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Summary 

This paper assesses how European governance has been transformed through the rise of 

networks, providing so-called depoliticised spaces for learning, deliberation and co-

operation. I will argue that despite institutional innovations in governance 

arrangements, actual governing processes have not altered to the same extent. 

Hierarchies, struggles among actors and contestation over policy objectives remain 

inherent features of European governance. 

The paper focuses on two co-operation networks in the domain of public services 

reform: the European Public Administration Network and the European Public 

Employment Services Network. I take a holistic perspective, examining the polity, 

politics and policy dimensions of these networks. Analysis goes beyond the formal 

institutional network features, to examining the actual governing processes and how 

actors and institutions shape these in practice. Based on qualitative data derived from 

interviews and a network questionnaire, I assess both modes of individual agency, 

focussed on the behaviour of Dutch and British network members as case studies, as 

well as the collective interactions taking place among network members. 

With regard to the polity of European networks, I have found processes take place in a 

politicized context: European network processes are linked into the national 

organisational territories of network actors that are involved in national institutional 

coordination, which shape the institutional capability of network actors as well as steer 

the national impact of network activities. This implies that conceptions of network 

steering are insufficient, but need to be complemented by steering through hierarchies. 

In terms of politics, processes are characterised by struggles among actors. National 

actors pursue double level games, strategically balancing the pursuit of both their 

national organisational as well as their European network interests. Collectively, actors 

compete over the coordination of network processes which take place in a context of 

political proceedings and divisions of power among network members. The struggles 

among actors in relation to their institutional territories affect the heart of network 

processes: processes are characterised by contestation over the objectives and outcomes 

of network activities. The implication is that network processes are not just about the 
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objective of learning but are also about developing policy, networking and more 

crucially uploading and showcase.  
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Introduction 

The landscape of European governance has been transformed. It has been described as a 

shift from hard to soft law, hierarchical to network steering, from the legislative to the 

learning procedure, as well as a broader shift to experimentalist governance (Trubek, 

2003; Marcussen and Torfing, 2007; Esmark, 2007; Sabel and Zeitlin, 2010). These 

changes have become particularly embodied by the Open Method of Coordination 

(OMC), concerned with policy coordination on the basis of learning and benchmarking 

in a framework of incentives, action plans, and reporting mechanisms. The underlying 

notion is that European convergence is achieved on the basis of soft policy coordination 

via discursive regulatory mechanisms (Jacobsson, 2004). The OMC has been the 

dominant focus of attention within European social policy over the last decade.  

 

Governing through participatory networks and policy learning is not solely confined to 

the OMC however. Sabel and Zeitlin (2010) argue that experimentalist governance 

increasingly covers the entire EU polity, also linking into domains that have so far been 

governed through the legislative procedure. In this paper I strengthen this point from 

another angle: I move the focus towards networks which basis is more informal and 

intergovernmental than the OMC. These define themselves as co-operation networks 

with the purpose to foster exchange of information and learning on an 

intergovernmental basis. The focus in this paper is on two co-operation networks in the 

domain of public services reform: the European Public Administration Network 

(EUPAN) and the European Public Employment Services Network (HOPES network). 

However, the implications of the findings are valid on a larger scale, including the 

OMC. 

The aim of this paper is to examine and provide understanding of actual governing 

processes. So far European networks have been predominantly described and assessed 

on the basis of their formal features. Subsequent analysis has predominantly focussed 

on assessing the impact of European actions on the national level. With regard to the 

OMC numerous case studies have been produced examining different countries (see 

Pochet and Zeitlin, 2005; Büchs, 2007; Heidenreich and Zeitlin, 2009). What happens 

in actual governing processes so far remains a black box however. The assumption is 
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that actors deliberate on an equal basis and learn from each other. In essence, actors are 

supposed to be engaged within a depoliticised space. There is insufficient understanding 

whether this is the actual practice, examining how actors engage in networks and with 

which motives. In this paper I open this black box, examining how European network 

processes are shaped by the complex interrelations among actors and institutions on 

both the European and national level.  

