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When a book is published framing its title in the form of a question it 
means, in the majority of cases, that there are real or methodological 
doubts on the validity of certain approaches or concepts accounting for 
some social or natural realities. Therefore is logical for the authors to begin 
analyzing the concept’s contents with the goal of testing the consistency 
and precision of its meaning, and secondly to prove its empirical validity, 
identifying whether the concept accurately describes the reality it claims 
to portray and if its origin, structure, function and scope are clearly ex-

plained. This book inquires on the New Public Governance (NPG).

Within the book some authors still debate the deinition of governance 
and aim to provide a precise concept, giving order to a manifold of its 
earlier denotations (Hughes), while others query if new governance ac-

tually exists and is really a different, “new” process of governing (Lynn). 
Another group ponders more recent questions such as meta-gover-

nance (Peters), the relationship between governance and governabil-

ity (Kooiman), innovations in governance (Moore and Hartley), global 

perspectives (Kennett), and others focus on explaining and analyzing 
the distinctive essential components, subjects and activities of NPG, like 
governance networks (Klijn, O’Toole and Meier, Martin), policy networks 
and governance of policy networks (Jung, Huys and Koppenjan, Acev-

edo and Common), organizational partnerships (Mcquaid, Greve and 

Hodge, Vangen and Huxman), contractual relationships (Kettl, Farneti 

and Padovani), third-sector opportunities (Pestoff and Brandsen, Smith 
and Smyth), etcetera. In sum, the book offers an interesting outlook on 
the current theoretical approaches of the new governance, its workings, 
distinctive elements, problems, agenda, but the book nonetheless has its 

laws and debatable propositions as well.
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The term governance began 

to appear in some Latin American 

countries during the early twen-

ty-irst century and was employed 
to describe the ongoing changes 

emerging in the process of govern-

ing, given that some governments 

started to address several public 

issues through partnerships with 

economic agents or governmen-

tal-social networks. It was also used 

as a reference to demand a new 
way of governing, better suited, re-

sponsive and effective to meet the 
new social conditions and prob-

lems. However, in Latin-American 

countries, the concept of govern-

ability is more familiar and used 
more frequently, due in part to the 
concern that recent democrat-

ic governments could be overran 

by the many problems, needs and 

conlicts distressing society, and it 
could be ill equipped or incapa-

ble to respond properly and steer 

society towards better levels of liv-

ing. In spite of the traditional Latin 
American inclination towards a big 

state and a protagonist govern-

ment, the concept and political 

relevance of NPG has been taking 

hold and making progress due to 

the fact that ingovernability is con-

sidered a likely political scenario if 
the pattern of the authoritarian old 
governance is reiterated by the 

practices of several new demo-

cratic governments.

The meaning and relevance of 
the governance concept, at least 

in Mexico, derived from Europe 
and more speciically from the 
Netherlands, with Jan Kooiman 

as its founding thinker (Modern 

Governance: New Government 
— Society Interactions, 1993), rath-

er than from the Anglo-American 
school of thought which incorpo-

rated the governance approach 

years later, despite the fact that 
ideas from R.A.W. Rhodes (by the 
way, questioned several times in 

the book) and G. Stoker (1998) 
have been inspiring and inluential. 

In Mexico the concept of new 
governance has been recently 

institutionalized when the Gener-

al Public-Private Partnerships Act 

(Ley General de Asociaciones 
Público-Privadas) was approved 

in 2012 and revised in 2014. Such 

legislation recognized the gov-

ernment’s insuficiency to proper-
ly and successfully address some 
critical public problems and so-

cial strategic projects and, hence, 

acknowledged the relevance of 
adding-on private and social re-

sources to existing public ones in 

order to strengthen the society 

and government’s capacities to 
tackle critical problems and pro-

mote relevant projects.   

