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The term governance has come to be used commonly in both academic discourse and in ordinary discussions about how the public sector, and other institutions, manage themselves and their relationships with the broader society.   The emphasis on governance in many ways reflects public concerns about the capacity of their political systems to act effectively and decisively to solve public problems.  

Governance is a contested concept, and there are a number of competing perspectives on what governance means and how it operates.  For example, there has been one prominent school of thought that has argued on behalf of “governance without government” (see Rhodes, 1997).  The argument advanced by these scholars (and some practitioners) is that governments are clumsy, bureaucratic and in many ways undemocratic, and many if not most of its services could be delivered by networks of social actors.   That dependence on social actors is rejected by other scholars (and many practitioners) who argue on behalf of more state-centric approaches to governing (see Bell and Hindmoor, 2009).  

In this short paper I will take a more generic stance on the nature of governance,.  Rather than assuming that one set of actors or another is the approproate source of governance, I will advance a conception of governance that focuses on the basic functions that must be performed in order to govern.  This generic conception of governance can then be expanded to consider the alternative sets of actors involved in governance.  Further, rather than forcing a choice between one set of actors or another, this more general conception of governance focuses on the possible mixtures of actors which can govern most effectively.

Governance as Steering
The root of the word governance is a Greek word meaning steering.
  Thus, logically the fundamental meaning of governance is steering the economy and society toward collective goals.  The process of governing involves finding means of identifying goals and then identifying the means of attaining those goals.  Although it is easy to identify the logic of governance, and the mechanisms for attaining those goals are rather well known in political science and public administration, governance is still not a simple task.   

As mentioned above, this analysis of governance will focus on four important functions that must be performed, and performed well, if governance is to be successful.   By identifying these governance functions we can assess how governance is performed in different political systems, whether they are advanced democracies, autocratic regimes, or something in between.  Further, identifying these functions allows us to understand where failures in governance may arise, and therefore also to consider mechanisms for improving the quality of performance by the public sector, as well as their partners in the governance process.  The four fundamental functions that we posit for governance are:  goal setting, coordinating goals, implementation, and evaluation and feedback.  

Goal Setting  

The first stage of governance and steering is to establish the collective goals toward which the society will be steering.   The crucial point here is that the goals pursued here are collective, so that some method for legitimating the selection of goals on behalf of a broad public is required.  Normatively, we may hope that there is some democratic means of determining those goals, but however the goals may be determined they constitute the targets toward which governments and their partners in society will attempt to move the society and economy.  

Some of the goals that are advocated by political leaders and political parties are extremely broad and perhaps not really operational in quotidian policymaking.  While all or most citizens favor peace, economic growth and environmental quality, the means for achieving those goals, and the subsidiary goals necessary for achieving the broader goals, are less consensual.    Further, most policy areas have goals that may not be compatible with those of other policy areas and hence there will be conflicts not only on political or ideological grounds, but also on organizational grounds within the public sector itself.

The political process through which goals are determined and then operationalized depends in large part on agenda-setting.  That process, in turn, involves framing the issue in a particular manner so that it can be processed by the remainder of the “issue machine”.  For example, is mental illness a health issue, a social services issue, or an issue of public safety (Kall, 2011)?  Depending upon how the issue is framed then one organization or another within the public sector will gain responsibility for the issue (and the resources associated with it).  In addition, these definitions of the nature of policy problems may influence the capacity of governments to address the problems effectively.  For example, if a problem is conceptualized as one of rights  e.g. a right to clean water or an education, then it will be processed differently than if it is conceptualized as the distribution of goods and services. 

The establishment of these collective goals poses potential problems for those who must later assess the success or failure of government programs.  If the goals established, no matter how worthy, are excessively ambitious then there may be an enduring sense of perceived failure for governments.  Further, broader policy goals tend to involve more actors of achievement, and hence impose greater strains on the second of the functions required for governance–coordination and coherence.

Coherence
A second phase of the governance process is to make the goals adopted by public organizations coherent, and thereby attempting to make the activities of the public sector, and its private sector counterparts, more coordinated.   Policy coordination and coherence are important values to pursue in the process of governance.  Governments may pursue any number of goals and use a range of programs to achieve those goals, and the history of government has been one of substantial difficulties in government speaking with a single voice.  Individual organizations may do a wonderful job of delivering their own particular programs, and in serving their constituencies.  But those individual programs may not be compatible with one another, or they may not cover the range of clients or services needed.  This incoherence may impose excessive costs on the public sector (and hence on taxpayers) and it may also present the public with a sense of incompetence in government.  Stated simply poor coordination may simply result in poorer quality services and more costs than a more coherent package of programs.

Although creating this coordination among different policy domains is an important goal for government
, it is also difficult to attain.   Public organizations have their own goals and pursue them to the exclusion of other needs or goals of other organizations (Goodsell, 2011).    Further, public organizations want to defend their “turf” against other organizations with which they compete for budgets, staff and for legislative time and hence may be reluctant to cooperate.  Political differences also intrude into attempts to produce more coherent governance solutions, as different parties controlling ministries or levels of government may inhibit cooperation.

The demands for coordination among public programs has been increasing as the goals of government become more comprehensive.  For example, as globalization has increased interdependence among national and international actors, economic policy has become competitiveness policy that includes a range of dimensions such as education and training, social policies and regulation along with more conventionally-defined economic policy.   Further, as groups such as women, children and immigrants become mobilized politically they begin to demand a range of cross-cutting services from the public sector.  