I assess the nature of network processes from a holistic perspective, assessing the nature 

of the polity, politics and policy of European network processes within the two co-

operation networks under focus, the EUPAN and the HOPES network. My assessment 

is based on analysis of both individual agency –focussing on Dutch and British actors as 

case studies- as well as the collective interactions taking place among network members 

at large. Examining these, I expose the political nature of European network processes. I 

argue that despite institutional innovations in European governance, network processes 

are still characterised by ‘old’ practices, concerned with hierarchies, struggles and 

contestation.  

In this paper I first address the theoretical and analytical perspective that is taken on 

European networks followed by a description of the objects of analysis and 

methodology. The core of this paper is concerned with the empirical findings on 

European network processes and the theoretical implications of these. The paper 

finishes with a conclusion.   

 

Examining processes of governing in European networks 

Networks play a major role in the transformation of European governance. The 

emergence of networks in the EU is widely regarded as the result of growing 

interdependencies between actors and institutions on multiple levels, as well as the 

changing nature of policy problems which are characterised by their uncertainty as well 

as being ‘wicked’ in nature, crossing separate policy domains (Kohler- Koch and 

Eising, 1999; Jordan and Shout, 2005; Marcussen and Torfing, 2007; Sabel and Zeitlin, 

2010).  
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Network governance is generally contrasted to steering through hierarchies. Whereas in 

hierarchical steering the role divisions among actors and institutions are marked by 

differences in authority on a vertical basis, network steering is characterised by 

dependence and mutual linkages on a horizontal basis. Some have put forward that the 

entire EU polity is now characterised by ‘networked governance’, with all institutional 

linkages defined by networks instead of hierarchies (see Jordan and Schout, 2005). 

Others, and the view I take, approach a network as a distinct institutional arrangement 

with its own members, rules and purpose. The locus of analysis is placed on the micro-

level, and more crucially the continued existence of hierarchies remains object of 

research (see Marcussen and Torfing, 2007; Esmark, 2007).  

Looking at networks, I take a holistic perspective, following Bähr and Falkner (2007) 

that governance is  about ‘polity’, ‘politics’ and ‘policy’. Whereas ‘polity’ covers the 

institutional territory of networks, ‘politics’ covers the role divisions and relations 

among network actors and ‘policy’ covers the objectives and outcomes that are to be 

achieved. I do however not assess the polity, politics and policy on the basis of their 

formal features as has been the predominant focus so far, but assess their characteristics 

in practice. In essence, I view networks as a process that evolves, shaped by the 

informal interrelations among actors and institutions in practice. The crucial implication 

is that a shift is made from approaching networks as a depoliticised space to a governing 

process that is political in nature.  

With regard to the polity of European network processes, I challenge the notion that 

networks consist of so-called institutional boundaries with processes taking place on the 

European network level. Instead I take an open institutional perspective, concentrating 

on how national organisational territories are involved in network steering. In terms of 

politics, I do not assume network members to be equal and as participants without 

organisational mandates and conflicts, but as actors with interests and individual 

strategies, involved in struggles on a collective basis. With regard to policy, I challenge 

neutral perspectives that networks foster policy learning and a common network 

purpose by analysing how contestation and individual objectives comes into play.  
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Although the focus of this paper is on the macro level of European networks, providing 

new perspectives on the polity, politics and policy of European network processes, I 

shed light on how these dimensions are shaped by the interrelations among actors and 

institutions involved on both the European and national level. The findings of this paper 

are based on an analysis of both individual agency of network members within their 

own national organisational territories, as well as the collective interactions among 

network members within their shared European network context. I build forth on recent 

bottom-up approaches within Europeanisation studies that examine the role of national 

actors in strategically steering European processes from the national level (Kvist and 

Saari, 2007; Büchs, 2008; Verschraegen et all, 2009). I broaden approaches on 

individual agency by not only analysing individual objectives and strategies, but also 

modes of national institutional coordination, national institutional capability as well as 

how actors steer impact at the national level. I open up new territory of research by 

equally analysing the collective interactions among network members. Here, I focus on 

the collective struggles over coordination and the direction of network processes, the 

divisions of power among network members as well as the nature of network 

proceedings.  

