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Purpose-Oriented Networks Have No Friends ...

But One. Why Is That, and How to Change it?

Organisatienetwerken hebben geen vrienden ... behalve één.
Waarom dat zo is, en wat we eraan kunnen doen.
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Prologue



Modern institutions are predominantly organized around instrumental forms of
rationality. They emphasise planning, control, measurability, and accountability,
and thereby sustain a high capacity for reproduction and execution. However,
under conditions where collective action is required across organizational
boundaries, where authority is fragmented and responsibility cannot be fully
specified in advance, these same institutional arrangements tend to constrain
rather than enable action.

This tension is illuminated by Hannah Arendt’s distinction between action

and instrumental activity in The Human Condition (1958). For Arendt, action
unfolds in conditions of plurality and indeterminacy. It arises through interaction
among equals who appear to one another as distinct, and it cannot be reduced

to predefined procedures without undermining its constitutive openness.
Instrumental activity, by contrast, follows predetermined paths and is oriented
toward predictability, attribution, and control. From this perspective, modern
institutions are effective at organizing instrumental processes but display a limited
capacity to sustain the conditions under which action can occur.

Jurgen Habermas offers a related but analytically distinct account. In his theory
of communicative action, he differentiates instrumental and strategic rationality
from communicative rationality, which is oriented toward mutual understanding
and intersubjective coordination (Habermas, 1987). Collective action, in this
view, depends on the possibility of shared sensemaking rather than hierarchical
command or procedural compliance. Habermas'’s diagnosis of the colonization
of the lifeworld by systems of money and power helps to explain how institutional
imperatives increasingly displace communicative forms of coordination.

A similar dynamic is described by Hartmut Rosa (2026), who analyzes how
modernity expands functionally differentiated and instrumentally organized social
spaces while eroding Spielraum, the room for responsive engagement with the
world. Resonance, like action and communicative coordination, presupposes
openness and exposure rather than control. Modern institutions, however,

are largely designed to reduce these qualities by prioritizing certainty over
indeterminacy and stability over responsiveness.

Purpose oriented networks embody this tension in a particularly concentrated
manner. They do not constitute organizations in a formal sense, yet they are



frequently expected to operate according to organizational logics. Rather than
executing predefined tasks, they rely on situational judgment, ongoing mutual
adjustment, and collective sensemaking. Such networks arise in contexts where
problems resist decomposition, where authority is fragmented, and where
responsibility must be assumed without being fully specified in advance. In this
way, they generate provisional spaces for action within institutional environments
that are otherwise predominantly oriented toward execution.

Taken together, these perspectives point to a structural misalignment between the
institutional conditions that dominate contemporary steering and the requirements
of collective action. Purpose oriented networks do not operate by executing
predefined tasks but through situational judgment, mutual adjustment, and shared
interpretation. Their persistence reflects the fact that certain problems generate
demands for coordination that exceed what organizational execution alone can
deliver, even as the institutional environments in which they operate remain poorly
equipped to sustain them.

Against this background, this lecture approaches purpose oriented networks as
inherently precarious forms of collective action, unfolding in the tension between
rule-based institutional arrangements and the ongoing, fragile work of relational
sensemaking under conditions of fragmentation and uncertainty.
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Introduction



Across policy documents, strategic agendas, advisory reports, and academic
debates, collaboration across organizational and sectoral boundaries is presented
as both necessary and self evident. Whenever societal problems are framed as
complex, persistent, or interdependent, networks are invoked as the organizational
form capable of succeeding where single organizations fall short. In domains
such as health care, education, social services, public safety, labour markets,
regional economic development, energy transition, housing, and neighbourhood
regeneration, purpose oriented networks are repeatedly framed as promising,
innovative, and even unavoidable (Gray, 1989; Agranoff & McGuire, 2003; Ansell
& Gash, 2008; Provan & Kenis, 2008; Emerson & Nabatchi, 2015; Shumate &
Cooper, 2021).

In many respects, this admiration is justified. Purpose oriented networks,
understood as collaborations among multiple autonomous actors working together
around a shared purpose, represent a distinct form of organizing. Participating
organizations retain their formal autonomy, yet become collectively responsible

for producing outcomes that no single organization could achieve on its own. |

first became aware of this distinctive way of getting things done more than thirty
years ago, in 1995, when reading Provan and Milward’s now seminal Administrative
Science Quarterly article on network effectiveness. What made that study influential
was not only its methodological sophistication, but its articulation of networked
collaboration as a genuinely different mode of coordination: neither hierarchy nor
market, but an interdependent configuration organized around shared purpose.

Once encountered, this object of study proves difficult to abandon. Initially
described as interorganizational networks in Provan and Milward’s ASQ
publication, these arrangements were later reframed as goal oriented networks
(Provan & Kenis, 1998) and subsequently as purpose oriented networks (Nowell
& Kenis, 2019). This evolution of terminology signals that they constitute a
distinct organizational form rather than a generic pattern of interaction. In this
lecture, the latter term is used to denote collaborations among three or more
autonomous actors engaged in a joint effort based on a shared purpose (Carboni
et al., 2019), characterized by bounded membership, conscious affiliation, and
shared recognition of the network as a collective entity (Nowell & Milward, 2022).
Throughout, these networks are conceptualized as relational action systems rather
than organizational entities.



Purpose oriented networks are compelling because they show how autonomous
actors can collaborate without collapsing into hierarchy, while still generating
collective capacity. They are powerful precisely because they can match the
complexity of the problems they address, consistent with Ashby’s Law of Requisite
Variety (Ashby, 1956).

The title of this lecture, Purpose Oriented Networks Have No Friends ... But One,
originated in a remark by my late colleague and close friend Keith Provan during
one of his research stays at Tilburg University. Keith was deeply fascinated by the
promise of networks, yet acutely aware of the structural difficulties they encounter
in practice. His remark captured a paradox that has remained central to my own
work ever since. Purpose oriented networks rarely struggle because of insufficient
commitment, competence, or clarity of intent. Rather, they struggle because they
operate within institutional environments whose dominant logics systematically
misfit the relational, adaptive, and learning oriented forms of collective action that
are essential to their effectiveness.

Despite their rhetorical popularity, purpose-oriented networks rarely operate

in environments that actively accommodate their way of working. They may

be encouraged to collaborate, funded to do so, and publicly praised. Yet the
institutional, managerial, legal, financial, and accountability arrangements that
surround them are typically designed for bounded organizations characterized
by stable authority, clear attribution, and predictable outcomes. The result is a
persistent gap between rhetorical endorsement and institutional follow through.
Networks are celebrated from a distance but rarely supported in ways that
recognise their distinctive logic of action.

This lecture therefore starts from a simple but uncomfortable observation.
Purpose oriented networks have many fans, but remarkably few friends. Friendship,
in this context, is not a metaphorical flourish. It refers to something precise

and demanding. It points to institutional actors willing to adapt rules, routines,
expectations, and evaluative frameworks to the relational, adaptive, and learning
oriented character of collaborative action. Friends do not merely applaud from a
distance. They adjust their own practices, tolerate ambiguity, and accept shared
responsibility for outcomes that cannot be fully specified in advance. Such
friendship is rare.



The consequences of this absence are not trivial. Many purpose oriented networks
struggle, not because participants lack goodwill, leadership, or collaborative skill,
but because they operate in environments that systematically misfit their mode

of action. Planning regimes freeze evolving purposes. Legal forms stabilize what
needs to remain flexible. Financing rules compress long term systemic work into
short term outputs. Accountability frameworks demand attribution where causality
is collective. Managerial instruments privilege measurement over meaning.
Sovereignty claims persist even where interdependence is unavoidable.

Taken together, these conditions render purpose oriented networks structurally
vulnerable. Crucially, vulnerability in this lecture is not treated as an incidental
weakness or a managerial failure to be remedied through better design. Instead,
vulnerability is understood as a system level exposure that arises when governance
logics developed for bounded organizations are projected onto collaborative
action systems. These exposures accumulate over time. Eventually, they culminate
in a more subtle but decisive risk, namely the erosion of collective sensemaking
capacity. This refers to the ability of network actors to jointly interpret what is
happening, what matters, and what should be done next.

The argument unfolds in three parts.

Part 1 explores the phenomenon itself. It distinguishes between rhetorical
admiration and institutional friendship, and situates purpose oriented networks
within a broader tension between rule-based functional spaces and action oriented
relational spaces.

Part 2 develops a structural diagnosis of vulnerability by identifying recurring
institutional exposures that systematically act upon purpose oriented networks and
erode their collective sensemaking capacity.

Part 3 turns to research and practice. Without denying vulnerability, it examines
how actors learn to live with it, how they navigate, absorb, and sometimes mitigate
structural exposure in order to keep collaborative action possible.

This lecture emerged from several decades of research, teaching, and close
engagement with purpose oriented networks across a wide range of domains. It is
written neither as a technical manual nor as a systematic review of the literature.



Instead, it offers a conceptual diagnosis, informed by long standing empirical
exposure and sustained dialogue with scholars and practitioners working in and
around collaborative governance. The aim is not to rescue purpose oriented
networks through better design, nor to propose a new governance blueprint. At the
same time, the lecture does not remain purely diagnostic. In the concluding part,
it distils practical insights drawn from how actors actually cope with, navigate, and
mitigate vulnerability in everyday network practice. These insights do not take the
form of prescriptive solutions, but of reflective guidance on how collective action
can be sustained under structurally misfitting institutional conditions. Ultimately,
the lecture seeks to take seriously the conditions under which purpose oriented
networks operate, and to explain why vulnerability—rather than institutional fit—
has become their normal condition of operation, without abandoning the question
of what can still be done in practice.
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Part 1.
The Phenomenon:

Purpose Oriented Networks
Have No Friends ... But One



As outlined in the introduction, purpose oriented networks have become a
dominant response to societal problems framed as complex, persistent, and
interdependent. It is this widespread embrace of networks that warrants closer
examination. What distinguishes this contemporary popularity of networks from
earlier debates about coordination is not merely endorsement, but the level of
expectation attached to collaboration. Purpose-oriented networks are no longer
framed simply as one governance option among others, but as normative solutions
to complexity itself. Purpose oriented networks are no longer framed simply as one
governance option among others, but as normative solutions to complexity itself.
This normative elevation is also reflected at the global level, most explicitly in the
United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 17, which positions cross sector
partnerships as a central condition for achieving collective societal goals (United
Nations, 2015). Collaboration is increasingly constructed as a governance ideal, a
professional virtue, and at times even a moral duty. Within this framing, networks
are expected to mobilize collective intelligence, overcome organizational and
sectoral fragmentation, and repair policy domains that have become institutionally
disjointed over time. These expectations assign networks a disproportionate share
of responsibility for addressing complex public problems, often under conditions of
uncertainty, urgency, and public scrutiny.

The distinction between fans and friends is not merely rhetorical. Human and
Provan’s (2000) work on network legitimacy helps clarify what is at stake.
Networks may enjoy broad normative approval without receiving the deeper form
of legitimacy that translates into concrete backing and institutional protection.
Friendship, as used here, implies more than sympathy or rhetorical endorsement.
It would require institutional actors willing to adapt their own practices, tolerate
ambiguity, share responsibility, and accept outcomes that cannot be fully specified
in advance. Empirical research suggests that such support is rare.

Take the example of a major Dutch policy programm

Take the Integrated Care Agreement (Integraal Zorgakkoord, 1ZA) in the Netherlands as an
example of an ambitious transformation agenda for the health care system. The IZA articulates
a broad reform ambition aimed at safeguarding accessibility, quality, and affordability in the face
of demographic change, workforce shortages, and rising demand. Central to the agreement is a
shift away from fragmented, organization centred service delivery toward regionally organized
collaboration focused on appropriate care, prevention, and quality of life. The IZA explicitly



positions intensive cooperation among providers, insurers, municipalities, and social care actors
as a core governance principle rather than a supplementary instrument. To support this ambition,
approximately €2.8 billion was made available in temporary transformation funds to finance impact
oriented reforms and regional collaboration projects.

What was presented as a major and bold transition of the Dutch health care system, however,
increasingly appears as an example of institutional misfit between ambitious network based
goals and a largely unchanged governance context. This critique is articulated forcefully by Martin
van Rijn, one of the architects of the IZA, and Edwin Velzel, in a 2026 interview (Zorgvisie). Their
diagnosis is not one of policy underperformance, but of structural misalignment. They argue
that the IZA sought to realize transformative, network oriented ambitions within institutional
architectures designed to stabilize existing organizational interests. By privileging consensus
among representative umbrella organizations, the agreement reproduced governance logics
oriented toward preservation, predictability, and sectoral balance, rather than enabling adaptive
and experimental collective action.

From this perspective, the vulnerability of collaborative networks emerging under the IZA is not
accidental, but structurally produced. Networks were expected to absorb complexity, shift care
toward prevention and the social domain, and counteract the medicalization of social problems,
while operating within legal, financial, and accountability regimes still aligned with bounded
organizations and professionalized service delivery. The cumulative effect of this misalignment
is an erosion of network capacity for collective sensemaking and experimentation. The absence
of genuine transformation, therefore, does not reflect insufficient commitment or capability

at the network level, but a persistent institutional misfit that renders collaborative networks
simultaneously indispensable and structurally vulnerable.

The I1ZA is a good example of what happens when attention shifts from rhetoric

to practice (see also Peeters et al. 2024; van der Woerd et al. 2025). Despite their
popularity, collaborative efforts rarely encounter institutional, managerial, legal,
financial, and accountability arrangements that accommodate their distinctive

way of working. While resources may be provided and collaboration formally
encouraged, dominant rules, routines, and evaluative frameworks remain largely
oriented toward bounded organizations with stable authority structures and clearly
attributable outcomes (Bovens, 2007; Papadopoulos, 2010; Provan & Kenis, 2008).
In this more consequential sense, purpose oriented networks have remarkably

few friends.

For those involved in purpose oriented networks, this gap is experienced not as
an abstract theoretical issue but as a lived condition. Across decades of empirical
research, executive education, and close engagement with network practitioners,



network managers, coordinators, orchestrators, brokers, and regisseurs, a familiar
pattern emerges. Actors are expected, and often required, to collaborate across
organizational boundaries to address problems no single organization can handle.
At the same time, they remain embedded in arrangements that continue to plan,
finance, supervise, and evaluate performance as if coordinated action were taking
place within bounded organizations.

This creates a persistent tension between two modes of acting. Purpose oriented
networks ideally function as action spaces: relational arenas in which actors
engage in situated judgment, mutual adjustment, and purposive coordination. The
institutional contexts surrounding them, by contrast, operate largely as rule-based
functional spaces, oriented toward predictability, standardization, and execution
of predefined routines. Hartmut Rosa (2026) captures this contrast convincingly
through the distinction between Handeln (acting) and Vollziehen (executing).
Action requires responsiveness, interpretation, and moral imagination; execution
emphasizes compliance with rules, procedures, and mandates.

For participants in purpose oriented networks, this tension is encountered in
highly concrete ways. Networks work best when actors can explore possibilities,
renegotiate priorities, and respond to unfolding situations. At the same time,

they are expected to produce plans, indicators, and reports that render their work
legible within existing institutional templates. Collaboration is highly welcomed but
it should follow the established categories of responsibility, control, and evaluation.

What we see here is a peculiar form of institutional isolation. Purpose oriented
networks are surrounded by admiration yet rarely supported institutionally. They
are relied upon to achieve outcomes that individual organizations cannot deliver
alone, while the arrangements that surround them remain largely unchanged.
Networks are expected to perform, but often without companions willing or able to
adapt their own logics to relational coordination.

They Have No Friends ... But One From the foregoing, it is clear that purpose
oriented networks indeed have no friends in an institutional sense. As will become
evident in the next part, they are seldom protected, rarely accommodated, and
almost never structurally supported by the institutional environments in which they
operate. And yet, they do have one friend!



That friend is not an institution at all, but the individual client, patient, citizen, or
end user whose lived situation is directly at stake. It is for these individuals that
value is ultimately created, when organizations and professionals manage to work
seamlessly across boundaries, and when coordinated action becomes responsive
to concrete needs rather than to organizational mandates or jurisdictions.

Examples of friends of purpose-oriented networks

Violence reduction.

A young man identified as a high risk perpetrator of serious violence becomes the focal point of an
individually focused deterrence network. Police, probation services, social workers, and community
representatives align around one explicit purpose: preventing lethal escalation. Through
coordinated communication, joint monitoring, and support pathways, the anticipated cycle of
violence does not occur.

Housing first.

A woman experiencing chronic homelessness, repeatedly excluded from traditional services, is
integrated into a housing first network linking housing providers, mental health care, and social
support. Rather than sequencing interventions institutionally, the network organizes around one
purpose: stable housing for this person. Over time, crises diminish and stability emerges, not
because procedures were optimized, but because coordination followed her lived situation.

School dropout prevention.

A student at risk of leaving school early is identified through early warning signals. Teachers,
counselors, and external support services temporarily form a network with a clear purpose: keeping
this student on track toward a qualification. Small, well timed interventions, adjusted schedules,

mentoring, targeted support, make the difference between dropout and completion.

Entrepreneurial acceleration.

A founder with a promising idea but little experience joins an accelerator network of mentors,
investors, and peers. Decisions that would overwhelm an individual are collectively navigated. The
network exists only temporarily, but it enables a transformation that turns an idea into a viable

venture.

Integrated dementia care.

An older man living alone begins to deteriorate cognitively, cycling between emergency admissions
and fragmented home care. A local network of primary care, home care providers, municipal
services, and informal caregivers reorganizes around one purpose: enabling him to live safely at
home. Crises diminish, dignity is preserved, and quality of life improves. The network’s success is
measured in what does not happen.
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Mental health crisis prevention.

A young woman with recurring psychotic episodes repeatedly enters acute crisis services because
early warning signs remain uncoordinated. An informal but stable network connects psychiatric
care, social work, housing support, and family members. Small signals now trigger collective
action. Hospitalizations decrease, autonomy increases, and a downward spiral is interrupted.

Refugee integration.

A recently arrived refugee family becomes entangled in dispersed systems for housing, education,
employment, and health care. A purpose oriented network forms among municipal officials,
schools, NGOs, employers, and community mediators around one aim: enabling participation.
Confusion gives way to a workable trajectory; dependency is replaced by agency.

Youth employment transition.

A young person without formal qualifications oscillates between short programmes and temporary
jobs. A network of vocational educators, employers, municipal services, and mentors reorganizes
around the individual rather than programmes. Coordinated timing and shared expectations enable

a sustainable transition into work.

Domestic violence safety.

A woman facing escalating partner violence interacts separately with police, health services,

and social support. A coordinated safety network enables rapid information sharing and timely
intervention. The outcome is not procedural success, but physical safety.

Neighbourhood level climate adaptation.

Residents of a flood prone neighbourhood face recurring damage. A temporary network involving
residents, local authorities, housing corporations, and water managers aligns around immediate
risk reduction. Small, locally adjusted interventions prove decisive during the next extreme rainfall.

Chronic illness self management.

A patient with multiple chronic conditions struggles with fragmented care. A network of primary
care, specialists, pharmacists, and community support reorganizes around coordinated self
management. Complexity does not disappear, but control over daily life is regained.

Child protection.

A child at risk becomes known to multiple agencies operating within separate mandates. A
coordinated network aligns around one purpose: keeping the child safe while stabilizing the
family. Escalation is avoided; safety emerges through sustained attention rather than episodic

intervention.

The preceding illustrations show why purpose oriented networks can be life
changing. Their value lies not in permanence, scale, or formal recognition, but in
their capacity to organize collective action around lived situations in ways no single
organization could achieve. In Hartmut Rosa’s terms (2026), such networks resist
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solidifying into constellations, predefined arrangements in which action is reduced
to the execution of rules. Instead, they reopen situations: contexts that demand
judgment, responsiveness, and practical sense. In doing so, they sustain an action
space (Spielraum) in which actors remain capable of acting rather than merely
complying. When purpose oriented networks function well, they therefore do not
present themselves as institutions at all; they become invisible, precisely because
situational coordination succeeds.

Having established that purpose oriented networks are a persistent misfit within
rule-based functional spaces, it should nevertheless be clear that their absence
is not an option. Complex societal problems do not disappear because the
institutional environment is ill equipped to accommodate collaborative action.
The question, therefore, is not whether such networks are needed, but how the
action space on which they depend can be sustained over time. Before turning to
that question, however, we must deepen our understanding of the vulnerabilities
that repeatedly arise when dominant institutional logics are brought to bear on
collaborative action spaces.

From this perspective, the contribution of purpose oriented networks can be
understood as the enactment of an action space. Through forms of coordination
that no single actor could realise alone, they restore practical possibilities: staying
in school, starting a business, living safely at home, avoiding crisis, or finding one’s
place in a new society. What changes is not only an outcome, but the range of
meaningful actions available to a person.

This understanding of purpose oriented networks as enactments of action space
leads to a first counterintuitive observation. Purpose oriented networks tend to

be most effective when their presence is least experienced. When coordination
works, it recedes into the background. Life does not feel managed or orchestrated;
it simply becomes more workable. Options reappear, decisions become possible,
and trajectories regain direction. In this sense, these networks operate as a back
office for action space: indispensable, yet largely invisible.

A second counterintuitive observation follows. Effective purpose oriented networks
are themselves not organizations, even though they are typically composed of
organizations. They do not act as unified actors with stable boundaries, mandates,
or identities. Instead, they exist only in and through the coordination they enable.
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Their effects materialize in individual lives, in restored agency, preserved dignity,
and the capacity to respond to the world rather than be overwhelmed by it.

Precisely because they are enacted rather than institutionalized, and relational
rather than organizational, purpose oriented networks remain inherently fragile.
Their capacity to create action space is real, but it is also situational, intermittent,
and difficult to sustain over time.

And yet, a paradox remains. Purpose oriented networks persist not because they
consistently succeed, but despite the fact that most of them do not. Empirically,
sustained effectiveness is the exception rather than the rule; success rates rarely
exceed twenty percent (Raab et al. 2015; Reeves & Pidun, 2022).

Given how consequential these networks are when they do work, this poses a
pressing question. This lecture therefore does not celebrate networks as solutions
in themselves. It starts from their significance, acknowledges their frequent
ineffectiveness, and turns to the question that follows from both: why is it so
difficult for purpose oriented networks to realize the very potential that makes
them worth sustaining in the first place?
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Part 2.
How Come Purpose Oriented
Networks Have No Friends?



This second part moves from phenomenon to diagnosis. It argues that the
institutional isolation of purpose oriented networks is not accidental, but
structurally produced. The difficulties purpose oriented networks encounter
originate not primarily within the networks themselves, but in the dominant
institutional, managerial, legal, financial, and accountability logics that act upon
them. These logics were developed for bounded organizations operating under
conditions of stable authority, individualized responsibility, and linear causality.
When projected onto relational action systems, they generate a systematic misfit.

To examine how these misalignments operate in practice, the analysis turns to
vulnerability, not as an internal deficiency of networks, but as an analytically
precise concept for capturing the structural exposures produced when common
organizational and institutional logics are imposed on collaborative action systems.

In this lecture, vulnerabilities are thus not treated as barriers to be overcome

or weaknesses to be corrected, but as system level exposures that arise when
organizing logics developed for hierarchical or market based organizations are
applied to collaborative action systems. Crucially, these vulnerabilities are externally
generated and are, regrettably, often internally reproduced as networks adapt to,
comply with, or seek legitimacy within these dominant institutional expectations.
Networks do not create them; they are confronted with them. The vulnerabilities
identified below are therefore recurring patterns rather than exhaustive categories;
they may be more or less pronounced across individual purpose-oriented
networks, interact with one another, and accumulate over time.

The eleven vulnerabilities identified below represent the most consistently
observed forms of structural exposure through which misfitting organizational
logics act upon purpose-oriented networks. They are not presented as an
exhaustive or closed typology. Rather, they emerge from a cumulative process
of theoretical analysis and synthesis, informed by classic and contemporary
scholarship on governance, organization, and networks, and refined through
sustained engagement with empirical cases. Over time, these analytically
derived vulnerabilities were iteratively confronted with observations from
practice, including extensive discussions with network managers, coordinators,
and participants across domains. The result is a set of recurring vulnerability
patterns that repeatedly surfaced across different contexts, sectors, and moments
of observation, and that proved robust enough to travel analytically without
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losing their explanatory power. Table 1 summarizes eleven recurrent sources of
vulnerability that reflect enduring misfits between institutional governance logics
and the relational action systems of purpose oriented networks.

Table 1: Eleven Sources of Vulnerability in Purpose-Oriented Networks

Source of vulnerability Core mechanism

1 | Planning Institutional planning regimes impose stability,
linearity, and causal clarity on negotiated,
relational action systems, misaligning rule-based
expectations with situated coordination under
uncertainty.

2 | Legal stabilization Legal stabilization freezes provisional alignment,
privileges organizational over network logic,
redistributes power asymmetrically, and
constrains adaptive realignment.

3 | Financing rules Funding regimes impose external temporalities,
proxy indicators, and resource dependencies
that distort purpose alignment and reintroduce
hierarchical control.

4 | Managerialism and Performance management and competition
market logic translate shared purpose into indicators and
rivalry, thinning relationships and re-centralizing
authority indirectly.

5 | Sovereignty persistence | Persistent claims to mandate, liability, and
authority fragment responsibility and limit
the depth of coordination despite formal
collaboration.

6 | Accountability regimes Individualized accountability systems collide
with joint causality, generating procedural
robustness while undermining collective
problem-solving capacity.

7 | Certainty expectations Predictability and controllability are assumed
(maakbaarheid) in complex systems, encouraging premature
closure, defensive behaviour, and suppression of
learning.
8 | Conditionality Participation is made contingent on

compliance with external conditions, weakening
commitment, embedding power asymmetries,
and fragmenting collaborative time.
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9 | Scale assumptions Institutional success criteria privilege growth
and replication over contextual fit, eroding
relational density and adaptive coordination.

10 | Calls for ownership Expectations of unitary ownership conflict with
expectations distributed responsibility in purpose oriented
networks, giving rise to default leadership
arrangements, symbolic ownership, or
governance deadlock.

11 | Sensemaking overload Cumulative institutional demands generate
interpretive overload, leading to sensemaking
fatigue and erosion of adaptive capacity over
time.

Source: Theoretical analysis and synthesis, iteratively validated through extensive
observations and discussions with over 1,000 network managers and practitioners.

1. Planning as a Source of Vulnerability

Planning is commonly presented as a neutral or supportive governance instrument.
In purpose oriented networks, however, vulnerability arises when institutional
planning regimes developed for bounded organizations act upon relational and
negotiated forms of collective action. Classical planning logics presuppose stability,
predictability, and centralized control—conditions that are rarely present in multi
actor, negotiated environments. As Mintzberg (1994) argues, strategic planning
formalizes analysis and easily ossifies assumptions, narrowing vision and conflating
plans with strategy. In turbulent and distributed settings, such formalization

can undermine responsiveness. Where authority is horizontally distributed and
outcomes are co-produced across organizational boundaries, institutionally
imposed planning expectations introduce a design misfit: they presume coherence
and shared rationality where plural logics and contingent commitments prevail
(Provan & Kenis, 2008).

First, planning produces vulnerability by intensifying the gap between rule-based
spaces and action spaces. In rule-based spaces, plans serve purposes of
accountability, predictability, and auditability. In action spaces, however, actors
confront real time contingencies that require situated judgment, sequencing of
work, and the continuous renegotiation of priorities. When rule space plans are
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imposed on fluid action contexts, procedural compliance may increase while
practical responsiveness declines—not because actors resist coordination, but
because formal institutional requirements misalign with situational demands
(Mintzberg, 1994).

Second, planning produces vulnerability through temporal misalignment. Public
agencies operate in administrative cycles, firms in market cycles, and civic actors
in project or grant cycles. These incongruent temporal structures complicate
synchronized milestones and coordinated action. Research on temporal structuring
shows that organizations enact distinct rhythms and pacing norms through
practice; when such rhythms collide within collaborative settings, coordination
frays even in well intentioned efforts (Orlikowski & Yates, 2002). Ethnographic
research on temporal brokerage further demonstrates that “clock time” logics
optimized for efficiency often misfit emergent and indeterminate processes,
requiring ongoing mediation across discrepant time regimes (Reinecke & Ansari,
2015; see also Elchardus, 1994, 2015). Rigid institutional plans constrain precisely
this mediating work.

Third, planning produces vulnerability by presuming causal clarity where causal
ambiguity prevails. Linear plans and funder mandated logical models rely on
shared theories of change (“if X, then Y”). In purpose oriented networks, however,
causal pathways are distributed and interdependent, and control over outcomes is
inherently partial. Under these conditions, prescriptive planning and results based
accountability risk stabilizing fragile or contested causal assumptions rather than
enabling collective learning (Ebrahim, 2019). Logframes may reduce ambiguity on
paper while amplifying it in practice, creating an illusion of clarity in structurally
complex settings.

Fourth, planning frameworks can generate vulnerability through premature
closure. Once codified, plans tend to freeze assumptions and narrow the space
for improvisation. Research on sensemaking and resilience shows that under high
uncertainty, adaptive capacity depends on improvisation, flexible role enactment,
and respectful interaction. Complexity informed accounts of social innovation
similarly emphasize the importance of remaining in a space of possibility rather
than locking in solutions too early (Westley, Zimmerman, & Patton, 2007).
Lindblom’s classic argument for incrementalism underscores the same point: in
complex policy contexts, adaptive “muddling through” often outperforms rational
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comprehensive planning because it keeps learning continuous (Lindblom, 1959;
Kenis & Raab, 2020).

Fifth, planning may become performative rather than substantive when driven

by institutional legitimacy demands. Institutional theory demonstrates how
organizations adopt formal plans to signal rationality and secure legitimacy even
when these structures are decoupled from day to day practice (Meyer & Rowan,
1977). In such cases, plans function as myth and ceremony, while operational
coordination relies on informal adjustment. Brunsson’s analysis of organizational
hypocrisy further explains how talk, decisions, and actions systematically diverge
for legitimacy reasons (Brunsson, 2019). Highly polished plans may reassure
stakeholders while simultaneously masking divergent operational logics, increasing
the risk of later misalignment.

Finally, planning documents often function as boundary objects. They facilitate
convening by providing a shared reference point, but do so by simplifying
heterogeneous interests. Their interpretive flexibility enables symbolic alignment
while leaving substantive differences unresolved. Apparent agreement on “the
plan” may conceal divergent expectations and commitments that surface only
during implementation. When thin consensus encounters thick operational
realities, coordination fractures.

From network to organization: how assessment criteria discipline collaboration

In the preparatory phase of a publicly supported initiative addressing a complex societal issue,
external evaluators were asked by the funding agency to assess the submitted proposal against

a standard set of criteria, including objectives and problem definition; strategy; long term
sustainability; governance; project feasibility; composition of the project group; anticipated impact
(knowledge transfer, utilisation, and sustainability); overall quality; and budget.

Although the collaboration was explicitly framed as an adaptive network rather than the creation

of a new organization, the assessment framework nevertheless required early demonstration of a
stable governance structure, a fully specified financial model, and a predefined risk management
plan.

One evaluator questioned whether these criteria were appropriate given the developmental stage

and the nature of the collaboration. The requirements, he argued, implicitly relied on a classical
steering model in which goals, roles, risks, and costs can be specified ex ante. When applied to a
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network dealing with an evolving and uncertain problem, such criteria risk steering actors toward
the premature establishment of a conventional organization oriented toward efficiency, sovereignty,
and positional authority, rather than toward the nurturing of a flexible, learning oriented network.
As an alternative, the evaluator proposed assessing the network’s capacity to develop an
evolutionary sustainability strategy, to treat risks as hypotheses rather than fixed parameters,

and to organize feedback, learning, and adaptive governance over time. This exchange revealed
how seemingly technical evaluation criteria can translate collaborative ambitions into premature
organizational stabilization, thereby generating vulnerability in purpose oriented networks.
Ultimately, however, the proposal was assessed according to the prevailing framework. As one
other evaluator remarked during the deliberation: “We cannot spend almost two million euros of

public money on a project without a clear management plan.”

In sum, planning is not a neutral practice in purpose oriented networks.
Vulnerability arises when institutional planning regimes designed for organizational
control and predictability are applied to relational action systems. Planning can
magnify fragility by misfitting divergent temporalities, over specifying under causal
ambiguity, freezing provisional assumptions, drifting into ceremonial decoupling,
and smoothing over substantive differences through boundary object vagueness.
Recognizing planning as a source of vulnerability does not imply abandoning plans;
rather, it calls for governance approaches that keep plans provisional, negotiable,
and continuously mediated across actors, logics, and timescales. Purpose

oriented networks do not lose their adaptive capacity on their own—they become
vulnerable when they are governed as if planning certainty were a precondition for
collective action.

2. Legal Stabilization as a Source of Vulnerability

The effectiveness of purpose oriented networks depends less on hierarchical
control than on relational dynamics. A distinctive source of vulnerability emerges
when institutional legal frameworks designed for bounded organizations are
imposed on relational, interdependent forms of collective action. Legal form,
whether foundation, association, cooperative, special purpose vehicle, consortium
agreement, or contract based governance, is commonly framed as a mechanism
to reduce uncertainty, clarify accountability, and ensure durability. From a

network perspective, however, legal form operates as a constitutive institutional
intervention that fixes, privileges, and hardens relations that must remain
provisional. In this sense, legal form is not merely a safeguard; it becomes a source
of vulnerability when deployed as a stabilizing governance requirement.
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Insights from contract theory help to clarify why this stabilizing move is
inherently problematic in purpose oriented networks. As Oliver Hart’s work

on incomplete contracts has shown, contracts and legal arrangements are
necessarily incomplete under conditions of uncertainty: not all future states,
contingencies, or courses of action can be specified ex ante (Hart, 1995; Hart
& Moore, 1990). In such situations, legal form does not eliminate uncertainty;
it redistributes authority by allocating residual decision rights to those actors
who hold legal ownership, hosting responsibility, or fiduciary control. While this
allocation may be indispensable in organizational settings, it becomes a source
of vulnerability in relational action systems. In purpose oriented networks,
where coordination depends on provisional alignment, mutual adjustment, and
collective sensemaking, the concentration of residual authority introduced by
legal stabilization systematically privileges organizational logic over network logic,
thereby constraining adaptive realignment over time.

A longstanding insight in organizational theory is that formalization trades
flexibility for predictability (March & Simon, 1958; Burns & Stalker, 1961). In
purpose oriented networks, this trade off is particularly problematic when

legal stabilization is required by external institutional environments rather than
emerging from network practice itself. Networks must continuously realign

around evolving problem definitions, shifting actor constellations, and contested
interpretations of success (Kickert et al., 1997; Koppenjan & Klijn, 2004). Legal
form, by contrast, freezes a moment of alignment in time. It stabilizes membership
boundaries, codifies roles and decision rights, and creates enduring obligations.

This produces what can be understood as a structural lag between the problem
environment and the governance architecture. While the network continues

to operate under conditions of uncertainty and change, its legal form reflects
assumptions, power relations, and institutional compromises of an earlier
moment. A similar dynamic is observed in planning processes, where attempts
to impose coherence on uncertain futures often generate vulnerability rather
than resilience. In networks, legal stabilization creates comparable fragility by
constraining adaptive realignment.

Legal systems are designed to recognize bounded actors: firms, public agencies,

associations, and individuals. Networks, by contrast, are relational arrangements
and therefore occupy an ambiguous status in law (Teubner, 1997; De Filippi &
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Wright, 2018). As a result, purpose oriented networks typically borrow legal form
from dominant institutional participants or are required to adopt hybrid vehicles
that mimic organizational properties. This arrangement privileges organizational
logic over network logic by design.

Network governance research has repeatedly shown that such arrangements
generate asymmetric power effects. When one actor hosts the legal entity—
signing contracts, holding assets, or carrying liability—it acquires disproportionate
influence, independent of its formal role in the collaboration (Provan & Lemaire,
2012; Palladino & Santaniello, 2021). This dynamic has frequently been observed

in Dutch networks with a Centrumgemeente (lead municipality) or penvoerder (lead
administrator). Accountability becomes legally anchored in the host organization,
while activities and responsibility for outcomes remain distributed across the
network. The collaboration thus risks becoming vulnerable to “legal gravity”: the
pull of formal authority, compliance requirements, and fiduciary obligations toward
the concerns of the legally recognized entity rather than the shared purpose.

Conflict in purpose oriented networks is not an anomaly but a structural feature.
Differences in values, time horizons, performance criteria, and risk perceptions are
intrinsic to cross sector collaboration (Ansell & Gash, 2008; Bryson et al., 2015).
Under relational governance, much of this conflict remains latent or negotiable,
managed through ambiguity, trust, and iterative adjustment.

Legal formalization alters this condition. By codifying roles, rights, and obligations,
institutional legal requirements transform interpretive flexibility into fixed rules.
Institutionalization research shows that when ambiguities are written into formal
arrangements, they become harder to renegotiate and more likely to crystallize into
persistent conflict (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010). Moreover, formalization increases
the legal addressability of disputes: disagreements that would previously have been
resolved politically or relationally become candidates for juridification, shifting
coordination from collaborative problem solving toward defensive contracting
(Edelman et al., 2011). Legal form thus hardens conflict rather than containing it.

Legal entities also generate compliance obligations, reporting requirements,
audits, tax obligations, fiduciary oversight, and formal risk management. In
organizations, these burdens are internalized as part of managerial control
systems. In purpose oriented networks, however, they create collective action
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problems: responsibility for maintaining the legal shell is concentrated, while work
and benefits remain distributed across participants (Ostrom, 1990; Provan &
Kenis, 2008).

As a result, compliance activity competes directly with collaborative energy.
Governance capacity is consumed by sustaining the legal vehicle rather than
advancing the collective purpose. Research on multi actor initiatives shows how
administrative demands can gradually crowd out substantive coordination, leading
to procedural robustness but declining problem solving capacity (Fransen & Kolk,
2007; Mena & Palazzo, 2012).

Finally, legal form constrains the adaptive membership dynamics on which
networks rely. Entry and exit are central mechanisms for renewal, innovation, and
realignment (Powell et al., 2005). Legal formalization fixes membership, defines
liabilities upon exit, and allocates ownership of outputs such as data or intellectual
property. These constraints create exit stickiness: actors remain involved because
leaving is legally costly, not because commitment remains aligned with purpose.
At the same time, institutional entry barriers discourage new participants whose
capabilities may be crucial for addressing evolving problems (Huxham & Vangen,
2005; Kenis & Raab, 2020).

In sum, legal form becomes a source of vulnerability for purpose oriented
networks when institutional environments attempt to resolve uncertainty through
legal stabilization. In doing so, legal form freezes adaptive alignment, privileges
organizational over network logic, hardens conflict, drains collaborative energy
through compliance, and constrains membership dynamics. Legal form is
therefore not a neutral container for collaboration, but a structuring force that can
undermine network capacity when governance systems require organizational
durability from relational action systems.

3. Financing Rules as a Source of Vulnerability

Financing is indispensable to sustaining purpose oriented networks. Yet
vulnerability arises when institutional rules governing the allocation, monitoring,
and accountability of financial resources act upon collaborative, interdependent
forms of collective action. Financing rules do not merely resource networks; they
constitute a powerful governance mechanism that structures temporal horizons,

33



incentive systems, accountability expectations, and power relations (Pfeffer &
Salancik, 1978; Provan & Kenis, 2008). In consequence, financing arrangements do
not simply enable collaboration—they actively shape how collective action unfolds.

Institutional funding regimes are typically introduced to stabilize collaboration. By
specifying eligibility criteria, disbursement conditions, reporting requirements, and
performance indicators, they promise predictability, control, and risk management
(Power, 1997). In organizational settings, such rules can indeed reduce uncertainty.
In purpose oriented networks, however, financing induces vulnerability when
governance logics developed for bounded organizations are projected onto
relational action systems. Rather than stabilizing collaboration, financing rules
impose control architectures that misfit collective, negotiated, and adaptive
coordination (Emerson & Nabatchi, 2015).

A first source of vulnerability arises from temporal misalignment. Purpose oriented
networks operate across multiple, interrelated temporalities: the temporality of the
problem, the temporality of relationships, and the temporality of learning (Head &
Alford, 2015; Ansell et al., 2017). Institutional funding regimes, by contrast, impose
external clocks: annual budgets, fixed grant periods, milestone based disbursement
schedules, and periodic evaluations. These imposed temporalities rarely align

with the rhythms of collaborative action. Networks are therefore compelled to
demonstrate progress according to funders’ cycles rather than according to the
unfolding logic of the problems they address. Under such conditions, networks

are pushed toward premature closure, symbolic compliance, or narrowly scoped
interventions that deliver short term outputs rather than long term systemic
outcomes (Strathern, 2000; Ebrahim, 2019).

A second source of vulnerability lies in proxy steering. Financing requires
specification of what counts as success. Shared purposes are translated into
indicators, targets, and deliverables that must be measurable, comparable,
and auditable. In purpose oriented networks, however, purpose is typically
plural, contested, and evolving (Ansell & Gash, 2008). Indicators can only
approximate this complexity. Over time, what is measurable comes to displace
what is meaningful, producing familiar dynamics of proxy substitution and
goal displacement (Espeland & Stevens, 1998; Kerr, 1975). Relational work like
mediation, boundary spanning, and collective sensemaking remains weakly
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measured and often underfinanced, thereby narrowing the effective meaning
of purpose.

A third source of vulnerability emerges through resource dependence and power
asymmetry. Actors controlling financial resources—ministries, municipalities,

insurers, foundations, or intermediaries—acquire structurally privileged positions

within the network, regardless of formal governance arrangements (Pfeffer
& Salancik, 1978). Through funding criteria, reporting requirements, renewal

decisions, and audit practices, funders exercise de facto steering authority (Hardy

& Phillips, 1998). Resource dependence discourages openness about failure,
suppresses experimentation, and incentivizes compliance oriented behaviour.
Vulnerability here does not arise from opportunism, but from institutional
governance mechanisms that systematically privilege financial control over
relational coordination (Ebrahim et al., 2014).

Taken together, these dynamics show that financing rules do not merely support
collaboration; they organize collective action around money rather than purpose.
Vulnerability arises not because resources are insufficient, but because the
institutional logics governing resources misfit the relational, adaptive logic of
purpose oriented networks.

Does Private Equity Reduce or Deepen Financing Induced Vulnerability?

The growing presence of private equity (PE) in health and care delivery raises an obvious question:
does the influx of private capital reduce the financing induced vulnerabilities described above—or
does it intensify them?

At first sight, private equity appears to address key weaknesses of institutional funding regimes.
Compared to episodic public grants or short term programme funding, PE can provide capital
continuity, professionalized financial management, and relief from annual budget cycles. From this
perspective, private equity seems to stabilize collaboration rather than undermine it.

Yet from the perspective of purpose oriented networks, this apparent stabilization is deceptive.
Private equity does not remove financing rules; it replaces institutional funding logics with financial
market logics. Administrative temporalities are substituted by exit driven investment horizons;
accountability to public funders is replaced by valuation based performance expectations; and
conditional support gives way to concentrated control rights. While uncertainty about continuation
may decline, collaboration becomes structured around the demands of capital realization rather
than the rhythms of care, learning, and relational coordination.
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In this sense, private equity transforms financing induced vulnerability rather than resolving it. It
mitigates short term volatility while deepening misalignment between financial imperatives and
collective purpose. For purpose oriented networks, the central question is therefore not whether
private capital brings stability, but what kind of stability is produced, for whom, and at what cost to

relational governance.

Returning to the general argument, the private equity example illustrates a
broader point: changes in the source of stability do not eliminate financing
induced vulnerability; they reconfigure it. Whether resources originate from public
programmes or private capital markets, the vulnerability effects depend on the
institutional logics embedded in financing arrangements.

Finally, financing rules shape participation and exit. Co-financing requirements,
pre-financing obligations, VAT treatment, and exposure to financial risk create entry
barriers for actors lacking reserves—often those holding critical local knowledge or
legitimacy (Agranoff & McGuire, 2003; Gazley & Guo, 2020). Conversely, funding
dependence can produce exit inertia: actors remain involved because withdrawal

is financially or reputationally costly, not because commitment remains aligned
with shared purpose. Participation thus becomes increasingly instrumental and
vulnerable to drift (Huxham & Vangen, 2005).

In sum, financing rules become a source of vulnerability for purpose oriented
networks when institutional governance structures collaboration through externally
imposed temporalities, proxy indicators, and asymmetric control over resources.
Financing architectures are not neutral instruments of allocation; they are
constitutive governance mechanisms (Power, 1997). Purpose oriented networks

do not generate these vulnerabilities themselves—they are required to cope with
them. Over time, the cumulative effect is not merely inefficiency, but the erosion

of the collective sensemaking capacity on which collaborative action ultimately
depends (Weick, 1995).

4. Managerialism and Market Logic as a Source of Vulnerability
Managerialism and market oriented steering have become especially salient
in institutional contexts where welfare states have been reconfigured around
principles of regulated competition, contractual steering, and performance
accountability. The Dutch welfare state offers a paradigmatic example.
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Over recent decades, public objectives in domains such as health care, social
support, housing, and labour market policy have increasingly been pursued
through private and semi public providers coordinated via contracts, performance
indicators, and competitive purchasing arrangements (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2017;
Van de Bovenkamp et al., 2017). Public responsibility has thus been decoupled
from direct provision and reorganized through regulated market mechanisms,
commissioning structures, and contractual accountability regimes (Le Grand,
2007; Kooiman, 2003). This institutional transformation forms a critical backdrop
for understanding how managerial and market logics generate vulnerability when
applied to purpose oriented networks.

Within this context, purpose oriented networks are frequently positioned as the
collaborative infrastructure through which fragmented providers are expected to
realign around shared public goals (Provan & Kenis, 2008; Emerson & Nabatchi,
20715). At the same time, institutional governance systems subject these networks
to the very managerial and market instruments associated with regulated
marketization: performance management frameworks, benchmarking, competitive
incentives, commissioning arrangements, and quasi market mechanisms. These
instruments are introduced in the name of efficiency, transparency, and results.
They reflect a broader managerialist logic—the belief that complex collective action
can be steered through goal specification, performance measurement, incentives,
and competition (Hood, 1991; Pollitt, 2013).

In organizational settings characterized by clear authority, bounded tasks,

and stable objectives, managerial approaches can indeed enhance control and
comparability. In purpose oriented networks, however, managerialism and market
logic become a source of vulnerability when institutional control instruments
designed for organizations act upon relational, adaptive, and co-productive forms
of coordination (O'Toole & Meier, 2015; Klijn & Koppenjan, 2016). Rather than
coordinating action around shared purpose under conditions of uncertainty,
institutional managerial steering reorganizes collaboration around control
variables, performance indicators, and competitive positioning (Ghoshal, 2005). In
doing so, it reshapes behaviour, power relations, and collective meaning in ways
that undermine the very capacities on which networks rely to function effectively.

First, managerialism produces vulnerability by presuming that shared purposes
can be decomposed into objectives, indicators, and targets. In purpose oriented
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networks, shared purpose is typically plural, contested, and evolving. Actors enter
collaboration with diverse professional logics, institutional interests, and normative
interpretations of what “success” entails. Alignment is achieved not through ex
ante specification, but through ongoing negotiation and collective sensemaking
(Weick, 1995; Ansell & Gash, 2008). When institutional performance regimes
translate this fluid purpose into fixed metrics, what is measured gradually displaces
what matters.

Managerial governance thus reduces network purpose to what can be measured,
compared, and audited. This produces the familiar but especially damaging
dynamic of indicator dominance: what is measured becomes what matters, while
relational work, relationbuilding, boundary spanning, and collective learning—
the core of network effectiveness—are rendered invisible or treated as overhead
(Strathern, 2000; Power, 1997; Provan & Kenis, 2008; Emerson & Nabatchi, 2015).
Over time, this reduction produces purpose erosion rather than purpose clarity.
Networks may appear formally successful through dashboards and benchmarks
while the underlying societal problem remains only partially addressed. The
vulnerability lies not in indicator use as such, but in the institutional imperative
to render collaboration legible and controllable (Espeland & Stevens, 1998;
Power, 2007).

Second, market oriented steering generates vulnerability by introducing
competition, choice, and contestability into settings that depend on mutual
dependence and joint problem solving (Le Grand, 2007; Greener, 2008). Purpose
oriented networks rely on participants’ willingness to share information, absorb
risk, and invest in collective capacity whose benefits are uncertain and unevenly
distributed. Institutionalized competitive incentives undermine these conditions by
encouraging strategic behaviour. Actors protect proprietary knowledge, emphasize
individual performance, and hedge against future competition. Cooperative
interdependence is replaced by calculative positioning (Williamson, 1991; Hardy

et al., 2005).

The result is relational thinning. Formal collaborative structures may persist,
but the density and quality of ties deteriorate. Relationships are substituted by
contracts, and shared learning by selective disclosure. The network continues
to function administratively yet loses its capacity for deep coordination and
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collective adaptation (Klijn & Koppenjan, 2016). Vulnerability thus arises from the
institutional transplantation of market logics into relational action systems.

Third, managerialism produces vulnerability by redistributing authority in opaque
ways. Managerial control is often presented as an alternative to hierarchy, with
objective metrics replacing discretion and personal authority. In networks,
however, institutional performance regimes recentralize power indirectly.

Actors who define indicators, benchmarks, and assessment procedures acquire
disproportionate influence over collective direction (Power, 1997; Bevan & Hood,
2006). This is particularly problematic in network governance arrangements where
authority is deliberately dispersed.

As a result, contestation is reframed as underperformance and disagreement

is treated as non compliance. Political and normative conflicts intrinsic to cross
sector collaboration are depoliticized and converted into managerial problems,
suppressing legitimate dissent and reducing the network’s capacity to surface
and address underlying tensions (Hardy & Phillips, 1998; Provan & Milward, 2007;
Miller & Rose, 2008).

These effects are reinforced by legal bureaucratic instruments that extend
managerial control beyond performance evaluation into the very conditions

of collaboration. Transparency regimes under the Dutch Wet open overheid

(Woo), for example, extend logics of visibility, auditability, and defensibility into
collaborative deliberation. Similarly, the GDPR operationalizes risk, responsibility,
and accountability through organizationalized data control logics. In both cases,
institutional requirements discipline collaboration ex ante, privileging caution over
candour, formalization over exploration, and compliance over learning (Power,
1997; Miller & Rose, 2008; Klijn & Koppenjan, 2016).

Fourth, managerial and market logics impose strong temporal assumptions.
Performance must be demonstrated within reporting cycles; value must be
realized within contract periods; improvement must be shown through year on
year comparison. These institutional temporalities are poorly aligned with the
slow, recursive processes through which network capacity develops (Ansell et al.,
2017). Purpose oriented networks require time to experiment, fail, recalibrate,
and rebuild relations. Managerial governance compresses these processes,
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generating pressure to display progress regardless of whether meaningful learning
has occurred (Ebrahim, 2019). Short termism thus becomes embedded in the
governance architecture, sacrificing adaptive capacity to the appearance of control
(Strathern, 2000).

Fifth, managerialism multiplies accountability demands. Different institutional
principals—funders, regulators, inspectors, and auditors—impose overlapping
and often incompatible performance frameworks (Koppell, 2005). In networks,
these rarely align. Participants therefore prioritize compliance with their most
binding accountability regime, often at the expense of collective commitments.
Governance capacity is absorbed by managing interfaces between performance
systems rather than by joint problem solving (Provan & Kenis, 2008). The network
increasingly functions as a clearinghouse for reconciling managerial demands
rather than as a site of collective sensemaking.

Finally, managerial and market logics displace moral responsibility. When
outcomes are framed as the aggregated result of individual performance under
competitive conditions, responsibility for collective failure becomes diffuse. Actors
can meet their targets while the network fails its purpose, producing a paradoxical
condition of accountability without responsibility (Bovens, 2007; Ebrahim,

2019). Purpose oriented networks, by contrast, depend on shared responsibility
for outcomes that cannot be reduced to individual contributions. Institutional
managerialism undermines this by fragmenting responsibility along contractual
and performance lines.

Taken together, the foregoing analysis illustrates how managerial assessment
frameworks and market oriented steering can inadvertently translate emerging
purpose oriented networks into conventional organizational forms. Seemingly
technical evaluation criteria embed assumptions of stability, ownership, and
control that are incompatible with exploratory, learning oriented collaboration.
The result is not organizational improvement, but premature stabilization.

In sum, managerialism and market logic become a source of vulnerability for
purpose oriented networks when institutional governance systems translate
collaboration into performance, cooperation into competition, and governance into
control. These instruments are not inherently flawed; they become problematic
when applied outside the organizational settings for which they were designed.
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Purpose oriented networks do not resist management per se. They become
vulnerable because they are governed through instruments that discipline
uncertainty rather than accommodate it, weakening the relational and adaptive
capacities on which collective action under complexity depends.

5. Sovereignty Persistence as a Source of Vulnerability in Purpose
Oriented Networks

Purpose oriented networks are mobilized at the boundaries of sovereign authority.
They emerge where complex societal problems exceed the jurisdiction, capacity,
or legitimacy of any single organization and therefore require coordination across
public, private, and civil society domains (Rhodes, 1997; Peterson, 2003). In this
sense, networks are frequently presented as pragmatic responses to the limits

of sovereignty: governance arrangements that enable collective action across
organizational and institutional boundaries without recentralizing authority.

Paradoxically, however, sovereignty does not recede in such arrangements.
Institutional sovereignty doctrines continue to act upon collaborative settings,
reappearing in fragmented, defensive, and strategically invoked forms. Claims

to sovereign authority, over mandates, budgets, legal responsibility, reputational
exposure, or decision rights, continue to structure participation, constrain
coordination, and limit adaptive capacity (Scharpf, 1999; Hooghe & Marks, 2003).
Vulnerability thus arises not from collaboration itself, but from the persistence

of sovereign logics within the institutional environments that govern purpose
oriented networks.

To understand this persistence, sovereignty must be approached not merely as a
legal attribute of the state (Krasner, 1999), but as a broader governing rationality
that structures how authority, responsibility, and control are institutionally
imagined under conditions of uncertainty. From a governmentality perspective,
sovereignty operates alongside managerial and legal techniques as a mode of
ordering collective action that privileges boundary maintenance, responsibility
attribution, and anticipatory control (Foucault, 1991). Rather than disappearing in
networked governance, sovereignty is redistributed and embedded in fragmented
institutional practices—through mandates, accountability regimes, liability rules,
and professional norms—that continue to anchor decision rights and ultimate
responsibility within bounded organizations. This helps explain why sovereignty
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remains influential even in settings explicitly designed to transcend hierarchical
authority.

It is therefore crucial to emphasize that sovereignty is not incidental to
participation in purpose oriented networks. For organizations, sovereignty
constitutes a condition of existence. It anchors legal authority, political legitimacy,
accountability obligations, and protection against liability (Papadopoulos,

2010). Actors cannot simply suspend sovereignty when entering collaborative
arrangements without jeopardizing their institutional position. The vulnerability
lies not in unwillingness to collaborate, but in the institutional impossibility of
abandoning sovereign accountability.

This institutional condition translates into continuous boundary work. Participation
in networks is shaped by expectations that sovereign prerogatives must ultimately
remain intact. Actors collaborate, but only insofar as collaboration does not
compromise mandates, budgetary authority, legal responsibility, or reputational
exposure. Decision authority, financial control, and liability are carefully shielded.
Collaboration thus becomes conditional and reversible rather than fully shared.
This institutional condition translates into continuous boundary work. Participation
in networks is shaped by expectations that sovereign prerogatives must ultimately
remain intact. Actors collaborate, but only insofar as collaboration does not
compromise mandates, budgetary authority, legal responsibility, or reputational
exposure. Decision authority, financial control, and liability are carefully shielded.
Collaboration thus becomes conditional and reversible rather than fully shared.

This persistent defence of sovereignty limits the depth of coordination that
networks can sustain. Networks may align around information exchange or shared
agendas, but struggle to make binding commitments or redistribute authority in
ways commensurate with the interdependent nature of the problems they address.
Sovereignty therefore functions as a structural brake on collective action, ensuring
that collaboration stops short of genuine integration (Provan & Kenis, 2008).

In networked settings, sovereignty is rarely exercised as a coherent whole. Instead,
it is fragmented and selectively mobilized (Krasner, 1999). Actors may pool
authority in operational domains while retaining unilateral control over budgets,
staffing, or legal risk. This selectivity introduces structural asymmetries and
distorts problem framing: issues that threaten sovereign control are deprioritized,
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while challenges compatible with existing mandates receive disproportionate
attention.

At the same time, sovereignty remains tightly coupled to accountability.
Organizations continue to be held answerable for outcomes within their own
domain, even when outcomes are co-produced across the network. When results
disappoint, actors retreat to sovereign accountability structures, attributing failure
to limited mandates, legal constraints, or the actions of others. This produces

an accountability trap in which sovereignty protects individual organizational
legitimacy while undermining collective responsibility (Papadopoulos, 2010).

Sovereignty thus becomes a source of vulnerability not because actors
misunderstand collaboration, but because they act rationally within dominant
institutional and theoretical frameworks. Reinforced through management
education and legitimized by influential organizational theories, sovereignty is
actively defended as a marker of professionalism, responsibility, and prudent
governance (see Ghoshal’s compelling discussion of this logic in Bad management
theories are destroying good management practices, 2005). In purpose oriented
networks, however, this institutionally rational defense undermines the very
conditions required for addressing complex problems. Sovereignty stabilizes
authority where authority must remain negotiable, preserves boundaries where
boundary crossing is essential, and fragments responsibility where systemic
ownership is needed.

Purpose oriented networks do not fail because sovereignty disappears. They
become vulnerable because sovereignty persists—in learned, justified, and
institutionally sanctioned forms that appear entirely reasonable, yet erode
collective agency under conditions of interdependence and complexity.

6. Accountability Regimes as a Source of Vulnerability

Accountability is a foundational principle of modern governance. Public
organizations, publicly funded private providers, and hybrid entities are embedded
in dense institutional regimes of accountability designed to safeguard legality,
integrity, effectiveness, and democratic control. Internal audits, supervisory
boards, inspections, regulatory reporting, political scrutiny, and judicial review
together constitute what is often described as an expanding accountability
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infrastructure (Power, 1997; Bovens, 2007). In purpose oriented networks, these
regimes do not disappear. On the contrary, they intensify and overlap when
institutional accountability systems designed for bounded organizations are
applied to collective action settings.

From an organizational perspective, accountability is indispensable. It

anchors legitimacy, protects legal standing, and enables participation in
complex governance arrangements (Bovens et al., 2014). At the same time,

as Wolfgang Seibel has convincingly argued, modern governance increasingly
combines high responsibility expectations with limited and fragmented control,
creating a structurally failure prone condition (Seibel, 1996; 2022). Purpose
oriented networks exemplify this tension. They mobilize actors around ambitious
public purposes while dispersing authority, decision making, and causal
influence across multiple participants. Vulnerability arises not from insufficient
accountability, but from the institutional misalignment between individualized
accountability regimes and collective action dynamics.

For organizations participating in purpose oriented networks, accountability
obligations cannot be suspended or pooled. Managers, professionals, and public
officials remain accountable to their respective principals—ministers, councils,
boards, inspectors, auditors, courts, and funders—regardless of the collective
nature of action (Behn, 2001; Schillemans, 2011). Participation in networks

often increases scrutiny rather than alleviating it, precisely because hybrid and
collaborative arrangements are perceived as risk prone. Seibel’s diagnosis of
responsibility without control (Seibel, 1996; 2022) is particularly instructive here.
Institutional accountability regimes continue to assign responsibility to individual
organizations even when those organizations lack unilateral control over outcomes.
Networks therefore do not resolve accountability dilemmas; they institutionalize
them at a higher level of complexity.

Purpose oriented networks bring together actors embedded in different, often
incompatible accountability systems: hierarchical political accountability, legal
accountability, professional accountability, managerial accountability, and market
based accountability (Bovens, 2007; Bovens et al., 2014). These institutional
regimes rarely align. As a result, network participants prioritize compliance

with their most binding accountability relationship. Reporting, documentation,
and justification efforts are directed toward oversight bodies with the greatest
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sanctioning capacity. Commitments made within the network are subordinated
when they conflict with organizational accountability requirements. Vulnerability
thus emerges from the collision of accountability logics imposed by institutional
environments.

This misalignment produces fragmentation vulnerability. Rather than coordinating
around shared purpose, actors coordinate around what is defensible, auditable,
and legally safe within their own accountability framework. Governance capacity
is absorbed by accountability management—aligning reports, managing audits,
anticipating inspections—rather than by joint problem solving. The network
becomes an arena for reconciling incompatible oversight demands instead of a
vehicle for collective action.

Accountability regimes are structurally oriented toward attribution: outcomes
must be traceable to identifiable actors who can be rewarded or sanctioned (Behn,
2001). Purpose oriented networks, however, are characterized by joint causality.
Outcomes arise from interaction effects between multiple actors rather than from
isolated contributions (Ostrom, 1990; Kenis & Provan 2006). When institutional
accountability systems require attribution under conditions of joint causality,

they generate a structural vulnerability. When outcomes improve, credit can be
selectively claimed; when outcomes disappoint, responsibility becomes contested
or deflected.

In response, networks often adapt defensively. Objectives are reformulated so
that contributions can be clearly attributed, even when doing so reduces systemic
impact. Accountability thus shapes not only behaviour, but also problem framing.
Following Seibel, this dynamic can be understood as a form of normative overload:
high expectations for responsibility combined with governance arrangements

that weaken controllability (Seibel, 2022). Accountability systems push networks
toward manageable outputs rather than complex societal outcomes—not because
networks prefer simplification, but because institutional accountability renders
complexity politically and legally risky.

Internal and external oversight regimes rely heavily on procedural assurance.
Compliance with rules, documentation standards, and formal processes
functions as a proxy for responsible behaviour (Power, 1997). In organizations,
such proceduralization can be internalized. In networks, it becomes a collective
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action problem. Procedural demands accumulate as each participant imports

its own internal control systems and external oversight obligations into the
collaboration. Governance activity shifts from relational coordination to procedural
alignment. Meetings, reports, risk registers, and audits proliferate, while informal
coordination, trust based adjustment, and experimental learning are increasingly
crowded out.

The result is a paradoxical condition: networks become procedurally robust

but substantively fragile. Accountability signals increase, while the capacity for
collective sensemaking and adaptation declines. In Seibel’s terms, responsibility is
amplified while effective steering capacity remains constrained (Seibel, 2015).

External oversight bodies—inspectors, auditors, courts, and parliaments—are
institutionally designed to hold bounded organizations to account. Purpose
oriented networks, by contrast, lack clear legal personality and are rarely
recognized as accountable entities in their own right (Teubner, 1997; Provan &
Kenis, 2008; van Montfort et al., 2024). As a consequence, external accountability
re individualizes responsibility for collective processes. Failures of networked
governance are translated into organizational failures; systemic shortcomings

are reframed as compliance problems of individual actors. This reinforces

silo behaviour and discourages actors from taking responsibility beyond their
formal mandate.

Purpose oriented networks depend critically on learning: recognizing failure,
revising assumptions, and experimenting with alternative strategies (Argyris &
Schén, 1978). Accountability regimes, however, often undermine these processes.
Anticipation of blame, sanctions, or reputational damage encourages defensive
behaviour (Hood, 2011). Admitting failure becomes institutionally unsafe.
Information is selectively shared, uncertainty is downplayed, and mistakes are
reframed as external shocks. Networks may formally commit to learning while
institutional accountability structures discourage openness, producing what may
be called epistemic vulnerability: knowledge circulates, but its critical potential
remains unrealized.

Accountability regimes are indispensable for legitimate governance. In purpose

oriented networks, they enable participation by protecting organizational
legitimacy, legal compliance, and democratic control. At the same time, they
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become a source of vulnerability when they are institutionally designed for stable
responsibilities, attributable outcomes, and bounded actors, while being applied to
interdependent, jointly produced action.

In sum, purpose oriented networks do not fail because accountability is absent.
They become vulnerable because accountability remains institutionally misaligned
with collective action. Accountability stabilizes organizations while simultaneously
weakening the network’s capacity to act on its shared purpose.

7. Certainty Expectations (Maakbaarheid) as a Source of Vulnerability
Purpose oriented networks are frequently shaped by strong institutional
expectations of certainty and makeability (maakbaarheid): the belief that complex
societal problems can be deliberately designed, steered, and solved through
purposeful intervention. Such certainty expectations are deeply embedded in
modern steering and policy traditions, particularly in welfare states where public
actors are institutionally held responsible for producing demonstrable societal
outcomes (Rittel & Webber, 1973; Hood, 1991; Scott, 1998). Uncertainty is therefore
often treated as a governance failure rather than as a constitutive condition of
collective problem solving.

In the Dutch context, this belief in societal maakbaarheid has a distinctive
genealogy. As Harry Lintsen has shown, Dutch collective identity has been
profoundly shaped by centuries of successful technological and infrastructural
intervention, most notably in water management, land reclamation, and large scale
spatial planning (Lintsen, 2005). Through sustained investment in dikes, polders,
and hydraulic systems, highly complex environmental threats were transformed
into manageable objects of design and coordination. These historical achievements
required long term cooperation between public authorities, local communities,
and technical experts, and they entrenched a durable cultural expectation that
collective challenges can and should be mastered through rational planning and
coordinated intervention. Importantly, as Lintsen emphasizes, this expectation
became culturally sedimented: not merely a technical repertoire, but a normative
orientation toward governance.

This diagnosis is reinforced by Herman Tjeenk Willink’s critical analysis of
contemporary Dutch public governance. Writing from within the constitutional
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and administrative tradition, Tjeenk Willink argues that public responsibility

has increasingly been equated with deliverable outcomes, thereby reinforcing

an instrumental conception of governance and a persistent belief in societal
steerability (maakbaarheid). \n Het tij tegen (2019), he shows how this orientation
leads public institutions to overemphasize control, planning, and compliance,
while underestimating uncertainty, normativity, and the limits of intervention.
Complexity is thus treated not as an inherent feature of collective action, but as a
deficiency to be managed away, generating unrealistic expectations of predictability
and accountability.

In purpose oriented networks, these certainty expectations become a source of
vulnerability when governance systems assume predictability and controllability
in contexts characterized by non linear causality, emergence, and contested
problem definitions. Networks typically operate in environments where outcomes
arise from interaction rather than centralized control, and where knowledge
develops progressively through practice (Rittel & Webber, 1973; Snowden &
Boone, 2007). Despite this, institutional demands for certainty persist. They are
translated into targets, roadmaps, performance frameworks, and theories of
change that presuppose a level of controllability that collective action systems
cannot realistically deliver. The result is a structural mismatch between governance
ambition and systemic reality.

To understand when certainty expectations are productive and when they become
problematic, it is essential to distinguish between different types of problems.

The literature on complexity differentiates between simple, complicated, and
complex problems. Simple problems involve stable cause—effect relations and

lend themselves to standardized solutions. Complicated problems involve multiple
interacting components, yet remain analyzable through expert knowledge and
coordinated intervention. Complex problems, by contrast, are defined by non linear
causality, emergence, and normative contestation, making outcomes inherently
uncertain and unpredictable (Westley, Zimmerman, & Patton, 2007).
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Table 2: Schematic distinction of simple, complicated and complex problems

Simple, Complicated and Complex Problems

SIMPLE
Baking a Cake

The recipe is essential

Recipes are tested to
assure easy replication

No particular expertise is
required, but experience
increases succes rate

A good recipe produces
nearly the same cake
every time

The best recipes give
good results every time

A good recipe notes the
quantity and nature of
the “parts“ needed and
specifies the order in
which to combine them,
but there is room for
experimentation

COMPLICATED

Sending a Rocket to the
Moon

Rigid protocols or
formulas are needed

Sending one rocket
increases the likehood
that the next will also be
a success

High levels of expertise
and training in a variety
of fields are necessary for
success

Key elements of each
rocket must be identical
to succeed

There is a high degree of
certainty of outcome

Success depends on a
blueprint that directs
both the development
of seperate parts and
specifies the exact
relationship in which to
assemble them

COMPLEX
Raising a Child

Rigid protocols have a
limited application or are
counter-productive

Raising one child
provides experience
but is no guarantee of
success with the next

Expertise helps but only
when balanced with
responsiveness to the
particular child

Every child is uique and
must be understood as
an individual

Uncertainty of outcome
remains

Can't separate the parts
from the whole; essence
exists in the relationship
between different people,
different experiences,
different moments in
time

(Created by the author based on Westley, Zimmerman, & Patton, 2007)

Seen from this perspective, maakbaarheid is not inherently misguided. It is

well suited to simple and complicated problems, where planning, expertise,

and coordination can indeed produce reliable results. Vulnerability arises when

certainty logics developed for complicated problems are extended to complex
problem contexts. Under these conditions, uncertainty is treated as a flaw to be
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eliminated rather than as a constitutive feature of collective problem solving.
Expectations of predictability encourage premature problem closure, narrow
performance framing, and defensive behaviour (March, 1994).

Concentration and Distribution under Certainty Expectations

The approach of the Dutch Authority for Consumers and Markets (ACM) to concentration and
distribution in health care illustrates how strong certainty expectations shape the governance
of purpose oriented networks (ACM, Notitie Ronde tafel toekomstbestendig zorglandschap door
concentratie en spreiding, 20 March 2026). Regional redistribution agreements are deemed
acceptable provided that clear objectives are specified ex ante, effects can be measured, and
stakeholder support is explicitly demonstrated.

This approach assumes that complex, normatively charged trade offs—such as accessibility,
quality, and region specific interests—can be sufficiently defined and controlled in advance. From
a network governance perspective, this illustrates how certainty logics developed for planned and
predictable contexts are applied to situations in which interpretation, uncertainty, and progressive
insight are structurally inherent. The vulnerability does not lie in the intention to ensure careful
decision making, but in the institutional assumption that complex collaborative processes can be
specified in advance to a degree that subsequently minimizes uncertainty.

Could the ACM do better not by demanding more certainty upfront, but by legitimizing uncertainty
as a normal condition of collective decision making in purpose oriented networks, thereby reducing
vulnerability rather than reproducing it?

The contrast with earlier Dutch experiences of maakbaarheid is instructive. The
historical conditions under which certainty based governance proved effective—
relatively stable problem definitions, clear causal relations, and strong professional
authority—differ fundamentally from those characterizing contemporary purpose
oriented networks. When inherited certainty logics are transposed to domains
such as social policy, public health, sustainability transitions, or integrated care,
controllability diminishes while certainty expectations persist. Institutional
governance continues to demand assurance where collective action systems can
offer only provisional coordination, learning, and adaptation.

As emphasized in the complexity literature, progress in complex systems does not

result from designing solutions in advance, but from iterative adaptation, collective
sensemaking, and responsiveness to emergent dynamics (Westley, Zimmerman,
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& Patton, 2007). Maakbaarheid becomes a source of vulnerability when it rests

on a misclassification of the problem context it seeks to govern. In attempting

to stabilize collective action through the illusion of control, institutional certainty
expectations undermine the adaptive, relational, and epistemic capacities on which
purpose oriented networks depend.

This vulnerability connects directly to the dynamics discussed earlier under
planning as a source of vulnerability and managerialism as a source of vulnerability.
Planning and managerial governance can be understood as institutionalized
expressions of maakbaarheid: both rest on the assumption that uncertainty can

be reduced through ex ante specification, goal setting, and stabilization of causal
expectations. In purpose oriented networks, these instruments operationalize
certainty in ways that amplify vulnerability by freezing provisional understandings,
reinforcing predictability demands, and disciplining deviation. Rather than enabling
learning and adaptation, institutional certainty logics convert uncertainty into

a governance deficit, undermining the very conditions under which collective
problem solving in complex environments remains possible.

8. Conditionality as a Source of Vulnerability: Mandated and Project
Based Governance in Purpose Oriented Networks

Conditionality refers to arrangements in which participation, resources, authority,
or recognition within a purpose oriented network are made contingent on
continued compliance with externally defined conditions, rather than grounded in
shared responsibility or collective judgment. In such arrangements, collaboration
is not sustained because actors jointly own the problem and its outcomes, but
because specific institutional criteria are temporarily satisfied. Conditionality
therefore structures participation as revocable, asymmetrical, and provisional.

In contemporary steering, conditionality appears in two distinct but closely

related institutional forms. The first is authority based mandate, in which an
agency, most commonly the state, requires actors to collaborate (in so-called
mandated networks). The second is project based mandate, in which collaboration
is not legally compulsory but is effectively mandated through access to funding,
legitimacy, and continuation. While these forms differ in appearance—one
juridical, the other procedural—they operate through a shared logic of conditional
participation and generate similar vulnerabilities in purpose oriented networks.
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Authority Based Conditionality In authority based mandated networks,
participation is formally required. Policymakers or regulators determine the
network’s purpose, composition, scope, and governance structure ex ante. Because
collaboration itself cannot be forced, steering relies on conditions attached

to compliance, reporting, performance, and continued authorization (Popp

& Casebeer, 2015). Conditionality functions here as a substitute for voluntary
commitment: actors participate because non participation is not a viable option.

From an institutional perspective, this form of conditionality appears rational. It
promises coordination without hierarchy, alignment without ownership transfer,
and accountability without direct control (Ansell & Gash, 2008). Yet for purpose
oriented networks, mandated participation introduces a structural vulnerability.
Actors collaborate under obligation rather than shared engagement, which limits
the depth of relational investment. Participation becomes compliant rather

than committed, and governance capacity is oriented toward meeting imposed
requirements rather than collectively navigating uncertainty.

Procedural Conditionality through Project Logic Alongside formal mandate,
conditionality is increasingly institutionalized through project based governance.
Purpose oriented networks are organized as projects with predefined objectives,
fixed time horizons, milestones, evaluation criteria, and renewal decisions. Access
to funding, legitimacy, and continuation is tied to periodic assessments rather
than to the evolving dynamics of the problem being addressed. In this form,
collaboration is formally voluntary, but procedurally mandated: participation is
contingent upon compliance with project logic.

Project based conditionality structures collaboration around temporary
authorization. Networks are initiated, monitored, and potentially dissolved
according to funding cycles and evaluation moments. While this arrangement
lowers entry barriers and enables experimentation, it also renders participation
inherently provisional. Actors know that continuation depends less on collective
learning or adaptive progress than on institutional assessments performed at
discrete moments. Projectification thus does not introduce a separate vulnerability;
it stabilizes conditionality as the dominant organizational form of collaboration.

Conditionality and Commitment Erosion Both authority based and project based
conditionality replace shared responsibility with conditional engagement. Actors
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participate not because they are jointly accountable for the collective purpose, but
because predefined conditions are met for the moment. Funding is released if
milestones are achieved; authority is delegated if performance criteria are satisfied;
collaboration continues if evaluations are positive. Vulnerability arises not from
opportunism, but from governance designs that frame participation as inherently
temporary and evaluative.

This logic weakens commitment depth. Actors invest cautiously, aware that
participation may be withdrawn or redefined at any assessment point. Long
term relational investments—such as relation building, shared infrastructures,
or collective learning capacity—become risky, since their benefits accrue over
time while continuation remains uncertain (Huxham & Vangen, 2005). Research
on mandated and project based networks repeatedly shows the emergence of
pseudo collaboration: formal compliance combined with backstage strategies
to preserve autonomy, minimize exposure, or maintain the status quo (Popp &
Casebeer, 2015).

Asymmetry, Power, and Risk Distribution Conditionality is rarely symmetrical.
Typically, some actors define, interpret, and enforce conditions while others must
comply. Funders, regulators, lead organizations, or coordinating bodies retain
discretion over condition formulation and enforcement, embedding asymmetrical
power relations into the governance architecture of the network (Provan & Kenis,
2008). Actors subject to conditionality bear disproportionate risk: non compliance
can result in exclusion, loss of funding, or reputational damage. Those imposing
conditions retain greater flexibility and lower exposure.

These asymmetries incentivize compliance oriented behaviour and discourage
experimentation, openness about failure, and collective learning (March & Olsen,
1995). Under both mandated and project based conditionality, actors prioritize
defensibility over exploration and alignment with institutional expectations over
responsiveness to emerging needs.

Temporal Fragmentation and Meaning Narrowing Conditionality also introduces
temporal instability. Conditions are assessed at discrete moments—funding

rounds, audits, evaluations, renewals—creating recurring points of uncertainty.
Between these moments, collaboration may appear stable; at each assessment,
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it becomes precarious. Governance capacity is diverted from problem solving to
evaluation preparedness, reporting, and risk management (Power, 1997).

Moreover, because conditions must be operationalized, shared purpose is
translated into codified benchmarks, indicators, and eligibility criteria that only
partially capture the network’s broader ambitions. Activities essential to network
functioning but difficult to specify—such as mediation, boundary spanning,
sensemaking, or relation building—remain weakly supported or institutionally
invisible. Over time, fulfilling conditions becomes the de facto objective of
collaboration, narrowing meaning to what can be evaluated and rewarded

(Behn, 2007).

Conditionality and Distorted Membership Dynamics Finally, conditionality reshapes
membership dynamics. Entry into networks is often conditional, as is continued
participation. Exit becomes less a strategic choice than a consequence of non
compliance. Actors may be excluded not because they are misaligned with the
shared purpose, but because they lack administrative capacity, financial buffers,
or procedural compliance ability. Conversely, actors may remain engaged

despite declining substantive commitment simply to satisfy conditions tied to
funding, legitimacy, or political expectations. Participation becomes decoupled
from genuine alignment, producing formally stable yet substantively hollow
collaboration.

In sum, conditionality, whether imposed through formal mandate or through
project based governance, is commonly understood as a safeguard against
uncertainty, opportunism, and coordination failure. In purpose oriented networks,
however, it becomes a source of vulnerability when institutional governance
replaces shared commitment with contingent participation. By rendering
engagement provisional, embedding asymmetrical power relations, fragmenting
collaborative time, narrowing purpose, and distorting membership dynamics,
conditionality weakens the relational and adaptive capacities on which network
governance depends. Conditionality does not fail because it is excessive or poorly
designed; it generates vulnerability because it is structurally misaligned with

the relational, learning oriented logic through which purpose oriented networks
address complex societal problems.
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9. Inappropriate Scale Assumptions as a Source of Vulnerability
Purpose oriented networks are not scale neutral. Their capacity to address complex
societal problems is fundamentally shaped by institutional assumptions about how
large they should be and who should be involved. Governance systems frequently
treat scale as a design parameter that can be fixed in advance—through regional
demarcations, participation limits, or representational rules. In practice, however,
inappropriate scale assumptions become a significant source of vulnerability when
they constrain the adaptive formation of the action space required to address the
problem at hand (Provan & Kenis, 2008; Klijn & Koppenjan, 2016).

Two opposing but closely related assumptions dominate institutional thinking
about network scale. On the one hand, purpose oriented networks are expected
not to become too large. Expanding participation is often portrayed as undesirable
because it would complicate governance, slow decision making, increase
coordination costs, and blur accountability. From this perspective, networks must
be bounded and membership should be stabilized early to preserve governability.

On the other hand, networks are simultaneously expected not to be too small.
Complex societal challenges—such as sustainability transitions, integrated care,
housing availability, or labour market inclusion—cannot be addressed by a narrow
set of actors alone. They require a diversity of competences, institutional positions,
resources, and experiential knowledge (Rittel & Webber, 1973; Head & Alford, 2015
; Provan & Kenis, 2008). When participation is prematurely restricted in the name
of simplicity or efficiency, networks risk lacking the cognitive and institutional
diversity necessary to understand the problem’s multiple, interacting dimensions
(Ostrom, 2005).

Vulnerability arises when governance systems attempt to resolve this tension ex
ante, by fixing network size in advance. Such fixation rests on the assumption that
the nature of the problem and the required contributions are already sufficiently
understood. In complex problem contexts, however, this assumption rarely holds.
Problem definitions evolve, causal relations remain uncertain, and relevant actors
only gradually become visible through interaction and learning (Rittel & Webber,
1973; Westley, Zimmerman, & Patton, 2007).
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From a network governance perspective, appropriate scale is therefore not a
matter of optimal size, but of iterative fit. The relevant question is not how many
actors should participate, but which capacities are required at a given moment and
who can meaningfully contribute to those capacities. As collective understanding
deepens over time, network composition must remain open to adjustment. New
actors may need to enter as blind spots become visible, while others may step
back as their contributions become less central (Powell et al., 2005; Serensen &
Torfing, 2011).

Institutional governance, however, often operates with static notions of scale.
Regional demarcations, sectoral participation rules, and capped memberships
are introduced to make collaboration manageable and governable. While these
measures may reduce coordination complexity, they become problematic when
they foreclose the exploratory and inclusive processes through which complex
challenges are progressively understood (Klijn & Koppenjan, 2016). The result is a
form of scale rigidity: networks remain administratively orderly but substantively
under equipped.

This rigidity produces a specific vulnerability. Networks become trapped between
insufficient diversity and restricted adaptability. Governance complexity is reduced,
but problem complexity remains untouched. What is gained in stability is lost in
problem solving capacity. As March (1991) famously showed, limiting exploration
too early in favor of exploitation stabilizes performance in the short term while
undermining adaptive capacity in the long run.

Regional Scale and Adaptive Capacity in the Dutch Context

The Dutch emphasis on regional organization provides a telling illustration of how scale
assumptions can generate vulnerability. In domains such as health care, social support, housing,
and labour market policy, collaboration is increasingly structured at the “regional” level. The region
is commonly presented as an attractive compromise: close enough to address local needs, yet
large enough to organize coordination, capacity, and efficiency. As the Raad voor Volksgezondheid &
Samenleving (RVS) notes, the region is increasingly positioned as a pragmatic solution space for
complex societal challenges (RVS, 2022).

At the same time, the RVS warns against treating the region as a self evident or fixed answer. In

practice, once regional boundaries are defined—often from above, through policy programmes,
funding arrangements, or mandatory cooperation—expectations quickly arise that “the relevant
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actors are at the table” and that further extension would only undermine governability. Calls

to include additional actors, such as informal initiatives, specialized professionals, or groups
representing lived experience, are frequently resisted in the name of clarity, efficiency, and
manageability. The region then risks becoming a closed container rather than an open coordination

arena.

From a purpose oriented network perspective, this reflects a problematic scale assumption. As the
RVS emphasizes, regional working is inherently tension filled and requires continuous balancing
rather than institutional closure. The question is therefore not whether regions constitute a useful
starting point, but whether regional arrangements remain open to adaptation as insight into

the problem deepens. When regions are treated as definitive solutions rather than provisional
constellations, networks risk excluding precisely those competencies and perspectives that become
necessary over time. Governance may remain orderly and legible, but adaptive and transformative

capacity erodes.

Returning to the analytical argument, inappropriate scale assumptions become
a source of vulnerability when institutional governance privileges governability
over adequacy. By treating scale as something to be fixed rather than discovered,
governance systems constrain the network’s ability to mobilize the diversity and
responsiveness required under conditions of complexity.

Purpose oriented networks therefore do not fail because they involve too many or
too few actors per se. They become vulnerable when the process of discovering
what scale is necessary is prematurely closed. In complex problem contexts,

the appropriate scale of collaboration cannot be known in advance. It must be
worked out iteratively, through practice, reflection, and adjustment. Governance
arrangements that fail to accommodate this process—by enforcing early closure
around size, boundaries, or participation—undermine the very action space that
purpose oriented networks are intended to create.

10. Calls for Ownership Expectations as a Source of Vulnerability
Purpose oriented networks are typically formed to address problems that exceed
the authority, capacity, or legitimacy of any single organization. Their rationale
lies in distributed contribution, shared responsibility, and collective problem
solving across organizational boundaries. Yet a recurring critique directed at such
networks is encapsulated in the familiar phrase: “everyone is involved, but no one
is the owner.” This critique is often presented as evidence of weak governance,
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insufficient leadership, or lack of accountability. In the context of purpose oriented
networks, however, ownership expectations operate as an institutionally imposed
evaluative lens that introduces a specific and recurrent source of vulnerability.

The vulnerability does not arise from the absence of ownership as such, but

from the persistence of ownership expectations within institutional governance
environments that are organized around proprietary and hierarchical accountability.
Purpose oriented networks are judged against organizational standards that
presuppose ownership, even though ownership is structurally incompatible with
their relational form. Vulnerability arises when these organizational standards are
projected onto collaborative action systems.

Ownership is a deeply institutionalized governance concept (Commons, 1924;
North, 1990). In organizational and legal contexts, ownership implies authority

to decide, responsibility for outcomes, entitlement to benefits, and liability for
failure. It provides a focal point for control, accountability, and intervention, and is
therefore routinely invoked by funders, regulators, auditors, and political principals
as a prerequisite for effective governance (Williamson, 198s; Jensen & Meckling,
1976). As an institutional expectation, ownership functions as a stabilizing

device for authority and accountability—but one that misfits networked forms of
organizing.

Purpose oriented networks challenge this logic. They exist precisely because no
single actor can legitimately claim authority over the problem or the solution.
Outcomes emerge through interaction, alignment, and coproduction rather than
unilateral control (Ostrom, 1990; Ansell & Gash, 2008). Yet the expectation that
someone must own the network persists. When this expectation is imposed by
institutional environments, it creates a structural mismatch between governance
form and evaluative criteria.

In networks, responsibility is intentionally distributed. Contributions are
complementary, interdependent, and often asymmetric. This distribution enables
coordination under conditions of complexity, but it also produces ontological
ambiguity: there is no natural locus of ownership that can absorb responsibility in
the way hierarchical organizations do. Institutional discomfort with this ambiguity
fuels demands for ownership clarity.
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The familiar critique—*“everyone is involved, no one the owner”—thus signals not
governance failure, but institutional unease with non proprietary responsibility.
In practice, attempts to resolve this perceived problem produce recurrent
vulnerability patterns. One common response is implicit ownership by default
actors. In the absence of a formally designated owner, a lead municipality, host
organization, dominant funder, or legally constituted entity becomes the de facto
owner of the network. This actor is expected to intervene, resolve conflicts, and
absorb blame when progress stalls. While such arrangements temporarily satisfy
institutional demands for ownership clarity, they undermine collaboration. Other
participants withdraw from shared responsibility and treat the network as someone
else’s project. Ownership is achieved formally, but collective agency deteriorates
substantively (Provan & Kenis, 2008).

A second pattern is symbolic ownership without control. Coordinating bodies,
secretariats, or steering commiittees are labelled as “owners” despite lacking
authority over resources, mandates, or participant behaviour. Ownership becomes
performative rather than functional. The designated owner is held accountable
without being able to steer, while participants retain autonomy without
responsibility. When outcomes disappoint, responsibility is directed toward the
coordinating entity, reinforcing cycles of blame, turnover, and defensive over
formalization.

A third failure mode arises when ownership expectations are strong but
incompatible. National authorities, regional actors, funders, and practitioners
may each claim partial ownership over the network’s purpose without agreeing on
ultimate authority. These competing ownership claims turn networks into arenas
of latent or overt struggle over mandate, authority, and legitimacy. Governance
energy is absorbed by ownership negotiation rather than problem solving.

Such struggles often lead to governance deadlock. Actors hesitate to commit
resources or accept risk while ownership remains unresolved. Alternatively,
multiple actors simultaneously assert ownership, resulting in duplication,
mutual vetoes, and conflicting direction. In these cases, institutional ownership
expectations do not clarify governance; they paralyze it.

Ownership expectations also shape how network failure is interpreted. Under
conditions of complexity, slow progress, ambiguous outcomes, or partial setbacks
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are normal features of collective problem solving. When institutional ownership
norms dominate evaluation, however, such dynamics are reframed as governance
deficiencies: no one is in charge, leadership is lacking, or accountability is
insufficient. Vulnerability is thus amplified through misdiagnosis.

A common institutional response is premature recentralization. Ownership is
reassigned to a single authority, programme, or organization in the hope that
clearer control will restore effectiveness. While this may reestablish formal
accountability, it undermines the very rationale for network governance.
Distributed knowledge, experimentation, and relational coordination are displaced,
while responsibility is concentrated on an actor who remains unable to control
outcomes fully. Failure is displaced rather than resolved.

Finally, ownership expectations can also generate ownership avoidance.
Anticipating legal, political, or reputational risks associated with being perceived
as the owner, actors may deliberately limit their involvement. Contributions
become narrowly specified, time bound, or heavily conditional. Networks persist
institutionally, but substantive commitment erodes. In this context, the absence of
ownership reflects not governance failure but rational behaviour under institutional
regimes of blame and liability.

In sum, ownership failure in purpose oriented networks takes multiple, structurally
recurring forms: implicit ownership that undermines horizontality, symbolic
ownership without control, contested ownership producing deadlock, recentralized
ownership following perceived failure, and strategic ownership avoidance.

These patterns are not accidental; they are responses to institutionally imposed
ownership expectations.

The core insight is therefore consistent: ownership expectations do not resolve
the governance challenges of purpose oriented networks; they reframe those
challenges in organizational terms that networks cannot sustainably meet. The
vulnerability does not lie in the absence of ownership, but in the continued
institutional demand for it.

Like planning, legal form, financing rules, managerialism, certainty expectations,

conditionality, scale assumptions, sovereignty, and accountability regimes,
ownership expectations express a stabilizing impulse: the desire of institutional
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environments to anchor responsibility for complex problems in identifiable actors.
In purpose oriented networks, this anchoring is neither feasible nor desirable.
Purpose oriented networks do not fail because no one owns them. They become
vulnerable because they are governed as if they must be owned.

11. Sensemaking Capacity as a Culminating Source of Vulnerability
The vulnerabilities discussed in the preceding sections—ranging from planning
and legal form to financing rules, managerialism, sovereignty, accountability
regimes, conditionality, scale assumptions, ownership expectations, and certainty
demands—do not operate independently. Taken together, they produce a second
order vulnerability that affects the very capacity of purpose oriented networks to
function over time: a structurally induced overload of collective sensemaking.

Purpose oriented networks depend critically on continuous interpretation. Actors
must jointly define problems, align meanings, assess progress, and renegotiate
commitments under conditions of uncertainty and interdependence. Sensemaking
is therefore not just a supporting activity but a core condition of collective action
(Weick, 1995). The vulnerability identified here does not originate in a deficit

of sensemaking within networks themselves, but in the cumulative effect of
institutional governance environments that impose incompatible expectations and
evaluative demands.

Each of the previously identified vulnerabilities introduces its own institutional
frames, expectations, and criteria of evaluation. Planning regimes freeze
provisional futures; legal form fixes roles and identities; financing rules

impose external temporalities and metrics; managerialism translates purpose
into performance proxies; sovereignty fragments authority while preserving
responsibility; accountability regimes multiply justificatory demands; certainty
expectations suppress ambiguity; conditionality renders participation provisional;
scale assumptions require translation across levels; and ownership expectations
search for loci of control.

Individually, these institutional pressures already complicate collective
interpretation. In combination, they produce interpretive overload. Network
participants are required to satisfy incompatible logics simultaneously, reconcile
divergent performance signals, and maintain a coherent narrative of purpose
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across shifting evaluative regimes. Crucially, none of these institutional demands
can be resolved once and for all. Sensemaking becomes a permanent, recursive
task without closure, not because networks fail to organize interpretation, but
because governance environments continuously generate new interpretive
requirements.

This overload does not arise from poor design or insufficient competence

within networks. It is a systemic consequence of governing collaborative action
through instruments designed for stabilization, attribution, and control, while
simultaneously expecting adaptability, learning, and responsiveness. As March
(1994) noted, organizations confronted with competing rationalities often respond
not with better decisions, but with ambiguity management. In purpose oriented
networks, ambiguity is no longer merely tolerated or explored; it is actively
produced by the interaction of institutional governance demands.

Over time, this condition leads to what may be described as sensemaking fatigue.
Network participants continue to attend meetings, produce documents, and
comply with procedures, yet increasingly struggle to sustain shared understanding.
Alignment becomes procedural rather than substantive. Strategic plans and reports
proliferate without resolving interpretive differences. Meetings multiply, but
convergence of meaning becomes elusive.

Empirically, this fatigue manifests not as open conflict or immediate breakdown,
but as a gradual erosion of collective capacity. Experienced actors withdraw or
disengage—not because they oppose the purpose, but because the ongoing
interpretive burden becomes unsustainable. New participants find it difficult to
enter the network, as its meaning structures have become dense, layered, and
internally inconsistent. The network persists institutionally while losing its capacity
for collective sensemaking.

Unlike vulnerabilities associated with planning failure or ownership disputes, this
form of vulnerability is difficult to observe directly. It does not produce immediate
crises or visible governance breakdowns. Instead, it appears as stagnation,
ritualized coordination, and fagade alignment—patterns well documented in
studies of organizations coping with institutional complexity and ambiguity (Meyer
& Rowan, 1977; Weick et al., 2005).
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Paradoxically, purpose oriented networks are often justified precisely because

they are assumed to be better equipped to handle complexity through learning

and adaptation. The culminating vulnerability identified here reveals a boundary
condition to that assumption. Adaptivity itself requires cognitive and relational
capacity. When sensemaking is overwhelmed by excessive, conflicting, and
recurrent governance demands, adaptive capacity diminishes rather than increases.

Under such institutional conditions, networks increasingly rely on simplification
strategies: narrowing problem definitions, privileging familiar indicators, deferring
to dominant actors, or retreating into procedural compliance. These responses
temporarily reduce interpretive load, but further undermine the network’s ability
to address complex problems over time. What appears as stabilization is often the
institutionalization of reduced ambition.

Sensemaking capacity as vulnerability does not replace the preceding
vulnerabilities; it emerges from their interaction. It explains why purpose oriented
networks often appear simultaneously busy and ineffective, formally robust yet
substantively fragile. The problem is not a lack of commitment, intelligence, or
goodwill among network actors. Rather, the cumulative institutional governance
architecture places sustained interpretive demands on networks that exceed their
collective capacity to carry them.

Seen in this light, familiar critiques of purpose oriented networks—slow progress,
lack of clarity, endless coordination, vague outcomes—are not causes of failure
but symptoms of deeper institutional misalignment. They signal an erosion of the
network’s collective capacity to make shared sense of its purpose, trajectory, and
conditions for success.

In this sense, sensemaking overload represents the culminating vulnerability

of purpose oriented networks. It is the point at which institutional attempts to
stabilize uncertainty—through planning, formalization, performance management,
ownership, and control—interact in ways that undermine the network’s most
critical resource: its collective ability to interpret, learn, and adapt. Purpose
oriented networks do not lose this capacity on their own. They become vulnerable
because they are governed in ways that exhaust it.

63



Seen in this light, a growing backlash against collaborative governance can be
understood as rooted in professional fatigue. Practitioners do not withdraw
because they reject collaboration, but because the cumulative vulnerabilities
identified above generate a chronic overload of sensemaking and coordination
work. Engagement becomes selective, ambition is scaled down, and simpler
governance arrangements become attractive—not as ideals, but as coping
strategies. Recognizing this dynamic, however, also opens a way forward: if
sensemaking capacity can be institutionally protected rather than continually
exhausted, collaborative governance need not falter. The final part therefore turns
to the conditions under which purpose oriented networks can endure and regain
their adaptive strength.
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Part 3.

How Could It Be Different?
Lessons on Mitigating
Vulnerability in Purpose
Oriented Networks



Parts 1 and 2 have developed a demanding argument. Purpose oriented networks
matter profoundly because they can be life changing for those affected by complex
and fragmented problem situations. At the same time, they operate under
conditions of persistent institutional isolation. This isolation is not accidental, nor
the result of weak leadership or insufficient collaborative skill. It is structurally
produced by institutional, managerial, legal, financial, and accountability logics
that act upon purpose oriented networks while remaining largely indifferent to
their relational and action oriented character.

If this diagnosis is taken seriously, two tempting but misleading responses must
be set aside. One response would be to argue that institutional systems should
simply be changed so that the countervailing forces identified in Part 2 disappear.
While such a transformation may be attractive, experience suggests that it is
unlikely to occur at a scale or within a timeframe that would fundamentally

alter the conditions under which purpose oriented networks currently operate.
Moreover, such a wholesale dismantling would neither be realistic nor desirable.
The institutional arrangements discussed earlier, planning, formalization,
performance management, managerial control, accountability, and related
governance mechanisms, do not exist by accident or by ill intent. They have
important and legitimate functions in modern institutional systems. The
challenge, therefore, is not to remove these institutions, but to understand how
their interaction with purpose oriented networks generates vulnerability, and how
their effects might be moderated rather than abolished.

A second response would be to encourage networks to adapt more fully to
existing institutional expectations by translating purpose into indicators, adopting
managerial vocabularies, and conforming strategically to dominant evaluative
regimes. Yet this route risks eroding precisely those qualities—responsiveness,
relational coordination, and shared sensemaking—that make purpose oriented
networks valuable in the first place for those affected by complex and fragmented
problem situations; in other words, it risks throwing the baby out with the
bathwater.

This part therefore adopts a different starting point. It does not ask how
vulnerability can be eliminated, nor how networks can be redesigned to fit
institutional logics more comfortably. Instead, it asks how actors live with
vulnerability in practice. The focus shifts from structural diagnosis to situated
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action: from why purpose oriented networks are exposed, to how practitioners
navigate, absorb, and sometimes partially mitigate that exposure without
surrendering the relational logic of collaboration.

Vulnerability Mitigation as Practice, Not Solution. The term vulnerability
mitigation is used here deliberately and cautiously. It does not refer to the
resolution of vulnerability, nor to the optimization of collaboration through

better instruments or improved designs. Rather, it refers to the practical work
through which experience shows how structural exposures can be prevented from
becoming destabilizing in concrete situations.

Mitigation, in this sense, is always provisional. It does not remove uncertainty,
power asymmetry, or institutional pressure. It creates temporary room for
maneuver. Vulnerability remains, but it does not necessarily dominate action. The
practices involved are often informal, situational, and only partially visible. Their
success is measured less by formal outputs than by the continued possibility of
coordinated action.

My continuing source of motivation has been that, over the past decade,
vulnerability mitigation has surfaced time and again, both in my close work with
practitioners—especially in executive education—and in my research across
different empirical contexts.

In my work with practitioners ... I was involved in purpose oriented networks,

I have often found that actors are acutely aware—sometimes tacitly, sometimes
explicitly—of the misfit between their collaborative work and the institutional
demands surrounding them. Rather than confronting these demands head on or
seeking principled resolution, they tend to engage in continuous navigation.

This navigation rarely takes a dramatic form. It consists of small, often
unremarkable practices: postponing formalization, maintaining interpretive
ambiguity, sequencing engagement strategically, decoupling reporting from
coordination, or sustaining parallel narratives for different audiences. These
practices do not eliminate planning regimes, accountability pressures, or
sovereignty claims. Instead, they temporarily neutralize their most disruptive
effects, allowing collaborative work to continue.

68



Such practices should not be mistaken for resistance or avoidance. Following
Hirschman’s classic distinction between exit, voice, and loyalty, they are better
understood as forms of voice under conditions of sustained commitment (Hirschman,
1970). When exit is undesirable and open confrontation is risky or unproductive,
actors often resort to pragmatic, repair oriented forms of voice. What may appear
as avoidance is therefore an effort to remain engaged and to keep collective
sensemaking possible despite persistent institutional misfit. Other actors opt for
loyalty—which, as my PhD supervisor Philippe Schmitter once reframed it, often
takes the form of sufferance. Over time, however, prolonged sufferance tends to
erode commitment and may ultimately result in exit.

In my work as researcher ... I closely follow developments in the study of purpose
oriented networks. Within this literature, considerable attention has been devoted
to the governance of networks, as reflected in recent comprehensive reviews

(van den Oord et al., 2023; Pu & Zou, 2025). At the same time, it is increasingly
evident that scholarly attention is shifting beyond governance structures and
modes as such, toward the external and institutional conditions under which
network governance becomes workable. More specifically, there is growing
interest in how networks cope with and mitigate vulnerability in practice.

There is no room here for an extensive review of this expanding body of work,
but two illustrative contributions are worth mentioning. More generally, a strand
of research, often based on detailed, practice based case studies, has begun to
ask how collaboration remains possible under adverse institutional conditions.
A particularly instructive example is the study by Kekez & Gofen (2026), which
shows how collaborative service delivery persists under systematically weak
enabling conditions through what they conceptualize as street level partnership.
Their analysis demonstrates that purpose oriented collaboration continues

not because vulnerabilities are removed, but because frontline actors actively
assemble and sustain workable partnerships through adaptive, relational, and
practice based routines. Similarly, Eppel & O’Leary (2021) show how collaboration
in contexts strongly oriented toward New Public Management—an approach
emphasizing efficiency, performance measurement, and managerial control—
is often “retrofitted” into existing governance systems They document how
flexible funding arrangements, shared leadership practices, and informal forms
of coordination—frequently operating under the radar—allow collaboration
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to remain workable despite, and sometimes against, institutionally hostile
conditions.

Rather than extending the review further, I now turn to research conducted with
colleagues. In what follows, I present a set of illustrative research trajectories
drawn from studies in which I was involved as (principal) investigator or as
(co-)supervisor of doctoral research. Importantly, most of these studies were

not designed to identify, test, or explain vulnerability as such. Nevertheless,

each encountered and documented dynamics that correspond closely with

the vulnerabilities identified in Part 2. I therefore use these studies not as
confirmatory or systematic tests of the analytical framework developed earlier,
but as empirical trajectories that render visible how these vulnerabilities emerge,
interact, and matter in practice, illustrating their prevalence, significance, and
practical consequences across different contexts and periods within what I refer to
here as purpose oriented networks.

EISON project. The EISON project (External and Internal Supervision of
Organizational Networks Addressing Complex Societal Issues) is a large scale,
multi year research programme funded by the Dutch Research Council (NWO)
and conducted in close collaboration with the Inspectieraad (Inspection Council),
who together initiated a research call on the Innovation of Supervision. In
response to this call, a group of researchers—Cor van Montfort, J6rg Raab,
Mirrella Minkman, Melanie Ehren, and myself—developed a proposal aimed at
examining whether existing forms of internal and external supervision are fit for
governing purpose oriented networks.

The project started from the assumption that many challenges associated with
supervision and accountability in purpose oriented networks do not arise from
collaboration itself, but from the application of organizational supervision logics
to networked forms of organizing. EISON therefore examines how internal
supervisory boards and external inspectorates attempt to oversee purpose oriented
networks, and to what extent these arrangements are structurally misaligned

with the relational, adaptive, and distributed nature of network governance. The
objective is not only to study these misalignments and their effects, but in the
first place to explore alternative supervision arrangements that are better suited to
purpose oriented networks.
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Empirically, the project spans four domains—health care, education, social
housing, and justice and security—and shows how prevailing supervision
practices tend to reproduce certainty expectations, assume stable planning cycles,
and rely on legal and organizational forms that do not fit networked forms of
action. These mismatches generate secondary vulnerabilities by obscuring
network level dynamics, diffusing responsibility, and discouraging reflexive
adjustment.

Using an action design research approach (in collaboration with Bertruke
Wein and Rob Willems), EISON does not seek to close accountability gaps or
impose standardized control frameworks. Instead, it contributes to vulnerability
mitigation by redesigning supervision as a relational, learning oriented, and
context sensitive practice. Through co-creation with public inspectorates and
authorities—namely the Inspectorate of Education, the Health and Youth Care
Inspectorate, the Inspectorate of Justice and Security, and the Authority for
Housing Corporations—as well as with sectoral organizations representing
supervisory boards, and through the development of a contingency based
supervision toolbox, the project aims to strengthen network sensemaking
capacity. In doing so, it seeks to enable earlier recognition of governance drift,
accountability overload, and emerging legitimacy problems, before these
vulnerabilities become destabilizing.

Across the PONs. An international team science initiative with colleagues from
the United States, Mexico, and the Netherlands. Initiated in the summer of 2023,
the project focuses on the collection of systematically comparable, network level
data on Purpose Oriented Networks (PONs) operating across different sectors and
institutional environments. As with the other initiatives, it is itself a collaborative
endeavour, involving researchers in the field of purpose-oriented networks.

The core contribution of this project does not lie in addressing a single
vulnerability identified in Part 2, but in enabling comparative empirical
observation of how multiple vulnerabilities co-occur and interact across contexts.
By studying PONs delivering human and environmental services under different
governance regimes, legal settings, funding arrangements, and scales, the project
makes visible how vulnerabilities associated with planning assumptions (1),
accountability regimes (6), ownership expectations (10), and managerialism (4)
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manifest differently depending on institutional conditions. In particular, the
comparative design allows systematic analysis of how certainty expectations (7)
and scale assumptions (9) are embedded in policy and funding environments,
and how these assumptions shape network functioning over time.

Importantly, the project also creates analytic space to examine how sensemaking
capacity (Vulnerability 11) emerges—or erodes—under different vulnerability
configurations. Rather than treating sensemaking as an abstract cognitive
property, Across the PONs enables observation of how network actors develop
shared interpretive frameworks—or fail to do so—when confronted with multiple,
overlapping institutional pressures. In this way, the project contributes to the
study of vulnerability and its mitigation by providing an empirical backbone for
understanding vulnerability patterns, configurations, and context sensitivity,
rather than mitigation strategies in isolation.

Towards a Framework to Assess Municipal Partnerships in a Society of Networks.
This PhD project by Jantine Trommelen, partly funded and endorsed by the
Municipality of Tilburg (and which came about thanks to Bernadette Elbers, Stijn
van Rooi en Susanne Vleeshouwers), addresses vulnerabilities arising from the
transformation of municipalities which increasingly operating simultaneously
in multiple collaborative arrangements. The project is explicitly situated against
the historical background of the so called Tilburg Model, a governance approach
developed in the Municipality of Tilburg in the mid 1980s and widely regarded
as an early and influential Dutch manifestation of New Public Management. The
Tilburg Model emphasized strong central planning, performance measurement,
accountability mechanisms, and managerial control at the organizational level,
and became influential well beyond Tilburg as a template for municipal reform
(Hendriks & Schalken, 1998; Kickert, 2003). While effective in strengthening
hierarchical steering and internal coherence, the model offered limited
conceptual and practical guidance for governing municipal participation in
interorganizational networks and collaborative partnerships. It is against

this historical legacy that the project examines contemporary vulnerabilities
arising from municipalities’ increasing involvement in complex partnership
constellations. The project directly addresses classical planning as vulnerability
(1) and ownership expectations as vulnerability (o) by showing how municipal
engagement in partnerships tends to accumulate over time without a coherent
overview of commitments, interdependencies, and governance demands.
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Assessment practices remain fragmented and organization centred, thereby
masking vulnerabilities related to coordination overload, governance misfit, and
misalignment between internal organizational capacity and external collaborative
demands. These dynamics are further reinforced by accountability pressures (6)
that require municipalities to justify network participation without providing
instruments to assess network level risks and dependencies. By developing a
structured partnership assessment framework from an explicitly egocentric
municipal perspective, the project contributes to vulnerability mitigation by
restoring municipal sensemaking capacity (Vulnerability 11). Rather than aiming
to optimize collaboration, the framework enables municipalities to detect at

an early stage when network participation shifts from opportunity to liability,
and when certainty and control expectations become untenable. In doing so,

the project contributes to what can be understood as a Tilburg Model 2.0: an
evolution from managerial control toward reflective self observation and adaptive
governance in a society increasingly organized through networks.

Social Impact Bonds. Within the project Financing in Networks, conducted
together with the Province of Noord Brabant and colleagues including Martijn
Groenleer, Kees Cools, and Takumin Wang, We examined Social Impact Bonds
(SIBs) as an alternative instrument for the public financing of societal initiatives.
SIBs are explicitly designed to address vulnerabilities associated with conventional
financing rules, most notably short funding horizons, public risk aversion, and
fragmented project financing, by providing upfront capital and linking public
repayment to predefined social outcomes. In this respect, such arrangements
appear to mitigate financing related vulnerability (Vulnerability 3) by stabilizing
funding streams and reducing uncertainty associated with periodic renewal. My
interest in Social Impact Bonds (SIBs) emerged from the assumption that they
might constitute a financing instrument more closely aligned with the inherent
logic of purpose oriented networks than conventional financial mechanisms.
Unlike short funding cycles and rigid budgetary controls, SIBs seemed to

offer longer time horizons, an emphasis on outcomes, and greater flexibility

in organizing collaborative action. Contacts with Social Finance NL further
reinforced this interest, as their work suggested how such instruments could be
designed and implemented in practice as governance enabling arrangements
rather than merely as mechanisms of financial control.
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The project documents this financial innovation and its potential. However,
when the analysis is reframed in terms of vulnerability—as done in this lecture—
it becomes clear that, from a network governance perspective, SIBs do not
eliminate vulnerability but reconfigure it. Outcome based repayment translates
shared purpose into narrowly specified, contractually enforceable indicators,
intensifying proxy steering and reshaping power relations in favour of investors,
intermediaries, and evaluators. As a result, learning, adaptation, and relational
coordination become increasingly difficult once purpose is frozen ex ante in
performance metrics. Over time, this contributes to sensemaking overload
(Vulnerability 11): networks may remain formally stable, yet actors are required

to reconcile growing managerial, financial, and interpretive demands that erode
collective capacity for reflection and adjustment. SIBs thus illustrate how financial
innovation can reduce volatility while simultaneously deepening the cumulative
pressures that undermine sensemaking in purpose oriented networks.

There are more PhD studies which have been completed or are currently
underway, which here already allow for the identification of a shared set of
insights that further inform this analysis of vulnerability and its mitigation.

Taken together, a series of PhD projects conducted within this broader research
trajectory illustrated how vulnerabilities in purpose oriented networks emerged,
accumulated, and were mitigated in practice under diverse institutional
conditions. Denise Van Raaij’s PhD study (van Raaij, 2007) of healthcare
networks demonstrated how network governance in effective purpose oriented
networks took shape through reflective evaluation and incremental adaptation by
network members in the absence of hierarchical control. Pieterjan van Delden
(2009) documented how interorganizational collaboration in public service
delivery remained workable through pragmatic mitigation practices—such as
case based collaboration, personal coordinators, local municipal coordination,
and co-location—absorbing institutional misfit without resolving underlying
structural tensions. Anna Ellersiek (2011) analyzed purpose oriented partnerships
as macro structural coordination systems and showed how persistent power
asymmetries, resource inequalities, and environmental uncertainty were
mitigated through governance fit mechanisms, including brokered governance,
Network Administrative Organizations, selective centralization, and increased
interaction density. Focusing on hybrid hospitals, Anna Maria Laeven (2008)
revealed how operating between market and institutional logics generated
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system level vulnerabilities that were managed not through allegiance to a single
logic, but through governance arrangements that actively balanced competing
pressures via a strong external orientation—particularly toward patients. René van
Kuijk, R. (2022) examined the implementation of the Dutch Social Support Act
(Wmo 2015) as a system oriented network and demonstrated how fragmented
problem framings, divergent institutional logics, and asymmetric resource
dependencies were mitigated through purpose oriented network governance
grounded in shared interpretations, and context sensitive network management.
Astrid Kramer (2014) showed how resilience in healthcare networks depended
less on formal control than on sustained relational and cognitive embeddedness,
with commitment, shared meaning, and trust proving decisive under conditions
of uncertainty and external pressure. Across these projects, vulnerabilities

were not eliminated but continuously absorbed, regulated, and worked with,
underscoring that effective governance in purpose oriented networks hinged on
sustaining collective sensemaking rather than enforcing institutional closure.
Marieke Abbink studies how accountability arrangements in European energy
clusters shapes what networks were able to see, reflect on, and act upon,
demonstrating how standardized, short term, and indicator driven accountability
frameworks obscured network level learning and system building, thereby
reinforcing vulnerabilities linked to accountability regimes, managerialism, and
certainty expectations.

Beyond the projects discussed here, several additional PhD studies are currently
underway and will further extend this line of inquiry. Work by Roman Pankow,
Sina Aline Miiller, Nick Zonneveld, Anna Maria Waarts, Han Dahlmans, and
Teun Haas continues to explore purpose oriented networks under conditions

of institutional complexity, focusing on themes such as governance misfit,
boundary spanning practices, supervision, accountability, and the maintenance
of collective sensemaking over time. While these projects are still in progress,
they already reflect a shared orientation toward understanding vulnerability not as
an exception or failure, but as a structural condition of collaborative governance,
and toward examining how actors live with, regulate, and at times mitigate this
exposure in practice. Together, they suggest that the research agenda outlined
here is not exhausted, but actively evolving.

