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since 1997. Th e present article also indicates some of 
the ways that today’s public administrators may be 
assisted by the advances made by researchers in treat-
ing networks seriously.

Clarifying and Delimiting the Topic
Networks are structures of interdependence involv-
ing multiple organizations or parts thereof, where 
one unit is not merely the formal subordinate of 
the others in some larger hierarchical arrangement 
(O’Toole 1997b, 45).2 Further, externally oriented 
“networking” eff orts on the part of public managers 
can perform a number of functions, such as building 
support, negotiating with others in an agency’s exter-
nal environment, contributing to the management of 
multiorganizational eff orts, exploiting opportunities, 
protecting the core organization from challenges or 
threats, and sometimes helping move a set of organi-
zations toward an objective.3

Networks typically do not replace bureaucratic 
organization; instead, they add one or more layers of 
structural complexity, as public agencies are interwo-
ven with counterparts from the same government, or 
other governments of the same sort—as with multiple 
governments in metropolitan regions (Feiock and 

W hen I wrote “Treating Networks Seriously: 
Practical and Research-Based Agendas in 
Public Administration” (O’Toole 1997b), 

I was convinced of the emerging importance of the 
topic and intended to bring the multiple strands of 
extant research and several emerging research agendas 
together into one succinct argument. I did not expect, 
however, that the contents would resonate among so 
many. Th e article is currently one of the 10 most-cited 
articles in the 75-year history of Public Administration 
Review.1 Some of the attention that the article has 
received is surely attributable to its timing: it was pub-
lished just as a great deal of network-themed research 
was beginning to appear. But I also think that the 
article drew—and draws—interest because it sketched 
the importance of the theme and the value of several 
related clusters of research questions in a fashion that 
presented a large research agenda that could be of con-
siderable value to the fi eld. Th at value derives partially 
from the importance of the research agendas them-
selves, as well as from the implications of this work for 
the practice of public administration.

In this new article, I remind readers of the earlier 
argument and the several related research agendas 
called for in the original article. I then sketch progress 
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contribute in important ways to organizational performance (exam-
ples include Andersen and Mortensen 2010; Donahue et al. 2004; 
Meier and O’Toole 2009; O’Toole and Meier 2009; Roch, Pitts, 
and Navarro 2010). Managing organizations matters—and so do 
networks and external managerial eff ort in the networked environ-
ment (O’Toole and Meier 2011).

The Multiple Network Agendas
In the remainder of this article, I revisit the several agendas that—
as I argued in the original article—should receive attention from 
those who choose to treat networks seriously. I rearrange the order 
of those agendas so that the current article culminates in a consid-
eration of some of the practical issues entailed or addressed by the 
research work that has developed since the original argument was 
framed. Th e review in this article is based largely on my own reading 
of the signifi cant developments in the literature rather than a formal 
or bibliometric analysis (for a recent example of a formal citation-
based study, see Lecy, Mergel, and Schmitz 2014).

The Conceptual and Descriptive Agenda
Th e earlier article called for more conceptual clarity in the treatment 
of networks. It also noted that basic research on important descrip-
tive aspects of networks was sorely needed. “At least three kinds of 
eff orts are warranted: (1) determining what networks, and what 
kinds of networks, can be found in today’s administrative settings; 
(2) examining the historical dimension of network formation and 
development; and (3) exploring the array of networks in a broadly 
comparative perspective” (O’Toole 1997b, 48). On these sorts of 
issues, considerable progress can be noted.4

On the conceptual front, the good news is that many diff erentiated 
aspects of networks have been sketched and clarifi ed. In work that 
began prior to the publication of my article (see Berry et al. 2004 
for a discussion), social network analysis, in particular, has catalyzed 
the identifi cation of many features of networks. We can defi ne and 
measure many aspects of network structures and also, when data are 
available, their changes over time. Computer software programs are 
now widely available and frequently used to analyze networks and 
network characteristics. In addition, simulations conducted through 
agent-based modeling probe the dynamics of large, complex net-
works. Th is progress now allows social scientists and others to be 
precise about network characteristics and how they might change 
over time. Th ere are certainly practical applications to this work as 
well, most obviously in such fi elds as law enforcement and coun-
terterrorism. (Indeed, some early studies of so-called dark networks 
have sought to elucidate networks such as organized crime, smug-
gling, and terrorist arrays; see Breiger et al. 2014; Milward, Kenis, 
and Raab 2006; Raab and Milward 2003.) While some of this 
work carries potentially important theoretical implications (e.g., the 
work on “structural holes” by Burt 1995), the less happy news is 
that we now have many defi ned features of networks without much 
clarity and consensus as to which are most important to under-
standing how networks operate and without suffi  cient theoretical 
 development—especially in public administration—to guide our 
attention to particular features of networks.