Research focus: European co-operation networks 

Networks have so far been predominantly studied within the context of formal modes of 

European governance, concerned with the legislative, distributive or learning procedure 

(see Esmark, 2007; Marcussen and Torfing, 2007). The legislative procedure is largely 

synonymous with the original community method, which is concerned with the EU 

regulatory model as mainly applied in the internal market. The distributive procedure or 

programming method is concerned with a form of multi-level governance as is found in 

the field of regional policy. Finally, the learning procedure is concerned with policy 

coordination and benchmarking. This latter procedure has received much scientific 

attention during the last decade, symbolising ‘new modes of governance’ in the EU. I 

suggest that we can add a fourth procedure to this, concerned with the co-operation 

procedure. Governing through the co-operation procedure is marked by informality and 

intergovernmental co-operation. Networks within the co-operation procedure are 

voluntary in nature, operating without a strict formal political or legal mandate.  
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The particular focus in this paper is on two co-operation networks in the domain of 

public services: the European Public Administration Network (EUPAN network) and 

the Heads of Public Employment Services Network (HOPES network). The two 

networks share similar features. Both the EUPAN and HOPES network are concerned 

with intergovernmental co-operation in policy domains where EU involvement has so 

far been limited: public administration and public employment services. Network 

members are civil servants of various rankings with Directors General playing a prime 

steering role, and the purpose of network gatherings is concerned with learning and 

exchanging information. In both networks the Commission takes part alongside member 

states. 

The co-operation procedure does not foster a singular format of network governance 

however. The two co-operation networks have a different institutional status within the 

wider political system of the EU with implications for network coordination. The 

HOPES network is directly related to the OMC, embedded within the European 

Employment Strategy. The Employment Guidelines refer to the Public Employment 

Services in a number of objectives and explicitly support their modernisation in a broad 

sense. The EUPAN network has no direct institutional base within the OMC. As a result 

of this, the Commission has a more prominent role in the HOPES network than the 

EUPAN network, providing the institutional base, chairmanship, budget and agenda 

setting whereas in the EUPAN network this is located with the Presidencies. In the 

EUPAN network the Commission is formally a network member as member states and 

its role is ‘to help identify working areas which complement the activities undertaken by 

the Community institutions and advise and provide expertise’ (Handbook, p. 14). 

Furthermore, the two networks are distinct in their formal processes, concerned with 

agreements over the concrete purpose, role divisions and procedures that are in place. In 

essence, the two networks differ to how these have been codified. The EUPAN network 

has existed since the 1970s and processes have become more formalised over time and 

recently codified in a Handbook.
1
 Rules are written down, such as the formal purpose of 

learning and exchange, the use of procedures as resolutions and long term action plans, 

                                                           
1
 The EUPAN Handbook was approved by the Directors General in 2007 in Lisbon, after a process of 

negotiations during both the Finnish and Portugese Presidency in 2006 and 2007. 
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the system of chairing and the working groups that are in place. The HOPES network 

on the other hand has started relatively recently in the 1990s and processes are less 

formalised and not laid down in a document with a constitutional nature.
2
 Working 

groups are ad hoc and other procedures are not specified as such. The purpose of the 

network is not clearly defined in documents, though reference is made to both 

objectives of learning and exchange as well as contributing to European social policy. 

This differs from the EUPAN network where the sole focus is on horizontal steering 

rather than vertical steering, resulting from the different role of the Commission in both 

networks.  

In this paper I will not so much elaborate on these similarities and differences in formal 

features, but examine the essential characteristics of co-operation networks in practice 

and the polity, politics and policy in particular. By examining governing processes 

within the EUPAN and HOPES network, I aim to provide understanding of the main 

essential features of networks in the co-operation procedure, and European network 

governing in general.  

In this research I have studied actual network processes on the basis of a qualitative 

methodology. The emphasis is on acquiring knowledge from the ground, based on the 

meanings network members themselves attach to the very processes they engage in. 

