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1. POLICY DESIGN AND STEERING CAPACITY 

It is one of strange contradictions of our time that on simultaneously with the reduction 

political steering ambitions over a broad front in the Western capitalist countries in 

favor of more market-oriented policy developments, theories and views are gaining 

ground which propagandize for the possibilities of acting and steering. Especially 

concerning the local, regional and sectoral space, where along with the renouncing of 

the strength and relevance of central steering capacity there seems to be a correspond- 

ing or greater room for action. Actor orientations are gaining ground and analytical 

acclaim. This concerns acting and doing so in a strategically conscious way. Decentral- 

ized policy, leadership practice and network steering move to the center of the theoreti- 

cal and analytical exploration of policy. State interventionism and hierarchial control 

has become discredited. 

It is that much more noticeable that therein lies a comprehensive change of focus from 

the macro to the micro level, corresponding to the fact that social and state theory are 

replaced by management, organization and network theory. The complex question of 

modern society’s steering capacity already appears to be answered in the negatiave 

when it is case of interventionist pathways at the national-state level. In this respect, a 

steering pessimism seems also to have gripped the scientific community, but this 

pessimism is turned to optimism when it concerns the decentral leadership and 

market-friendly policy questions. The replacement of “state” and “systems” with the 

concepts of “actors” and “network” seems also to have given sustenance to a new faith 

in the possibilities of action. In this way actors are equipped with motives and man- 

dates, which in decentralized network constellations and interactions can be converted 

into consensus-oriented decisions and policies. Power in society is theorized as 

diffused, the political-administrative system as fragmented, and in the individual more 

or less isolated policy arenas the autonomy of action is so great that the actors them- 

selves can choose their fate. And if the initial policy design has not been optimal, 

policy learning can correct for it. Policy developments thus become self-dynamic 

processes, where the actors’ intentions and the shared motivations produced are 

converted into strategic actions which can tackle problems. 

This simplified picture must be corrected. First, by making more precise the fact that 

the controlling subject (actors and their network decisions) are not confronted by a 
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passive, controllable and formless “steering object” but that the implementation of 

steering intentions is always subjected to the disturbances and unforeseen dynamics of 

the implementation processes, and that the equation must include reactions and actions, 

which can also produce equivalent resistance or evasion on the part of the addressees, 

target groups and especially the organizations. There is no reason to share the volunta- 

ristic prerequisites behind the theoretical assumptions. The object of steering should be 

generally capable of action. Second, ignoring pure market situations, the relations 

between (public) steering and (social) self organization must be analytically presented 

such that the steering capacity and policy results become empirically open questions 

and are not predetermined as simply an actor- and network-dependent regulation. 

There are reasons to renounce both the dichotomy between the steering subject and the 

steering object as well as the notion of consensual actor steering as functional alterna- 

tive to central state intervention (cf. also Marin and Mayntz 1991 and A. Heritier 

1993). 

Ideas of steering were early on linked to the societal metaphor of the ship - and as 

concerns political science it might well be the warship - which had to be safely steered 

into port avoiding dangerous waters, enemies, and the danger of sinking on the high 

seas. The shipping metaphor, of course, places the state at the helm. Responsibility and 

authority have since been relegated to the single steering subject, where the helms- 

man’s commands had to be followed if one had to reach port safely, the journey’s goal. 

This statecraft is now replaced with new frames of understanding in order to enable 

political ideas and intentions to connect with policy results which can be analyzed and 

predicted. It has become evident that political-administrative interventions are not 

produced with reference to the control ambitions of central actors, and that perfor- 

mances can seldom exhibit the degree of agreement with the intentions implied by 

optimistic policy models. In this paper we present our misgivings as to whether the 

concept of “policy design” is theoretically appropriate for ignoring the pitfalls which 

have been pointed out in the theoretization of decentralized micro- and meso- 

developments. 

Insofar as “design” is used only in order to direct our view toward all phases in the 

policy process, by which ideas about cycle and interdependence can be presented, the 

concept is just as harmless insofar as it expresses a theoretical roundness, i.e., an 

impreciseness. It is solely the underlying rationalism in the assumptions of cycle which 
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should be discussed (cf. Jenkins-Smith and Sabatier, 1993). However, insofar as 

“policy design” must also obligate the analysis to a causal theory, intervention and 

evaluation model, as was asserted earlier by Linder and Guy Peters (1984), it is 

assumed that policies can be designed in close association between intentions and 

results. Hence, “design” is not a narrow synonym for programming and implementa- 

tion. The idea contains active, creative actors, as well as their product in the form of a 

blueprint for intervention and result evaluation (cf. also Dryzek and Ripley 1988, Dunn 

1988, Linder and Guy Peters 1988, 1989, 1990, Mayntz and Scharpf 1995). The 

parallel with a reform perspective on public policies is evident, while it does not need 

to be a case of a synoptic planning, but rather, of planned and creative actor behavior 

toward problems which must be solved. Sensible or optimal strategies must be 

developed. The mode by which policy is implemented in goal-oriented fashion 

facilitates existing processual attention, as implementation is not a neutral administra- 

tion. In this sense, the policy design idea in the mid-1980s was an important heuristic 

reminder that implementation cannot be viewed isolated from policy-formation. Added 

to the design concept, however, is a genuine theoretical propsitional power, just as 

there are added evaluation standards. Actors design and activate policies, set goals and 

choose instruments. The presentation of interests must be expanded in order to yield 

more optimal problem resolution. Policy-design thus emphasizes “the art more than the 

craft”. 

Such an interpretation places theoretical “policy-design” between a synoptic and an in- 

crementalist decision strategy, where the analyses is married neither to a centralized, 

hierarchical planning and control nor with the market mechanisms’ atomized - 

ex-post-regulation. Problem solving in modern societies is not limited to a law-giving 

perspective (something also found in early policy-research). However, even though the 

model for a monolithic state has been replaced by models for decentral and sectoral 

actor connections, where a majority of actors formulate and implement measures 

which can intervene in problems, there is perhaps no reason to share the view that the 

path to good control is via good “designing” of the policy. The question is whether 

political-administrative interventions and their processual and institutional precondi- 

tions can still be designed and steered. It is hardly only a question of steering re- 

sources, information, causal theory and coordinating institutions, but also basically one 

of actor interests, exercise of power, discursive activities, narrow-minded actor- 

horizons and the actions of actors. This is our preliminary thesis in this paper for the 

discussion of political control and choice of instruments. 

5 



Where design issues are coupled to process issues, network control has obtained its 

theoretical legitimation as a better means of handling the chain of ends and means. 

This is not to say that one strategy has been placed before all others, but that there have 

been found paths to clearly heighten the quality of policy and improve its results. 

In this connection, it has become important to discuss the policy network perspective, 

as it has established itself as the dominant form of thought and conceptual reference 

for the analyses. This perspective operates in a sensible fashion with both public and 

non-state actors as capable of action. Policy analyses have replaced rational central 

state actors with networks, rational organization models with inter-organizational 

models and system models with sub-system ideas (cf. Kenis and Schneider 1991, E.H. 

Klijn 1992, Jordan and Schuber 1992). We are seeing propaganda for a positive view 

of the possibilities of process control and policy design. The policy network approach 

works functionally with policy problems and is characterized by special decision rules 

and internal value systems, a blend of rationalities and a unique decision-making style, 

where efforts are made to avoid every strong confrontation between actors. The 

network is defined by participating actors, their internal connections and the boundary 

to the environment. There are, however, grounds to discuss, firstly, the dynamics of 

network ordering and their inherent steering potentials and, secondly, the functionali- 

ties of network control. Is the optimistic theoretization well-grounded? This is what we 

will begin to evaluate in this paper, in that we consciously limit the propositions to the 

welfare state policy areas. For example, defense policy or fiscal policies will demand 

other considerations because of other content dimensions, processes, instruments and 

organizational frameworks. Moreover, the considerations require a more than minimal 

formal degree of integration of network arrangements. We therefore ignore market-like 

situations with separate actors and disorganization. 

Our commentaries are both theoretically and empirically based. The empirical data 

derive from studies of Danish labor market policy, where we at Aalborg University 

have over several years studied both central legislative and administrative develop- 

ments as well as decentral implementations, including also implemented comprehen- 

sive evaluations in the field. Recent years’ analyses and evaluations of a new labor 

market policy with their foundation in a new philosophy of “activation” and with 

decentralized steering have provided a strong background for evaluating whether 

network cooperation can be seen as a necessary, but not sufEcient, condition for 

successful policy development. At the same time, we call into question the focus of 

6 



analyses on the positive functionalization of network control as alternative to central 

state regulation. We suggest that there also are strong dysfunctionalities inherent in 

network arrangements. By incorporating results from these policy studies, we raise the 

question of the reality content of the policy design model, and of network steering and 

policy learning as rational means of creating policy development. 