With regard to the descriptive agenda, we now have much data 
at hand. We are beginning to have substantially more systematic 
information about the presence and shape of networks as they 

Scholz 2010; Frederickson 1999)—or from other levels of gov-
ernments, or even from ministries and agencies that are a part of 
national regimes in other countries (Nicolaidis and Howse 2001). 
Th ey may also be linked through contracts or other ties with for-
profi t or nonprofi t organizations—or even all of the above.

So individuals as actors can be seen simultaneously as occupants of 
positions within a public administrative organization and as compo-
nents of one or more multiorganizational web(s) of action built in 
one way or another around functions or public problems. As schol-
ars of policy implementation have long noted, these overlapping 
albeit diff erent roles convey somewhat diff ering logics, incentives, 
and priorities (Hjern and Porter 1981), a point that can complicate 
all arrangements.

Elsewhere (e.g., O’Toole 2010), I have tried to clarify some basic 
points about the “networks” theme. Some of these can be men-
tioned briefl y before I assess what progress has been made since the 
appearance of the original article. Still, this article necessarily off ers 
limited coverage of a range of network-related research. Very little is 
included from the growing work employing social network analysis 
(but see Hennig et al. 2012) or on policy networks, despite the fact 
that in corporatist settings, there may be substantial overlap between 
policy and management arrays. Likewise, the present treatment 
leaves aside much of the methodological and substantive develop-
ments in the network literatures of such fi elds as physics, computer 
science, and international relations. (For some coverage of certain 
broader aspects, see Berry et al. 2004; Isett et al. 2011; Lecy, Mergel, 
and Schmitz 2014.)

First, network forms of whatever sort are not necessarily volun-
tary—that is, self-organizing—nor even necessarily cooperative. 
A role of governments has certainly been to force, or at least press 
toward, networked forms of administrative action—sometimes with 
direct hierarchical control or regulation as a default (Scharpf 1993), 
upon failure of cooperative eff ort. Th e vast majority of possible 
networked ties involve mixed motives, with those involved neither 
in full agreement with nor in strident opposition to each other but 
somewhere in between. Th e combination of complex patterns that 
are partially mandated and partially self-organized, with varying 
combinations of integrative ties, suggests an interestingly compli-
cated terrain, one that cannot easily be comprehended with many 
of the approaches often used.

Second, it is quite important to encourage research from a net-
work perspective, but saying so does not imply that this is the only 
research agenda worth pursuing, nor does it necessarily entail any 
endorsement of network forms or any carte blanche for whatever 
happens in and through them. Networks and networking can 
encourage and produce benefi cent outcomes—and defi nitely worri-
some ones, as discussed later in this article.

Th ird, the relevance of networks and managerial eff orts associ-
ated with the interdependent environment of public organizations 
does not mean that the traditional attention to internal manage-
ment is misplaced. In fact, management within such organizations 
remains important, and a number of careful studies have shown that 
traditional internal functions of management—such as managing 
the organization’s human resources and budget—can be shown to 
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action into the policy agenda of the federal government, with a 
stipulation that metrics for certain varieties of networked public 
action should be a regular part of assessing the performance of 
public agencies and programs. Similarly, the European Union has 
emphasized a theme of governance, extending beyond governments 
(Laff erty 2004), as it has encouraged successful adaptation to the 
demands of such policy challenges as sustainable development. And 
there is no denying the great interest among all sorts of stakehold-
ers recently in collaboratives, public–private partnerships, and the 
importance of nonprofi ts working with governments to deliver 
public services.

At the same time, it would be a distortion to suggest that the recent 
attention directed by both researchers and practitioners toward 
networked arrangements signals something altogether new in public 
administration. Th e historically grounded scholarship of Daniel 
Elazar (1962) sketches a long history of federal–state coopera-
tion in numerous areas of policy, and these eff orts often included 
interorganizational ties. Th e contributions of Elinor Ostrom (1990) 
include extensive meta-analysis of long-standing multiactor self-
governing common-pool resource systems extending back hundreds 
of years, in some cases, and ranging from irrigation systems in Nepal 
to forests in South America to fi sheries in the North Atlantic. Th e 
research literature on policy implementation for more than 30 years 
has included an emphasis, particularly among European specialists, 
on “implementation structures” as a “new [that is, underrecognized] 
unit of administrative analysis” (Hjern and Porter 1981). Much of 
this work has consisted of case studies or small numbers of cases 
for intensive analysis, but some has documented larger numbers 
of interorganizational arrangements involved in executing public 
programs (e.g., O’Toole and Montjoy 1984).

Further, Hall and O’Toole’s work (2000) shows that the interor-
ganizational nature of new or substantially revised federal programs 
did not increase between two similarly active Congresses convened 
28 years apart (1965–66 and 1993–94). While the network theme 
has thus been especially prominent in recent years in both research 
and governments’ attention, networks and public administration 
are not an empirically new phenomenon (for a diff erent view and a 
longer historical overview, see Raab and Kenis 2009).