Exploring network processes, my objects of analysis are concerned with exploring the 

individual agency of actors on the one hand and the collective dynamics among actors 

on the other hand. The analysis of individual agency has been based on two case 

studies: actors from the Netherlands and the UK who participate in the two networks.
 3

 

                                                           
2
 Within the HOPES network reference to the procedures, purpose and role division of the network is 

made indirectly in different document sources produced by the main actors in the network: either the 

Commission or the public employment services on the level of member states as a collective. Most of the 

documents are not specifically produced as network documents confined to the HOPES network, but to 

PES actors within the European space in general.  The documents are generally concerned with policy, 

outlining common visions on the European agenda of public employment services in general 

(Commission Communication, 1998; Commission Progress Report, 2001; Mission Statement EU/ EEA 

Public Employment Services 1998 and 2006). 
3 These two countries have been selected as they contrast on two key factors expecting to shape 

individual agency: attitudes towards involvement in the EU as well as national administrative/ governance 

structures. Whereas the UK has primarily been classified as a nation that is more sceptical and less 

embracing of European co-operation, the Netherlands has been known for its generally positive stance 

towards Europe. The countries differ in their modes and structures of national governance. The political 

culture of the UK places emphasis on hierarchical or coordinated steering: the administrative structure has 
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In this paper I use the case studies to make general statements about individual agency, 

and while I highlight the main findings I will not expand on their differences in agency 

in detail.  

Within the two countries data have been collected through in depth interviews with 

network members of the national organisations involved.
4
 For the EUPAN network this 

is concerned with actors from the Cabinet Office in the UK and the Ministry of Interior 

Affairs in the Netherlands. Network members from the HOPES network are concerned 

with actors from Job Centre Plus in the UK and the CWI
5
 in the Netherlands. The views 

of these actors also provide the core data on the collective interactions among network 

members. Examining the representativity of the case studies, I have contextualised these 

data with the views of all network members through a network questionnaire on the key 

issues in the two networks.
6
  

 

The features of European network governing in practice 

Exploring processes within the EUPAN and HOPES network in practice, it has become 

clear that the networks do not provide a depoliticised space for learning and exchange 

on a neutral basis. Instead I have found that network processes take place in a politicised 

context, are characterised by struggles among actors and contestation over network 

objectives and outcomes. Below I list the main characteristics of the two European co-

operation networks, looking at the network polity, politics and policy. 

The network polity: continuation of hierarchies 

                                                                                                                                                                          
a unified centre of authority and politically governments operate by majority rule. In contrast to the UK, 

the political culture of the Netherlands places emphasis on consensus-seeking and deliberations, 

incorporating a wide spectrum of interests into processes of policymaking. There is less tradition of 

hierarchical or coordinated steering than in the UK.  
4 In total, I conducted 26 interviews from actors engaging in the two networks. The actual data collection 

has taken place in the time period of 2005-2008.  
5
 From 2009 the CWI organisation has merged with the UWV (Uitvoeringsorgaan 

Werknemersverzekeringen- Executive agency Employee Insurances) under the new name of UWV 

WORK Company. As data collection has taken place between 2005 and 2008, here reference will be 

made to CWI.  
6
 The questionnaire has been distributed in 2008 in both networks, and consisted of 5 essential questions 

on the views of network members on their own objectives and engagement as well as the collective 

interactions around them.  
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Examining the polity of the EUPAN and HOPES network in practice, both networks 

challenge notions in the literature that networks are self-organised and consist of 

institutional boundaries (see Rhodes, 1997, 2000; Pierre and Peters, 2000; Torfing, 

2007).  Both networks operate in a politicized environment: processes do not just take 

place on the formal level of the European network polity but are embedded into the 

national organisational territories of actors that play a crucial role in steering European 

network processes.  

First of all, national organisations are actively involved in institutionally coordinating 

network activities. Actors from the Cabinet Office, Interior Affairs Ministry, Job Centre 

Plus as well as CWI are involved in coordinating network activities pursuing their own 

national organisational agenda. This is an important finding, as network actors are 

assumed to engage in networks without any organisational mandate. It demonstrates 

that the coordination of U engagement from the national level is not just the practice in 

relation to formal modes of EU governance (see Kassim, 2003), but extends to informal, 

voluntary networks. The case studies indicate that the purpose of coordination is 

nationally determined, whereas coordination modes and channels are network 

dependent and differ across organisational units within individual countries.  

