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Tightly coupled policies and loosely coupled networks in the governing of
flood risk mitigation in municipal administrations
Per Becker 1,2,3

ABSTRACT. Flood risk is a complex and transboundary issue that is expected to escalate with climate change and requires to be
governed by collaborative networks of actors. Municipal administrations have been suggested to have a particularly important and
challenging role in such governance. Although collaborative governance has attracted intense scientific attention, empirical studies
generally focus either on the macro-level institutions per se, or on the meso-level interaction between organizations, without
corresponding attention to the micro-level interactions between the individual actors constituting the organizations and reproducing
the institutions. The purpose of this paper is to contribute to the understanding of how flood risk is governed within municipal
administrations, by studying how actors interact within them when implementing tightly coupled policies. The paper draws on
comparative case study research of three Swedish municipal administrations (Lomma, Lund, and Staffanstorp). Data were collected
through interviews with all 143 actors actively contributing to mitigating flood risk within the municipal administrations, and analyzed
structurally and interpretatively using social network analysis and qualitative analysis. Although the Swedish legal framework consists
of tightly coupled policies demanding coordination between the actors implementing them, there is a recurrent pattern of relative
integration between actors implementing policies for planning and water and sewage, and substantial separation between them and
actors implementing policy for risk and vulnerability. This cinderellic fragmentation generates a “problem of fit” between the legal
framework and the collaborative networks implementing it, which undermines the effectiveness of flood risk mitigation in municipal
administrations. It is not accidental but a consequence of a directional separation of institutionalization, where the more bottom-up
and problem-oriented institutionalization of practices in planning and water and sewage, and the more top-down and compliance-
oriented institutionalization of practices in risk and vulnerability pull the network of actors apart. I demonstrate how the mechanisms
of increasing returns, commitments, and objectification may all operate simultaneously but to various degrees in different practices
across any collaborative governance network. Hence, potentially undermining policy coherence, policy integration, and collaborative
governance.
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INTRODUCTION
Flood risk is of great global concern (Grobicki et al. 2015).
Although many of the most vulnerable people live in developing
countries (Dilley et al. 2005), flood risk is threatening to
undermine sustainable development also in the most affluent,
advanced liberal democracies (Priest et al. 2016); especially
because flood risk is expected to escalate with climate change
(IPCC 2012). This has spurred intense scientific interest in the
systems governing flood risk across administrative levels (e.g.,
Hegger et al. 2014, Alexander et al. 2016, Thaler and Levin-Keitel
2016, Cumiskey et al. 2019, Johannessen et al. 2019, Becker
2020a). However, floods are complex phenomena not bounded
by administrative borders, levels, or sectors (Niemczynowicz
1999) and any specific flood event can be the result of a
combination of pluvial, fluvial, coastal, and groundwater
processes (Becker 2014). Risk, on the other hand, is a contested
concept that can be defined as uncertainty about what could
happen and what the consequences would be (Aven and Renn
2009). The complexity and transboundary nature of flood risk
require it to be governed by collaborative networks of actors
(Folke et al. 2005, Renn 2008) and the patterns of social relations
among these actors have been suggested as fundamental for their
collective capacity to mitigate risk (Ingold et al. 2010, Becker
2018). Flood risk has also been suggested a “wicked problem”
involving multiple actors with conflicting interests and ambiguity

in both problem and solution (Alford and Head 2017) and thus
demanding interaction between different actors attempting to
address it (Guerrin et al. 2014, Cumiskey et al. 2019). It is in such
circumstances that collaborative governance has been suggested
particularly important (Ansell and Gash 2008, Bodin et al. 2020).

The fit between the biophysical basis of complex challenges and
the social organization of actors attempting to address them has
been suggested particularly important for collaborative
governance (Folke et al. 2007). Many studies of the governing of
water-related issues, therefore, argue for the benefits of focusing
on the catchment-level, also referred to as the basin-level (e.g.,
Niemczynowicz 1999, Borowski et al. 2008, Pahl-Wostl et al. 2012,
Lebel et al. 2013, Widmer et al. 2019). However, early thinking
about institutional fit was not only concerned with biophysical
and organizational compatibility, but also explicitly with the fit
of legal frameworks regulating activities (Young and Underdal
1997, Folke et al. 2007). Similar arguments for the importance of
connecting and coordinating activities in the implementation of
different policies governing flood risk have been framed in terms
of policy coherence (Benson and Lorenzoni 2017), integration
(Cumiskey et al. 2019, Metz et al. 2020), and overcoming
fragmentation (Gilissen et al. 2016). However, these studies
generally focus on different organizational actors working in the
same or different policy areas and contributing to the same or
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different flood risk management strategies, e.g., mitigation,
preparedness, and response, while the inner workings of these
organizations have received less attention in this context.  

Although there are various types of organizations involved in
governing water-related issues in a catchment area, municipal
administrations have been suggested to have particularly
important and challenging roles (Mancilla García et al. 2019).
This is especially noticeable in the systems governing flood risk
in the Nordic region, with both responsibilities and resources
largely decentralized to the municipal level (Harjanne et al. 2016).
Considering the typically broad portfolio of water-related
responsibilities of municipal administrations (Mancilla García et
al. 2019), it is also important to grasp how individual actors
interact when engaging in activities to implement different policies
within them. This becomes particularly consequential when the
different policies demand interaction between actors
implementing them, which can be referred to as the policies being
tightly coupled (cf. Fusarelli 2002, compare with Bodin and
Nohrstedt 2016 on tightly coupled tasks). For instance, policies
on dam or levee construction may demand input from actors
implementing policies for environmental protection, and policies
on urban planning may demand input from actors implementing
policies on storm water drainage.  