And how much do we know about networks in a “broadly compara-
tive fashion”? Here, there has been both progress and also practical 
diffi  culty in assessing defi nitive answers. One challenge is that actu-
ally mapping out the details of network arrays is typically very labor 
intensive, and thus many such comparative studies encompass only 
a few networks for consideration (e.g., Milward et al. 2010; Provan 
and Milward 1995). Given the documentation of networked arrays 
in so many locales, as indicated earlier, we certainly can say that 
these patterns generally are not specifi c to one policy sector, national 
setting, or even level of socioeconomic development. But it will take 
time to carefully compare network structural features across very 
 diff erent fi elds and locations.

A bit more can be said of a comparative nature about the network-
ing behaviors of the top managers of public programs. Earlier, this 
article distinguished managerial networking from the structural 
networks in which many programs are executed. Both may be 
signifi cant, but these are not identical features. It is possible to 

pertain to public administration, as well as their involvement in 
policy making and other processes. We have information on public 
program and public sector–focused network forms in U.S. local, 
state, and national governance, plus British, Dutch, Swedish, 
Finnish, and Th ai administrative settings, among others (Agranoff  
and McGuire 2003; Huxham, Vangen, and Eden 2000; Jacobson, 
Palus, and Bowling 2010; Jokisaari and Vuori 2010; Koppenjan and 
Klijn 2004; Krueathep, Riccucci, and Suwanmala 2010; Lundin 
2007; Moynihan 2009). We now have detailed analyses of especially 
important public administrative networked settings, such as New 
Orleans during and after Hurricane Katrina (Kiefer and Montjoy 
2006; Koliba, Mills, and Zia 2011; Moynihan 2012). Indeed, 
considerable evidence has been developed that networks and net-
working are no less evident across Europe than in the United States 
(Robinson 2006; see also Kickert, Klijn, and Koppenjan 1997; 
Koppenjan and Klijn 2004; Torenvlied 2012).

Further, we now know that networks operate not only within 
national settings but also across them—among professionals and 
policy specialists who exchange information and pass along techni-
cal and policy innovations to the often far-fl ung others (see Kim, 
Ashley, and Lambright 2015; Koppell 2010). And the emergence 
of transnational, functionally specifi c regimes for managing policy 
issues that span national borders has been an important develop-
ment that is well recognized among specialists in international 
relations but has gone unnoticed among most students of public 
administration (for an exception, see O’Toole and Hanf 2002).

As for systematic descriptive information, the research literature 
now shows at least some progress. In particular, work by Hall and 
O’Toole (2000, 2004) reports details regarding a particular subset 
of networked arrangements: U.S. national programs authorized by 
statute and often further developed through regulations. Th e results 
of these investigations cover only a limited and somewhat distinctive 
slice of the world of networks, and they also use rather conservative 
estimates of the prevalence of networked interdependence on behalf 
of policy action. Even so, the fi ndings are clear: huge majorities 
of new or substantially revised U.S. federal programs require or 
strongly encourage action that spans two or more organizations. 
What is more, statutorily stipulated patterns are typically rendered 
even more complex—more organizational actors, more complex 
forms of interdependence—during the process, resulting in detailed 
regulation.

Th e 1997 article also identifi ed the need to consider networks in 
“historical perspective.” A simple way of putting the question is, are 
networks relatively new, or recently important, in public administra-
tion? Or have they been empirically signifi cant for some time? If 
the latter, does the upsurge in interest in networks signal merely the 
shifting attentions of researchers?

It is clear that the attention now directed toward networks and 
interorganizational collaborative public action is not merely a 
faddish idea in the world of research. For instance, policy makers 
and public management practitioners have recently paid substan-
tial attention to the subject and sought to work such themes into 
the conduct of policy and management action. Th e Government 
Performance and Results Modernization Act of 2010 was explicitly 
designed to incorporate cross-agency collaboration and coordinated 
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seems diff erent in the public and nonprofi t sectors than in the case 
of for-profi t organizations (Isett and Provan 2005). Th e factors 
infl uencing network characteristics are likely to vary, furthermore, 
by network type and policy problem or sector. A study of network 
formation in Th ailand found that the variables most important in 
explaining the emergence of networks there were the nature of the 
program and the presence of management capacity, with political 
climate also relevant (Krueathep, Riccucci, and Suwanmala 2010). 
Graddy and Chen (2006) found that the features that helped 
explain network size and scope for the delivery of social services 
in the Los Angeles area were the availability of potential partners, 
the scope of the required services, and the ethnic homogeneity of 
the service recipients. Another study found that the tangibility of 
resources (funds being more tangible than information, for example) 
aff ects the characteristics exhibited by networks as they are formed 
(Provan and Huang 2012). With regard to managerial network-
ing behavior, some work indicates that there are both internal- 
organizational and also external-environmental variables that help 
explain the extent of networking that public managers engage in 
(Andrews et al. 2011). Th at study found that “loose” organizational 
structures and diverse stakeholder demands are positively associated 
with the extent of managerial networking, but defensive and reac-
tive strategies, along with unpredictable stakeholder demands, are 
negatively associated. And a recent, carefully conducted study has 
explored the determinants of changes in the networking behavior of 
public managers (Rho 2013).