Public steering remains important in relation to network coordination and the inherent 

dynamics which operate as endogenous regulator and as developmental factor in the 

policy field. This is not to say that a higher level of activity and stronger dynamics can 

be produced decentrally via network coordination, only that the social action orienta- 

tions and expectations among the participants also evolve in and via the processes, 

utility considerations and preference scales as well. In this manner, the actions and 

results become encumbered by interest bias and side effects (displacement and 

substitution effect, windfall profits, etc.), which can be counterproductive when seen 

from a problem solving perspective, i.e., in terms of the policy rationale. 

On the basis of the labor market policy experiences, we will also be able to positively 

indicate how it is possible, in a labor market policy reform perspective, to establish a 

new activation regime which can link processes with policy rationale. From here we 

can generalize to policy statements that decentralized policy development in modern 

late capitalist societies greatly depends on configurations of coordinations - horizontal 

and vertical - and that network steering is only functional for the policy insofar as there 

occurs a de facto linkage of policy results and process logics. 

2. REFORMS AND REFORMERS 

Reformers are always overoptimistic. Confidence in the policy steering is often 

exaggerated. Politicians’ and administrative leaders’ rational policy choices need not 

necessarily be decisive for the fate of reforms, much is determined by the localized, 

decentralized implementation. It is now generally acknowledged that one cannot 

evaluate a reform from its intentions, its paragraph-formulated solutions and decrees, 

nor from formal administrative arrangements for managing the implementation of 

reform ideas. It depends precisely also on relations outside the reform: on regional 

cooperation and the climate of cooperation among actors, on competence and under- 

standings among the institutions’ personnel and on the trust and confidence which 



develops among the actors. Intentions and administrative abilities must therefore be 

placed together with features of the interaction which evolve decentrally, locally, with 

the action orientations, norms and learning processes which bear the burden of 

implementation. Here the policy-design approach has strong appeal as integrating, but 

attempts at uniform standardization and homogenization toward implementation are in 

fact doomed to fail when there is a decentralized framework of programming and 

implementation. The solution to design problems lies in the processes themselves. 

Reforms’ strong element of rational thinking and administrative understanding must be 

corrected by the historical empirical knowledge of the degree to which non-rational 

elements, political and administrative disturbances and organizational exercise of 

power enter in. One does not get far with a rational policy view. Conversely, neither 

can one predict that self-sufficient regional developments can develop and produce 

policy results so that there emerge sensible changes out of the efforts, independent of 

central reprogramming. When regionalization and decentralization produce great 

regional degrees of freedom, policy becomes much a question of regional understand- 

ing, will, resources, learning capacity, competencies and strength of action among the 

actors. Focus in the work of activating a policy, focus should therefore be placed upon 

decentralized actors and connections. 

The very concept of reform is generally connected with notions of substantive policy 

improvements, with administrative control and rationality. Reforms have also obtained 

a positive, progressive color. The reform concept is now also used about anything more 

than minimal change of legislative complexes, also because the political signal value is 

considered too significant when something is new and changeable; if so, there has 

probably been a need to revise something, and politicians can demonstrate their drive 

and eagerness for reforms. The policy results, however, do not have to follow reform 

intentions. In the same way that the political-administrative system has become fixated 

by leadership, so has it been wrong to assume that organizations can be governed and 

controlled by leaders. One nevertheless finds the rational thinking and notion of 

steering in the attempts to reform and modernize the public sector. Administrative 

reforms have become virtual annual rounds of modernization with “decentralization,” 

“rationalization,” “divisionization”, and “flexibilization” as code words (cf. Dalsgaard 

1994). 
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To search for the advantages of network steering, however, is for us not a narrow 

question of finding the most effective instruments for a policy reform, nor a practical 

question of the “correct” organization. Policy implementation also occurs from within, 

in an area in the form of spontaneous and non-governed processes. The institutions by 

which policy networks operate are not something which can simply be chosen or 

designed. They are the results of a political cultural development which is decentral- 

ized and not national, which is not directed or controlled by legislation, administrative 

system or other policy designers, though not unaffected by them. If policy ideas at the 

central level cannot be the only criterion of understanding and evaluation, nor can such 

criterion be constituted by the individual decentralized actors’ and organizations’ 

interests and intentions. It is not only a matter of analyzing and evaluating verbal and 

image-like linkages. It is a matter of policy-developments where the program rationale 

and regional cooperation logics must be linked together in a substantive fashion. The 

linguistic shared coding and common understanding can be a necessary condition for a 

policy element or an entire reform being accepted and adopted in practice, but it is not 

an adequate condition. As indicated above: linguistic “varnish” and masking do not do 

so when it is a case of policy implementation. A policy reform must be managed and 

implemented on the basis of the patterns of interaction and the new culture which has 

already been developed decentrally. New elements must be incorporated into and must 

transform practice, and one cannot assume that inconsistent evaluations and norms can 

be avoided. The implementation is not free of disturbances and continual redefinitions 

(Palumbo and Calista 1990), and frustration can easily extend itself to several actors. 

Cynicism can just as easily develop as consensus. These must be open, empirical 

questions for an analysis. A reform, however, cannot produce high expectations, 

readiness to make an effort and legitimacy over the long term if the practical opera- 

tions do not already link the program rationale with regional policy results. The 

alternative is that central state actors decide for yet a new “reform”. 

Therefore, nor can there be established in advance any simple and fixed yardsticks, 

evaluation standards for good and effective implementation work. It is a case of 

functionally derived requirements from the rationale behind the policy and requirments 

to avoid uncoupling at a regional level. It is the achieved mix of network coordina- 

tion and vertical control of policy which must be identified. Both the program 

targets and the actor interests must be satisfied in ways which promote the policy 

achievement. Many factors and the total effects of the factors’ cooperation must be 
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evaluated concretely before we can meaningfully address the question of institutional- 

ized reason in decentralized interaction processes. 

At the level of action, implementation can be said to be a question of practical intu- 

ition, knowledge, skills, and interaction abilities just as much as correct administrative 

behavior. Considered at the total policy level, social and institutional coordinations and 

sober-mindedness of the policy rationale is needed. The problem is to find actors who 

can and will build in attention to policy participation and maintenance of interests. The 

development of generalized confidence in network cooperation must at the same time 

lead to making the actors in the policy more responsible. 

3. STEERING AND COORDINATION 

In order to explain developments in a specific policy arena by the implementation of a 

new policy content - in this case a labor market policy attempt to reintegrate the jobless 

into the labor market - one must investigate the conditional associations between 

policy, politics and polity (Hogwood and Gunn 1984, W. Parsons, 1995). It must 

occur, however, on macro- meso- and micro-levels if one wants to speak out about a 

policy, where the policy development involves both the central state level as well as 

decentralized levels. The demand becomes one of having to incorporate explanation- 

and evaluations elements which provide the possibility to respond to the question of 

compatibility of and homology between policy goals and the results of decentralized 

interaction and implementation. As operational concepts, we thus propose “policy 

linkage/uncoupling” as explanatory and evaluative principles. Actor orientations and 

actor interaction in networks or coalitions must themselves be explained, but the 

analysis cannot stop here. It is a case of simultaneous policy formation and implemen- 

tation processes which entail that one investigate both steering and coordination 

contexts. Analytically, we find it demanded with concepts for both “social coordina- 

tion” and “institutional coordination” and it is the investigation of the relationship 

between them which can provide concrete insights into policy developments and lay 

the foundation for evaluating whether the decentrally produced policy results are 

reasonable or unreasonable. In the latter part of the paper we will lay the foundations 
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using empirical arguments based on analyses of the new design and implementation of 

Danish labor market policy. We begin, however, by presenting the conceptual frame- 

work. 

3.1. LINKAGE AND UNCOUPLING 

Regionally, the actors interact not only in order to “play the game” but also to find 

solutions to problems. The institutional environment provides notions of problems, 

means of explaining the origin of problems and their character and preferred efforts to 

deal with the problems. Therefore, it is not only a matter of professionally better 

solutions. There are also other factors to take into consideration. The most apparent is 

attention to continued cooperation and the regional degrees of freedom, and thereby a 

calculation is made concerning the long term utilization of participation in the deci- 

sion-making arenas. Attention must be paid to values and norms in the localized, 

regional culture and to the actors’ own interests and ideology. However, attention must 

certainly be paid to the implementation task itself, and the labor market policy rationale 

within it. Ultimately, this is the reason why actors group and position themselves in 

formal and informal networks. Establishment of coalitions are policy related. (Here 

Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith with their Advocacy Coalition Framework [ 1993, p. 271 

would rather speak of ideologies and belief systems as determining factors in politics). 