Secondly, the national organisational territories of network members play a role in 

exercising a broader influence on the facilitation of network engagement. This touches 

on the institutional capability of actors, concerned with factors as the political 

commitment, resources and attitudes within the organisation towards network 

engagement. The case studies indicate that actors experience either direct constraints or 

benefits from the overall political commitment and organisational resources attached 

towards network engagement, as well as the organisational attitudes within the 

organisation at large. So far institutional capability has been mainly conceptualised as 

property (see Ferrera and Sacchi, 2004).  A bottom-up approach appears to hold more 

value however, as the institutional capability of actors actively impacts on how network 

engagement is facilitated and steered, and therefore how network processes unfold.  

The overall implications is that European networks are embedded and linked into the 

national organisational territories of actors, which are in different ways and with 
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varying powers involved in steering the formal European network polity. Essentially, 

member states are not equally involved in network processes, but differ in authority and 

compete for influence on network processes. Although the findings are limited to two 

case studies, the conclusions have implications for existing conceptions on network 

steering. It becomes clear that the national organisational level is not so much linked to 

networks in a network manner, but that a hierarchical relationship applies. The notion 

put forward by Esmark (2007) that network steering takes place in the shadow of 

national hierarchical steering can be formulised a bit stronger: hierarchical steering is 

not just a shadow of horizontal steering, but a real mode of steering that shapes the 

unfolding and development of network processes.  

These findings have not only implications for theoretical perspectives on network 

steering but also for the European governance at large. Conceptualisations of the EU 

polity as being characterised by ‘networked governance’ are being challenged (see 

Jordan and Schout 2006). The findings confirm that institutional linkages within 

European governance are much more complex (see Börzel, 2010), with different 

regulation mechanisms in place including the continued existence of hierarchies. How 

these coincide can only be properly understood through examination on the micro-level.  

Network politics: double level games and collective struggles 

Actors play a crucial role in managing this complex institutional territory. The case 

studies challenge neutral notions on network agency that consider actors as equal, 

autonomous and in a horizontal relationship to one another (see Sorensen and Torfing, 

2007).  Actors from both the UK and the Netherlands are pursuing their own strategies 

and are not only involved in managing their European network environment but equally 

the national organisational premises they are based in. In essence, network members are 

involved in strategic steering in a double level structure, mirroring the notion of double 

level game playing in high level diplomacy in the field of international relations (see 

Putnam, 1988). 

Actors from both countries strike their own balance between their national 

organisational versus their European network interests. Beyond this essential similarity, 

both countries reveal a different agenda in terms of general interests and motives for 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 14 of 14 

European network engagement. Intriguingly, although the EUPAN and HOPES network 

operate independently and consist of different national actors, actors in both countries 

pursue very similar motives. This indicates that the nature of interests transcends 

individual agency and specific networks and is rooted and shaped on the national 

institutional level.  

In both networks actors from the UK engage by defending their national interests in 

their own right whereas actors from the Netherlands defend their national interests while 

placing emphasis on promoting European network interests in line with their own 

preferences. In essence, the UK pursues realist motives for co-operation, placing prime 

emphasis on the pursuit of individual interests whereas the Netherlands has equally 

institutionalist motives for co-operation, pursuing common interests (see Keohane, 

1994). The agenda of members from the UK is nationally oriented, with an emphasis on 

uploading its own models, pursuing and representing its own interests in the network. 

The Dutch agenda on the other hand is more European oriented, with Dutch actors 

presenting themselves as representatives and caretakers of the network and promoting 

their own visions on how European co-operation should unfold.  

More research is needed to examine whether and how other members pursue their own 

double level games. However, if we extend the conclusions of the case studies, the 

overall implication is that European network processes are shaped by individual actors 

competing with their own interests and agendas. Struggles among actors are played out 

across an expansive institutional territory that comprises the various national 

organisational arenas of network members themselves besides the shared European 

network surroundings itself. Here we touch on the interactions among actors as a 

collective. 