Networks as independent variable. Networks can be infl uential in 
shaping the processes, outputs, and outcomes of public action. 

Indeed, a considerable quantity of research 
has been devoted to this issue in the years 
since my original article appeared. While the 
full range of studies on this subject cannot be 
analyzed in the scope of this one article, some 
sense of the progress being made can be 

offered (see Turrini et al. 2010 for an expanded review). The general 
bottom line here can be succinctly offered: networks and 
networking matter; we now know much more than we did two 
decades ago about how networks shape results, but there is much 
more to be learned.

Some work on this question has been developed through the systematic 
examination of a small number of cases. Provan and Milward (1995, 
2001) are among those who have used this approach and among the 
few to try to assess the overall eff ectiveness of networked public action 
(see also Akkerman, Torenvlied, and Schalk 2011). Th eir fi ndings with 
regard to networks for the seriously mentally ill point toward network 
integration, external control, system stability, and the munifi cence of the 
external environment as infl uences on network eff ectiveness (Provan and 
Milward 1995).

A considerable quantity of signifi cant research has focused on the 
issue of how networks in which collaborative behavior is required or 
encouraged tend to perform. Some of this work predated the 1997 
article, of course. For instance, studies of policy implementation—
particularly from the so-called bottom-up perspective—have touted 
and, to some extent, demonstrated the advantages of problem-
solving, collaboratively oriented networked action. Such advan-
tages can accrue in particular when policy problems must rely on 

conduct analyses of large numbers of public managers to ascertain 
the extent of their networking activities; this sort of study is equiva-
lent to examining the “ego networks” of such managers and can 
be undertaken through survey methods, in particular (Meier and 
O’Toole 2005). It is clear from accumulated studies that network-
ing is a regular part of public managers’ activities, whether in Texas 
school districts (Meier and O’Toole 2001, 2003) or in English local 
authorities (Walker, O’Toole, and Meier 2007), whether in Danish 
(O’Toole and Pedersen 2011) or Dutch (Torenvlied et al. 2013) 
educational systems, whether in U.S. law enforcement systems 
(Nicholson-Crotty and O’Toole 2004) or in state budget and 
fi nance offi  ces (Donahue et al. 2004). Managers’ eff orts to assist in 
encouraging collaboration for economic development at the local 
and regional levels in the United States also encompass consider-
able networking eff orts of various sorts (Agranoff  and McGuire 
2003). Th e details of the patterns vary by setting and policy sector, 
as one would expect, but networking by managers is now a well-
documented phenomenon, and some careful comparisons are now 
available in the research literature.

All in all, therefore, substantial progress has been achieved regarding 
the descriptive agenda, even if it is important to know much more.

The Agenda of Empirical Theory
Knowing about the presence of networks and networking in so 
many governing systems is helpful but only takes one so far. Why 
do these patterns emerge? And what diff erences do they make? Th is 
latter question is particularly important, as practicing administrators 
may need to know how to operate eff ectively in network settings.

Networks as dependent variable. Why 
networked public action? Why is so much 
public management situated in settings in 
which multiple actors and organizations are 
linked, often in complicated ways? Answering 
this question requires a complex and related set of responses. An 
abbreviated explanation can be offered here. In pluralistic systems in 
which there may be good political reasons to add actors to 
implementation arrangements to reduce threats or increase support 
for programs during execution, networks may develop as part of 
what one might call co-optative strategies (Pressman and Wildavsky 
1984; Selznick 1949) or as part of an effort to distance state-centric 
institutions from contentious policy issues (see O’Toole and Meier 
2004a).

Ideological or at least political preferences for private sector involvement 
in delivering results add links and structural complexity to what could 
otherwise be accomplished through direct provision. And there may be 
technical, or capacity-building, stimuli: adding other actors, as nodes in a 
network, can include needed expertise or experience and additional lev-
erage for addressing a public challenge, even if such networked arrays are 
more challenging to manage toward eff ective collective action (O’Toole, 
Hanf, and Hupe 1997). We can assume, therefore, that networks can be 
expected to be part of the institutional landscape for public administra-
tion for the foreseeable future. 

