Networks and Coordination of Fragmented Authority: 

The Challenge of Institutional Collective Action in Metropolitan Areas
QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSANTS TO CONSIDER AND CLARIFY, to be raised and discussed in Introductory Chapter

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


5. Coordination and Cooperation among authorities


6. Policy Networks in Federalist Systems

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

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

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?

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?  

  

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

 

Can mechanisms involving voluntary, informal “networks” be best understood as intermediate or hybrid structures (Williamson) located between market and hierarchy? Or is network analysis best understood as an analytic tool for analyzing structural aspects of markets, hierarchies, and in-between forms of organizations. 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?

 
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?

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