My comments will center on 

the irst part of the book, focused 
on developing some theoretical 

points on NPM, rather than on Parts 

II, III, IV and V, which focus on an-

alyzing NPG’s speciic issues, both 
conceptual and practical. My irst 
commentary on the book, edited 

by Prof. Stephen P. Osborne, points 
to the Introduction and some ar-

ticles from Part I, “Theoretical Per-
spectives on Public Governance”, 

which tend, from the Anglo-Amer-
ican perspective, to standardize 

the account of the institutional 
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and theoretical history of public 
administration by placing the New 

Public Governance as the latest 

chapter in such history. It assumes 

that the modern Public Adminis-

tration (legal-rational-bureaucrat-

ic), distinctive of the nineteenth 
and twentieth century state, is 

the starting point and years later, 

during the eighties, New Public 

Management (NPM) emerges and 

is established to correct the laws 
and ineficiencies of the traditional 
public administration, attributable 

(supposedly or with certainty) to 

its over-regulatory, hierarchical, 

self-contained arrangement. The 
step forward is therefore the New 
Public Governance (NPG), intro-

duced to correct the conceptual 

assumptions and practical laws 
of NPM, which was just “a transi-
tory stage in the evolution from 
traditional Public Administration to 

what is here called The New Public 

Governance” (p. 1). This linear and 

sequential interpretation of public 
administration history, divided in 

three stages, must be discussed, 

as well as to rebuff the too critical 
judgments made against the NPM 

throughout some papers in the 

book, in addition to the idea that 

the NPG is the last link in the evo-

lution of public administration or of 
the public policy-making process 

and public services delivery.

My main criticism centers ex-

actly on the tendency to reduce 

the NPG to a public administrative 

arrangement, process or theory or 

to a particular governing activity, 

labeled as “public policy imple-

mentation and public services de-

livery” (p. 5), while governance is 

actually about steering and ruling 

the society and, as a result, about 

running public agencies, organiza-

tions, programs and services. Gov-

ernance implies public policies 

and services as particular govern-

ing actions and instruments to deal 

with speciic social demands and 
circumstances, but is not equal to 

public policy implementation or 

public service delivery. 

Governance refers to the fun-

damental social steering deci-

sion-making through which gov-

ernment and society, within the 

state’s institutional framework, set 
up society’s purposes —aims, pri-
orities, futures, goals, critical issues 
to solve, challenges and threats to 

confront, opportunities to exploit 
or build...— and deine the speciic 
relationships to be established be-

tween government, private and 

social actors in order to achieve 

the social goals, as well as the prop-

er activities required for such ends. 
These ground steering decisions 

determine and frame the speciic 
public policies and services to be 

designed and implemented in or-

der to address speciic social prob-

lems and deal with particular so-

cial demands and contingencies. 

For these reasons, I consider 

debatable such a limited view of 
governance, meaning just a “pub-

lic policy implementation and 

public services delivery”, a  “poli-

cy regime”, a “policy  and imple-

mentation regime”, which leads to 

state that the NPG, the NPM and 

PA are three different policy and 
implementation regimes: “a tripar-
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tite regime model.” If it is question-

able to reduce NPG to a “public 

policy implementation and public 

services delivery” (p. 5) or to “the 

dominant regime of public policy 
implementation and public ser-

vices delivery” (p. 414), it is also 

inconsistent to use a second con-

cept, “policy regime”, to denote 

the NPG concept, even if the dis-
tinctive characteristics of such a 
new regime were deined. If gov-

ernance is only a policy regime it 

loses its conceptual distinctiveness 

and validity, and its wording will be 

minimized to a synonym. Policy re-

gime should be better understood 

both as a particular setting and 

outcome of the over-arching so-

cio-political governance steering 

decisions. Simply phrased, NPG re-

fers primarily to the socio-political 
dimension rather than to the ad-

ministrative or managerial or policy 

dimension of governing, bearing in 
mind that the policy and delivery 

dimension is an essential compo-

nent and instrument of NPG when 
implementing speciic decisions to 
comply with public responsibilities 

in distinct social situations

To assert in addition that pub-

lic governance “can itself be 
broken down into ive distinct 
strands: socio-political gover-

nance, public policy governance, 

administrative governance, con-

tract governance, network gov-

ernance”, does not contribute to 

improve the discussion, since such 

a division leads eventually to some 

misunderstanding, despite Prof. 
Osborne’s intention to recapitu-

late the different Anglo-American 

schools of thought on the NPG. In 
fact, one idea is the social-political 
governance (Kooiman), an idea of 
interactive, relational, by partner-

ships and networks governance, 

that refer to the core of the NPG 
concept, highlighting the distinct 

nature of its way of ruling and steer-
ing society, and another idea is to 

relate the speciic subjects or activ-

ities of NPG as public policy gover-
nance, public administration gov-

ernance, contract governance.