Taken together, the projects presented here do not aim to eliminate
vulnerabilities. Instead, they collectively demonstrate that vulnerabilities such
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as accountability regimes, planning assumptions, ownership expectations,
managerialism, and sovereignty are structural for purpose oriented networks.
Across all projects, sense making capacity (11) emerges as the cumulative
condition that determines whether these vulnerabilities remain manageable or
become destabilizing.

This part has not offered solutions, but a way of understanding how collaborative
action remains possible under adverse conditions. In doing so, it completes the
trajectory from meaning (Part 1), through vulnerability (Part 2), to endurance
(Part 3). On this basis, I now turn to the conclusion.
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Conclusions: Governing
Purpose Oriented Networks
as Spaces for Action



This lecture set out to understand a persistent paradox. Purpose oriented
networks are widely admired and increasingly relied upon to address complex
societal problems, yet they operate under conditions of enduring institutional
isolation. They matter deeply because they can be life changing, and yet they
remain surrounded by arrangements that rarely recognize or accommodate their
relational and action oriented character.

Part 1 showed why purpose oriented networks matter. Their value does not reside
in organizational novelty or formal innovation, but in their capacity to organize
collective action around lived problem situations in ways no single organization
can achieve. For those directly affected, such networks can make a decisive
difference. Their significance thus lies not in admiration, but in their ability to
transform concrete situations for persons.

Part 2 explained why this significance is so fragile. The difficulties encountered
by purpose oriented networks are neither incidental nor self inflicted. They

are structurally produced by institutional, managerial, legal, financial, and
accountability logics that act upon networks while remaining oriented toward
bounded organizations, predictable outcomes, and individual attribution. Over
time, these logics generate recurrent vulnerabilities that culminate in the erosion
of collective sensemaking capacity.

Part 3 demonstrated what happens nonetheless. Purpose oriented networks
endure, not because vulnerability disappears, but because practice invests in
learning to live with it. Through situated, often invisible practices of navigation,
translation, and reflection, they prevent structural exposure from becoming
immediately destabilizing. This endurance remains provisional and fragile: it
does not resolve misfit, but it keeps collective action possible.

Taken together, these parts lead to a final question: if vulnerability is structural
and institutional support is unlikely, what makes a difference?

Vulnerability does not go away. Institutions are unlikely to save networks.

Endurance depends on whether networks can govern themselves reflexively
enough to keep collective action possible under pressure.
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This conclusion requires careful qualification. The governance at stake here is not
the institutional steering acting upon networks that was analysed in Part 2. That
form of governance typically reproduces vulnerability by translating relational
action into rule-based execution. By contrast, the governance of networks refers

to the mechanisms through which a network coordinates action in pursuit of
collective goals (Provan & Kenis, 2008). In this lecture, it is understood as the
reflexive capacity of networks to observe their own conditions, notice emerging
vulnerabilities, and adjust how they work together in response.

From this perspective, the vulnerabilities identified here are not incidental
dysfunctions, but structurally produced tensions that arise when relational,
purpose oriented action operates within environments designed around bounded
responsibility, predictability, and attribution. Governance matters because it
remains one of the few arenas in which these tensions can be articulated and
addressed rather than ignored.

Three implications follow.

First, the governance of purpose oriented networks must develop from within
the network rather than be imposed from outside. External frameworks tend to
reproduce the misfits they seek to resolve by translating relational coordination
into procedural templates. Meaningful governance therefore emerges through
participation, shared interpretation, and ongoing adjustment.

Second, governance must remain iterative and learning oriented. Because
vulnerabilities accumulate and evolve over time, they cannot be anticipated ex
ante or resolved once and for all. Governance thus operates as a continuing
process of collective sensemaking: noticing strain, identifying misalignment, and
recalibrating expectations before coordination breaks down.

Third, governance itself must remain an action space rather than become a
rule-based functional space. When reduced to procedures, reporting cycles, or
compliance mechanisms, governance ceases to serve networks and begins to treat
them as organizations—thereby reproducing the institutional isolation diagnosed
here.
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From this perspective, governance is not a remedy for vulnerability. It is better
understood as a collective capacity to work with vulnerability without denying its
presence.

This orientation also reshapes priorities for research and practice. It directs
attention to everyday mitigation practices, to possibilities for sharing such
practices across domains, and to the examination of policies and interests that
systematically intensify vulnerability-for example through earlier reported short-

term financial logics, such as those associated with private equity. It also points to

the need for comparative, institutional research across purpose oriented networks
rather than isolated case studies, which is precisely the ambition of the Across the

PONS international team science initiative.

Finally, this analysis suggests that purpose oriented networks remain worthy of
sustained attention—not because they are efficient or innovative as such, but
because they function as collective, relational spaces organized around persons
rather than metrics.

To continue this line of inquiry, I therefore propose the development of a
Vulnerability Mitigation Lab, not as a formal organization, but as a governance
related action and research space in which vulnerabilities can be surfaced,
examined, and handled collectively, so that collective action remains possible
under structurally misfitting institutional conditions.

Call for a Vulnerability Mitigation Lab

The Vulnerability Mitigation Lab is not a laboratory in the conventional sense of experimentation
or solution design. It is a research space in which purpose oriented networks are studied as they
operate under structurally unfavourable institutional conditions.

The shared premise of the Lab is that vulnerability is inherent in collaborative action under
conditions of uncertainty, interdependence, and institutional complexity. Rather than aiming

to eliminate vulnerability, the Lab examines how actors recognize emerging exposures, make
sense of them collectively, and engage in practices that prevent these exposures from becoming
destabilizing.
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Across a portfolio of empirical projects in domains such as health care, education, housing, safety,
energy transition, and social policy, the Lab studies how purpose oriented networks maintain
spaces for collective action in environments primarily organized for execution and accountability.
Its aim is not prescriptive guidance, but analytic clarification: to better understand how
collaborative action remains possible despite structural institutional isolation.

A Closing Reflection for Practitioners If you are working in or around a purpose
oriented network—as a coordinator, broker, chair, facilitator, policy advisor, or
committed participant—you will likely recognize much of this analysis. You are
asked to collaborate across boundaries, address problems no single organization
can solve, and do so under conditions never designed for collaboration. You are
expected to deliver clarity amid ambiguity, to share responsibility while remaining
individually accountable, and to act purposefully without guarantees.

None of this is a sign that you are failing, but rather reflects the conditions under
which such networks must operate.

The argument developed here suggests something more unsettling, but also
more honest: the difficulties you face are structural conditions, not personal
shortcomings. Purpose oriented networks are fragile because they operate in
worlds dominated by execution rather than action.

What follows is not resignation, but a different form of responsibility. If
vulnerability cannot be designed away, the most important work lies in noticing
it early, discussing it openly, and preventing it from silently eroding collective
sensemaking.

Much of what matters therefore happens outside formal instruments and visible
outputs: in how meetings are framed, when uncomfortable issues are raised rather
than postponed, how ambiguity is tolerated, and how relations are sustained
without certainty. These practices rarely appear in plans or evaluations, yet they are
decisive for whether purpose oriented networks continue to make sense.

Governance, in this sense, is not something added on top of collaboration. It is

care for the space in which collaboration remains possible. It lives in questions
rather than answers:
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- Are we still aligned around a shared purpose, or drifting into parallel agendas?
- Are we demanding certainty where learning is needed?

- Are accountability requirements crowding out reflection?

- Are we gradually turning joint action into isolated execution without noticing it?

For those who carry governance roles, this requires a particular stance: resisting
the impulse to resolve uncertainty too quickly or substitute ambiguity with
premature closure. Governance work involves enduring uncertainty long enough
for collective understanding to develop, and for action to remain connected to the
situations that gave rise to collaboration in the first place.

If you recognize yourself here, you may already be one of the quiet stewards

of purpose oriented networks—and perhaps, in time, actually one of their
second friends.
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FINALLY: A Journey, and
Words of Gratitude



George Ritzer, an American sociologist, observed in The McDonaldization

of Society (1993) that in a world increasingly organized around efficiency,
predictability, and control, one of the few ways to resist full McDonaldization was
to become either a taxi driver or a professor. I chose to become a professor—not
because academia is immune to these forces (it clearly is not), but because it has,
at least for a long time, offered a space in which action, judgment, and uncertainty
remain part of everyday work.

That environment also made something else possible. It allowed me to be in
places I would otherwise never have reached, to participate in conversations
that were not immediately instrumental, and to meet an extraordinary number
of committed and generous people. Much of what has mattered in my work did
not emerge from plans or designs, but from encounters made possible by this
professional and intellectual context.

This is what I would like to acknowledge first and foremost. Whatever
limitations and pressures I have experienced, this environment created room for
collaboration, exchange, and resonance. For that, [ am sincerely grateful.

That space, however, was continuously enacted by people: students and doctoral
candidates who accepted uncertainty as part of learning; mentors who showed
what responsibility without guarantees looks like; colleagues for whom thinking
together was a daily practice; partners and collaborators inside and outside the
university who sustained cooperation across institutional boundaries; institutional
leaders and support staff who created room to work in this way; and my family,
who carried the less visible consequences of these commitments. It is to them
that I now turn.

Students and Doctoral Candidates First, I am grateful to the students and doctoral
candidates with whom I had the privilege to work. You reminded me, time

and again, that learning is not about control or certainty, but about exposure,
experimentation, and trust. Your questions repeatedly pushed my thinking in new
directions.

It was also a great pleasure to teach experienced professionals in executive
education. I have learned enormously from you—from the richness of your
practical experiences, the complexity of the challenges you face, your genuine
hunger for understanding, and the ways in which you learn from one another
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through intensive classroom interaction. Your diversity—across institutional
contexts, backgrounds, and sectors—formed a rich basis for my insights. I owe
much of what I have learned, including ideas shared today, to the almost 8co
participants in the Masterclass Networks and Alliances, which I have taught for 25
years at TIAS (in recent years in close collaboration with Frank Beemer).

I hope you benefited from the fact that I rarely offered ready made solutions, but
instead invited you to think for yourselves, to question prevailing assumptions,
and to explore alternative ways of understanding and acting in complex,
networked environments.

And then, the doctoral candidates with whom I had—and still have—the pleasure
to work. All of you brought intellectual curiosity and a strong desire to contribute
to the field of purpose oriented networks, each in your own way and style. It has
been a privilege to work with you, and I have learned enormously from your
engagement and dedication. I particularly enjoyed witnessing how you collectively
studied—and lived—the joy of collaborative action as a group.

Mentors I would also like to acknowledge my mentors: people who showed,

by example, how to work responsibly under conditions of uncertainty and
without guarantees. I thank Mark Elchardus, whose way of doing sociology left a
lasting imprint on my thinking. I am equally grateful to Philippe Schmitter and
Wolfgang Streeck, with whom I experienced the action space at its best at the
European University Institute in Florence—an intellectually unforgettable place,
what Hartmut Rosa describes (in his 2026 book) as a Spielwiese, a space where
contingencies could unfold most fully.

I also thank Bernd Marin, whose scholarship, deeply rooted in the Viennese
tradition (Wiener Kreis), brought me to Vienna and had lasting—though not
unpleasant—consequences for my personal trajectory. Wolfgang Seibel, an
exceptionally authentic thinker in public administration, offered me a position in
Konstanz and, more importantly, the freedom to pursue research and teaching
(save for one exception, for which I remain grateful). I am deeply indebted to
Philippe Naert, an exceptional strategic visionary, from whom I learned that
institutional comfort is rarely compatible with genuine innovation and sustained
growth.
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Finally, and most importantly, I wish to remember Keith Provan, a dear colleague
and friend who left us far too early. Long before I had the privilege of knowing
him personally, his work sharpened my thinking and sparked a lasting fascination
with purpose oriented networks. The generosity and passion with which he
shared these insights continue to guide my work—and that of many others.

Colleagues I would also like to thank the many colleagues with whom working
together has been both a pleasure and a source of inspiration. The POLNET
School of Social Network Analysis at the University of Konstanz—Volker
Schneider, Ulrik Brandes, Dorothea Wagner, J6rg Raab, and Jiirgen Lerner—is
celebrating its 25th anniversary this year.

At Tilburg University, I am grateful to the colleagues at the Department of
Organization Studies with whom the department was successfully relaunched:
Leon Oerlemans, Marius Meeus, Jac Geurts, Jérg Raab, Sjo Soeters, Petru Curseu,
Bart Cambré, Roel Rutten, Tobias Gossling, and the many excellent colleagues
who joined later. I wish you—and especially Jorg Raab, with whom I go back a
long way—every success in the department’s future.

I would like to thank my colleagues at TIAS School for Business and Society for
developing executive and professional education with rigour and relevance, as
well as colleagues at Antwerp Management School and the University of Antwerp,
in particular Bart Cambré, Ans Devos, Peggy De Prins, Steven De Haes, Peter
Raeymaeckers, Koen Verhoest, Wouter van Dooren, and Lieven Janssens.

I also thank colleagues from the Tilburg School (later Institute) of Governance
for engaging in a venture that ultimately did not materialise, but nonetheless
mattered: Martijn Groenleer, Stavros Zouridis, Frank Hendriks, Ton Wilthagen,
and Harald Benink.

My gratitude also goes to colleagues at TISEM—especially the heads of
department, the TiISEM board, and the dean, Marike Knoef, whose style of

communication deserves explicit praise.

I am thankful for collaboration within the NWO funded Innovation of Supervision
programme (Judith van Erp, Anne Margriet Pot, Pieter Welp, Hadewych van
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Kempen, Mirella Minkman, Roman Pankow, Jorg Raab, Cor van Montfort,
Melanie Ehren, Sander Merkus Wein, Rob Willems, and Sina Aline Miiller).

I also thank my wonderful colleagues in the United States—Keith Provan, Brint
Milward, and David Knoke—and all engaged colleagues in Across the PONS:
Alejandra Medina, Angel Saz Carranza, Branda Nowell, Goktug Mor¢6l, Kate Rose
Albrecht, Michelle Shumate, Naim Kapucu, Orjan Bodin, Pepe Sdnchez, Qian Hu,
Remco Mannak, Robin Lemaire, Steven Van den Oord, Travis Whetsell, Amanda
Bankston, and Josh Miles.

Finally, the new Venice Circle deserves mention: two recent projects—a
collaboration on the Osservatorio Nazionale sulle Reti d’Impresa with Anna Moretti,
Bart Cambré, and Elisabeth Miiller; and a project on the housing crisis with Anna
Moretti, Stephan Leixnering, and Jorrit de Jong.

Partners Outside the University I also wish to thank the many partners and
collaborators outside the university—in policy, practice, and civil society. Working
with you kept my research grounded in lived problem situations and prevented

it from becoming merely an academic exercise. These collaborations were not
always smooth, but they were invariably instructive.

[ am also grateful to all participants in CONE, a Circle on Network Governance
that has been continuing for many years, bringing together researchers,
practitioners, and others concerned with the functioning and vulnerabilities of
organzational networks.

Support Staff I have been fortunate to work with exceptional support staff:

Gita Gokoel at the Department of Organization Studies; Ilse van Eck and José
Eyckmans at TIAS; Linda Pauwels at Antwerp Management School; and Nicole
Hultermans at the Institute of Public Governance and the Department of Public
Governance at TiISEM. The foundation of a good working relationship lies in
mutual respect for the work one does.

Rector Magnificus and Deans I have also been fortunate in university leadership.

My first rector magnificus, Frank van der Duijn Schouten, made me feel
immediately at home at Tilburg University. My last rector, Wim van de Donk, with
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whom I share a professional history, leaves me confident that the university is in
good hands.

Finally, my family Christiana, Nette, and Nando—this journey would not have
been possible without you. My ability to work across places, institutions, and
commitments rested entirely on your trust and patience. In a world where family
life is often framed as a series of trade-offs, we lived differently. Work and family
were not competing forces, but threads woven into a single, vibrant life. There
was friction, and coherence, and above all, a shared capacity to find our bearings
together. Our individual goals and the life we built around them were a constant
source of inspiration for me. I am deeply grateful for the harmony we found, a
space where ambition and love could thrive together. As this chapter closes, I trust
that this harmony will continue to guide us into whatever comes next.

Ik heb gezegd.
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