The collective dynamics among actors comprises so far a relatively unexplored terrain 

within EU network governance, characterised by notions of informality, consensus-

seeking and deliberation (see Overdevest, 2002; De la Porte and Nanz, 2004; Sabel and 

Zeitlin, 2010). In this research I have examined the characteristics of actual processes, 

by exploring how actors give meaning to the relations among network members as well 

as the actual network processes taking place.  
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First of all, I have explored how the collective dynamics among actors is shaped by the 

relations among network members. In the network literature relations among network 

members are predominantly characterised as being of an informal nature within network 

governance (see Rhodes, 2000; Pierre and Peters, 2000; Sorensen and Torfing, 2007). I 

have found that the nature of relations is more complex in practice. Actors’ meanings 

vary from professional informality to identifying peers as ‘friends’ and even as ‘family’. 

Meanings of informality differ among individual actors but in particular across 

networks. A number of factors play an important role here, notably the organisational 

background of actors, the shared commitment and emotional attachment to the field, as 

well as the political weight of the status of interactions. 

More crucially, notions of informality are problematic as significant divisions of power 

among members exist in both networks. Recent research within the context of OMC 

peer review sessions has challenged notions of equal participation by demonstrating 

how member states differ in their network engagement (Ballester and Papapoulos, 

2008). Whereas the overview of Papadopoulos and Ballester provides us with a mosaic 

of individual differences of participation among the EU15 countries, this research 

suggests that these differences disappear under the umbrella of enlargement. In both 

networks, actors do not give meaning to differences among countries individually but 

among blocks of countries. This is concerned with divisions in power between members 

from old and new member states, confirming recent findings within the context of OMC 

research (see Horvath, 2009). Members from the bigger and in particular older member 

states are seen to be more institutionally capable and hold more status and power than 

actors from smaller and newer member states.  

This division among old and new is not only due to differences in development such as 

experience with European networks and language skills, but a political construction. 

The drawing of boundaries between actors themselves and others needs to be regarded 

as an act of power (see Howarth and Griggs, 2007). In both networks actors construct 

boundaries by using dividing lines as ‘old’ and ‘new’ and ‘big’ and ‘small’. As there is 

minor use of nuances (highlighting individual differences among new member states) 

and divisions insufficiently being problematised, there seems to be an element of 

institutional racism at stake. 
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Besides the relations among actors, I have examined the actual interactions among 

network members. I have found that notions of actors being involved in deliberation and 

‘truth-seeking’ are too simplistic. Assessing actual processes of coordination, the 

picture that arises is more complex. Instead network processes are characterised by 

struggles among actors. Although actors use conventional notions of relations being 

informal and consensual, the in depth readings of the two case studies reveal that power 

is at play here, with conflicts and divisions in networks often masked through the use of 

wordings in minutes or resolutions.  

Crucially, the main struggles are between the Presidencies and the Commission over 

ownership of the network and control over coordination and the direction of network 

processes. Both networks are formally intergovernmental in nature. However, even 

when the Commission is not the network manager in formal terms, it seeks control over 

coordination. The Commission is not only involved in building its own expertise as a 

neutral EU administration, but seeks to increase its power and expand its institutional 

territories. The dynamics in struggles between the Commission and member states 

differs across the two networks, is subject to change and is dependent on the 

formalisation and institutionalisation of network practices, and the power and 

institutional capabilities of respective actors. These struggles have implications for 

current conceptualisations of the coordination of EU network governance along the 

formal lines of intergovernmentalism and supranationalism (see Sandholtz and Sweet, 

1997; Branch and Ohrgaard, 1999). Coordination cannot be defined as something static, 

but needs to be approached as a shifting balance between intergovernmental and 

supranational steering.  

Network policy: contestation  

The struggles among actors affect the heart of network processes: the aims, nature of 

activities and outcomes that are to be achieved. Examining the actual processes of 

policy steering in the EUPAN and HOPES network, the conceptual limitations of 

networks fostering a ‘common purpose’ (Sorensen and Torfing, 2007) become 

paramount. Rather than network processes being directed at a shared purpose, I have 

found that the direction of the network processes under study is contested. Network 
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processes are shaped by competing interests among actors collectively and among 

network members individually.  