Th ere has been some systematic study of the determinants of net-
works and networking in the public sector. Th is subject is intrigu-
ing, in part because the development of interorganizational links 

Networks can be infl uential in 
shaping the processes, outputs, 
and outcomes of public action.
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intergovernmental aid) shape performance, and managerial net-
working (managers’ reported interaction patterns) does as well. Th e 
two sets of features interact in complicated ways in terms of their 
performance eff ects. For instance, managerial networking matters 
more to performance when core organizations operate in networks 
in which they are more fi nancially dependent on others.

Another very important and distinctive line of research is the 
scholarship of Elinor Ostrom and colleagues from the Institutional 
Analysis and Development (IAD) school. Although it is not focused 
on networks per se but rather on multiactor situations—especially 
situations requiring the management of common pool resources—
the theoretical and empirical work conducted through IAD has 
explicated “institutional diversity” (Ostrom 2005) and how multiple 
actors can function together to solve collective action problems, sus-
tain resources, and achieve high levels of performance. Th ese results 
are clearly not inevitable, and the real strength of Ostrom’s work 
has been to specify many of the variables that can explain the range 
in outcomes across very diff erent settings. Th is research is rich and 
persuasive, in part because of the wide array of research methods 
and designs mobilized to analyze such situations (Poteete, Janssen, 
and Ostrom 2010). While Ostrom typically has eschewed reliance 
on the theories and literature of public administration, and while 
she often has expressed a normative preference for self-organizing 
systems over government-organized ones, her work represents an 
important contribution to public administration broadly construed 
and, in particular, to the eff ort to treat networks seriously.

While much of the foregoing work highlights the positive con-
tributions of networks and networking to performance, it would 
be misleading to imply that networks and networking behav-
ior by managers unambiguously produce happy and benefi cent 
outcomes. Most of the time, when networks and networking are 
treated as independent (or moderating) variables, the story line has 
been positive (see O’Toole and Meier 2004a; Torenvlied 2012). 
Particularly when the focus is on collaborations, the subtext has 
been that partnerships and coproduction among diff erent and even 
disparate actors leverages more for the public good. While there is 
much good sense in this literature—stakeholders in communities 
working together can indeed improve prospects for policy success, 
environmental regulators engaged in negotiation with regulatory 
targets rather than in top-down unilateral directives can sometimes 
produce Pareto improvements, and nonprofi t organizations can help 
generate substantially greater returns for given levels of public funds 
expended—there are also grounds for caution.

First of all, although networks and networking have been found 
to contribute to public sector performance, this fi nding is not 
always supported. Torenvlied (2012) documents instances in which 
networked action causes disruption and increases confl ict. Second, 
managerial networking can boost performance, but that may not be 
the case for all performance measures (O’Toole and Meier 2004a). 
Because virtually all public organizations are tasked with multiple 
goals, it may be important to determine how robust the fi ndings 
are regarding the relationship between networking behavior and 
performance. Th ird, networks and networking expose public man-
agers and their organizations to pressure from stakeholders. Th is can 
indicate distributional consequences to managerial networking: to 
the extent that managers are exposed to contact with those outside 

coproduction for eff ective resolution, when precise outputs cannot 
be stipulated ex ante, and when dynamic conditions preclude eff ec-
tive programming from the top, or center, of governmental action 
(Elmore 1985; Hjern and Hull 1982; Matland 1985). Other work 
on collaboration in networks draws less from the research tradition 
in policy implementation and more from public administration, 
confl ict resolution, and community problem solving (Agranoff  
2012; Agranoff  and McGuire 2003; O’Leary and Bingham 2009).5

As noted earlier, networking—particularly by managers—has been 
analyzed for its eff ects on public program performance. Th is work 
typically moves the unit of analysis from the organization (and/or 
network) to the individual. Infl uences from both can be important. 
Analysts have investigated the ego networks of public managers and 
their possible eff ects on organizational results. Surveys, for instance, 
have been used to ask managers with whom they interact externally 
and how frequently. Th eir responses provide data that can be ana-
lyzed for performance-related eff ects. We now know that manage-
rial networking can improve outcomes (Meier and O’Toole 2001, 
2003), not simply in a linear, additive fashion but also in a nonlin-
ear way with respect to selected resources. Networking by others 
can also help (Nicholson-Crotty and O’Toole 2004). Still, not 
all stakeholders necessarily benefi t, as explained later. Managerial 
networking generates diminishing returns, although when manage-
rial quality is taken into account, that result disappears—at least 
in part because talented managers are more selective in using their 
time wisely (Hicklin, O’Toole, and Meier 2008). Th e performance-
related eff ects of such networking are boosted in the presence 
of enhanced managerial capacity, at least in situations in which 
managers’ organizations confront jolts or negative shocks from the 
networked setting (Andrews et al. 2010; Meier and O’Toole 2009). 
Finally, the performance-enhancing aspects of managerial network-
ing are likely dependent on the context, including the political 
context: in more consensual political systems, such as corporatist 
governance systems, we would expect the networking activities 
of managers to be less important in shaping results (O’Toole and 
Meier 2014). Empirical studies fi nd managerial networking to be 
substantively quite signifi cant in the United States, less so in English 
local government (Andrews et al. 2010), and much less so in Danish 
public education (Meier et al., forthcoming).