This paper is limited to studying the mitigation of flood risk,
which is here defined as comprising all proactive activities that
reduce the likelihood of floods and/or their consequences before
occurring (Coppola 2011). It is worth noting that this broad
definition of flood risk mitigation also includes what sometimes
are referred to as flood defense and prevention (Hegger et al.
2014). It does, however, not include activities preparing for
effective response or recovery in case of an actual flood, and
should not to be confused with how the same term is used in
relation to reducing sources or enhancing sinks of greenhouse
gases in relation to climate change (IPCC 2015).  

Swedish municipal administrations are relatively large and
complex organizations, with a multifaceted range of
responsibilities related to mitigating flood risk (Becker 2020a)
that appeared in legislation in the mid-1980s (SFS 1987:10; SFS
1986:1102; Prop. 1985/86:150 Bil. 3). The Swedish legal
framework confers sovereign right to municipal administrations
to adopt land use plans (SFS 2010:900), explicitly pointing out
considerations for flood risk (Ch.2, Sect.5), and they have the
responsibility to remove surface water from settled areas (SFS
2006:412). The legal framework stipulates that municipal
administrations must have an action program to mitigate risk
(SFS 2003:778), and regularly assess risk and vulnerability within
their jurisdiction (SFS 2006:544). The formal guidelines for such
municipal action programs and risk and vulnerability analyses
both highlight flood risk explicitly (MSB 2011a, b), and the latter
states that a main purpose of risk and vulnerability analysis is to
provide input to land use planning (MSB 2011a). The Swedish
legal framework is thus concentrating the responsibility for
governing the mitigation of flood risk to the municipal
administration through tightly coupled policies concerning water
and sewage, planning, and risk and vulnerability, which demand
coordination between the actors implementing them within it
(Peters 2013). The Swedish system for governing flood risk has
been intensely studied (e.g., Johannessen and Granit 2015, Ek et

al. 2016, Becker 2018) and provides a suitable context for also
studying the interaction among individual actors contributing to
the implementation of tightly coupled policies governing flood
risk mitigation within municipal administrations.  

Empirical studies of collaborative governance generally focus
either on the macro-level institutions per se (e.g., Pahl-Wostl et
al. 2012, Guerrin et al. 2014, Alexander et al. 2016), or on the
meso-level interaction between organizations (e.g., Bergsten et al.
2014, Guerrero et al. 2015, Widmer et al. 2019), without
corresponding attention to the micro-level interactions between
the individual actors constituting the organizations and
reproducing the institutions through their recurrent actions
(Becker 2020b). An explicit focus on the interaction among
individual actors contributing to the governing of flood risk
mitigation within municipal administrations would thus
complement these studies. However, studying individuals in
organizations has been an important scientific focus for at least
a century (e.g., Taylor 1919, Weber 1978). Regardless how
common the early scientific notion of organizations as
instruments for rational goal-oriented action still is in society, it
has attracted extensive critique for decades (Meyer and Rowan
1977, DiMaggio and Powell 1983). Organizations are not only
structured and functioning for rational goal-oriented efficiency.
They are also structured and functioning by institutional rules,
which can be regulative (e.g., legislation, policy), normative (e.g.,
norms, expectations), or cultural-cognitive (e.g., schema, frames;
Scott 2014). This approach is commonly referred to as new
institutionalism (DiMaggio and Powell 1991) and has become
influential in organizational analysis (Scott 2014). It has also been
suggested a crucial complement for the study of social-ecological
interactions (Hotimsky et al. 2006). New institutionalism has
proven a useful perspective to explain why networks of actors that
comprise logically interdependent parts may end up loosely
coupled, or even decoupled (Weick 1976, Meyer and Rowan 1977,
DiMaggio and Powell 1983, Scott 2014). It constitutes thus a
particularly suitable theoretical perspective for this study.
Although it has contributed to our understanding of institutions
on macro-, meso-, and micro-level, the purpose of this paper
demands particular engagement with micro-oriented approaches
(Meyer and Rowan 1977, North 1990, van de Ven and Garud
1994, Zucker and Schilke 2019).  

The purpose of this paper is thus to contribute to the
understanding of how flood risk is governed in large and complex
municipal administrations, by studying how actors interact within
them when implementing tightly coupled policies and applying a
new institutionalist lens to analyze any emerging patterns. To meet
that purpose, I intend to answer the following research question:
How are Swedish municipal administrations organizing internally
to implement legislation governing flood risk mitigation? This is
intended as a Foucauldian “how question” (cf. Foucault 1991). It
is thus not only a descriptive question concerning how individual
actors interact in this context and how that impacts flood risk
mitigation, but also an explanatory question of how they have
come to interact in that way.

METHODS
The research adopts a comparative case study approach (Yin
2003). Three municipalities of varying size, as well as levels of
flood risk, were selected within the same catchment area. The

https://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol26/iss2/art34/


Ecology and Society 26(2): 34
https://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol26/iss2/art34/

catchment area was selected using the logic of the extreme case,
because cases with bigger challenges “often reveal more
information because they activate more actors and more basic
mechanisms in the situation studied” (Flyvbjerg 2006:229).
However, for a catchment area to be considered extreme has less
to do with extreme magnitudes of flood risk and more with the
complexity of the flood problem. Höje Å catchment area in
southern Sweden comprises mainly Lomma, Lund, and
Staffanstorp municipalities, which are all currently experiencing
significant changes in terms of population growth and
urbanization, exploitation of new areas, and densification of
existing areas. It involves combinations of fluvial, pluvial, coastal,
and groundwater floods, with significant impacts of human
activity on hydrology. Höje Å catchment area was thus selected,
with the three municipal administrations of Lomma, Lund, and
Staffanstorp constituting the cases for comparison.  