The linkage of decentralized considerations and general political program goals 

becomes of central importance. An analysis and evaluation cannot be content with 

possibly concluding that coordinations are undertaken, but must evaluate whether this 

also results in policy-relevant linkage. In our case, therefore, it is a labor market 

linkage. The decentralized, regional coordinations must build on other political 

steering impulses and functional considerations if adequate results are to emerge out of 

the interaction, negotiations and implementation. Someone must act authoritatively in 

order to ensure this weighting and coordination of considerations. Only in this situation 

can one speak of linkage. 

If the interaction operates well at the decentral level, more permanent assurance of 

coordinations of understandings will be achieved and, via decisions, a functional 

linkage secured. Linkage can best be indicated negatively, by the absence of linkage, 

or what we term “uncoupling”. If the interaction functions less well or not at all, and 
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the policy rationale is undermined in implemtentation, one will be able to locate 

indicators of uncoupling. It will be indicated by (1) the political program’s rationale 

failing to demarcate the regional interaction or (2) by two or more institutions or 

decision systems each living their own lives independent of each other, even though 

they are active participants on the same labor market policy arena. The first indicator is 

thus a lack of attention to or liquidation of the functional demands in the policy, and 

the second is an unsychronized and uncooperative interaction among the regional 

actors. Actors and institutions may react by avoiding the adaptation of their own 

norms, values and behavior to the common demands for cooperation, by inertia, or by 

direct resistance. One cannot exclude that there may als appear elements of hypocrisy 

and sanctimoniousness, which actors may have succeeded in utilizing in order to 

survive in and exploit “the system”. It may perhaps appear as if actors are standing 

together on common ground, with slogans and symbolic decisions - indeed, perhaps 

consider it a goal in itself to appear activist vis a vis the outside - but where the real 

internal situation is the exact opposite. The actors cultivate their own interests and the 

external activism masks this. Uncoupling will reveal itself in isolation of understand- 

ings, task definitions and institutional resources or in faiilure to set coordination 

actions in relation to labor market conditions. The common task responsibility will not 

be elevated, and development of mutual trust, learning capacity and strategic deci- 

sion-making ability will not be achieved. 

If uncoupling takes place, there will occur a separation of functional demands in the 

policy from the practice with which and to which actors and networks have adapted 

themselves. A process consideration also requires that time be incorporated into the 

equation, which means that one must evaluate whether it is probable that uncoupling is 

avoided over time, and that one obtains assurance of an actual linkage via interac- 

tion, understandings and learning. 

Currently there is much talk about learning in social science (cf. theories of “the 

learning organization” and in a policy-analysis framework such as Peter May, 1992 and 

Fischer and Forester, 1993). The connection to practice is weak, however. Empirical 

knowledge of why there are such great political-administrative problems with learning 

are inadequately developed. Who learns? Organizations and networks are not always 

good at learning and at taking advantage of common experiences in order to ensure 

new developments. Non-learning, not to say forgetfulness and ignorance, is certainly 

just as prevalent in practice, and the problem for investigation must operate to discover 
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exactly what conditions and situations are characterized by positive desire and ability 

to learn in the decentralized political arena. The literature emphasizes that new reforms 

demand time in order to become incorporated as routine and thereby become func- 

tional. The time perspective must often be extended, from between five and ten years 

according to Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith! There are probably few actors who will wait 

this long. Even though it is generally known that reforms often fail, one often stands 

without precise knowledge of what happens decentrally and why reforms drown in the 

implementation processes. Frontline-workers’ evasion mechanisms are very important, 

but too isolated as an explanatory arsenal (cf. M.Lipsky 1980), and nor is the problem 

solved by the incorporation of target group behavior and organizational implementa- 

tion structure (S. Winter 1990). The question of good cooperative processes 

decentrally as a precondition for successful implementation must be posed 

separately. Hence, concepts of learning, understanding and organizational interaction 

are not enough: the program rationale and the evaluation of linkage and uncoupling 

must also be included in the analysis. This facilitates the policy concepts in that it 

affects the concept of uncoupling which can be found in the organizational theory 

literature. 

Organizational theorists (Meyer and Rowan 1977, Scott and Meyer 1983, Brunsson 

1989, R vik 1992) see organizations as placed in institutional environments where 

there evolve norms for how the organization ought to speak, decide and act. According 

to these neo-institutional theorists, meaning-forming processes provide the basis for 

the gradual transformation of socially created norms into organizational behavior, 

where emulation takes place, i.e., where the organization comes to reflect itself in a 

model which it seeks to emulate. Or internal organizational divisions are undertaken so 

that a part of the organization thinks and acts politically, while the producing core 

continues to perform in its usual fashion. From an organizational theory perspective, 

uncoupling is viewed as a single organization’s mode of converting certain demands 

from the environment into modes of action which do not affect the core activities in the 

organization. It will place a protective varnish or shell around itself, while the already 

incorporated mode of production remains untouched. In this sense, the uncoupling is 

theorized as an evasion mechanism which the organization can make use of. 

Such an organizational understanding is too oversimplified and one dimensional in a 

policy context. One is not dealing with an intraorganizational action situation, but with 

a policy field and the development of policy arenas. It is thus not a case of “jack of all 
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trades” organizations, but of specific and pre-structured task solutions in which a 

multiplicity of actors participate: politicians, organizations, individuals and firms. 

There is not one but many arenas, where it is a point that no organizational model has 

been given, nor could one hardly be developed, as the basic conditions are the specific 

regional arena’s own development, albeit with attention to the policy task. And finally, 

we are talking of developments with many interests and actor constellations, formation 

of coalitions, etc. which are policy- and network-driven more than organizationally 

steered. Decision-making and steering is carried out according to network logics, 

norms and rules more than according to models, and steering is just as much a question 

of coordinations in the arena as it is of private formation of meaning for the individual 

organization. 

In the policy arena, it is not a case of primarily intraorganizational shielding attempts, 

but commonly chosen modes of reaction and policy and implementation choices. The 

program rationale provides grounds for the existence of the institutionalized coopera- 

tion. Instead, emphasis is placed on the collective aspects more than the individual act 

of will, and more on the policy content than on the internal organizational interests. 

The neo-institutionalists (Brunsson 1989, March and Olsen 1989) operate with very 

general statements about institutionalization processes, meaning formation factors and 

organizational reactions, and the problem is that it is often difficult to identify actors. 

Without having to assert that it is an theoretical construction devoid of any actor, it 

cannot be ignored that actors often perform simply as “organizations”. Both actor 

specific and collective, network-based identification of the driving forces behind the 

interaction and policy implementation must be provided. 

It is also important to be able to establish whether uncoupling is only something 

temporary or a more permanent situation at the decentralized level. If it is only a 

temporary virus which has infected the local and regional cooperation, implementation 

will perhaps not suffer serious damage. If it develops into more than a short term 

situation, however, there are grounds to be anxious on behalf of the policy. Decentrally 

speaking, one cannot remain in an uncoupling situation with inconsistent sets of norms 

and elements of hypocrisy or with self-referencing coordinations. From an uncoupling 

situation, the actors must again be expected to arrange their work in another way, so 

that the actual linkage results are achieved. The reactions to uncoupling can be 

conceived in terms of several types of actions: 
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- neutralization: just letting things continue and hoping that the problems will 

solve themselves over time. Preparations are made for poor decentralized 

cooperation, and each actor ensures their ability to find their own interests 

served at the cost of the common solutions. 

- setting new policy priorities: former considerations and priorities are 

replaced by new policy elements, conflictual relations are avoided and new 

norms for interaction developed so that there emerges greater agreement 

between policy demands and the actors’ wishes and strategies. 

- neoinstitutionalization: Understandings and behavior are pragmatically 

modified and harmonized so that inconsistent norms and practices are 

decentrally filtered out in order to achieve smoother process and better policy 

results. The pragmatic interaction has perhaps better conditions to develop at 

the operational level than at the policy formation level. 

- deinstitutionalization: where central quarters dictates new steering and 

coordination arrangements, so that old power wielders are removed from their 

positions and new modes of developing and implementing policy are man- 

dated. Deinstitutionalization is a functional alternative which the centrally 

placed politicians can utilize if they are dissatisfied with the decentrally-based 

steering structure and implementation results. 