On the other hand, Osborne 

makes a relevant and acute ob-

servation in regards to NPG that 

“posits both a plural state, where 

multiple interdependent actors 

contribute to the delivery of pub-

lic services, and a pluralist state, 

where multiple processes inform 
the policy making system... As a 

consequence of these two forms of 
plurality, its focus is very much upon 
inter-organizational relationships…” 

Correspondingly, “the NPG is thus 

both a product of and response 
to the increasingly complex, plural 

and fragmented nature of public 
policy implementation and service 

delivery in the twenty-irst century” 
(p. 9). Acknowledging the plurality 

and the interdependence of ac-

tors, including the governmental 

actor, as a main feature of today’s 
society, has multiple implications, 

as it leads to ascertain that the re-

lationships between organizations 

(public, private, social) are essen-

tial to achieve their own goals and 

to recognize that a single actor 

(public or private) is insuficient by 
itself to reach them, and hence to 
admit the complexity of the social 
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system, the political regime and of 
public problems, which are multi-

dimensional, multifactorial, multis-
takeholder, multilevel, and multi-

national too. At its core, it means 

accepting that we are living under 

a new social order and that a nov-

el governance process, “a new 

socio-political interactive gover-

nance”, is demanded, and possibly 

a “network governance” as well. 

Finally, as accurately pointed 

out by Prof. Osborne, the policy 
implementation and new service 

delivery regime will be interorgani-

zational, networked, open to the 

social environment, involving public 

service users as co-producers, pre-

cisely because NPG, the ultimate 

political and institutional framework 
of policies and services, plays out in 
an interactive and inter-relational 

mode, in line with the nature of “a 
plural and pluralist state”, portrayed 

correctly by Osborne.

In this regard, I consider 

Kooiman’s sociopolitical gover-
nance deinition to be appropri-
ate, fundamental, and precise as 
well: “all those interactive arrange-

ments, in which public as well as 

private actors participate, aimed 

at solving societal problems or 

creating social opportunities, and 

attending to the institutions within 

which these governing activities 

take place” and I back Rhodes’ 
deinition, which considers that 
such interactions set up “self-orga-

nizing interorganizational networks” 

or assumes at least their existence 

and relevance. The sociopoliti-

cal approach, based on a social 

change theory, leads to infer that 

the government has ceased to be 

a self-suficient and independent 
actor in setting and achieving by 

itself all the most important social 
aims and goals, reason for which it 
sets in place several forms of con-

certed partnerships with social ac-

tors to attain supplementary capa-

bilities, resources and support.

Of much interest is Kooiman’s 
article on Governance and Gov-
ernability, which on one part sum-

marizes his earlier ideas (orders, 

elements, modes of governance) 
and, on the other part, puts for-
ward the still open question of 
whether and how does the gov-

ernance process contribute to as-

sure the governability of society, 
partly because NPG’S decisions 
cannot be taken for granted to 
guarantee a successful steering 
of society. To tackle the question 
Kooiman introduces three clear 

and simple distinctions: “a system-

to-be-governed, a governing sys-

tem and the interactions between 

two” (p. 72). Speciically, “govern-

ability from the point of view of the 
Governing System is the capac-

ity to bring about, organize and 

carry out governance activities in 

the face of societal and natural 
diversity, complexity and dynam-

ics” (p. 78). Such capabilities are 
determined by three types of inter-
action between government and 

society: “participatory, collabora-

tive and policy or management 

interactions”, which are renamed 

as “interferences, interplays and 
interventions.”