The comparative case study integrates structural and interpretive
analysis (White 1997) because the roles of actors contributing to
flood risk mitigation are defined both by their social relations and
by the institutional context they are embedded into (DiMaggio
1992). Social network analysis has proved useful to unravel
underlying processes (Robins et al. 2012), while qualitative
research is useful to unveil their reasons and meaning (Bernard
2006). Social network analysis and qualitative research were thus
applied to study the networks of actors within each municipal
administration contributing to the implementation of the
legislation governing flood risk mitigation.  

Because the boundaries of these networks were unknown from
the outset, the participants were selected by means of snowballing
(Borgatti et al. 2018). The snowballing started with 10 participants
within each municipal administration identified as likely to
contribute to the mitigation of flood risk—i.e., representatives to
Höje Å River Council and civil servants working with planning,
water and sewage, land and exploitation, and environmental
issues—using a name-generating question concerning who each
participant depends upon for input to be able to contribute to
mitigating flood risk. It continued in principle until no more new
participants were identified, but involved in practice boundary
judgements of relevance (Becker 2018). This resulted in 143
participants contributing actively to mitigating flood risk: 35
within Lomma municipal administration, 88 within Lund
municipal administration and VA SYD (the regional water and
sewage organization Lund is part of), and 20 participants in
Staffanstorp municipal administration. In addition to themselves,
the participants identified 86 actors (16, 59, and 11) on whom
they depend for some input, but who are not contributing actively
or cannot be interviewed, i.e., people who have died, left the
organization, not considering themselves contributing, or
performing purely technical tasks (e.g., maintaining a pump,
flushing a pipe, etc.). This category also includes one instance per
municipal administration of a participant referring to groups
instead of an individual, i.e., a municipal call center, VA SYD,
and a group of civil servants on a workshop. Two individuals
working with planning in Lund, and not excluded by any
boundary judgement, refused to participate. This corresponds to
a response rate of 99%. Moreover, one of these individuals was
only identified as providing input to one participant, and the other
to three participants, indicating that none of them was central,
and one of them even peripheral, to the governing of flood risk

mitigation. The effect of their absence on the validity of the
research is thus assumed to be negligible. The interviews were
conducted between January 2017 and October 2018.  

Studying how individual actors interact within municipal
administrations when implementing tightly coupled policies
requires operationalizing complex social relations into something
that can be empirically observed. Regardless of how the social
relations are formed, they denote some kind of dependence after
being established (Luhmann 1979). Although there are numerous
kinds of dependencies and many ways to operationalize them,
Becker (2018) suggests a framework of seven types that was
deemed suitable for the purpose of this paper because they
comprise a broad range of exchanges between actors that have
been suggested important (Table 1).

Table 1. Seven types of input between actors (Becker 2018)
 
Input Reference

Reports of activities Rowley 1997
Equipment and material Hoang and Antoncic 2003
Funding Oliver 1991
Technical information Leifeld and Schneider 2012
Rules and policy Leifeld and Schneider 2012
Advice and technical support Hillman et al. 2009
Pepping and moral support Hoang and Antoncic 2003

The social network data were collected through structured
questions posed to the participants during the interviews. The
dependence between actors was operationalized as the
importance of the seven types of input (Table 1), rated on a five-
point Likert scale from not at all (0) to extremely important (4)
for their contribution to flood risk mitigation. The importance of
the seven different inputs were then aggregated and normalized
(divided by the maximum possible sum of 28) to produce an
aggregate scale between zero (no importance) and one (maximum
importance) that was used in the analysis as the strength of the
relation between actors (tie strength). Qualitative data were
collected through the informal dialogues that ensued when
answering the structured questions and the overall conversation
about flood risk mitigation, and recorded through notes. Each
interview took between 60 and 90 minutes, with a few shorter
interviews with actors less engaged in flood risk mitigation. All
interviews were done face-to-face to minimize non-responses and
to allow for clarifications and probing (Borgatti et al. 2018). The
social network data were analyzed with the assistance of the
software UCINET (Borgatti et al. 2002) and the qualitative data
were analyzed using a series of coding and categorizations
(Charmaz 2006).  

The social network data were analyzed exploratorily through
visualizations and descriptive statistics, and by using three
different centrality measures to investigate the contribution each
actor makes to the overall structure of the networks (Borgatti et
al. 2018). The exploratory analysis was partly done on an
aggregate level of groups of actors mainly engaging in activities
implementing the three main policy areas governing flood risk
mitigation—water and sewage, planning, and risk and
vulnerability—as other civil servants engaging in different
activities, or as politicians and senior management. These groups
are referred to as types of actors and were also vital for the analysis
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Table 2. Proportion and categories of other civil servants, not primarily engaging in planning, water and sewage, or risk and vulnerability
activities.
 
Municipal admin. Proportion Categories

Staffanstorp 30% 4 = Roads, land and exploitation, environment, project management
Lund 37% 12 = Park and nature, children and education, roads and traffic, legal, strategic development, surveying,

housing, building permits, waste management, land and exploitation, environmental protection,
environmental strategy

Lomma 41% 10 = Building permits, finance, property management, roads, parks, GIS, land and exploitation, project
management, surveying, service center

of the patterns of interaction between individual actors.
Centrality measures are commonly used to analyze power
structurally (Scott 2004), but have here particular meanings. This
is because the studied relations between actors comprise different
inputs for actors to be able to contribute to flood risk mitigation.
These inputs can thus be seen as resources flowing in the networks,
and controlling these resources confers influence to actors in the
network (Brass and Burkhardt 1992). In-degree centrality was
used to capture local control over resources by summarizing for
each actor the total direct dependence of all actors on the inputs
from that actor (Borgatti et al. 2018). Directional betweenness
centrality was used to operationalize control over resource flows
through the networks because it captures the extent each actor
falls on the shortest paths between pairs of other actors (Brass
and Burkhardt 1992). Finally, in-eigenvector centrality was used
to operationalize the influence an actor has over other influential
actors in the network (Brass and Burkhardt 1992), by not only
considering how dependent they are on the actor’s input but also
how dependent other actors are on them.

