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Abstract 
Cross-sectoral governance has become a prominent feature of contem-
porary public sector reform. Across policy areas such as sustainability, 
integration, unemployment, and crime prevention, public organiza-
tions are increasingly expected to assemble governmental and non-
governmental actors into collective responses to societal challenges. 
In these arrangements, dispersed actors with fragmented mandates, 
uneven capacities, and no single center of authority are nonetheless 
expected to act collectively, assume responsibility, and respond to an 
expanding range of societal problems.  

Drawing on world society theory and an interpretive synthesis of four 
studies of Swedish cross-sectoral governance networks, this thesis de-
velops the concept of cross-sectoral actorhood. Cross-sectoral actorhood 
denotes the institutional process through which cross-sectoral govern-
ance arrangements come to be attributed and to sustain the qualities 
of a purposeful, capable, and morally responsible actor. Cross-sectoral 
actorhood is not an inherent property of such governance arrange-
ments, but an ongoing institutional accomplishment, expressed and 
sustained through ambiguous institutional scripts, ceremonial infrastruc-
tures, and distributed enactments that render them recognizable as legit-
imate actors within a rationalized cultural order.  

The central contribution of the thesis is to reframe cross-sectoral gov-
ernance not as a neutral mode of problem-solving, but as a cultural 
stage: a site in which what counts as a pressing societal challenge and 
who counts as a responsible actor are continuously shaped. This theo-
retical move opens a critical space for examining not only how cross-
sectoral actorhood is institutionally accomplished, but also its norma-
tive and political consequences. It shows how responsibility can be 
made visible and attributable while remaining distributed and unset-
tled, and foregrounds the political ordering processes through which 
particular configurations of problems and actors become actionable 
and legitimate, selectively privileging certain interpretations against a 
background of apparent consensus. 

Keywords: actorhood; grand challenges; collaborative governance; 

public management; cross-sector strategists; world society theory 
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Prologue 
Societies have long narrated their present through the language of 
problems. To characterize an era has often meant invoking the diffi-
culties said to define it — moral decline, social unrest, economic col-
lapse, impending catastrophe — and the present is no exception. Cli-
mate change, pandemics, economic instability, crime prevention, 
migration and segregation are invoked as crises without borders, in-
tensifying as they converge and implicating actors at every scale of 
governance. Scholars and policymakers have variously characterized 
contemporary societal challenges as complex (Klijn et al., 2025), 
wicked (Head, 2022), grand (George et al., 2016), turbulent (Ansell et 
al., 2021), even existential (Benschop, 2021). Yet what unites these for-
mulations is less the substance of the problems themselves than their 
construction as problem domains that resist straightforward solu-
tions, defy linear planning, and call forth organized responses as intri-
cate and multifaceted as the conditions from which they are said to 
arise.  

In this context, organizations and organizing figure as both problem 
and solution. The persistence of many pressing societal challenges is 
frequently explained in terms of organizational failure. Bureaucratic 
silos, fragmented systems, and competing jurisdictions are cast as bar-
riers to collective action. The prescribed cure, however, is invariably 
more organization. Collaborative forms of governance — including 
cross-sector collaboration, public-private partnerships, networks, and 
hybrid settings — are presented as remedies for problems already di-
agnosed in organizational terms. Organization thus appears as both 
pathology and therapy, at once the obstacle said to constrain collec-
tive action and the instrument through which it is pursued. This para-
dox not only animates current policy discourse but also reflects a 
broader scholarly concern with how organization has become a domi-
nant cultural form through which societies seek to confront uncer-
tainty (Meyer et al., 1997). In contemporary society, to respond to so-
cietal problems is to organize. To govern is to build organizations, to 
link them, to create partnerships, and to ascribe goals and responsibil-
ities to cross-boundary entities that are treated as actors in their own 
right. Yet when networks “set priorities”, partnerships “mobilize 



CROSS-SECTORAL ACTORHOOD 11 
 

resources”, and collaborations “commit to a shared agenda”, what is 
at stake, I argue, is not only what such organizational arrangements 
do, but how they come to count as legitimate bearers of collective 
purpose, responsibility, and action at all. 