As an analytical category and evaluation standard, linkage thus involves both horizon- 

tal and vertical elements: it facilitates coordination in regional interaction and policy 

implementation. In more substantive terms, linkage becomes equivalent to ensuring 

quality in efforts, where quality is defined not simply as agreement with demand 

specifications from above nor seen as a continuing improvement in order to satisfy 

users and policy developers. Rather, quality is a multi-dimensional connection between 

public values and obligations behind efforts, between output and addressee 

expectations and between actors and institutions who are involved in the policy 

implementation. Processes and output cannot be separated; hence, the quality of a 

policy must be seen dynamically and contextually rather than satically and ac- 

tor-determined. 
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3.2. NORMS, NETWORK AND COOPERATION 

Linkage, the absence of uncoupling, must be investigated by searching for extended 

mutual trust, harmonious behavior, the appearance of learning and examples of 

actual connection of strategies and institutional frameworks. The first three 

elements have to do with interaction processes, while the last indicator leads toward 

activation cooperation centered around concrete projects and initiatives. Trust is 

something shared, something historically produced both via communicative processes 

and via strategic actions. Dialogues and instrumental action can be found in the same 

processes of interaction. Learning is also a cumulative process, and good cooperation 

is characterized precisely by conditions which promote learning processes among 

actors.’ 

Hence, it is also only when actors encouncter each other and act in certain constella- 

tions - via network formations - that the content of the interaction and the activities can 

be deciphered. Harmonious decision-making codes must be found, and the benefit of 

the interactions must be institutionalized as collective output and help for problem 

solving if the cooperation is to be functional in relation to policy implementation. 

Networks must be studied as process institutionalization, where implementation is 

produced just as much “from below” as “from above”. Networks procure, as it were, a 

power base at local and regional levels in order to achieve compromises and in order to 

solve problems. Coordination in and via the networks is a means of this. Cooperation 

thereby proceeds from having been a behavioral norm to becoming an institutionalized 

policy form. 

The actor’s action orientation thereby also obtains a character via policy prerequisites. 

One should not expect to find entire egotistical or purely solidary actions in and around 

The mode in which learning is organized is very important for understanding why certain 
experiences are acquired up and others remain unobserved. Learning is also an important 
behavioral variable, as it contributes to delimiting the field of vision and organizing policy 
developments. Learnmg processes will contain several links, where one must first clarify the 
sequence and results of earlier actions and efforts, and then utilize the insights by correcting 
incorporated understandings, routines, programming and ways of implementation. It is not 
easy to extract a common learning experience in a strong interest-divided landscape. 
Learning systems in the labor market policy system have been very much oriented toward 
measurement, toward quantitatively calculating results (financial consumption, number of 
action plans, number of enterprise visits, etc.). In the case of mteraction processes, this kmd 
of data is not very useful. Here it is the actors’ individual and shared abdity to qualitatively 
evaluate the meaning of priorities and practice which counts. 

16 



the networks. The social action orientations which are relevant in a policy context are 

competing and cooperative, the latter being the most policy functional. It is coopera- 

tion which promotes interaction and coordination of performance. 

Decentrally, the culturally conditioned behavior has certain historical norms and values 

as its foundation. Relatively stable expectations to each other’s behavior are differently 

developed in space. The individual areas or regions have specific prehistories and 

unique history, each having its specific culture of cooperation. In this way they also 

have their own notions of what is important and unimportant, and what is good and 

less good for cooperation. What is self-evident in one place can thus be a mystery in 

another region! 

With a centrally formulated policy framework based on functional considerations, in 

our case the total ordering and functionality of the labor market - there is entailed , 

however, common norms and considerations which must be included locally and 

regionally. The decentral administration units are institutional parts of a system both at 

the policy formulation level and in practice. Thus, there are both exogenous norms for 

how regional actors must act and exogenously determined action capacities which must 

be used in a manner adapted to the local contexts. If the policy specific norms, 

decisions and functional demands do not agree with the organizational desires and 

modes of action, there may also emerge situations of implementation stress, and an 

uncoupling situation may eventually develop. This requires new actions of coordina- 

tion. 

3.3. SOCIAL AND INSTITUTIONAL COORDIANTION 

When policy formation and implementation cannot be seen as neutral, technical and 

centrally standardized administrative tasks, the analysis must be based upon alternative 

concepts for action. There are good arguments for working with a coordination concept 

more than with a steering concept. Several actors and organs are involved in the tasks 

of developing and implementing new policy, and there occur both vertical and horizon- 

tal harmonizations and adaptations of understandings, behavior and institutional 

frameworks. The analyses must be directed toward evaluating the work of regional and 

local coordination, whereby it is especially the horizontal aspects which come into 

focus, something which has also occurred in the policy literature. The Advocacy 
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Coalition Framework (ACF) here claims to be able to provide explanations with the 

help of concepts for the coalitions’ belief systems (centered upon the categories of 

“deep core”, ” policy core” and “secondary aspects”) and the “organizational setting” 

(see Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993). In the policy subsystem, coordination is 

provided by actor networks or coalitions, who consensually maintain the core values. It 

is the coalitions which are the analytical unit in the ACF approach. 

In policy-theory terms, however, we are dealing with two forms of coordination: social 

coordination and hierarchically controlled, institutional coordination. It is not the 

political elites or coalitions themselves who carry out the implementation work, and 

correspondingly, policy learning is a matter for many actor groups and organs: at the 

level of decentralized decision-making measures, in developing guidelines for imple- 

mentation, and at the daily operational level. In our view, only by examining both 

forms of coordination and their internal relationship can policy developments be 

explained in more than partial terms. 

With the concept of “social coordination” a concept of decentralized policy-formation 

has been created where politically important actors perform in an arena. Horizontal 

policy-coordination stands at the center.* Via internal communication, negotiation and 

decision-making they coordinate visions, make decisions and lay the groundwork for 

further development of implementation work. Understandings, actions and institutional 

arrangements must be brought into the coordinated interaction. Here the ACF approach 

can provide a sound contribution where, however, there is no reason to always presume 

competing coalitions. In our labor market policy context, social coordination revolves 

around fourteen regional (county) Labor Market Councils with representation from the 

labor market organizations, municipalities and the county, and the regional job 

allocation office (Danish: AF) which services the council and implements policy 

decisions in interaction with private enterprises, union unemployment compensation 

funds, the county and municipalities as well as the educational institutions. Several of 

the latter also have organizational location in other policy areas, and it is necessary to 

also view the interaction and the degree of integration among several policy fields. 

With reference to hierarchical, institutional coordination, it is a case of a more 

internally bounded activity where the actors meet each other in order to establish 

2 
Cf. JOergensen, Larsen and Lassen: “Attempt with a new active labor market policy” (in 
DamshI, CARMA, Aalborg, 1994, H. J rgensen 1995, Larsen et al. 1996. 
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operational situations. Negotiation, argumentation, information and establishing 

agreements are also part of this work, but there are clearer links to norms and values, 

implemented via the decentralized interaction and by the administrative principles, just 

as there exists an internal pressure from the organizational interests. In the organiza- 

tion, vertical steering is carried out. It is not a case of a sphere of action devoid of 

power. The degree of autonomy is very conditioned. The interaction will be character- 

ized by close communication, clear distribution of competence and a stronger degree of 

formalization. The organization representatives for the job allocation office, the union 

unemployment funds, educational institutions, the county, and municipality appear in 

common as collective actors, but also have to respect individual actors’ set of interests 

to lean toward. It is not evident that solutions and fairness criteria give the best 

professional solution, but it is perhaps the one which works, seen from the actor’s 

viewpoint. The negotiated solutions and problem solutions do not always complement 

each other, and the linkage can thus be endangered. The institutional coordination 

occurs in the daily interaction between the job allocation office, the unemployment 

funds, municipalities, county and educational institutions. 

When one seeks to analyze the decentralized policy implementation, it is a case of two 

possible forms of coordination: positive and negative. They must separately or together 

ensure balance between political responsibility, self-coordination and management of 

interest (cf. F. W. Scharpf 1993). Positive coordination connotes the condition that 

activation of networks utilizes the action choices of several institutions and actors and 

develops norms which promote the programming and implementation of policy. There 

will be both bi- and multivariate communications and negotiations. With negative 

coordination non-actions are utilized, problems depoliticized, access to 

decision-making arenas controlled, and the room for action for actors is reduced. This 

ensures that the wrong decisions are not made and therefore helps avoid disturbances 

and distortions in policy formation and implementation. Typically, coordination actions 

will be executed by single actors, institutions or via bilateral negotiations. 