RESULTS

Interaction between types of actors
The most striking features of the networks of actors are (1) their
relative structural similarity in the presence of interactions on the
aggregate level between planning, water and sewage, politicians
and senior management, and other civil servants, and (2) seeming
dissimilarity in the interactions with actors engaged in risk and
vulnerability (Fig. 1). This means that although the former four
types of actors are similarly tied to each other across the networks,
the latter type of actors engaging in risk and vulnerability is either
decoupled or loosely coupled with the rest of the network.  

The results show that the actors engaging in activities to
implement risk and vulnerability policies in Staffanstorp are not
seen as providing any input needed for any of the other types of
actors, thus, not being identified by them and included in the
network (Fig. 1). Risk and vulnerability actors only interact with
the category other civil servants in Lund, while also interacting
with water and sewage and getting input from planning and from
politicians and senior management in Lomma (Fig. 1). However,
when analyzing the relative importance of the interaction between
planning, water and sewage, and risk and vulnerability, the three
networks exhibit closer resemblance (Table 2).  

Actors engaged in planning and in water and sewage interact
substantially when contributing to the governing of flood risk
mitigation in all three municipal administrations, with substantial
proportions of the total importance of inputs from the other types

of actors flowing between them (Table 2). This is in sharp contrast
to the inputs from actors engaged in risk and vulnerability, which
are non-existent, except to water and sewage in Lomma where it
is of very little relative importance (Table 2). It is also only in
Lomma that the actor engaged in risk and vulnerability activities
receives important input from actors engaged in the other two
policy areas, and then only a substantial proportion from water
and sewage (Table 2). However, qualitative interview data indicate
that actors engaged in risk and vulnerability activities are not seen
as contributing to the mitigation of flood risk in the municipal
administrations, for instance, “He is not even on the playing field
concerning floods” (Female civil servant about her risk and
vulnerability counterpart).

Fig. 1. Networks of types of actors mitigating flood risk within
the three studied municipal administrations. Note that node
sizes are set, while tie thicknesses represent the sum of
individual ties and are relative within each network and cannot
be compared between networks.

https://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol26/iss2/art34/


Ecology and Society 26(2): 34
https://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol26/iss2/art34/

Patterns of interaction between individual actors
In addition to the aggregate analysis, it is also informative to study
patterns of interaction on individual level. Actors engaged in
planning and water and sewage are closely interacting and
centrally located in the networks of all three municipal
administrations (Figs. 2–4). This is also picked up in qualitative
data. For example:  

Flood and urban drainage are important issues in
planning and we have always [water and sewage expert]
on board, who manages them. (Female civil servant,
Staffanstorp) 

We who work with water and sewage are, of course, very
dependent on what they [planners] do. ... I trust them
fully, but there are difficulties in the contribution of
planning to [flood] mitigation in the legislation. (Female
civil servant, Lomma)  

There are also actors engaged in water and sewage mainly
interacting with each other (Figs. 2–4), which is expected of the
more technical line management part of their organizations. It is
mainly actors engaged in water and sewage who have most local
control of resources being exchanged in the networks,
operationalized as in-degree centrality (Fig. 2), most control over
resource flows through the networks, operationalized as
directional betweenness centrality (Fig. 3), and most influence
over other influential actors, operationalized as in-eigenvector
centrality (Fig. 4). This is also reflected in the first selected quote
below, except for an actor engaged in planning with most control
over resource flows in Lund, as reflected in the second quote, and
an actor among other civil servants in Lomma.  

I am not sure if I can help you with this study, since I am
not working with floods. I guess you have talked to [water
and sewage expert], on the Technical Unit, who takes
care of such questions. (Female planner, Staffanstorp) 

Among us planners, we can always go to [planner’s
name] as she is a bit like the spider in the web concerning
these issues, with contacts to a lot of people (Female civil
servant, Lund) 

In Lomma, the most structurally centered actor is instead an
environmental strategist, who is identified as providing important
input to numerous actors engaging in a wide range of activities
(Fig. 2), having much control over resource flows (Fig. 3) and
most influence over other influential actors (Fig. 4). This latter
point was also explicitly mentioned by several participants during
the interviews: “She has the ear of the chairman of the municipal
executive board” (Male politician, Lomma); “The politicians
trust her” (Female civil servant, Lomma).  

The centrality of the environmental strategist in Lomma might
be connected to the more central positions of politicians and
senior management there than in Lund, and their much more
central positions than in Staffanstorp, where such actors are
peripheral (Figs. 2–4). It is also interesting to note the structural
positions of other civil servants, which are generally least centrally
located in Staffanstorp, more central in Lomma, and most central
in Lund. The proportion and diversity of other civil servants are
also lower in Staffanstorp, with much fewer categories of actors
involved in mitigating flood risk (Table 3). Lund and Lomma are

more similar in these regards, with slightly higher proportion of
other civil servants involved in Lomma and slightly more
categories of actors involved in Lund (Table 3). The substantially
more mobilized municipal administrations in Lomma and Lund
are commonly attributed to the tenacious work of the
environmental strategist in the former and to the project “Lund’s
Water” in the latter. For instance,

Fig. 2. Local control of resources in networks of actors
mitigating flood risk within the three studied municipal
administrations. Node size = local control of resources (in-
degree centrality). Tie thickness = normalized sum of
importance of inputs. Note that node sizes and tie thicknesses
are relative within each network and cannot be compared
between networks.