Some researchers are implicitly critical of such studies. Milward, 
Provan, and colleagues (e.g., Milward et al. 2010) have chosen to 
concentrate on intensive examination of small numbers of cases, as 
such work allows for determining detailed network characteristics; 
most of the managerial networking studies forgo that detail in favor 
of examining large numbers of cases and incorporating statistical 
controls into the analysis (for a methodological treatment of some of 
these issues, see Meier and O’Toole 2005). Others fi nd some of this 
research to be metaphorical, despite its attention to measurement 
and statistical inference (Isett et al. 2011). Still, much more large-N 
investigation of managerial networking needs to take place, and in 
settings of widely varying features.

Most of the research conducted on managerial networking and per-
formance leaves aside the structural networks themselves in favor of 
examining networking behavior, but there are exceptions. O’Toole 
and Meier (2004b) have been able to show that structural net-
works (measured through patterns of interdependence built around 
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governance eff orts (Klijn and Koppenjan 2000); and analysis of how 
networks and networking can work against equitable public service 
outcomes (O’Toole and Meier 2004a).

In short, although there are no sweeping injunctions about using 
or avoiding networks and networking in public administration, it is 
clear at this juncture that the subject taps a wide array of salient and 
value-laden considerations. Th e network theme has begun to be tied 
to a set of fundamental considerations important to society and its 
future direction.

The Practical Agenda
In “Treating Networks Seriously,” I included some observations 
regarding the practical agenda for public administration and 
off ered some very limited comments about the practical relevance 
of the networks theme. Some of these were, frankly, speculative— 
especially given that there was at that time very little systematic evi-
dence regarding the ubiquity of networks and networking behavior 
(i.e., the descriptive agenda). For instance, I suggested that “needed 
forms of management may be counterintuitive” (O’Toole 1997b, 
47). For the most part, however, I indicated that this subject was 
largely terra incognita. Since then, some progress has been made in 
identifying the eff ective components of public management in such 
networked settings.

Of course, there is no simple set of detailed injunctions to fl ow from 
the work of the past two decades or so. But some useful contribu-
tions can be briefl y referenced, and these results can be helpful 
heuristically for practicing public managers.

Th e most obvious point is that public managers ignore networks 
and networking at their own—and their programs’—peril. It is clear 
that the emergence of networks as prominent features of public 
administration by no means eliminates the role of hierarchy, and 

networks are not the only type of arrangement 
that can encourage collaborative manage-
ment (Agranoff  2006). Still, virtually all 
public managers can expect either to work 
in networked arrangements at least some of 
the time or, at minimum, have to deal with 
others who are themselves enmeshed in such 
patterns. Public administrators, therefore, 
need to recognize and take into account such 
networks and networking as they go about 
their responsibilities.

Second, as indicated earlier, networks vary widely. Some are formally 
mandated, some are self-organized, and some are a combination of 
the two. Th e patterns may be simple and relatively modest in size, 
or they may involve scores of organizations and actors interacting in 
complex patterns. Th ere may be intricate governance mechanisms 
for the network as a whole, or the pattern may be fl uid and lacking 
in overt, overall governance. Because of such variation on several 
dimensions, managers should be wary of any general and precise 
injunctions for practice.

Th ird, and leaving aside disappointing possibilities like stalemate 
and inaction, it is important to remember that networks can pro-
duce unattractive or even destructive outcomes. Practicing managers 

the organization, there can be increased responsiveness to the more 
powerful elements in the environment—and correspondingly less 
to those representing the more marginalized elements (see O’Toole 
and Meier 2004a). And fourth, close collaboration among actors in 
networks can induce not only performance but also a host of less 
attractive eff ects, including corruption and other forms of insider 
dealing. And there is also the phenomenon of “dark networks,” 
mentioned earlier.

In short, networks and networking may or may not be worth 
encouraging. Th e devil here, as so often, lies in the details.

The Normative Agenda
How do networks and networking relate to the normative setting in 
which public administrators operate? In the earlier article, I sketched 
the need for scholarship focused on normative issues raised by the 
subject of networks (O’Toole 1997b, 50). During the interven-
ing time, an encouraging development has been the several strands 
of normative analyses regarding certain aspects of networks and 
networking. Indeed, there is now a Centre for Democratic Network 
Governance at Roskilde University in Denmark. Th is unit supports 
normatively grounded network analysis with a focus on public 
governance (see, e.g., Sørensen and Torfi ng 2007). While we are 
far from a fully articulated and comprehensive normative theory of 
networks and governance, we can point more precisely to a number 
of normative issues that deserve serious consideration.