The interactions between gov-

ernment and society taking place 
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in a speciic social system or when 
dealing with a speciic public issue 
takes the form of “self — co — and 
hierarchical governance”, the 

three fundamental types of public 
governance, which are in the end 

the main sources of the govern-

ability of a speciic society or of a 
speciic social issue. The problem 
is on the table, but the answer re-

quires to be reworked as it is still too 

generic and broad. A relevant in-

tellectual endeavor for the future 
should be to pinpoint the condi-

tions or factors that make some 
types of governance more suit-
able and effective to guarantee 
the governability of some social 
systems, affairs and circumstances. 

Peters’ article on Meta-gov-
ernance is welcomed because 

he also puts forward a new ques-
tion. For many years it was spoken 

of governance without carefully 
thinking of the fact that the NPG, 
due to its interactive nature which 

involve multiple actors with varied 

ideas, interests, resources and de-

grees of power, faces two chal-
lenges that without a proper solu-

tion will make NPG an ineffective 
and socially questioned ruling pro-

cess. The irst challenge relates to 
the public nature of NPG decisions 
in a democratic regime, while 

the second relates on to how to 

manage the plurality of the differ-
ent actors taking part in society’s 
steering decision-making. In con-

sequence, it is logical to ask how 

governance has to be governed in 

order to safeguard the public na-

ture of decisions and to promote 
understandings and agreements 

between participating actors in 

the decision-making process.

Peters correctly understands 

meta-governance as “the gover-

nance of governance” and par-
ticularly as “the process of steering 
devolved governance process”, 

given that he posits such question-

ing in light of the  effects of the NPM 
reforms which altered the structure 
and functioning of public sector 
in recent years, and allowed “to 

move governing out of the cen-

ter of the conventional, politically 
driven public sector and to em-

power a range of actors, including 
senior public servants, lower-eche-

lon public employees, and mem-

bers of civil society” (p.36). Though 
not improper, it is debatable to 

frame the question of meta-gov-

ernance referring only to the de-

centered and even fragmented 
effects  triggered by the NPM in 
the public sector and not referring 
further to the profound changes in 
present day society, which imply 

changes of society’s relationships 
with the government and, hence, 

changes in the governance pro-

cess and structure. By posing the 

question in such a way, the ne-

cessity of meta-governance is re-

duced “to provide direction to the 

administrative system, but to do so 

through mechanisms that maintain 

the virtues that have produced by 

delegated and devolved forms of 
governing, while providing central 

direction and control” (p. 37). 

Although Peters sometimes 

hints towards a balance of au-

tonomy and control in governing 

and in public organizations, his 
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main concern in the article is that 

NPM “reforms have created many 
political problems by reducing 

the levels of control that political 
leaders can exercise over pub-

lic policies”.  Particularly he men-

tions four problems with largely 
negative consequences – deci-

sion-making, participation, coor-

dination and accountability– and 

proposes meta-governance mea-

sures to solve them (performance 
management, strategic manage-

ment, budget control and, more 

advanced measures as soft law, 
values, trust). In consequence, 

his meta-governance concept 

means “the need to reassert po-

litical controls over the devolved 

governance process”. Prof. Peters’ 
meta-governance concept seems 

limited, partly because he empha-

sizes political control and appears 

to consider no better way to gov-

ern the new governance than 

through government’s control, but 
without clarifying that his concept 
is not similar to the command and 

control measures of the old gov-

ernance or without advancing an 

alternative concept of political 
control. It looks as if “the transition 
from government to governance” 
hasn’t taken place. 

I would’ve personally favored a 
different path to address the me-

ta-governance question and con-

cept, pinpointing the constitutive 

elements of the dual dimensions of 
the NPG structure, the institution-

al and the cognitive dimensions, 

that are essential to guarantee the 

public nature and the social effec-

tiveness of NPG decisions, as well 

as identifying the proper manage-

ment  activities leading the actors 

involved in the interactive gover-

nance to reach key understand-

ings on the content of decisions. 
From this perspective, control is 

just a piece of NPG meta-gover-
nance among other coordination 

mechanisms, some of which are 
detailed further by other authors in 
Parts II and IV of the book. 

The article “Innovations in Gover-

nance”, written by M. Moore and J. 