Contestation appears to be particularly dominant due to the nature of the networks under 

focus, concerned with co-operation networks. One of the inherent features of co-

operation networks is that their purpose is open and undefined. Co-operation networks 

differentiate themselves in this sense from other networks that have a well-defined role 

towards public policy, such as being of an advisory or consultative nature, or concerned 

with policy development or policy implementation (see Sorensen and Torfing, 2007). 

Co-operation networks are in essence an empty defined space, with the activity focus 

therewith inherently contested.  

The findings reveal that network members are divided over the direction of network 

processes, whether the focus should be on discussions and exchanges of information or 

on the development of policy in the form of deliverables. The main coordinating actors -

the Commission versus the Presidencies/ member states- battle among each other over 

ownership and direction of network processes. Furthermore, and expanded on here, 

individual actors do not just aim to be involved in the formal activities that have been 

agreed among network members, notably learning and the exchange of information. 

Rather, actors use networks as a platform to pursue a multitude of objectives. The 

nature of these objectives needs to be understood in relation to the complex institutional 

environment in which these are pursued, with actors simultaneously pursuing their 

European network interests as well as national organisational interests.  

The conceptual landscape needs to be broadened therefore, doing justice to the 

multifaceted character and political nature of network processes. Examining policy 

objectives in the two networks, alternative objectives besides learning can be 

distinguished, concerned with developing policy, networking, uploading and showcase. 

Whereas learning, developing policy and networking are concerned with the promotion 

of common network activities; uploading and showcase are concerned with enhancing 

and defending the political position and status of a network member. In particular the 

last two objectives challenge informal and depoliticised notions of network governance.   
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The concept of uploading is not a new concept but has been introduced within the 

European governance literature in recent years in order to explain the role of national 

actors in shaping European processes. This was a reaction to the dominant ‘top-down’ 

focus within the Europeanisation literature, which neglected the active role that national 

actors play themselves in the development of new modes of governance. The concept of 

uploading refers to how national actors are not only engaged on the European level with 

the intention to ‘download’ or ‘take’ from the European to the national level, but are 

also actively involved in ‘shaping’ European processes by ‘uploading’ their own models 

and policies. Within the field of the OMC, various studies have demonstrated that 

governments use uploading as part of their strategies in their involvement with the 

OMC (see Büchs: 2008; Verschraegen et all, 2009). 

The findings of this research confirm that uploading is also on the agenda of many the 

actors involved in networks of an informal and co-operative nature. Actors give 

meaning to uploading in the form of influencing European policy, the influencing of 

policies of other member states and the influencing of EU competence in the policy 

domain in question. Furthermore, uploading is pursued in different ways, depending on 

the overall motives for and strategies of network engagement. The case studies indicate 

that uploading can be concerned with promoting own issues and concerns through 

engaging in discussions and interactions with other network members, but that it can 

also involve the export or imposition of own positions and issues on others.  

However actors are not just involved in ‘downloading’ or ‘uploading’ policies, actors 

also pursue strategies that go beyond policy and are about shaping their own role as 

network members or members of the EU at large. This implies the introduction of a new 

concept: showcase. Showcase is in essence about actors using networks as arenas to 

present themselves and their policies to others with the intention of enhancing their own 

status and power among their peers. Within the EUPAN and HOPES network showcase 

has different faces. Actors aim to show their own successes to others as well as show 

involvement in Europe to their peers, both objectives receiving generous support by 

members in both networks. 
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Showcase can be seen as the by-product of new forms of accountability within EU 

network governance. Mechanisms such as peer review within the OMC are intended to 

create openness and transparency, as national administrations need to justify their 

choice of policies to their peers. In essence, accountability is no longer about complying 

with a rule set down by the formal representative institutions, but about providing 

explanations about choices in public (Sabel and Zeitlin, 2010). The emphasis is placed 

on knowledge and argumentations derived from rational motivations and evidence. 

Showcase implies that there is a political side to this accountability process and for 

being motivated to engaging in network activities in general: it is about reputational 

politics and enhancing one’s status towards other member states. These findings have 

implications for future research, broadening the conceptual territory of network agency. 