I have worked a long time to get everybody involved. Some
came along right away. When the politicians started to
think it was important, all managers became interested
and then everybody was involved shortly thereafter. ...
More or less interested. (Female civil servant, Lomma) 

Five years ago, we didn’t see this as our responsibility.
Now, it is a top priority and we work closely together with
other departments to see where the money we have would
be put to best use to solve the problem. (Male civil
servant, Lund)  

There are differences between the municipal administrations
concerning the structural positions of actors engaged in risk and
vulnerability activities (Figs. 2–4) that are more essential for the
purpose of this paper. Although identified in the aggregate
analysis above (Fig. 1), analyzing patterns of interaction between
individual actors provides additional input to grasp these
differences; at least for Lund and Lomma, where risk and
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Table 3. Proportion of total importance of input from other types of actors.
 
Receiver Provider Staffanstorp Lund Lomma

Planning Water & sewage 44% 47% 28%
Water & sewage Planning 38% 32% 33%
Planning Risk & vulnerability - 0% 0%
Water & sewage Risk & vulnerability - 0% 3%
Risk & vulnerability Planning - 0% 8%
Risk & vulnerability Water & sewage - 0% 44%

Fig. 3. Control over resource flows in networks of actors
mitigating flood risk within the three studied municipal
administrations. Node size = control over resource flows
(directional betweenness centrality). Tie thickness = normalized
sum of importance of inputs. Note that node sizes and tie
thicknesses are relative within each network and cannot be
compared between networks.

vulnerability actors are involved to some extent. There are a
number of actors engaged in risk and vulnerability activities in
Lund, but only two provide input to two other civil servants (Figs.
2–4). This is particularly interesting as the bulk of these actors
are actually focal points working for different departments or
other municipal organizations. These focal points are intended to
be the liaisons between their departments and risk and
vulnerability activities, but are never once mentioned as providing
input to anybody involved in flood risk mitigation. The only links
to actors involved in planning or water and sewage are indirect
through other civil servants, who are relatively unimportant
locally (Fig. 2) and with little influence over other influential
actors (Fig. 4). Very few participants indicate any awareness or

Fig. 4. Influence over influential actor in networks mitigating
flood risk within the three studied municipal administrations.
Node size = influence over influential actors (in-eigenvector
centrality). Tie thickness = normalized sum of importance of
inputs. Note that node sizes and tie thicknesses are relative
within each network and cannot be compared between
networks.

concern about this lack of integration of actors engaging in
implementing the tightly coupled policies, with one particularly
notable exception:  

This is an interesting study because it is obvious that we
are divided in a way that hinders the management of
complex challenges, but how should we otherwise be
organized? With “The Boss of It All” [reference to
Danish director von Trier’s comedy film “Direktøren for
det hele”]? (Male senior manager, Lund) 

In Lomma, on the other hand, there is one actor engaged in risk
and vulnerability activities, who provides somewhat important
input directly to one actor and receives rather important input
from another actor engaged in water and sewage, and receives
unimportant input from one actor engaged in planning.
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Outcomes in terms of policy intentions
Although the three municipal administrations differ in the level
of interaction between actors engaged in risk and vulnerability
and in planning or water and sewage, from none in Staffanstorp,
only indirectly in Lund, and also directly in Lomma, the outcomes
are similar in terms of failure to fulfil the integrative intentions
of the legal framework. The results of the qualitative parts of the
interviews are unambiguous. Neither land use planning, nor
urban drainage and storm water management, are informed at all
by risk and vulnerability analysis in any of the municipal
administrations, and neither risk and vulnerability analysis nor
the municipal action programs consider the impacts of planning
or water and sewage on flood risk. Some participants provide
explanations for this, which are particularly interesting for the
purpose of this paper:  

Yes, it is perhaps problematic, but that is how planning
must be done. How should flood risk be assessed
otherwise? The law says that it is the landowner who must
show that flood risk is taken into account and they pay
for the necessary assessments. They cannot be forced to
pay for assessments of flood risk for areas bigger than
the area they own and have requested a detailed
development plan for. Who should pay for it then? This
is how planners in Sweden do it. (Female civil servant,
Lomma) 

No, but this is how it is done in Sweden. All municipalities
must regularly do a risk and vulnerability analysis and
submit it. We have worked hard to build a good system
for it here in Lund and we have now representatives
involved in all departments. There is still work to do, but
I think we are on the right way and we get the job done.
(Male civil servant, Lund) 

In stark contrast to this, planning and water and sewage are
influencing each other heavily, as detailed development plans are
never approved without explicit consideration of urban drainage
and storm water management, and no urban drainage and storm
water management system is ever designed without considering
land use. For instance,  

Floods are a priority in the building of new areas, but it
is taken care of in the projects. Water and sewage
expertise is always involved in the planning to make sure
the drainage system for the new area is correct. (Female
civil servant, Staffanstorp) 

Water has always been considered, but when floods
became a higher priority we had to try new ways of
working together. Also now, with the project “Lund’s
Water”. We find a way that works, and stick to it. This
is how we do it. (Male civil servant, Lund)

