and content outcomes 

Table I provides an indication of these two dimensions of outcomes and the (five 

category Likert) items that were used to measure them. 

 

Table I. Measurements of outcomes 

Content outcomes Items 

1. innovative character Do you think that innovative ideas are developed during the project 

 

2. integral nature of solution Do you think that different environmental functions have been connected 

sufficiently? 

 

3. involvement of actors 

(content) 

Do you think that in general the involved actors have delivered a recognizable 

contribution to the development of the results? 

 

4. effectiveness solutions Do you think that the solutions that have been developed really deal with the 

problems at hand? 

 

5. effectiveness in the future Do you think that the developed solutions are durable solutions for the future? 

 

6. Relation costs and benefits 

 

Do you think that - in general - the benefits exceed the costs of the cooperation 

process? 

 



Process outcomes Items 

1.  level of management Do you think that the involved actors have contributed substantively to the 

management of the project? 

 

2. conflict resolution  Do you think that conflicts and differences of opinion have been solved 

adequately during the project?  

 

3. deadlocks Did you witness any disturbing deadlocks during the project? 

 

4. productive use of differences Do you think that the involved actors have made use of the existing different 

perspectives and insights (among the actors) in an adequate way with regard to 

solutions and problems in the project? 

 

5. contact frequency Do you think that the involved actors had frequently contact with each other during 

the project? 

 

6. support Do you think that the results from the project can expect the support of the 

involved actors? 

 

 

The Cronbach’s alpha of the six items measuring process outcomes is 0.80, so that they can be considered 

as forming one scale measuring the perception of process outcomes. The scores on the six items were 

added up, and divided by six. The items were also recoded, so that a higher score on the scale indicates a 

more positive perception of the process outcomes. The resulting scale has a mean score of 3.39 and a 

standard deviation of 0.60.  

The Cronbach’s alpha of the six items measuring content outcomes was 0.84. Again, the six items were 

recoded, added up, and divided by six, resulting in a scale with a mean score of 3.90 and a standard 

deviation of 0.62. In both cases, the scores are above the theoretical mean (3), which indicates that the 

respondents are on average positive about the outcomes. Comparing both means, it also appears that they 

are somewhat more positive about the content outcomes compared to the process outcomes. 

 

Project complexity 

In the second hypothesis, project complexity figures as a control variable. An environmental project was 

considered to be more complex when it dealt with more activities. Six different activities were identified: 

the building of houses, industry development, commercial development, environmental development, road 

development and water management (compare with Table 2). Based on the responses, we measured for 

each project whether one or more of these activities were performed. This resulted in a complexity scale 

ranging from 0 to 6. According to the mean score, the projects involved 2.98 activities on average, with a 

broad diversity given a standard deviation of 1.59. 



 

Network management strategies 

This is an important variable to test Hypothesis 2. Which network management strategies can be found in 

governance networks and how effective are they?  

As indicated in Section 2, four types of activities were identified based on the available literature: 

- arranging; this includes strategies to organize the interactions in governance networks in 

temporary organizational structures 

- exploring content; exploring different views of actors and possible new solutions, and connecting 

the ideas of different actors 

- connecting; securing contacts between actors, improving relations, etc 

- process agreements; agreements about process rules and methods of interaction between the actors 

 

Four items were created for each of these strategy types. A factor analysis of these 16 items showed that 

these 16 items were fairly strongly correlated with one  dimension dominating the sultion (for more 

information please contact the researchers) 

 

Number of strategies employed 

Although the factor analysis confirmed the existence of the four different strategies, it also showed the 

dominance of the first factor in the solution. As mentioned above, this suggests that good management 

involves the use of all available strategies. In fact, if a reliability analysis is performed on all sixteen items 

measuring the network strategies, a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.90 is obtained, indicating a strong correlation 

between management strategies employed. 

To measure the number of strategies employed (an important variable in Hypothesis 1), the sixteen items 

measuring the strategies were first dichotomized6, and then the number of strategies that were actually used 

in the project were counted. The resulting variable ranges from 0 (3.6% of the respondents) to 16 (6.3%), 

with a mean of 9.11 strategies used (standard deviation 4.18). 

 

Project and respondent characteristics as control variables 

The above variables measure the main concepts included in the hypotheses. In order to test these, several 

control variables were also included, with respect to both characteristics of the respondent as well as to 

relevant project characteristics.  

 

Phase of the project 

The projects the respondents discussed were not all in the same phase. This obviously influences perception 

on outcomes. For instance, almost by definition there will be fewer outcomes in the first phases of an 

environmental project. The respondents were not directly asked which phase they were in, but a number of 

activities were listed (from initiating ideas to implementation of actual maintenance activities) and the 



phase was deduced based on the level of activities respondents indicated they were involved in . Four 

different phases were discerned: 1) preparation phase (21%); 2) developmental phase (41%); 3) building 

phase (17%); 4) maintenance phase (21%). 

 

Parent organization of the respondent  

The respondents come from different backgrounds. As it is possible that this background influences the 

perception of democratic anchorage and/or the outcome perception, this is controlled for in the analysis. 

Four different background types can be discerned: 1) national civil servants (11%); 2) local civil servants 

(including counties and water board) (29%); 3) private sector respondents (48%); 4) ‘others’ (13%). The 

last group mostly included respondents from stakeholder organizations like environmental groups. In order 

to incorporate this variable into the analysis, three dummies were included. National civil servants serve as 

the reference category. 

 

Position in project 

The perception of outcomes can depend on the position of the respondent within the project. Given our 

interest in the effect of managerial strategies, in the analysis a dummy variable is included distinguishing 

those with a managerial position (28.8%) from those without. 

 

 

Endnotes 

 

                                                 
1 We are aware that the term governance is sometimes used in other ways (good governance, corporate 
governance, governance as new public management).  However governance is most often used for 
situations where governments operate in a multi-actor situation and use horizontal ways of 
steering/governance (Rhodes, 1997; Pierre, 2000), which fits our description of governance networks. 
2 Habiforum has established itself as a fairly important network organization with a lot of members. 
Looking at the projects mentioned by the respondents, it can be seen that almost all the well-known 
environmental projects in The Netherlands are represented (and of course a number of lesser known ones as 
well), which provides confidence that this is a fairly reasonable sample of the available projects in The 
Netherlands 
3 In fact, it would also not make much sense to include the number of strategies and the results of the factor 
analysis within one analysis, as these variables are based on the same items, which also explains the high 
correlation. 
4 As explained above (see note 4), a substantial portion of the respondents were lost because many were not 
able to answer detailed questions about the projects. To validate the results, the analyses were also 
performed on the sub-sample of ‘more involved respondents’ (categories 3 and 4 in Table 2), but the results 
– not included here – were highly similar. 
5 This is a normal situation with internet surveys since a number of people only glance through the 
questionnaire as they would have done if it was a paper version, and then decide that the survey is not 
relevant to them, or decide that they do not want to answer it. In this case, the fact that they had to answer 
the questionnaire for a specific project probably inflated the number of people who only filled in a very 
limited number of questions  



                                                                                                                                                 
6 The scores 1 and 2 (indicating that the strategy was (certainly) used) were scored as 1, while the other 
three categories were scored as 0. 