There is no value-oriented in the two coordination concepts, no more than positive 

coordination should only have a future perspective and negative coordination should 

contain a backward oriented perspective. It is analytical, actor oriented concepts for 

norms and actions which in different ways help to ensure policy realization. 
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Harmony of interest and dialogue engage actors positively around interaction, but there 

are several issues which must be affected: motivation, information, interaction and 

then policy content. What is decisive is if uncoupling is to be avoided at the decentral- 

ized level, there must not be too great a gap between the social and the institutional 

coordination, just as external and regional internal norms must not be too inconsistent. 

In the opposite case, the program rationale will be undermined and the political linkage 

threatened. 

3.4. NETWORK STEERING AND POLICY RATIOANLE 

The research question, concepts and evaluation criteria belong together. One has 

concepts in order to conceptualize. They must also be organically linked to the 

evaluation standards which form the groundwork for the analysis. How the actors 

interact and utilize an increased political room for action decentrally can say something 

about the cooperation and mode of coordination, but it cannot simultaneously provide a 

rationale for whether the cooperation in policy terms is good or less good. The quality, 

as mentioned, is a multidimensional problem. The analysis of the utilization of the 

decentralized policy potential is only one side of the analytical task. The other side, 

naturally, is to evaluate the regional processes and results in relation to the program 

rationale, which is the background for the actors having had their competencies and 

responsibility transferred. The work of implementation must be collectively coordi- 

nated in ways which ensure that policy goals are not undermined. It is only by having 

interaction among actors and implementation work to become arranged that the 

program rationale is achieved that one can speak of contributions to “the good coopera- 

tion” and quality in solutions. 

The question, then, is linking together the program rationale coordination actions with 

those of the actor-interaction. There are two inherent preconditions: that political goals 

are in pursued, and that the actors, the interaction patterns, see their interests served to 

the same degree as the interaction makes them responsible for the implementation task. 

The interaction must have an evaluatory standard outside itself. The program rationale 

must be understood as the political purpose which lies behind formulations in concrete 

legislative and administrative documents, and which bases itself on a set of causal and 

administrative principles (cf. A. Hoogerwerf 1990). It is the policy’s material content 

that the processes and structures must help to achieve. Here the program theories 
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behind it must be brought into the analytical game, but operationally, however, one 

cannot delimit the program rationale to central actors’ normative, causal and final 

argumentations (as does Hoogerwerf).3 It is the collectively produced and recognized 

reasoning underlying the program effort which counts. 

In a labor market policy context, the goals entail obtaining the total labor market to 

function without imbalances, together with efforts to better ensure and develop human 

and welfare potentials. It is qualification- and job-ensuring goals which form the 

foundation of the activation effort, together with their serving an allocation policy 

function. Active labor market policy has from the very outset been directed toward 

making labor allocation more flexible, so that firms can be supplied with the labor in 

demand, and the unemployed placed in jobs. In activation efforts, this “lubrication” of 

the mechanism has attained an expanded set of goals, namely, procuring new job 

possibilities, more or new training and educational places, counteracting loss of 

qualifications and jobs, and affecting the occupational structure in favor of the most 

vulnerable groups. Finally, it has also been a goal to counteract the social and psycho- 

logical consequences of unemployment; the alternative to the active efforts is the 

public welfare function with passive payments of compensation. The active line has 

clearly been made a priority in Denmark in the 199Os, whereby the labor market should 

be assisted toward a better mode of functioning simultaneously with the unemployed 

being supported and developed on the path toward permanent employment. The 

normative guide for labor market policy and especially that portion concerned with 

activation is thus welfare-theoretical efficiency and distribution policy justice. There 

can be political disagreement as to the desirability and extent of the distributive policy 

content, whereby there is broad support for politically avoiding unnecessary loss of 

utility and welfare. 

The program rationale makes functional demands on the administrative link and 

implementation work, which must be regionally respected. It gives substantive bonds 

of decisions and modes of action and in practice attempts to ensure this via steering of 

goals and frameworks by central servicing of the regions, via norm production, 

common education and, regionally, by administrative, vertical steering and personnel 

3 
Hoogerwerf (1990, p. 288) goes so far as to say that “the best choice seems to be to restrict 
the policy theory to assumptions that occur in the argumentations of the designers, decision 
makers, and implementers of a policy.” Such a theoretical actor-bmding of implementahon 
theories IS mistaken, as many actors and mterested partles are involved, each of them often 
having their own theory of actIon 



management. The Danish AF system is the state-run, deconcentrated administrative 

system which is established to guarantee that the program rationale is not ignored in 

the regional and local interactions and developments: hence. to ensure that occupa- 

tional, job qualification and job allocation considerations are also respected. Seen from 

outside, attention to the implementation link facilitates the coordination needs, and 

from inside within the AF, a need-oriented effort facilitates the dispersal of values, 

norms, and demands for action; these cannot be done by orders. Norm-based leader- 

ship and delegation of competence are internal functional demands. Insofar as labor 

market policy is developed and guided according to functional criteria (attention to the 

functionality of the labor market as a whole), the 1994 regionalization has brought into 

the picture another geographic criteria. Regions are delimited by county borders, and in 

only exceptional cases do the territorial borders harmonize with the boundaries of the 

labor markets. This creates a schism between superordinate, functional considerations 

and the demarcated geographical-regional perspectives which the actors seek to 

represent. The decentralized actors have become powerful precisely because the 

regional councils have obtained both cash and competencies, budgets and instruments 

for exerting pressure. Regional decisions and efforts, however, must continually be 

evaluated in relation to the common functional considerations so as not to constrict the 

total dynamic and adaptability of the labor market as a whole. 

4. EXPERIENCES FROM DANISH LABOR MARKET POLICY 

With the 1994 reform in the area of activation, the Danish labor market policy can be 

said to have been re-designed, both in terms of its substantive content in its steering 

arrangements. In the domain of steering, the Danish tradition of corporativist arrange- 

ments has been reinforced, simultaneously with a significant regionalization of 

competence in designing the activation effort directed to the unemployed. Hence, 14 

regional labor market councils have been established in which the labor market 

interests occupy two-thirds of the seats and the regionaVloca1 authorities (county and 

municipalities) the remaining one-third. These labor market councils establish priori- 

ties and plan their activities in accord with the regional needs. That is, within certain 

relatively broad centrally established frameworks they set priorities as to who should 
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have the offer of activation, and what types of activation options will be made avail- 

able (e.g., job training, education, etc.). Hence, it is a case of fixing a regional strategy. 

The state labor allocation systems (AF) services the councils and assumes the function 

of “main executor” of the effort. With the regionalization and reorganization of the 

content of the effort, however, the implementation and thereby the organization of the 

activation sequence can only occur in coordination with regional enterprises, regional 

authorities (counties), local authorities (municipalities), unemployment funds (the 

social insurance system) and the educational institutions. A new steering concept based 

on network coordination has come into use. 

In substantive terms, the formerly rule-governed activation effort has been replaced by 

a need-oriented activation effort. In the domain of activation, it means that where 

certain types of activation measures were offered at specific points in the individuals 

unemployment period, diverse activation offers can be made at all points in the 

unemployment sequence according to the needs of the jobless person and the labor 

market. The basis for this form of activation form is the elaboration of an individual 

“plan of action” which operates as a “contract” between the unemployed individual and 

the state job allocation system (AF). Besides a more flexible effort in accord with the 

needs of the local labor market, where, as previously mentioned, the aim is toward a 

welfare theoretical effectiveness, one of the intentions behind the reorganization is the 

prevention of long-term unemployment. From a distributive policy standpoint, the goal 

is to give those who have the highest probability of becoming long term unemployed 

an activation offer early in their unemployment period. 

As a consequence of the individual plan of action as a means of steering the effort, the 

state labor market systems (AF) has to evolve from organizational steering by rules to 

working significantly more on the basis of a principle of evaluation. A transformation 

has begun from a bureaucratic, rule-governed organization to a learning organization 

with a goal and framework steering. The higher regional labor market actors have also 

had to readapt themselves to take on new roles and functions in interaction around the 

organizing the need-oriented effort. 
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4.1. EVALUATION OF THE LABOR MARKET REFORM 

In connection with the implementation of the reform, the preliminary focus was 

directed toward the regional policy formulation and implementation capabilities. 

Regionalization and decentralization entailed that the activation policy rapidly become 

a question of regional understanding, resources, competencies and initiative for action 

among the actors. At the central level political-administrative attention rapidly arose as 

to why the central labor market authorities (the Labor Market Agency) requisitioned 

two research evaluations concerning, respectively, the regional policy formulation in 

the labor market councils and the interaction among the regional actors in implementa- 

tion (see Winter and PLS Consult 1995, 1996 and Larsen et al. 1996a, 1996b). The 

latter evaluation was carried out by us at CARMA (Center for Labour Market Re- 

search, University of Aalborg). 