DISCUSSION
The results reveal interesting patterns of how Swedish municipal
administrations organize for the governing of flood risk
mitigation. Regardless of differences in size and flood exposure,
the three municipal administrations share many structural
features. This is particularly striking in their formal organization,
with nearly identical functions officially defined albeit aggregated
and named slightly differently upward in the administrative
hierarchies. This is, however, not surprising, but rather expected

considering the rich literature on the institutionalist notion of
isomorphism (Meyer and Rowan 1977, DiMaggio and Powell
1983, Scott 2014), which is “the result of processes that make
organizations more similar without necessarily making them
more efficient” (DiMaggio and Powell 1983:147). The results are
also showing relative isomorphism in the interaction between
actors engaged in planning, water and sewage, and risk and
vulnerability, while the positions of politicians and senior
management, and of other civil servants, vary substantially
between the three municipal administrations. Most notably the
differences in structural positions of politicians and senior
management, who are most peripheral in Staffanstorp, more
central in Lund, and most central in Lomma, as well as in the
diversity and centrality of other civil servants, who are much less
diverse and central in Staffanstorp than in Lomma and Lund
(Figs. 2–4 and Table 3). These differences are interesting to discuss
in themselves (Petridou et al. 2021), but in this paper I focus
primarily on the organizing to implement the legislations for
planning, water and sewage, and risk and vulnerability, which are
essential for the mitigation of flood risk and tightly coupled to
each other.  

It is then particularly interesting to note a recurrent pattern of
relative integration between actors implementing the two former,
while the actors implementing the latter are loosely coupled or
even decoupled from them. Although there are differences in the
extent of structural decoupling among the municipal
administrations—from no interaction between actors engaged in
activities implementing policies for risk and vulnerability and for
the other two policy areas in Staffanstorp, only indirect
interaction in Lund, to also minor direct interaction in Lomma
—the qualitative results clearly suggest similarity in terms of not
using any input across this divide. This pattern of concurrent
integration and separation is referred to as cinderellic
fragmentation, which is not accidental or merely structural, but
a consequence of parallel processes of institutionalization.

Cinderellic fragmentation
It is clear that the actors engaged in planning and in water and
sewage are interacting relatively intensely with each other when
contributing to the governing of flood risk mitigation in all three
municipal administrations. It is equally clear that the actors
engaged in risk and vulnerability are hardly interacting with any
of them, if  at all. This is commonly referred to as fragmentation
(Feiock and Scholz 2010) and has been suggested as a common
feature in the governing of flood risk on institutional (macro) and
organizational (meso) levels (e.g., Gilissen et al. 2016, Cumiskey
et al. 2019, Metz et al. 2020). However, the micro-level
collaborative networks governing the mitigation of flood risk
within the municipal administrations are neither fully integrated
in terms of interactions between actors implementing the three
main and tightly coupled legislations, nor entirely fragmented
(Figs. 2–4 and Table 2). It is not possible to meaningfully describe
the level of integration or fragmentation on a scale between these
two extremes either, as parts of the networks exhibit close
interaction at the same time as other parts are loosely coupled or
even decoupled. This pattern of relative integration between two
types of actors that are more or less completely separated from a
third type of actor alludes to the fairy tale of Cinderella and her
two stepsisters. Although “Cinderella” is included in the Oxford
English Dictionary (2014), meaning “a person or thing that is
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undeservedly neglected or ignored,” the analogy is here more
intricate and relational. It is more relational in the sense of
cinderellic fragmentation emerging in the transactions among all
actors (cf. Emirbayer 1997) and not caused by particular scheming
“stepsisters,” and it is more intricate in the sense of the processes
behind this kind of fragmentation.  

The results reveal that actors engaged in risk and vulnerability
are not neglected or ignored more by actors engaged in planning
or water and sewage than they neglect or ignore these actors
themselves. They are simply working on their own to comply with
the requirements of the legislation they are tasked to implement,
with the main indicators of compliance being the production and
submission of a municipal action program (SFS 2003:778) and
risk and vulnerability analysis (SFS 2006:544). Although all three
municipal administrations submit these outputs, nobody uses
them to inform planning or water and sewage as intended in policy.
This concurs fully with previous research (Lin and Abrahamsson
2015) and appears to be a general feature of Swedish municipal
administrations. However, the actors engaged in planning or
water and sewage are also focusing on meeting the requirements
of the legislations for their respective policy areas, but instead
with intense interaction with each other because both compliance
and current practices demand collaboration.  

This cinderellic fragmentation, with concurrent integration and
separation within the same collaborative networks of actors,
generates a “problem of fit” between the legal framework and the
collaborative networks implementing it. Such problems of fit have
been shown to potentially undermine effective problem-solving
in a wide range of contexts (Bodin and Nohrstedt 2016, Bergsten
et al. 2019). Moreover, the pattern of cinderellic fragmentation is
not a coincidence. It is the result of parallel processes of
institutionalization that are separated in both their foundation
and orientation.

Directional separation of institutionalization
The legal framework started to explicitly demand considerations
of flood risk in planning and water and sewage in the mid-1980s
(SFS 1987:10; SFS 1986:1102; Prop. 1985/86:150 Bil. 3) and risk
and vulnerability analysis in the mid-2000s (SFS 2006:544).
However, the mere temporal difference, with actors implementing
the two former having more than twice as long a history together
than with the actors implementing the latter, might not be a main
reason for cinderellic fragmentation. This is particularly unlikely
because flood risk mitigation became a prioritized issue in the
studied cases as late as 2007, when all three policy areas were in
place. Bodin and colleagues (2019) demonstrate the importance
of pre-existing relations for structuring collaborative networks of
individual actors, but theoretical perspectives of new
institutionalism suggest that qualitative time-related factors may
be more informative than purely quantitative differences in the
age of the three policy areas. Stinchcombe (2000) was the first to
propose the importance of initial social conditions on the
development of the structure of an organization over time, and
others point out the significance of a few decisive events on
national- (Scott 2014) or even global level (Drori et al. 2006). It
is clear that past social conditions and significant floods elsewhere
in Sweden and Europe have played decisive roles in shaping the
legal framework, as well as the more recent string of floods closer
to home in making flood risk mitigation a priority. However, such

determinant and structural top-down explanations of
institutionalization fail to elucidate the pattern of cinderellic
fragmentation, which requires keener attention to the agency of
the involved actors.  