One key theme has been concern about the implications of net-
works for the accountability of public sector and other actors who 
sometimes coproduce policy-relevant action through causal mecha-
nisms that are imperfectly understood and only partially monitored. 
Th is theme has been developed by some scholars (Heinrich, Lynn, 
and Milward 2010; Milward 1996; Milward, Provan, and Else 
1997), especially as it pertains to patterns of contracting out by 
government. While some analysts see more 
dispersed and networked patterns as off ering 
prospects for enhanced accountability (Behn 
2001), most frame the normative issue as 
complex and contingent.6

Beyond the issue of accountability, a variety 
of additional normative challenges have been 
addressed, at least partially, in the literature. 
For instance, some of the key elements of 
democratic governance can be aff ected by 
the particulars of networked arrays; these include people’s sense of 
responsibility—and its possible diff usion— responsiveness, and the 
potentially crucial features of deliberation, civility, and trust (for 
consideration of this set of normative concerns, see O’Toole 1997a).

Even beyond these considerations, those concerned with some 
of the normative consequences of networks and networking have 
explored several additional themes. Th ese include concern about 
“dark networks,” as discussed earlier; the potential for the use of 
social network analysis to assist in building community partnerships 
(Provan et al. 2005); consideration of the potential for networks 
to expand “systemic risk” or even crisis under some circumstances 
(Carboni and Milward 2012); the possibility that government-
managed networks can enhance the transparency and legitimacy of 

Virtually all public managers 
can expect either to work in 

networked arrangements at least 
some of the time or, at mini-

mum, have to deal with others 
who are themselves enmeshed 

in such patterns.
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2009), discerning how to work through confl icts and power issues 
(Agranoff  2006), and understanding which kinds of organizational 
or network designs are suitable for which kinds of public problems 
(Provan and Lemaire 2012).

What we can say as a result of these studies and insights is that 
skills at collaboration, as well as at negotiation and the practical, 
goal- oriented use of social capital, are likely to be at a premium 
in network settings for public administrators. Further, we should 
attend to how to facilitate processes of social learning in such 
 contexts, and it would be useful for researchers to focus more on 
this part of the agenda.

In more recent studies, some fairly specifi c injunctions for practice 
have sometimes been developed for particular forms of networked 
action. For instance, Fountain has off ered a valuable set of research-
grounded observations and recommendations for public managers 
involved in interagency, explicitly collaborative initiatives in the U.S. 
federal government. For this important subset of networked patterns, 
her coverage can be quite useful (see also Verkuil and Fountain 2014).

As she points out, in such settings, managers need to operate 
strategically for collaboration through both people and processes. 
Such eff orts necessarily entail the use of relationship skills, as well 
as organizational processes, because “many strategies, priorities, and 
goals of the government inherently lie across agencies” (Fountain 
2013, 8). Th ese eff orts constitute no easy task, particularly because 
important institutional obstacles constrain such collaborative 
eff orts.8 She emphasizes that managing in collaborative settings 
involves high transaction costs, is typically demanding, and requires 
extra communication and persuasion.

Accordingly, “To build and sustain cross-agency collaborative man-
agement, managers need three sets of skills:

•  First, understand and work strategically within the institutional 
environment.

•  Second, develop and use interpersonal skills to build strong 
professional relationships and teams.

•  Th ird, build capacity across boundaries through rigorous struc-
tures and processes with the extra commitment and coordina-
tion required to work across agency boundaries.” Th is research-
based coverage is full of insights and guidance for eff ective 
practice in federal interagency collaborative eff orts.

Beyond these points, additional injunctions regarding the practical 
agenda, as sketched in the original article, continue to be relevant. 
In particular, my initial analysis sought to encompass networks 
broadly construed, without an assumption that they are necessar-

ily self-organized or explicitly designed for 
collaboration. Accordingly, public administra-
tors would be well advised to conduct regular 
scanning of the networks in which (or with 
which) they work to inventory their principal 
contingencies and alliances, including indirect 
ties. Such administrators are unlikely to be 
able to encourage eff ective practice without 
knowledge of their interdependent contexts 
(O’Toole 1997b, 48). Th ey should also bear 

should be aware of the potential for such results, particularly regard-
ing issues on the normative network agenda as sketched earlier.

A fourth point is relevant: scholars have noted that even across man-
dated and “emergent” or self-organizing network settings, some gen-
eral “challenges” for managers can be identifi ed. Provan and Lemaire 
(2012), for instance, suggest that the main ones are these: varied levels 
of commitment to goals across the organizations involved, clashes 
between diff erent organizational cultures, loss of autonomy (for 
those in individual organizations), possibly reduced accountability, 
and management complexity. Th ey also note that in terms of process 
indicators of network eff ectiveness,7 broad characteristics are associ-
ated with eff ective networks: involvement at multiple levels, sensible 
network design, appropriate governance (diff erent governance pat-
terns are more or less appropriate for diff erent situations), legitimacy, 
and stability (on this last point, see also O’Toole and Meier 2003).