The task and the point of departure for the evaluation were the decentral actors and 

their interaction in the work of elevating the activation policy, where the labour Market 

Agency formulated the task as finding indications of good cooperation. Our evaluation 

standard or definition of good cooperation has been formulated in a multi-dimensional 

fashion with a focus on the exploitation of decentral policy potential, and with a focus 

on these regional processes’ results in relation to a program rationale. We have traced 

whether there exists linkage between them. 

The analysis was carried out and reported in the period from March 1995 to December 

1996, and has consisted of a comprehensive country-wide survey with participation of 

all involved regional labor market policy actors. This was followed up by process 

oriented deep going qualitative studies of three selected regions using comprehensive 

database consisting of interviews, documentary studies and observation. In thi 

connection, let us summarize some of the empirical results. One result is that network 

cooperation is in reality a condition for successful implementation. However, network 

cooperation cannot stand alone. Regional processes clearly show that in network 

arrangements good policy results can be produced which are in accord with both 

program intentions and regional/local needs. Hence, the reorganization to a regional 

and need-oriented activation effort has created a new dynamic in the work, where the 

plan of action, as originally conceptualized, has in fact become the axis for the effort. 

Substantively, a more flexible activation effort has been created, which better fulfills 

both regional and local as well as individual needs. The weighing of the policy design 
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between a regional network steering with the incorporation of the relevant actors and a 

new substantive dimension in the activation policy has shown itself to be largely 

effective. 

However, our results show just as clearly that network cooperation does not automati- 

cally ensure such a successful policy devopment! The functional requirements of the 

policy rationale on the decentral operation must not be undermined if there is to 

emerge good and robust results from the new policy arrangement. In our analysis we 

have encountered several examples of a deficit of cooperation which threatens the 

linkage. 

One of the most visible empirical results concerning the viability of network arrange- 

ments are the very large regional differences in political decision-mkaing culture. 

There are great differences even in a small country such as Denmark, between a 

northern region (North Jutland), a southern one (Funen) and an eastern one (West 

Zealand). It is beyond the scope of this paper to explain the differences here, but in 

general terms they extend from a characteristic regional “culture of autonomy” to a 

form of “obedience” of central directives. We have seen that the political decision- 

mkaing culture can have very great influence on the regional network processes and 

policy results. For example, the aforementioned “culture of autonomy” leads to a quite 

marked form of collective conservatism where instead of reformers there is business as 

usual. There easily occurs a regional uncoupling in relation to the program rationale. In 

the great regional differences in political culture probably lies an often overseen, but 

nevertheless effective dysfunctionality in the network steering. 

For a background understanding, it is important to list some of the special framework 

conditions to which the regional interaction is subordinated. The state job allocation 

system (AF), which is responsible for activation of the insured unemployed, has had 

the main responsibility for implementing the effort. The reform, as mentioned, means a 

very subsantial reorganization of the job allocation system, which because of political 

demands for efficiency, defined as productivity, has been characterized by great 

difficulties and sluggishness. The regional and local authorities (county and municipal- 

ities) have main responsibility for the uninsured jobless, but have traditionally also 

occupied an important role in procuring activation offers for insured jobs in the form 

of public job training. With the reform, the counties and municipalities have been able 

to strengthen their efforts in the labor market councils, which continue to be domi- 
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nated, however, by the labor market interest groups. At the central level, they have 

become members of the National Labor Council, a collegially composed organ which 

advises the minister. The educational institutions occupy a central position in relation 

to providing relevant educational offers for the activation program. With the reform of 

new laws in the domain of education, the public educational institutions have attained 

a role as market actors where they must compete on market-like terms to sell education 

to among others the labor market council and the state job allocation offices. The 

unemployment funds (insurance system) have been closely linked to the trade union 

movement and are responsible for control over and payment of unemployment 

compensation. Furthermore, the unemployment funds have a legal function to inform 

the unemployed of their rights and obligations. Typically the unemployment funds, in 

collaboration with the AF, also enter into the process of preparatory guidance prior to 

the plan of action. 

The labor market councils have found it very difficult to formulate specific priorities in 

relation to target groups and the instruments of the effort, although all evaluation 

results show that there has occurred a positive evolution over time. The councils have 

been characterized by a consensus culture, where open conflicts are avoided. The result 

has been relatively broad decisions about taking measures, also based on a consider- 

ation not to reduce the flexibility and need orientation too much as well. Political 

decisions as to who receives which offer are partially postponed to the implementation 

phase, where then the AF staff members also become policy makers. 

In the operational phase the AF, because of reorganization problems and central 

production pressure, has had difficulty in assuming a network coordinating role. 

Instead it has especially been the educational institutions’ offer of training which has 

steered the purchase of training for the activation effort, as well as the unemployment 

funds’ guidance and monitoring of the jobless for the state job allocation system, which 

to a great degree has had an essential influence on who receives activation offers and 

the content of these offers. It has frequently been the case that network coalitions 

consisting of educational institutions have prepared a complete educational program, 

wheras the unemployment funds can provide the jobless clients for them. The state job 

allocation system has received the offers graciously, in that they have thereby received 

some easy “points” on the production scale. The need orientation is easily threatened 

however, just as there has been a strong tendency to take the easy jobless first, i.e., 
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those who come on their own initiative, something directly contradictory to the 

intentions about preventing long term unemployment. 

The processes create a lack of connection between the social coordination and the 

hierarchical institutional coordination, in that the AF, as the “main implementor” for 

the labor market councils’ political priorities in network cooperation, accepts solutions 

where the other regional actors in the implementation actually overtake the policy 

design. The social coordination does not result in the establishment of a synchronized 

relation to the institutional coordination. This occurs also as a result of the production 

pressure on the AF, by which there is created a policy development often closely 

connected to the relevant actors’ special interests. Hence, the selection of unemployed 

for activation measures and the activation offers provided frequently come to be far 

from both the central as well as regional political priorities. The program rationale 

becomes tendentially undermined. 

The internal dynamics of network coordination thereby create clear indicators of 

uncoupling. When strategy and the choice of instruments of these actually occur in 

implementation, primarily on the grounds of pursuing special interests, it clearly 

dictates that the program rationale and regional cooperation logics must be linked 

together in substantive fashion. The labor market organization’s ability to develop 

organic learning capacity has not been pronounced, and the administrative systems’ 

learning capacity and especially its speed also leave something to be desired. Another 

example of how the social and institutional coordination comes into an imbalance is 

the coordination between the county, municipalities and the AF concerning the job 

training sequences, where the AF has utilized negative coordination (in the form of 

acceptance procedures, demands for written descriptions of the positions, overtaking of 

monitoring activities, etc.). The actors have not been able to agree on an activist shared 

policy-development in this area, and when the social coordination is weak, it generates 

after-effects for institutional cooperation. Instead of a pronounced elevation of quality 

of the positions, the counties and municipalities have gradually succeeded in avoiding 

the negative coordination, among others by “embellishing” the existing positions with 

elaborate written descriptions. The attempts to keep the counties and municipalities 

from exerting influence, partly via the use of negative coordination, also illustrates one 

of the dysfunctionalities in network arrangements. Correspondingly, it has been shown 

that the educational institutions, because of their new market role and the AF’s inability 

to qualitative fulfill a buyers’ role, often avoids a common coordination and carries out 
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its own coordination. As a result, there occurs no common planning and coordination 

of action, hampering the possibilities for both the operational staff and the leaders in 

the systems to develop an understanding of each other’s situation and modes of 

thinking. 

It is not enough that the actors get together at the negotiating table and confirm an 

agreement at a general level. Often, the apparent agreement covers over precisely the 

opposite considerations, which then reveal themselves in the daily operational situa- 

tions. Nor have follow-up written agreements concerning these situations between the 

AF and the institutions been shown to have a large value as guidelines for the work. 

Often they have only symbolic meaning, although the political actors regard them as 

being expressions of effective coordinating solutions. 

4.2. THE GENERAL CONCLUSIONS OF THE EMPIRICAL ANALYSES 

In general it can be concluded that the re-designing of the activation effort has entailed 

a new activation mix of priorities, actor networks and policy results. The arrangement 

is decentral, cooperative, network-based and to a significant degree need-oriented. In 

policy designing there has been a great degree of success in calculating possible 

implementation barriers by the major inclusion of the relevant regional actors in the 

steering structure, just as the substantive reorganizations have given relatively free 

hands to the front-line staff in the state job allocation system to conduct an evalua- 

tion-based practice. The reorganization has meant a major lift for the Danish activation 

effort. 

However, the experiences also show that the network coordination contains an inherent 

dynamic, where it is not possible in advance, on the basis of professional management- 

-oriented design considerations, to manage the choice of strategy and instruments. It is 

important to be aware of this, in both designing as well as in the evaluation of the 

effort, where especially the processes must be analytically placed in the center of 

activity. 
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5. THE FUNCTIONALITIES OF NETWORK STEERING AND POLICY 

DESIGN 

Implementation tasks thus demand attention to both policy rationale and the regional 

interaction among the actors. Generalized and coordinated, it should insert a sensible 

labor market policy into the efforts. We can schematically summarize the explanatory 

and evaluation framework which has been developed in the following model, which 

uses linkage as the evaluation standard and indicates the evaluation dimension for the 

analysis of actor interaction and implementation: 

29 



Figure 1: Conceptual framework for analysis and evaluation of decentralized 
policy 
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A sensible labor market policy in the area of interaction processes and implementation 

requires that there not be permanent disproportions between attitudes and actions, and 

that there take place coordinated association between interaction and standards in the 

policy. Internal and mutual coordination is a prerequisite for labor market policy 

linkage. The decentral utilization of the degrees of freedom and the policy potential 

must be placed together with the program rationale in order to make clear whether it is 

relevant from a labor market policy perspective and in terms of good content, which is 

generated by the undertakings. The double arrows in the figure are meant to show that 

there can take place a feedback, learning and development. 

Another important conclusion is that processes are not designed and steered from 

above, but are dependent on self-coordination around the actors and institutions’ 

participation in policy development. A concept for such arrangements can be “activa- 

tion regime”, by which three mutually connected conditions are intended: policy 

priorities, actor interaction and linkage results. Policy priorities are the development of 

efforts and strategic guides for the operation, where the blend of activity, steering and 

financing elements is fixed. Actor interaction applies to both the decentral porgamming 

as well as the institutionalization of norms and values, cognitive map and diffusion of 

cooperation experiences by social and institutional coordination. Linkage results 

connote the interaction among implementation agents and addressees, and the experi- 

enced effectiveness (notions of success and participation and good and just solutions) 

and analytical and moral evaluation of the degree of policy linkage. Coordination 

demands have an impact on administrative goal fulfillment and decentral attention to 

interests concerning questions of the sense in the policy operation, i.e., precisely the 

connection to a collective output. 

In a labor market policy context, the concept of “regime” is also used by G. Schmid et 

al. (1966), but they operate with three types of regimes: policy regime (as concept for 

policy formation), organizational regime (for implementation) and incentive regime 

(for policy adaptation). Their aim is to have target formation placed centrally, but they 

thern easily avoid the question of linkage, just as they seem to place strong weight on 

instruments and incentives in a policy. They also accentuate, however, that it is not a 

simple central choice of programs which is at stake here. Rather, it is a case of a 

configuration of substantive, process and structure variables which in a manner typical 

of its kind are established and set to work around the solving of policy problems. Our 
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analyses have shown that it is probable that a decentral policy regime is created around 

the attempts to redesign the activation effort in Denmark. This activation regime is 

decentral, cooperative, network based and need-oriented. It is process-oriented rather 

than program-strategic, and as a consequence the choice of strategy and instruments is 

not to be understood as a professional or management-determined design question. 

For Linder and Peters, the choice of instrument is made into a question of suitable 

features of the individual instruments in relation to policy tasks, where some are 

assumed to be better suited for the task at hand than others. Eight criteria on a contin- 

uum are indicated (1989, p. 56), as decisive for the choice of instruments (including 

the complexity of the problems, level of public attention, relative weight of costs, and 

delimitation of target group). These features are aggregated into four categories: 

resource intensiveness, targeting, political risk and constrains on political activity. Yet 

even though reservations are expressed as to the differences in policy style and 

organizational culture, they allow the choice of instrument to determine the deci- 

sion-makers’ subjective preferences, though we should note that it is with a point of 

departure in their professional backgrounds and institutional links. While it is not made 

into a purely technical exercise, there lie rational considerations behind it. The actors 

act instrumentally and goal-oriented with a high level of information and knowledge. It 

appears difficult to see preferences for individual instruments and combinations of 

these independent of the question of how socially acceptable they are to be understood. 

Precisely when the question of changes in the choice of instruments is posed, it must 

be possible to explain why and how there occur changes and preferences and priorities 

in network and in society as a whole (cf. also Howlett and Ramesh 1993). The driving 

forces behind policy developments must be identified and a learning perspective made 

fruitful. Here the degree of professionalism in the choice of action and willingness to 

learn shows itself to be relatively limited, if not low, in contrast to the assumptions of 

Linder and Peters. 

The ACF approach has the advantage that it clearly identifies the agents: the dominat- 

ing policy coalitions and associated “policy brokers”. And it provides insight into the 

structuring of belief systems. In contrast, the approach does not say much about 

preferred instruments and management of the question of instrument. Here we believe 

that our concepts of social and institutional coordination have their strength, via 

different forms of actor interaction at several levels, in being able to point to synchro- 

nization and cementing together of policy priorities and linkage considerations. In the 
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ACF approach, learning is used as a dynamic factor behind policy change, and it is led 

back to the need for specialized and technical-scientific knowledge. This corresponds 

with the fact that especially around secondary aspects of belief systems that learning 

and development take place. Here Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith make this problem much 

too narrowly into an instrumental decision question. Deep core elements are very 

difficult to mobilize, and hence, the political-ideological strategy questions related to 

interests are set out of focus. The same is true for the interaction between ideology, 

ideas and institutions (Friman 1993) within the “room for discretion” that societal 

groups and public institutions accord to policy makers. Policy issues affect the policy 

choice and process. However, the conflict questions and exercise of power are blinded 

by the choice of instruments4 Consensus cannot be predicted or always brought 

forward by policy formation and implementation. Policy choice is often the result of 

much more pragmatic and opportunistic processes than those suggested by Sabatier 

and Jenkins-Smith. They focus solely on agreement on policy strategy, expressed 

through beliefs, but neglect the relationship between social and institutional coordina- 

tion, just as they ignore that policy processes and polity vary much between policy 

types. 

5.1. POTENTIALS AND DYSFUNCTIONALITIES OF NETWORK STEERING 

Up to now, policy and network research has concentrated on the positive outcomes 

which lie in network negotiations, coalition formations and coordinations. Emphasis 

has been placed on the networks’ ameliorative functions for the state, the better 

“tailor-making” of efforts to problem contexts, stronger information exchange and a far 

greater “steering intelligence” than could otherwise be produced. Free expertise and 

manpower was also added, which the political-administrative system could otherwise 

take possession of itself. Furthermore, network constructions - analogous to larger 

corporative arrangements - help to ensure greater legitimacy behind public policies, 

which again should make possible better implementation and increased potential for 

problem resolution. 
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These positive functions, however, must not overshadow that there can also be 

dysfunctional aspects in the decentral and horizontal mode of mobilization and 

assembling resources. Vertical disintegration, cognitive and activity barriers are not to 

be ignored (cf. Messner 1994 and Powell 1996). Actors’ rationales determined by 

interest, political-ideological ambitions and standardized performance repertoire can 

motivate, cover over and color the policy processes to such a degree that it constrains 

the realization of policy instead of helping the dialogue directed network formations to 

positively coordinate and implement the policy (Czada 1990, Welsch 1992 and Streek 

1993). Our empirical analyses have also shown the existence of such barriers. The 

quite fixed patterns of actors, competencies and spheres of interests easily lead over 

into some typical problems for policy, such as the following: 

- cognitive blockages, which appear when the commonly developed modes of seeing 

operate so as to shield new knowledge and creativity. The narrow-minded perspective 

dominates. There is strong inertia in learning capacity. Fixed personal connections 

between actors create such fixed modes of orientation and styles of cooperation, and it 

benefits incrementalism, but can also block it when incrementalist solutions to new 

policy problems are not sufficient. We have seen a clear limitation of the perspective to 

dominant labor market organizations, where the Danish Employers Association and the 

Confederation of Trade Unions are the most important actors. Shared cognitive maps 

have evolved which have as their lens the “ordinary” labor market and the old indus- 

trial capitalist areas. The perspective is thus more backward-looking than forward 

looking, the focus more on the already established structures and processes than 

tomorrow’s service and knowledge workplaces and contexts. Nor is there much 

creative thinking in new ways of mobilizing and pooling resources and regional 

competencies. 

- collective conservatism in the way of viewing goals and tasks. There is built in a 

conservative bias via the permanent logic of compromise which potentially operates to 

retard the implementation of new objectives. The work of administration is difficult to 

reprogram in the short term; and then it typically becomes “business as usual” rather 

than reform-eager work. Our analyses have shown how regionally established cultures 

of cooperation provide fixed premises for policy formation and implementation. The 

stronger the consensual cooperation established prior to the labor market reform, the 

more the inherent definitions of political significance live on, and the more conserva- 

tive become the decisions of target groups and instruments. 
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- functional blockages in the way one chooses not to change behavior. The actors 

would like to avoid conflicts, so new solution models, alternative instruments, etc. are 

repressed. The chosen path continues. The concept of “joint decision trap” is used 

about this situation, where it is not the most rational and most innovative solution 

which is selected, but that which is most normal and attractive for the parties. For 

example, the use of private job training is a first priority for the decision-makers, as 

employment in the private sector is considered better and more capable of integration 

than public job training and employment, even though Danish private employers have 

never shown themselves to be especially willing to take part in employment policy. It 

decisively hampers the possibilities to use new policy instruments. The low level of the 

use of job rotation in the reform’s first year can illustrate this, the experiences being 

otherwise so uniform that it is a case of an especially good instrument, which links 

qualification efforts for the employed together with measures for the jobless. 

- policy for “the insiders”. There is a great danger that the participating actors 

routine1 and conventionally make policy for “their own” and thereby come to 

marginalize “the outsiders”. There is no guarantee that the interests of the latter will be 

especially catered to. They can easily be made irrelevant or be overseen. One can 

perhaps speak of implementational segmentation. In activation policy it can especially 

be the case of the long-term unemployed as a high risk group. The interaction can also 

result in the reutilization of sympathies and antipathies, and then the networks and 

coordination attempts hermetically close themselves. One of the process analyses’ 

indications as concerns results is that the weak are easily let down in the new activa- 

tion policy. It is not ill will, but more a product of the inherent modes of work, 

routines, attempts at evasion and actor signals in the chain of implementation. Those 

responsible for operations feel themselves to be under extreme pressure, the production 

pressure is considerable and the existing political compromises exert a powerful politi- 

cal influence on those responsible for implementation. The municipalities, with their 

social policy considerations, are also easily marginalized in terms of interests, as 

attention to those who are not insured for unemployment win strong voice and recogni- 

tion among the labor market organizations’ main actors (the Employers’ Association 

and the Confederation of Trade Unions). Outsider positions are not only a case of 

market placement, but also political marginalization. 

Such situations with less positive functionalities via decentral network steering must 

come to the attention of analysis and evaluations, as they can help to prevent the 
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realization of the policy rationale. Many actors continue to act from the view that 

power is the political coinage, and network steering also produces unintended effects 

and distortions. The paradigm for cooperation is very much a social construction. It is 

an intersubjective truth which actors accept and believe, and these truths are then also a 

set of lenses with which to see the world, so they control interpretations and under- 

standings, behavior and learning. It leads to problem definitions becoming discursively 

fixed, social attention becoming routinized, and perspectives and solutions being 

integrated as “shared”. Other interests and considerations hardly achieve systematic 

access to the policy arena. Dysfunctionalities in relation to a good labor market policy 

can in any case not give the label “good” to the actors’ cooperation if uncoupling 

threatens as a result. Positive and negative functionalities must be concretely evaluated 

before conclusions can be drawn about the benefits of network steering. Finally, much 

network steering takes place on non-public meeting places where serious democracy 

problems are raised in relation to a common attention around and discussion of 

problems and responsibilities. This insight is not new, but it underlines the need to 

maintain and develop the democracy aspects in policy analysis which H. Laswell 

advocated in the early 1950s. 

5.2. COALITIONS, DESIGN AND POLICY 

In relation to the policy design idea there are reasons to be guarded about the view- 

point that policy analyses must not become part of the rationality project. A communi- 

cative rationality understanding can contribute to this, but cannot solve the 

theoreticization problem. The unit of analysis cannot only be government and coali- 

tions or networks. The latter is thought to remain together on the grounds of divided 

belief systems, rhetoric and public statements, but not on the grounds of interests and 

crude exercise of power in a world with weakened governments and reduced political 

steering ambitions. To underline the importance of cognitive factors, as do Linder and 

Peters and the ACT framework, does not make relieve us from focusing on the 

questions of power and on dysfunctions of coalition and network steering. The 

attempts at theorization certainly contain an all too strong affection for the first 

“phases” in the policy process: the policy formulation or initiation questions. It is also 

here that policy learning and change relate to each other. 
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Our analyses have pointed toward a less strategic role for the central policy design and 

for policy learning. Policy learning occurs more often as a function of conflicts, which 

is the case with actors’ common, consensual experiential learning and continuing 

rationalization of the policy. It does not make it redundant that one searches for 

examples of social and political learning alongside the instrumental, administrative 

learning, but in a policy perspective it is especially the total policy system’s capacity 

for self-evaluation and reprogamming of efforts over time which must be the object of 

our attention. And here learning is not always a means of ensuring better problem 

solutions, as is depicted, for example, by May (1992, p. 35 1): lessons about maneuver- 

ing within and manipulation of policy processes in order to advance an idea or 

problem.” Thereby the elites/coalitions are made into rational actors who learn to 

establish new goals and make better use of instruments: “policy advocates’ change in 

policy strategy for advocating a particular policy or problem” (ibid.). Strategy thinking 

is exaggerated and the hopefulness for the sake of policy rationalization is not always 

well placed. There are both analytical and empirical arguments for this. 

It does not primarily appear to be the choice of policy instruments (cf. Linder and 

Peters 1989) which are the first policy design task, but rather, the decentral and 

horizontal management of instruments in a programming and implementing context. A 

government’s preferred instruments for achieving given goals can in a local context be 

used by actors and institutions in ways which partially refunctioanlize the activity and 

thereby create policy results other than those intended. The horizontal forms of steering 

and coordination have a reciprocal dependence and importance which links network 

configurations to problem solving, which is also a rationale for vertical steering. A 

multi- level system is established for ensuring a sensible labor market policy. Network 

steering must be a substantively controlled steering, but the decentral policy formation 

and implementation cannot be designed in a finished manner in advance: actors cannot 

be manipulated and implementation cannot be standardized. Processes are thus not 

something which can be steered and designed from above. Here self-coordination has 

its place and justification as an element in the regime of activation, dealing with policy 

priorities, interaction among actors (at decision-making and operational levels) and 

linkage results. If it is a case of network steering, it concerns more precisely behavioral 

channeling and institutional framework setting, i.e. a configurative order of steering 

and coordination. It is not certain behavioral situations and policy decisions which are 

prescribed but a structuring of task solving with the help of institutional arrangements 

and coordinations. The actors content themselves with voluntary reductions in their 
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freedom of action, i.e., they are policy agents. The integration principles are certainly 

of generalized political benefit (Mar-in 1990) but the actors cannot spontaneously 

choose regional political strategies and instruments. Politically and administratively, it 

should be ensured that certain comparative welfare effects are achieved, even though it 

can occur decentrally on different foundations and with varying sequence for the 

understanding, performative and institutional coordination. Thus, individual network 

actors do not respond to any window of opportunity which favors their policy decision. 

The motivations which govern actions are both intrinsic and extrinsic in character. 

Theoretically, it appears necessary to abandon the assumption of a dominating network 

subject, even in the form of coalition or collective actor. If “policy design” is to have 

any conceptual purpose, it must be reserved for the analytical approach’s heuirtisics 

and not be imposed onto reality. One must strongly emphasize the conceptual applica- 

tion as help with analysis-design and not as a reality proposition about policy design! 

In the newly designed Danish labor market policy from 1994, the choice of instruments 

also in fact occurs as choice of a network logic, i.e. a steering via decentral coordina- 

tion. Process policy is an uncertain but ambitious choice of instrument. The question of 

choice of policy instruments is thus far more complicated and in need of dynamism 

than many classifications and typologies assume. There must be incorporated multi- 

level programmings, simultaneous policy formation and implementation processes as 

well as both social and institutional coordination. Concepts for configurations of the 

latter must be able to be developed as alternatives to the traditional (vertical) notions of 

steering and learning in the policy literature, as just we, in our discussion of policy 

linkage and uncoupling, hope to have incorporated a timely, fruitful evaluation 

dimension into the policy approach. 
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