Instead of looking for explanation solely in a few macro-level
conditions and events, van de Ven and Garud (1994) suggest
paying attention to the many micro-level events in which actors
faced with a new situation coinvent ways to deal with it. They
argue that after a period of events with behavioral variation, as
actors test and adjust activities as they go along, some patterns
of activities start to be selected more and more often than others
(rule-making events) until they dominate and become the
convention (rule-following events). This resonates strikingly well
with the empirical material. The institutionalization of flood risk
mitigation is neither detached from the past, nor unfolding in a
vacuum. The practices of actors engaging in ensuring sufficient
urban drainage for more everyday rainfall, which have included
both planning and water and sewage for decades, have been
structuring the practices of flood risk mitigation by providing
initial patterns of activities. The actors involved from the start are
then coinventing updated practices together, with significant costs
in terms of time, energy, and resources. North (1990) calls this
“large setup costs,” and provides an explanation based on
“increasing returns” for why systemic flaws in the current practices
of mitigating flood risk are not addressed even when they are
obvious to involved actors. This explanation is emphasizing the
role of incentives and argues that flawed practices continue
because further work in the same direction is still rewarded, while
the costs of changing to an alternative increase over time (Scott
2014). This is particularly common in contexts where feedback is
fuzzy and evaluations subjective (North 1990), such as in the
mitigation of flood risk in the municipal administrations. Status
quo is then maintained through a combination of actors being
reluctant to consider alternatives after having invested time and
energy to learn the current practices (learning effects), the
contribution of each actor being facilitated by others following
the same practices (coordination effects), and new actors being
motivated to adopt the current practices as they appear commonly
accepted (adaptive expectations; North 1990). This would also
explain why actors engaging in risk and vulnerability are not
entering, invited, or allowed into the more intensely interacting
part of the network of actors engaging in planning and water and
sewage, even when the policies are tightly coupled, because
organizational decoupling is more likely when there are high costs
associated with closer integration (Scott 2014).  

Although actors engaged in planning and water and sewage were
already interacting to address water-related issues before the
relatively recent problematization of flood risk mitigation, and
continued to invest in modified but congruent practices, actors
engaged in risk and vulnerability appeared first after the
legislation was passed and found themselves having to produce
the first municipal action programs and risk and vulnerability
analyses almost immediately. These actors thus had to do it more
or less completely on their own, with very limited involvement
and interest of other actors within the municipal administrations
(Lin and Abrahamsson 2015), but with results that complied with
the legislation to the liking of politicians and managers. These
early activities and positive feedback in relation to the new
demands have clear implications for the institutionalization of
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practices because they constitute rule-making events that set its
initial direction (cf. van de Ven and Garud 1994). This direction
is then likely to prevail because of the path dependency resulting
from North’s (1990) learning effects, coordination effects, and
adaptive expectations, introduced above. The activities of the
actors engaged in risk and vulnerability are also funded by
earmarked funding from the national level, which further cements
their decoupled activities in relation to the actors engaged in
planning and water and sewage. The result comprises practices in
risk and vulnerability geared toward ceremonial compliance (cf.
Meyer and Rowan 1977), more or less completely devoid of their
original purpose (cf. Lin and Abrahamsson 2015).  

In addition to incentives in relation to “increasing returns,” the
results suggest that explanations of the cinderellic fragmentation
of actors implementing the three tightly coupled policies can also
be found in increasing commitment to professional norms and
identities and in increasing objectification of flood risk
mitigation, indicated by how the participants express themselves
in the interviews. Selznick (1992) suggests that it is not only
through incentives that institutions are holding actors hostage to
their own history, but through their normative order that is both
constituting and being constituted by the actions of contributing
actors over time. This is clear in the empirical material, with
participants expressing in different ways that this is the way we
do it and giving references to the common practices of their
different professional groups (cf. Scott 2014). Although closely
related to coordination effects (North 1990), such normative
expectations are invaluable as they “reduce the need for constant
negotiation of expectations and behavioural contracts”
(Handmer and Dovers 2007 p. 30), but can clearly also bind actors
to flawed practices. The empirical material is also rife with
examples of participants expressing that this is how it is done,
which is a usual indicator of more cultural-cognitive elements of
institutionalization (Berger and Luckmann 1966, Scott 2014).
Here it is not about incentives or identity, but about the
objectification of shared ideas about central aspects of flood risk
mitigation. Such objectification involves the development and
diffusion of some degree of consensus among actors concerning
the meaning and value of the ideas, where the diffusion shifts from
mere imitation to being increasingly normative with less and less
room for alternative views (Tolbert and Zucker 1996). These
shared ideas thus thicken and harden when diffused, not only for
the newly incorporated actors, but also for the actors already
subscribing to the particular understanding (Berger and
Luckmann 1966).  