Hartley, needs to be read as a de-

scription of some of the innovations 
that NPG has introduced on tra-

ditional hierarchical governance, 

since the “ive ways in which these 
innovations are different” relate to 
some essential characteristics of 
the NPG process. Perhaps it should 

be emphasized that NPG is the 

real innovation, while the ive listed 
innovations work as distinctive at-

tributes of NPG. I would rather say 
NPG is in essence an “innovation of 
governance, from which stem the 
“innovations in governance” an 

expression favored by the authors 
who focus more on innovation the-

ory than on governance theory. 

Regardless of my opinion, the ive 
innovations listed are basically: 

bursting the boundary of organiza-

tions, creating network-based pro-

duction systems; tapping new pools 

of inancing, material resources 
and human energy; exploiting gov-

ernment’s capacity to convene, 
exhort, and redeine private rights 
and responsibilities; redistributing 

the right to deine and judge the 
value of what is being produced; 
evaluating the innovations in terms 
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of justice, fairness and communi-
ty-building as well as of eficiency 
and effectiveness. Of value and rel-
evance is the shift, within the study 
of public sector innovation, from 
the public administration ield, de-

voted to study of change in norms, 
ways of organization, processes 
and products, towards the gover-

nance ield, the deining framework 
of public administration.

Part II of the book, Governance 
and interorganizational partner-
ships to deliver public services, 
offers strong conceptual contri-
butions of heuristic and practical 
value, even though public-private 

partnerships go beyond public ser-

vices delivery, as exempliied by 
the articles on “Theory of Organi-
zational Partnerships” (Mcquaid, 

Greve, Hodge), “Theory of Col-
laborative Advantage” (Vangen 

and Huxham), “Relational Gov-

ernance” (Osborne, Mclaughlin, 

Chew), all of which I consider to be 
highly relevant in introducing new 

and polished elements to improve 

NPG as a concept and its govern-

ing process as well.

Some elements stand out: the 

three forms of partnership work 
(“facilitating, coordinating, and im-

plementing partnerships”); the key 

success factors in partnership work-

ing (strategic focus and leadership, 
the importance of trust, capacity 
for cooperation and mutualism, 
organizational complementarity, 

“symbiotic interdependence”); 

the PPP, public-private partner-

ships, deinition as “cooperation 
of some sort of durability between 
public and private actors in which 

they jointly develop products and 

services and share risks, costs and 

resources which are connected 

with these products” (p. 150); the 

PPP challenges: the complexity (of 
issues, deals, contracts), the num-

ber of roles government adopts in 
PPP relationships, the fact that PPP 
is one option to choose among 

other NPG alternatives, the man-

agement of the agenda of private 
and public partners, the long-term 

contract (“incomplete contracts” 

problem) and, inally, to stress that 
the essential democratic aspects 

of PPP (participation, transparen-

cy, accountability, control) have 

not been institutionally resolved.

An important chapter is “Theo-

ry of Collaborative Advantage”, a 
key contemporary issue, as well as 

the considerations on  “Relational 

Capital — the heart of relation-

ship governance”, that point out 

the importance of Trust and Trust 
management, also developed by 

E. H. Klijn, a specialist in the ield, 
in his article “Trust in governance 

networks”, which puts forward the 
essential components of an ana-

lytical frame on the value of trust 
for the functioning and performing 
of governance networks, mark-

ing that “trust reduces transac-

tion costs, facilitates cooperation 
and stability in network relations, 

stimulates learning, knowledge ex-

change, innovation” (p. 313).

I regret not reviewing other 

valuable articles in the book, like 

those making reference to con-

tract management and the key 

role of the Third-Sector in NPG. 
Many articles of the book take us 
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to another level of knowledge and 
debate on the New Public Gov-

ernance and its practical impli-

cations. The book is an obligatory 

reading for researchers and public 
interested on the vital topic of the 
proper and effective way to gov-

ern present day society, which is 

more global, plural, independent, 

interdependent, and possessing 

an advanced inancial, produc-

tive, intellectual and social capital, 

despite the pressing challenges of 
poverty and inequality.
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