More understanding is needed of the different faces of showcase in practice, but also 

how showcase is played out in different institutional territories within EU governance.  

 

With individual actors pursuing a multitude of objectives and actors collectively divided 

over the direction of network processes, policy steering is a muddled process. The 

effects and outcomes of network processes are rather unpredictable. In essence, co-

operation networks lead a life of their own within EU governance.  

It has been beyond the scope of this research to investigate the wider impact of co-

operation networks on EU policymaking processes. However the various meanings 

actors give to network processes indicate that it can vary from concrete contributions in 

terms of development of (institutional) policy to the dispersal of ideas and discourses 

and effects from exertions of influence on behalf of individual actors.  

What I have explored is how individual actors give meaning to the impact they 

experience on the national level. Here we equally engage on terrain that is characterised 

by differentiation and unpredictability. National actors differ on how they experience 

the value of their engagement in co-operation networks, whether they experience impact 

at all and if so, whether this is concerned with concrete outcomes or individual 

experiences of mind-broadening on behalf of the network member.  
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In both networks a pallet of different national experiences is presented, but underlying 

these differences are many similar motivations. The general trend is that countries do 

not engage in topics because they are on the network agenda, but because they are first 

of all on the national agenda. Impact is experienced when discussions within the 

network can be linked into national debates, either providing new insights or reinforcing 

and legitimising institutional and policy paths already entered. The findings confirm the 

value of a bottom-up approach within Europeanisation research. Impact needs to be 

analysed and explained from the point of view of how actors steer the national impact of 

activities with their own motivations, challenging the perspective of a ‘misfit’ 

concerned with a discrepancy between European ideas and policies and those on the 

national level (see Börzel, 2003).  

Furthermore, these findings shed light on whether co-operation networks can contribute 

to achieving European convergence on the national level through soft means, as is the 

underlying assumption in the OMC (Jacobsson, 2004). This would imply that even 

intergovernmental networks that operate without a formal mandate, as is the case in the 

field of public services reform, would contribute to European integration.  The diverse 

array of experiences with national impact suggests that this is an unlikely scenario when 

we consider the implications of processes in a short space of time.  However, more 

research is needed to study the dynamics of processes over longer periods of time, and 

how the creation of common discourses and ways of thinking might lead to possible 

processes of convergence among countries.  
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Conclusion 

In this paper I have examined how European governance is being transformed through 

the use of networks. I have put forward that institutional innovations have been made, 

which go beyond the well researched Open Method of Coordination. In this paper the 

focus has been on informal co-operation networks among civil servants, operating in the 

domain of public services. Co-operation networks reflect the new preference in Europe 

for experimentalist governance, concerned with governing through a relatively open 

process of learning, exchanges and deliberation rather than top-down policymaking on 

the basis of one policy protocol.  

Innovations on an institutional level are however not mirrored in actual governing 

processes. Examining governing practices, networks are not just about fostering 

learning and co-operation among equal actors without organisational mandates. Instead, 

this research has found that European network processes are political in nature: network 

processes take place in a politicized environment and are characterised by struggles 

among actors and contestation over objectives and outcomes.  

The findings carry extra weight as they are derived from co-operation networks, which 

in legal terms are informal and politically carry less weight than European networks 

operating in relation to formal modes of EU governance. It demonstrates how 

hierarchies, double level games and contestation are inherent features to EU governing 

processes, and that informal co-operation networks are no exception. When actors 

engage in the EU, they become part of a wider institutional logic, characterised by the 

fundamental battles of interests among the Commission versus member states on the 

one hand, as well as the differences among member states in their own EU agendas on 

the other.   

These conclusions have important implications for debates within European governance 

and European network governance in particular: an assessment of the existence of 

hierarchies, double level games, and contestation needs to be placed at the heart of the 

future research agenda. This implies that a more expansive research strategy is needed 

within Europeanisation research, involving a bottom-up analysis that examines not only 

the objectives and strategies of actors but also the role of the national organisational 
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premises of network members. Furthermore, research needs to equally examine the 

collective dynamics among network members, exploring the struggles taking place over 

coordination, the divisions of power among network members and the nature of network 

proceedings.  
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