To summarize, although pre-existing relations are important for
structuring collaborative networks of individual actors (Bodin et
al. 2019), the pattern of cinderellic fragmentation of flood risk
mitigation can be explained by attention to mechanisms behind
its institutionalization related to incentives, identities, and ideas.
It is indeed common in most empirical studies of
institutionalization to find varying combinations of elements, and
it is when they align that their combined force is most formidable
(Scott 2014). The observed pattern of concurrent integration and
separation of actors engaging in planning and water and sewage,
on the one hand, and in risk and vulnerability, on the other, may
thus best be explained in terms of parallel processes of
institutionalization with emphases on different regulative,
normative, and cultural-cognitive elements. Although present

policy for risk and vulnerability explicitly demands interaction
with the other two tightly coupled policy areas, it is possible to
submit the main indicators of compliance without genuine
interaction with them. When that is repeatedly done over the
years, with little or no interest of busy actors engaged in planning
and water and sewage and positive feedback from politicians and
managers, the decoupled practices get institutionalized with
normative and cultural-cognitive backings. This decoupling is
also institutionalized in the practices of actors engaging in
planning and water and sewage, who set out to address flood risk
mitigation together due to pre-existing relations, without needing
to include actors engaged in risk and vulnerability. It is again
normative and cultural-cognitive elements that trump the
regulative elements in the legal framework, but this time they
demand close interaction between actors engaging in planning
and water and sewage, while practices in risk and vulnerability
are allowed to be decoupled. The resulting pattern of cinderellic
fragmentation of flood risk mitigation is thus in line with Scott’s
seminal finding that practices are more likely to be decoupled in
an organization when confronted with external regulatory
requirements, than with normative or cognitive-cultural demands
for integration (Scott 2014).

CONCLUSION
Therefore, how are Swedish municipal administrations organizing
to implement legislation governing flood risk mitigation?
Although the Swedish legal framework consists of tightly coupled
policies demanding coordination between the actors
implementing them, there is a recurrent pattern of relative
integration between actors engaging in activities to implement
policies for planning and water and sewage and substantial
separation between them and actors implementing policy for risk
and vulnerability. This cinderellic fragmentation generates a
“problem of fit” between the legal framework and the
collaborative networks implementing it, which undermines the
effectiveness of flood risk mitigation in municipal administrations
by decoupling activities that are intended in policy to inform each
other. The concept of cinderellic fragmentation may be useful for
studies of policy networks and collaborative governance in
general because it captures patterns of interaction that are not
possible to meaningfully describe on a more conventional scale
between fully integrated and entirely fragmented, as parts of the
networks may exhibit close interaction at the same time as other
parts are loosely coupled or even decoupled. Moreover, cinderellic
fragmentation is not accidental but a consequence of a directional
separation of institutionalization, where the more bottom-up and
problem-oriented institutionalization of practices concerning
flood risk mitigation in planning and water and sewage and the
more top-down and compliance-oriented institutionalization of
practices in risk and vulnerability pull the network of actors apart.
The most important contribution to the available literature on
policy coherence, policy integration, and overcoming
fragmentation in collaborative governance is, however, the
mechanisms of the institutionalization demonstrated in this
paper. Although these mechanisms of increasing returns,
commitments, and objectification are all recurrent themes in new
institutionalism, in this paper I demonstrate how they may all
operate simultaneously but to various degrees in different
practices across any collaborative governance network. This has
important implications for the governing of flood risk mitigation,
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and perhaps even for collaborative governance in general because
it not only suggests a particular kind of fragmentation that may
undermine governance, but also the mechanisms explaining such
fragmentation. Although it is crucial to identify detrimental
fragmentation in itself, it is by increasing the understanding of
the underlying processes that the paper has the greatest potential
to support efforts to find leverage points toward closer integration
in collaborative governance.  

Social network analysis has proven immensely useful for
investigating a range of issues and contexts of collaborative
governance, out of which I only cite a few important
contributions. It is, however, important to remember that most
such studies focus on the institutional level (macro) or on the
interaction between organizations (meso), and may miss
important micro-level relations and processes that are invisible to
such approaches. Although combining quantitative and
qualitative methods is increasingly common today, most
conventional studies of collective governance are only collecting
data from individual participants as representatives of
organizations (e.g., municipal administrations, departments,
divisions, project teams), who are asked if  their organizations
interact or not. This approach disregards the social relations
within organizations that proved to be crucial to grasp governance
in the present study. Moreover, it simplifies the social relations
between organizations, regardless of level, to the extent that the
data becomes thoroughly misleading, for instance, by ignoring
the internal structural position of the actors linking two
organizations. These arguments find solid theoretical backing
from diverse sources. Ahrne (1994:28) asserts that “organizations
cannot speak or move; they have no legs to walk with, and no
eyes to see with. When organizations do something it is always
individuals who act.” These actors do not act for themselves, but
on behalf  of their organizations in inter-organizational relations
(Johansson 2008). Studying inter-organizational relations,
therefore, presupposes studying interacting individual actors who
represent their organizations. However, as Callon and Latour
(1981) suggest, individual actors do not represent their
organizations equally, and may be unequally successful in
translating the interests, desires, and forces of other actors with
whom they form alliances or argue. A systematic description of
inter-organizational relations relies, therefore, not on paying
attention to only one arbitrarily selected pair of individual actors
who happen to interact across some boundary, but to all such
pairs. Adopting the social relation between individual actors as
the fundamental unit of analysis opens up the study of the micro-
level relations and processes behind the phenomena of interest,
and constitutes thus a crucial complement to more conventional
meso- or macro-level studies of collaborative governance.  

It is important to note that collecting data on the social relations
between individual actors quickly becomes immensely time-
consuming for the often large and difficult delimiting of networks
of actors contributing to the governance of complex issues. This
is a disadvantage of the approach advocated here because it may
push studies to either become reductionist in the sense of only
studying an arbitrary part of a much larger network of actors, or
to settle for a low response rate that undermines validity because
whole network approaches are exceptionally sensitive to missing
data. However, its potential contributions to our understanding
of collective governing outweighs its resource intensity; not only

for studies of interaction within organizations, as showcased in
this paper, but also for unpicking the complexities of the
interaction between organizations that conventional macro- or
meso-level studies may miss or even gloss over to the detriment
of their theoretical contributions. Further research is thus needed
into the micro-level interaction behind the meso- and macro-level
phenomena of collective governing on which contemporary
empirical studies commonly focus.
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https://www.ecologyandsociety.org/issues/responses.
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