Fifth, there has been some disagreement about the extent to which 
managing networks constitutes a fundamentally diff erent set of 
tasks and skills than managing “solitary” public agencies. In their 
study of collaborative public management (an important category of 
network-and-networking instances, but still only one set of cases) at 
the local level in the United States, Agranoff  and McGuire exam-
ine the details of a number of cases and then conclude that “the 
contacts, activities, policy tools, and other connections discovered in 
this study lead us to conclude that the capacities required to operate 
successfully in collaborative settings are diff erent from the capacities 
needed to succeed at managing a single organization” (2003, 175). 
While they acknowledge that many questions about the eff ective 
practice of collaborative public management remain to be explored, 
they make an eff ort to begin an identifi cation of—for instance—the 
particular skills needed for successful collaborative public manage-
ment. Th ese include those of determining how to select the best 
collaborative partners, along with understanding how best to begin, 
continue, and end collaborative processes, and knowing what 
decision rules to use when encountering some of the managerial 
challenges related to collaboration. Th ey also emphasize the point 
that “in collaborative management, empowerment is based on 
information rather than authority” (179); and they consider some of 
the features of such settings that might aid in the information-based 
encouragement of collaboration, such as social capital—including 
“trust, norms, and operations of the network”—and shared learning 
(180). Indeed, the importance of learning and learning processes has 
been emphasized elsewhere (Agranoff  2006, 2012; see also Weber 
and Khademian 2008). But Agranoff  (2012), too, has more recently 
emphasized that public management in all settings is signifi cantly 
about collaboration, and he has also deemphasized somewhat the 
distinctiveness of networked settings while reminding others that 
“managers continue to do the bulk of their work within hierarchy” 
(Agranoff  2006, 57–58; see Fountain 2013, 
17–18 for a treatment of the issue).

Indeed, an increasingly emphasized theme is 
that public managers in whatever institutional 
context need to be skilled in all the ways that 
collaboration can be encouraged and sus-
tained. Th ese include encouraging the right 
tone and direction very early in a collabora-
tive process (Dawes, Cresswell, and Pardo 
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realities within which public managers frequently operate? And can 
we develop a more comprehensive understanding of the worrisome, 
not just the attractive, consequences of networked public action?

Given the considerable variation in types of network settings, 
particularly with regard to self-organized versus mandated networks, 
simple nostrums will have little value; we could greatly benefi t from 
better theory that can successfully combine the elements of both. 
Such further developments would be of immense value to the prac-
tice of public administration. Th e world of public administration, 
in short, has for some time been treating networks seriously, but the 
work is far from complete.
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Notes
1. Citations from Publish or Perish software, February 2014; see Harzing (2007).
2. Some of these stage-setting points are also sketched in O’Toole (2010).
3. I consider in this article both networking behavior, particularly on the part of 

public managers, and the embedding of public action in networks themselves, 
regarded here as structural entities. Th ere is an extensive literature on the subject 
of policy networks (see Isett et al. 2011; Lecy, Mergel, and Schmitz 2014)—
multiactor entities involved in the development and enactment of public 
policy—but the current article largely omits this work and concentrates on the 
administration of networks—structures of interdependence, in other words, 
involved in converting policy intention into action. Of course, boundaries 
between these two subjects are somewhat porous. “Networking” by managers 
involves boundary spanning, a subject of research for decades, but the former 
term emphasizes interactions in multiple directions and often for purposes 
beyond information exchange—including, sometimes, eff orts to manage some 
larger networked array.

4. It is likely, furthermore, that the attention given to networks and networking by 
scholars will not slacken soon. Th e Journal of Public Administration Research and 
Th eory has appointed in recent years a coeditor for networks, primarily because 
of the volume of studies submitted for consideration. Note, as well, the recent 
establishment of a new journal, Complexity, Governance, and Networks.

5. Inevitably, the useful research literature on collaboration is developed in many 
and varied directions, and this voluminous material cannot be reviewed here. See 
Agranoff  (2012, 219–30), however, for brief coverage of many of these themes 
and strands of work. Also, on cross-sector collaboration, see Bryson, Crosby, and 
Stone (forthcoming).

6. Th e beginning of a theory of informal accountability in networks has also been 
off ered (Romzek, LeRoux, and Blackmar 2012).

7. Th ey correctly observe that research on outcomes for networks as a whole has 
been “scarce and Problematic” (Provan and Lemaire 2012, 643). See also Turrini 
et al. (2010), in which the authors review a considerable amount of the evidence 
on eff ectiveness.

8. Fountain (2013, 14–17) addresses in particular organizational and programmatic 
stovepipes, a federal legislative process that sends mixed messages, blurred lines 
of accountability, and a budget process that inhibits shared resources.
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