Actorhood rarely enters organizational analysis as an object in its own 
right. The question of who or what counts as an actor is seldom posed 
directly, but settled implicitly through the analytical grammars by 
which action, responsibility and outcomes are rendered meaningful. 
Actions are described, decisions traced, responsibilities allocated, and 
outcomes evaluated, often without explicit attention to the conditions 
under which particular entities are recognized as actors in the first 
place. Instead, society comes to appear as if it were naturally com-
posed of discrete, self-contained “actors” — individuals and nation-
states, along with the organizations presumed to be built upon them 
— seemingly detached from the cultural formations through which 
they are produced. From this unspecified and largely unquestioned 
core, their preferences, motives, and calculations come to serve as the 
generative basis of social life. Even where action is collective, distrib-
uted, or relational, organizing is often described in ways that presume 
that actorhood can ultimately be attributed, that responsibility can in 
principle be located, and that someone — or something — can be 
held accountable. The actor thus appears less as an empirical finding 
than as the departure from which organizational analysis proceeds. 

In The ‘Actors’ of Modern Society, Meyer and Jepperson (2000) argue 
that actors are not defined by actual capacity, causal efficacy, or inter-
nal intentionality. Rather, actorhood is a historically contingent and 
culturally authorized status through which certain entities come to be 
recognized as legitimate bearers of purpose, capacity, and responsibil-
ity, regardless of whether these qualities are empirically realized. 
Modern society, in this view, does not merely produce organizations, 
roles, or forms of coordination, but produces actors — socially recog-
nized entities constituted as bearers of collective purpose, capacity, 
and responsibility for action and outcomes.  

What is distinctive about contemporary society is the extension of this 
actorhood model to an ever-wider range of entities, arrangements, 
and societal domains. Actorhood is increasingly ascribed under 
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conditions in which the capacities it presupposes cannot be straight-
forwardly enacted. Responsibility is attributed in the absence of an 
identifiable bearer, purposive action presumed where no clear man-
date exists, and collective action invoked where no coherent subject 
can be consolidated.  

This expansion is particularly visible in the rise of cross-sectoral gov-
ernance arrangements, in which public organizations are expected to 
assemble governmental and non-governmental actors into collective 
responses to societal problems. Here, dispersed actors with frag-
mented mandates, uneven capacities, and no singular center of au-
thority are nonetheless expected to act collectively, assume responsi-
bility, and respond to an expanding range of societal problems 
understood to cut across established sectoral and organizational 
boundaries. What emerges here is not simply a new arrangement for 
coordination, but a form of actorhood no longer secured by the for-
mal unity of the organization. Cross-sectoral governance is signifi-
cant, in this sense, not simply as a response to complex societal chal-
lenges, but as a site in which a broader transformation in the modern 
production of actorhood becomes visible.  

In this thesis, I theorize this institutional process as cross-sectoral actor-
hood. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Setting the Cultural Stage 
Contemporary societal challenges are increasingly said to require 
comprehensive governmental responses that cut across established 
sectoral boundaries and lines of organizational responsibility (e.g., 
Ansell et al., 2021; Ferraro et al., 2015; Lægreid & Rykkja, 2015; 
George et al., 2016; Christensen et al., 2019). Framed as a mismatch 
between the problem structures of contemporary society and its or-
ganizational structure, issues such as climate change, public health, 
unemployment, and sustainability are understood as challenges that 
exceed the remit of single-sector organizations. Instead, they are cast 
as requiring the involvement of multiple and diverse organizations to 
define, prevent and address them.  

Researchers and policymakers increasingly describe such policy prob-
lems as wicked problems (Rittel & Webber, 1973) or grand challenges 
(Ferraro et al., 2015). These framings organize a particular under-
standing of societal problems as objects of governance — large-scale, 
dynamic and interdependent problem domains that resist clear delin-
eation and defy standard approaches to problem-solving. They 
emerge across multiple arenas, functional domains, and administra-
tive levels, and transcend the boundaries of academic disciplines, pol-
icy domains, organizations, and professions. While some scholars em-
phasize that such problems pose organizing challenges (Lægreid & 
Rykkja, 2015; Christensen et al., 2019), others argue that they are the 
unintended results of past choices, making public organizations not 
just part of their resolution but part of the problem itself (Hood & 
Dixon, 2015; Eriksson et al., 2020; Pesch & Vermaas, 2020). Under 
these conditions, public organizations are increasingly expected to 
reach beyond their formal boundaries and incorporate broad net-
works of governmental and non-governmental actors into decision-
making processes. The rationale is that responses to such problems 
should reflect diverse forms of relevant knowledge (Klijn & Koppen-
jan, 2014; Torfing, 2019; Krogh, 2022), and that combining differ-
ences in expertise, resources, and perspectives may generate a ‘collabo-
rative advantage’ (Vangen et al., 2015). 
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Against this background, cross-sectoral governance arrangements 
have become a prominent feature of contemporary reform agendas 
across European and Anglo-Saxon countries (Bouckaert et al., 2010; 
Trein & Maggetti, 2020). This is reflected in the growing prominence 
of strategic and horizontal policy areas across national contexts 
(Lægreid & Rykkja, 2015; Candel & Biesbroek, 2016; Tosun & Lang, 
2017; Trein et al., 2021), as governments increasingly seek to coordi-
nate action across sectoral and organizational boundaries in areas 
where established administrative specialization is seen as inadequate 
(Pesch & Vermaas, 2020). Recent crises — including the COVID-19 
pandemic, climate change, and geopolitical turbulence, accompanied 
by intensified military and civil security measures — have further re-
inforced demands on public organizations to strengthen their capac-
ity to address cross-cutting societal challenges (Ansell et al., 2021). In 
both public management research and organization theory, this de-
velopment has generated growing interest in networks, partnerships, 
and other forms of collaborative organizing as means of coordinating 
dispersed actors around shared societal concerns (Selsky & Parker, 
2005; Bryson et al., 2015; George et al., 2016; Dentoni et al., 2016; 
Wickert et al., 2021). Within this broader discourse, states, firms, and 
civil society organizations are cast as collective problem-solvers that 
not only can, but must, join forces in the pursuit of shared societal 
goals. 

Yet a vast body of empirical research paints a more sobering picture. 
Decades of research document how cross-sectoral governance arrange-
ments reproduce the very fragmentation they seek to overcome. Per-
sistent tensions include asymmetrical power relations (Brummans et 
al., 2008; Gray et al., 2022), ambiguous accountability (Koppenjan & 
Klijn, 2004; Andersson & Liff, 2012), and challenges of sustaining 
trust and commitment over time (Huxham & Vangen, 2005). Even 
when cross-sectoral governance arrangements are initiated with high 
expectations, outcomes rarely align with their transformative promise 
(Christensen & Lægreid, 2007; Purdy, 2012). Rather than producing 
straightforward solutions to complex societal challenges, these ar-
rangements unfold as extended processes marked by distributed and 
unsettled responsibility (Papadopoulos, 2007; Klijn et al., 2025), sym-
bolic measures (Sullivan & Skelcher, 2002), and the reproduction of 
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institutional complexity (Sørensen & Torfing, 2011; Skelcher & 
Smith, 2015). Crucially, the absence of unified authority, formal man-
date, and consolidated capacity is not treated as temporary deficiency, 
but as enduring features of cross-sectoral governance (Papadopoulos, 
2007; Emerson & Nabatchi, 2015). Still, such arrangements continue 
to be described and engaged as if they constituted responsible collec-
tive actors, capable of defining problems, coordinating action, and ac-
counting for outcomes across organizational and sectoral boundaries 
(Provan & Kenis, 2008; Emerson et al., 2012). This reiterates a famil-
iar institutional puzzle: If collaboration so often fails to deliver, why 
does cross-sectoral governance persist as a normative imperative for 
addressing society’s most pressing challenges? 

From an institutional perspective, this paradox of persistence reflects a 
more general feature of contemporary organizational life. Organiza-
tional arrangements commonly take shape through institutionalized 
forms whose endurance cannot be reduced to their instrumental ef-
fectiveness (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). 
Within this perspective, the analytical problem is not how cross-sec-
toral governance can be made more effective — the dominant con-
cern in much of the research literature (Emerson & Nabatchi, 2015) 
— but how it is sustained as a legitimate mode of governing despite 
persistent ambiguity regarding authority, responsibility, and out-
comes.1 

This compilation thesis takes the foregoing question as the analytical 
point of departure for an interpretive synthesis of four studies exam-
ining cross-sectoral governance. It draws on empirical fieldwork from 
a set of Swedish cross-sectoral governance networks on social sustaina-
bility at the local and regional levels of government. In these settings, 

 
1  The tension invoked here is close to what Bromley and Meyer (2015) discuss 

in terms of afunctionality: the persistence and expansion of organizational 

forms whose standing cannot be fully explained in functional or instrumental 

terms. The argument advanced here, however, is not that cross-sectoral gov-

ernance should be judged against a functional standard, but that its legitimacy 

and authority call for institutional analysis precisely because such standards 

remain unclear. 
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public, private, and civil society organizations are assembled in the 
name of addressing complex and interrelated social problems. Across 
the four compiled papers, these arrangements are approached from 
different analytical perspectives, each employing its own theoretical 
vocabulary and methodological approach. Taken together, however, I 
argue that the studies point to a constitutive but largely unexamined 
condition of cross-sectoral governance, namely the institutional ac-
complishment of collective actorhood.  

My central claim is that cross-sectoral governance does not merely ad-
dress societal challenges, but actively produces and stabilizes the ap-
pearance and plausibility of collective actors and actionable problems. 
It enacts cross-sectoral actorhood: the institutional process through 
which cross-sectoral governance arrangements come to be attributed, 
and to sustain, the qualities of a purposeful, capable, and morally re-
sponsible actor. Cross-sectoral actorhood is not an inherent property 
of such governance arrangements but an ongoing institutional ac-
complishment, expressed and sustained through ambiguous institu-
tional scripts, ceremonial infrastructures, and distributed enactments that 
render them recognizable within the modern cultural logic of actor-
hood. This process performs a crucial institutional role. It constructs 
accountable actors even when responsibility remains distributed and 
unsettled, and in doing so, renders complex societal challenges intelli-
gible as governable problems. 

Seen in this light, the thesis’s central theoretical contribution is to re-
frame cross-sectoral governance as a cultural stage — a site in which 
what counts as a pressing societal challenge and who counts as a re-
sponsible actor are continuously shaped. Cross-sectoral governance, I 
argue, persists less as a technical solution to societal problems than as 
an institutionalized form through which the broader cultural convic-
tion that modern society remains governable is sustained. 

The Teleology of Public Sector Reform 
In public management scholarship, the rise of cross-sectoral govern-
ance is typically situated within a teleological narrative of reform and 
renewal. Two complementary storylines dominate this account. One 
depicts cross-sectoral governance as a pragmatic response to growing 
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societal complexity. The underlying logic is that addressing complex 
societal challenges requires integrating diverse forms of knowledge 
and values (Klijn & Koppenjan, 2014; Krogh, 2022), and that such 
synthesis across organizational boundaries can result in a ‘collabora-
tive advantage’ (Vangen et al., 2015) or stimulate ‘collaborative inno-
vation’ (Torfing, 2019). The second, often intertwined, storyline 
traces the rise of cross-sectoral governance to the management re-
forms of the late twentieth century (Alvehus & Andersson, 2018; 
Eriksson & Andersson, 2024). Within this teleological narrative, 
cross-sectoral governance is framed as both necessary and legitimate, 
presenting the evolution of public management as a rational progres-
sion from hierarchy, through managerial and market-based rationali-
zation, toward networked coordination. 

Within this trajectory, the late twentieth century marked a decisive 
shift. From the 1980s onward, public sectors across Europe and other 
OECD countries underwent far-reaching reforms aimed at decentrali-
zation, specialization, and marketization (Hood, 1991; Pollitt & 
Bouckaert, 2011; Christensen & Lægreid, 2007). These developments, 
often gathered under the umbrella term New Public Management 
(NPM), sought to replace the bureaucratic hierarchies of the post-war 
welfare state with more flexible, efficient, and accountable forms of 
public management. Within this reform discourse, efficiency and ac-
countability were promoted as key conditions for restoring the legiti-
macy of public management, while hierarchy and uniformity were in-
creasingly portrayed as obstacles to responsiveness and innovation 
(Hood, 1991; Osborne & Gaebler, 1992; Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2011). 
In Sweden as elsewhere, these reforms were accompanied by the pro-
liferation of semi-autonomous agencies, contractual relationships, 
and performance-based steering mechanisms that promised both effi-
ciency and responsiveness to citizens and markets (Lægreid & 
Verhoest, 2010). Together, these shifts came to be widely interpreted 
as a new phase in public sector management. Authority was increas-
ingly described as dispersed, organizational interfaces multiplied, and 
new webs of interdependence and accountability emerged (Peters, 
2015; Bouckaert et al., 2010). Over time, both scholars and policymak-
ers came to describe these transformations through Rhodes’s (1996) 
metaphor of the hollow state — a networked administrative order in 
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which governance operates through coordination among multiple ac-
tors rather than through hierarchical control. In this framing, increas-
ing fragmentation resulting from NPM reforms were described as 
moral and managerial problems — objects of reform demanding the 
restoration of unity and control (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2011). 

Concerns about fragmentation soon became the central framing for 
yet new reform agendas that sought to ‘join up’ the public sector un-
der coordinating doctrines such as Whole-of-Government and Joined-
up Government during the 1990s and 2000s (Christensen & Lægreid, 
2007; