General Comments for Workshop
Paul Thurner

NOTE: Paul’s comments appear as blue inserts in the outline of the draft questions that Rick and I wrote, so it reviews the original questions as well.
I. The Problem Definition:  
Decentralization of policy making among multiple governmental units in the American federal system can promote competition and innovation, but it can also lead to inefficiencies as decisions by one governmental unit impose positive and negative externalities on others.   The consequences are particularly acute in metropolitan areas, where authority over development and environmental controversies is fragmented among competing local governments and specialized federal, state, and local agencies.  The lack of coordination exacerbates conflicts and imposes costs detrimental to both the human and natural systems, particularly because there is no consensus about how to minimize the adverse consequences of fragmented authority. 

One theme of the workshop is that “all policy is local”, so metropolitan areas provide an excellent study arena for broad issues of governance. Conflicting policies not resolved at state and federal levels eventually get resolved through local offices, sometimes through design but more frequently through default. During both policymaking and implementation, it is at the local level that abstract policy conflicts become translated into concrete alternatives that require resolution.  The dilemma facing local governments is how they can organize themselves to obtain collective benefits of policy coordination when faced with uncertainty and commitment problems.  In metropolitan areas gains from region-wide policy coordination can be realized through the formation of regional institutions such as regional partnerships or councils of governments, special districts, formal networks of interlocal agreements, or informal policy networks.   The formation of each of these institutions for metropolitan governance is constrained by the transaction costs of developing and maintaining collective governance arrangements.

Solutions involving consolidation and privatization have long been considered, so the workshop and edited volume will focus instead on “intermediate” solutions ranging from formalized institutions involving regional organizations and special districts to more informal policy and contract networks.  We are particularly interested in contract and policy networks, perhaps the least understood coordinating mechanism.  Empirical studies will consider these intermediate solutions for policies that include provision of urban services, economic development, land use regulation, and management of water and other natural resources.  Thus the theoretical focus on institutions will be grounded in discussions of the links between permitting and regulation, planning, land purchase, service provision, and infrastructure development functions of government as they impact development and environmental issues.

II. Questions about the Institutional Collective Action (ICA) Problem:

What is/are the most effective way(s) of framing the primary questions to be addressed in the book? Are there significant differences in the following approaches, or can they all be approached as different aspects of institutional collective action?


1. Fragmentation of authority in federalist systems


2. Vertical and Horizontal Coordination in federalist systems.


3. Externalities of authoritative decisions


4. Institutional collective action / Common Pool Resources / Sharing Facilities / Allocation of Utilization Rights / Willingness-to-Pay for Public Services and the respective revelation/elicitation problems


5. Coordination and Cooperation among authorities 


6. Policy Networks in Federalist Systems


7. (EU) Administrative Governance


8. Subsidiarity and Multi-Level Governance: How to identify thresholds where centralization and the public provision of goods by higher tiers is necessary. How to partition level-specific rights in an incentive-compatible way? (Example 1: the re-allocation of rights in the German Federal System in the 60s led to a complete failure of the system. It is not sure so far whether parties will be able to repair the implemented pathology despite acknowledging this diagnosis, Example 2: The European Commission just started a program on debureaucratization) 


9. Information processing theory of organization 


10. Social Capital


11. Renegotiation of Contracts and Investment Problems 

PWTh: 

For designing research on the problem of metropolitan governance and government, the best way is to start with basic theoretic principles (cf. Coleman 1990): Starting point is a problem, an issue or conflict. Coorienting around these issues are social and political actors with specific patterns of interdependent interests (revealed or stated). Actors are differently endowed with resources (incl. institutional rights). They follow multiple goals (( allowing for manifold creative forms of recompensation systems), in highly uncertain environments, i.e. they are boundedly rational and therefore information aggregation and dissemination becomes a major problem). Most often these interdependencies are asymmetric giving differential power/leverage to actors. There is a continuous struggle on decision-making rights, i.e. on the governance structure. Governance structures are multidimensional (most important: rights of agenda setting and rights of control) and nested (multiple vertical levels of authority) and coupled (horizontal coupling). Boundary specification (vertical and horizontal) is a permanent problem (for actors as well as scientists). 

There are two intermediate questions: 

a) What explains choice/emergence of a governance form? (Endogeneity of governance forms)

b) Which impact is associated with specific governance forms?

The main overall question is: Which governance system performs better in the long run – in terms of effectiveness, efficiency, legitimacy (statics and dynamics)? (What I called ‘applied comparative governance’, trying to make the interesting approach of Aoki viable). What are the opportunity costs of decentralization, deformalization? What impact has accountability on performance? How is the trade-off between accountability and decentralization/fragmentation etc. I accentuate ‘in the long run’, because short term outcomes may be spurious and/or not sustainable. E.g., European integration literature on the performance of market integration argued that the higher the number of legislative acts the higher the system performance in terms of export flows (cf. Neil Fligstein/Sweet Stone 2002). In my view (Thurner / Binder 2006) this result could not only be a spurious correlation, it should also be tested over a longer period. 

Your enumeration of points 1.-6. includes already special problems and application fields. The insights of these fields can be compared and made valuable – but only if we start with more general concepts and theories – as outlined. 

To what extent are theories of collective action theories useful for understanding institutional/organizational networks, collaboration, and creation of regional institutions?

PWTh: They are very useful because they point to dilemma problems, or more generally: to incentive problems and conflict. The scientific puzzle then is to find out / newly invent institutional, formal as well as informal, infrastructures for solving these conflicts. Only starting with basic theoretic principles allows us to generalize and transfer our already existing insights from one context to other contexts. Adequate research design enable us to study functionally equivalent cases. 

Is it useful to frame the problems of coordinating fragmented authority in transaction cost terms?  

PWTh.: Absolutely: Williamson’s transactions costs framework is highly useful for sensitizing us wrt incentive problems in and between organizations. However, there are a series of left overs in transaction costs economics/politics, e.g. translating the fundamental problem of boundary specifications and of vertical against horizontal integration into practicable research designs. Or, validly identifying the costs (short term, intermediate, long term) of transactions within different institutional infrastructures. I.e., the value trade-offs between different politico-administrative boundary specifications have to be quantified in order to develop a ‘rational program of institutions’ (Jack Knight). Fragmentation, conceived as decentralization is valuable up to a certain point – we have to find out thresholds where centralization at the next higher level is necessary and bears positive returns. Last but not least, investment problems (asset specificity (human and social capital) and sunk costs’) are highly important in local and regional planning. 

Coordination problems (e.g., creating standards for emergency services, battle of the sexes games) differ significantly from Cooperation problems (e.g., between provider and consumer cities under contractual supply problems, prisoners dilemma games).  What other categories of problems should be analyzed separately?
PWTh: It seems that you allude here to ‘archetypical situations’. I recommend, not to study complex problems with such categorizations or with bi-matrix games, cf. Jim Fearon for the sphere of international relations: 
1. ”such games are simply bad models of the strategic problem that leaders typically confront when they are contemplating international cooperation.” (Fearon 1998a: 273) 2. 2. “By defining the realm of interesting possibilities as coordination and Prisoners’ Dilemma games, cooperation theorists fostered considerable confusion about how international relations scholars should think about international bargaining. The confusion is due to the fact that bargaining problems are not well represented by any 2 x 2 game.“ (Fearon 1998a: 273) 
3. “Indeed, coordination games such as Chicken and Battle of the Sexes are such minimal models of the bargaining problem that in the international relations literature they generally are not understood as being about bargains at all.“  (Fearon 1998a: 273 f).

(Fearon; James D., 1998: Bargaining, Enforcement, and International Cooperation. International Organization 52: 269-306.)
Most incentive problems are intertwined and complex. CA problems are characterized by a) a mixture of positive and negative externalities, b) the anticipation of the distributional conflict stage prevents human beings from cooperating already in the investment phase. So, the problem has a structural and a temporal aspect. The structural aspect: has to be diagnosed by identifying the interdependencies as a part of the problem to be resolved. The temporal aspect has to be planned and supported by mechanisms that support the sustainability even in the phase of harvesting the joint investments. 

III. Questions about Mechanisms to Mitigate (ICA) Problems: Hierarchies, Networks, and Markets
What are the mechanisms available for dealing with fragmented authority and the resultant collective action problems? How can local authorities organize themselves to obtain collective benefits of policy coordination when faced with uncertainty and commitment problems?  

PWTh: Decentralization has a price like vertical integration has a price: make the trade-offs transparent. In the process of decentralization, keep responsibilities as exclusive as possible in order to have transparent accountability for decisions. Build institutional environments which allow for high quality (sustainable) leadership (political, administrative, and social/economic leadership). Erect institutions which gratify entrepreneurs seeking for new cultural frames (= innovations) and structural holes. Allow for smooth learning (sticks and carrots, models, etc ). 

To what extent are theories of contracting, especially relational contracting, useful for understanding institutional/organizational networks, collaboration, and creation of regional institutions?

PWTh: They sensitize us for considering every organization as a legal fiction and to investigate the basic relational commitments and expectations of the relevant actors. 

Can mechanisms involving voluntary, informal “networks” be best understood as intermediate or hybrid structures (Williamson) located between market and hierarchy?

No, no value added

 Or is network analysis best understood as an analytic tool for analyzing structural aspects of markets, hierarchies, and in-between forms of organizations. 
Yes

What are the implications of these different approaches?  What are the strengths and weaknesses of a network approach focused on the structure of relationships for understanding institutional collective action?  How would you assess the effectiveness of networks relative to other types of policy institutions?  What differences in the types of goods/services, local political institutions, and the distribution of preferences among citizens, jurisdictions, and leaders are important to consider in developing hypotheses about network structure? How are the factors leading to formation of network solutions different than those supporting their maintenance and sustainability?

 PWTh:

1. Social networks are relations between social actors. The usual classificatory confrontation of markets and networks, and hierarchies and networks is in my view not only not helpful, it even hinders us in asking relevant questions, in developing creative research designs and research programs. Why? 

a. Because the Arrow-Debreu conception of markets is a Weberian ideal type. Thanks to applied market research (for the political market cf. Thurner 2000) and sociologists we know that markets are structured in manifold ways. The ideology of completely self-organizing, atomized individuals is a useful assumption for developing abstract models. (However, meanwhile even game theory more and more integrates network assumptions). This applies also to the other paradigm of completely self-organizing individuals: the Marxian-inspired Habermasian world of an authority-free discourse. Again, in this world there are no transaction-costs, and all individuals have to be homogenous.

b. The assumption of complete hierarchies is the other pole, in the Weberian world of effective and efficient governance by bureaucracy/administration. Again this ideal type is an ingenious representation, but we have to be aware that formalized hierarchies are seldom completely effective and efficient – due to slack, problems of information processing, rent seeking etc. There are incentives for hold up after vertical integration. 

c. Conceptual classification and typologies paint discrete pictures of the world (e.g. ‘governance by networks’), which may be helpful for the beginning. But then we have to come to grips with the real world which is most of the time not ideal typical, but consisting of combinations of institutional features, i.e. real governance forms are complex arrangements. These manifold combinations have to be measured, and their impact has to be assessed: “Theoretical and understanding of the merits and the drawbacks of conceptually pure systems is essential for good design of the right mixture, as is evidence on the performance of similar systems in other countries and at other times. But these must be supplemented by a lot of local knowledge and experimentation” (Avinash Dixit 2004: Lawlessness and Economics. Alternative Modes of Governance. PUP, p 86.)  

d. Conclusion: Every real-world market and every social / political hierarchy, every institution as well as every organization can be conceived as a specific network. E.g., private business companies try to implement markets within their hierarchies in order prevent inefficiencies and the spread of civil service mentalities (lifelong employment, no more learning). Every market is characterized by specific, selective patterns of flows of trade with more or less oligopolistic structures. 

e. Therefore, in the application case of metropolitan governance, one should identify, first, the specific patterns of administrative positions /actors and how they are connected (formally as well as informally), vertically as well horizontally in order to get an impression of the existing complexities of the arrangements and the resulting outcomes

f. Incidentally, this applies also to the conception and measurement of social capital. (Cf. Ostrom/ Ahn 2003: Foundations of Social Capital: “Forms of Social Capital: Trustworthiness, Networks, Institutions”: (xvii), see also chapter 3.3.: Networks as a form of social capital” In my view, we should avoid to classify networks as a category on its own, because trustworthiness is a specific feature of a network, and institutions are networks of patterned social interactions. Therefore, whether a specific network structure is a capital or a bad has to be measured i n d i r e c t l y – by regressing diverse performance indicators on different network structures (centrality, cliqueness, structural holes, vulnerability etc.). Several networks may be pathological, others may be positive. Social capital is a variable, which is very important for a comparative statistics and comparative dynamics theory, i.e. to an explanatory theory of governance in socio-ecological systems. 

g. Analogously: The distinction between: ‘organizations are formal’, networks are informal’ is in my view misleading. 

h. See also Arthur Stinchcombe, 2001 “When Formality Works. Authority and Abstraction in Law and Organizations” (Chicago University Press): “We think in abstractions, but live in details. We have to started with the relations between details and the abstractions that we can use to think about these details, rather than imagining that some (“informal”) systems manage details, while some (formal’) systems work exclusively with abstractions” (p. 184) and: “ a successful formalizing system builds parts (abstracted parts) of informal social life into the formality” (p. 183) ( “What are the conditions under which abstractions do in fact govern social life, and when they fail to govern” (p. 185). Formality is not rigidity. Formality is a “process of abstraction for particular purposes and then government of social life by those abstractions”  

What other areas and issues in political science and PA could be addressed with the network analyses applied in this workshop to service provision and environmental issues in urban/local governance areas.  For example, the empirical studies focus on alternative mechanisms for coordination among multiple-agencies in geographically-bounded areas.  Where else can the same theoretical approaches, institutional mechanisms, and analytic methods be applied effectively?

· International Governance (We had a 6 year interdisciplinary research group on this topic)

· Competitive Regional Integration (Constructing Sustainable Markets and Democracies. Where are the right boundaries?)

IV. Questions to be Addressed in Empirical Presentations (requested for abstracts). 
1. What is the collective action problem being addressed:

a. what is the nature of the collective problem (type of externalities, important asymmetries or other concerns, … ),

b. who is involved (the actors and boundaries of the policy arena),


c. what is the decision and the structure of decision process (rules of the game),


d. what are the incentives, particularly the risks for “cooperators” (payoffs)?

2. What policy/institutional mechanism of coordination/cooperation is being studied?  

3. Theoretical perspective: how and why is the mechanism expected to impact the incentives, decisions, etc. of the collective action problem?

4. Research Design: how will the mechanism be studied and hypotheses tested (data, design, analytic methods)?

V. Findings:


A. Research Issues


B. Substantive Issues

Liz Gerber

General comments: I really like the design you have laid out for this workshop and expect it will result in a terrific discussion in February, a set of very nice papers, and a valuable and coherent volume. Thanks for including me in this project.

Specific comments

1. I like the emphasis on intermediate solutions to coordination/ collective action problems, though I disagree that solutions involving consolidation and privatization are well and widely understood. But for this project, the focus on intermediate solutions makes sense.

2. With respect to the list of alternative framings, the various approaches emphasize somewhat different pieces of the puzzle and turn our focus to different outcomes to be explained. Several of the papers seek to explain the extent of cooperation by individual local governments, others the nature/shape of networks and the types of partners actors seek. To me, this suggests that a multiplicity of framings makes some sense. 

3. On the question of “to what extent are theories of collective action useful,” the papers deal with both first and second order CA problems. These are conceptually quite different.

4. On the question of a transaction cost framing, some of the papers focus on TC, some do not, so I think that framing is quite limited.

5. Categories of problems – there is a large literature on contracting – perhaps those problems should be analyzed differently. Also institution-building?

6. On the question of the network approach, I am eager to learn more about how these methods can be used analytically.   

Bryan Jones


What is the effect of fragmented authority in metropolitan areas?  The workshop focuses on one of these: how can local governments “organize themselves to obtain collective benefits of policy coordination when faced with uncertainty and commitment problems”.   It is claimed that the formal structures of coordination suffer ‘transaction costs’ of developing and maintaining formal arrangements.


One possibility is the potential and real emergent policy networks, and the seminar is oriented in part toward exploring the utility of network analysis in addressing the coordination issue.  


There is great utility in focusing on one perspective and seeing how far it will take us.  However I am concerned about coming to an early conclusion about the analytical frame, and failing as a consequence to explore potentially more important aspects of metropolitan dynamics.  

1. The Cost Structure of the Metropolis


It is important to distinguish between transaction costs and decision costs in policymaking processes.  The use of the notion of transaction costs has become quite loose in political science.  It is drawn from economics, where parties want to engage in an exchange.  So the question is what costs they must overcome in order to consume the bargain.  If the costs are high enough, they will not be able to consume the bargain (or the costs will impose ‘deadweight costs’ on the enterprise).  So lowering transaction costs will lead toward a Pareto optimum, ceteris paribus.  


Decision costs, on the other hand, are imposed in situations where the actors do not agree—they have different preferences for public policies.  I first came across the term in Buchanan and Tullock’s The Calculus of Consent, published in 1962.  Decision costs are associated with the nature of the decision-making arrangement.  The key issue here is the extent to which majorities are able to coerce minorities into taking action (or failing to take action) that they do not want to take.  So in the separated power arrangement of American national government, decision costs are very high because of the need to produce supermajorities to get major policy action. 


Clearly this matters a great deal in the case of policy delivery in decentralized systems.  If we are dealing with transaction costs in horizontal systems, then all sorts of coordination mechanisms, from the most formal to the most fluid and informal, will likely be useful.  If we are dealing with horizontal systems but the actors have different preferences for policy packages, then we do not have a coordination problem; rather we face a conflict resolution problem.  This has been the traditional approach to governing the metropolis.


In vertical systems, networks are critical in part because policy professionals share preferences.  Actually it is better to conceive of policy professionals as sharing outlooks; that is policy professionals at different levels of government share professional training and in general define the policy problem facing them in similar ways.  Surely one reason for the emergence of vertical networks is the coordination of the definition of problems and the search for solutions.  I would guess that the classic collective action problems are mostly not relevant to such vertical networks.  


2. Problem-space specification, Solution Search, and Discovering Preferences 

The fixed preference approach used in both the collective action approach and the conflict resolution perspective may not be entirely appropriate.   Both of these perspectives treat the policy space (both the problem space and the solution space) as well-defined.  This may not be the case for at least some policies.  Part of the process of bargaining invariably involves specification of the problem-space, even where protagonists have fixed preferences for solutions.  


This can involve the ‘shadow of the future’ in repeated games, but it can also involve seemingly ‘irrelevant’ alternatives.  Facilitators in conflict situations invariably introduce alternate dimensions (in a kind of heresthetic exercise) to transform the situation from a one-dimensional situation to one with more parameters, and that tends to encourage productive solutions.  


Policy learning is important here.  Learning does not concern just finding out how a policy works, but also the context within which policy is delivered.  


Moreover, a new literature is beginning to explore how preferences are formed, and how institutions and organizations create them.  It is not so clear that local officials must maximize the gains to the geographic entity; they can adopt a region-wide perspective in at least some situations.  

An interesting case is metropolitan Victoria, BC.  There the localities have become so self-centered that they cannot build a sewerage treatment plant; yet the negative press the city is getting (and the potential tourist loss to at least the City of Victoria) is moving the city forward—with some pressure from the province.   One could try to make this a lesson about shirking and collective action, which is certainly part of the story.  But it may also be a story about changing definitions of the problem or even changes in preferences fostered by learning.  


3. What Kind of Collaboration?


In some kinds of policymaking systems, collaboration has been studied.  When collaboration occurs in the classic regulatory subsystem, it may invariably have deteriorated into capture.  So it is essential that we keep in mind that some forms of collaboration are conspiracy; collaboration is not an unalloyed good, and it may not even be what we should be explaining.  

4. Is a More Complete Theory of Collective Action Possible?

The Lubell, Henry, and McCoy and Weible proposals do incorporate elements of the cognitive/emotional and non-rational (NOT irrational) components of cooperation in a manner that is not evident in the other abstracts.  This is admirable, but it comes at a cost: these authors tend to ignore the institutional constraints built into the policymaking process.  So my final question is this: can a more satisfactory theory of collective action in formally decentralized policymaking systems be developed?   Such a theory would incorporate BOTH the institutional friction (and it is friction and NOT veto points; it is a dynamic process, not a static one) that inhibits action, AND the cognitive/emotional dynamics that in national models of policymaking overcome the built-in friction of formal institutions (as in Jones and Baumgartner, The Politics of Attention)?   


This seems a worthy question to posit at our seminar in February.  I look forward to seeing you then.
Bob Stein

An overlooked aspect to the study of institutional collective action – intergovernmental cooperation by another name – is the role of federalism or at least hierarchical/nested governance.  All of the papers focus on substate (and subnational) intergovernmental cooperation within the U.S.  These cooperative activities are governed to some extent by both state and federal regulations, incentives and more importantly political constraints of different actors—elected and non-elected.  I would like the author to consider the influence of state and federal incentives for and regulation of collective action.  This starts with laws that regulate local governance, especially the incidence of formal intergovernmental relations (mostly state).  The federal government’s role in these activities is well known (e.g., federal aid system, unfunded mandates) and dates back to 1960s in the case of Comprehensive Planning Grants.  What I am interested in is whether the several theories used by the authors (e.g., transaction costs economics, institutional rational choice, advocacy, etc.) can be properly placed within a federal system of governance.  Here I would suggest some of the authors consider the work of Weingast and his colleagues on the market preserving aspects of federalism (see “The economic role of political institutions: Market-Preserving Federalism and Economic Development” Journal of Law, Economics, and Organization –Spring 1995; also similarly titled paper in World Politics, Oct: 1995; and “Self-Enforcing Federalism” in Journal of Law … April 2005).  Weingast et al outline a simple model of how hierarchical governance operates to deal with shirking, moral hazard and related issues of collective action among governments.

Related to the federalist theme is whether political ambition among elected and non-elected officials operates to both enhance and stymie collective action among metro area governments.  Here the idea of electoral term limits seems a useful condition.  Term limits constrains political ambition.  Consequently, one might suspect that progressively ambitious officeholders might see collective action within a regional setting as a means to advance their political careers with a natural market i.e., city officials seeking offices with wider/larger geographical constituencies.

Finally, there is the longstanding (but only modestly studied) question of the market for bureaucrats and its effect on collective action among governments.  Feiock and others have examined whether the residual claimant status of managers and other administrators drives their efforts to seek alternative modes of service provision including contracts, cooperative service agreements, etc (also see Meier and O’Toole’s paper in Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 2003).  The logic here is that managers et al obtain career advancements and rents on their efforts to innovate, specifically engaging in intergovernmental service agreements.  My own work on this issue might be useful (Urban Alternatives, Pittsburg Press 1990; and AJPS, 1990).

Andy Whitford

1. A number of these papers posit that collaboration is necessary to solve a problem and, then proceed to consider what supports collaboration.  Is collaboration (coordination, or cooperation) always necessary?  Suppose that there’s a decision/information processing stage that looks like “planning”.  Isn’t that a process of creating/identifying a “social preference” or some sort of collective mindset about the collective necessity of collaboration?

2. If so, I think you might spend some time considering how people decide what a problem is.   That’s less like a cooperation/coordination problem, and more like a jury theorem problem.  
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