In short, the very organizational nature of the public sector, and the specialization associated with that organization, tends to reduce the capacity of the public sector to act coherently (see Bouckaert, Peters and Verhoest, 2010).  The center of government (prime ministers, presidents and central agencies) have been increasing their capacity to overcome some of these inherent barriers (Dahlstrom, Peters and Pierre, 2011) but creating coherence within the public sector remains a major challenge for governance at the national level, and those problems are only exacerbated when moving to the international level.

Implementation
The third and perhaps most crucial element of governance is implementation, or developing the capacity of the public sector (again with the involvement of their private sector collaborators) to implement programs that pursue the goals already selected for the public sector (see Pressman and Wildavsky, 1974;  Winter, 2012).  Implementation has been a persistent problem for all governments.  This process can be conceptualized as a principal -agent problem in which the legislature or the political executive delegates responsibility for making the program work, and then monitors that performance (Huber and Shipan, 2002).  

The delegation process has become increasingly complex in contemporary governance.  First, within the public sector there is an increasing use of quasi-autonomous public agencies to deliver services (Laegreid and Verhoest, 2010), and this delegation has been added to familiar delegations to sub-national governments.  Further, the increasingly frequent delegation of responsibility from public bureaucracies to social actors and market actors the capacity for controlling implementation has also been compromised.  A variety of mechanisms such contracts, partnerships and co-production involve delegation to non-governmental actors and with that delegation perhaps greater “drift” during implementation.

Perhaps the best way to understand implementation is to consider the instruments that governments have at their disposal for implementing programs (Hood, 1974; Salamon, 2001).   Most importantly in this context, there has been a shift away from command and control instruments for implementing programs and toward the use of “softer” instruments involving negotiation.   While these softer instruments may appear to reduce the governance capacity of the public sector, they may be able to generate greater compliance without the alienation that may be associated with the command and control instruments (see Heritier and Lehmkuhl, 2008; Heritier and Rhodes, 2011).

Accountability and Feedback
After there are attempts by the State, with or without the involvement of private actors, to govern it is important to assess the impact of those actions.  Accountability is perhaps especially important in democratic regimes (Aucoin and Heintzman, 2000).  In democratic regimes enforcing accountability for the actions of the public sector has become an increasingly central aspect for democracy, as traditional mechanisms of representative democracy have become weaker as turnout in elections continues to decline and membership in established political parties declines even more rapidly (Kriesi, 2012;   Mair and Van Biezen, 2001).

Although in democratic regimes accountability is central to the democratic process,  even in autocratic regimes leaders will want to assess how well their interventions, and how well their implementors, have performed.   Thus, feedback may be a general requirement for governance systems, meaning that all governors will want to be able to learn from their interventions and to find means of improving their performance.   At the extreme, we can think of the policy process as a cybernetic process in which the public sector is linked closely with its environment, and then responds to its previous actions to improve policies and performance (Peters, 2012).
 

As implied above, policymaking should be conceptualized as a continuing process, in which one attempt to solve problems leads on to the next round of policymaking, and relatively few policy problems of any consequence are actually solved.    The persistence of policy issues reflect in part the complexity and “wicked” nature of many policy problems (Head, 2008).  This persistence of policy also reflects the nature of the political process, and the differing political values that are manifested through the governance and policy processes.   As one group (political party for example) becomes dominant it may attempt to replace the policies and practices from the previous regime.    In this pattern of change and replacement of policies it is crucial to have feedback from previous actions so that the actors involved can learn and attempt to develop superior solutions to those already in place.





Summary
The above discussion has presented a relatively generic model of governance.   As presented it could be applied to almost any governance situation.  While this generic attribute can be useful, to be even more useful the model should be specified and related to particular conditions.  On the one hand those specifications can be country-specific and the model can be applied comparatively across countries. 
   For example, the governance challenges of transitional regimes must be understood as substantially more complex than those for other regimes.

Although the geographical foundations of governance analysis are conventional, it is also important to consider the differences among policy areas.  These differences among policy areas  are most apparent for “wicked problems”  which pose major challenges for conventional mechanisms of governance (Head, 2008).   But even more conventional policy areas do have marked differences, and there are significant analytic differences across policies (Peters and Hoornbeek, 2005)  and these should must be understood   

Governing is not an easy task, and failures are common.  But it is crucial to understand the sources of failure.  This exercise in articulating the dimensions of governance and demonstrating some of the tasks required for each will help to identify the sources of problems in governing, and therefore also assist in improving governance.  The pursuit of good governance remains a continuing challenge for all governments and for all citizens.  
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�The same word is the root for cybernetics, or the science of control.  


�Aaron Wildavsky once called coordination the philosopher’s stone for governance, implying that if governments can produce coordinated services then many of their governance problems would be solved.  That may something of an exaggeration but not much of one iven the barriers that lack of coordination puts up for effective policies.


�These instruments involving the private sector are central to the recommendations coming from the New Public Management that governments should “steer and not row”, implying that the private sector can implement public programs more effectively than can  public sector organizations.


�The use of social partners in the governance process may facilitate the feedback process, although the social actors may themselves be coopted, so that they become less willing to provide accurate feedback to their public sector counterparts.


�See, for example, Peters and Pierre (forthcoming).   This article is based on this forthcoming book.  
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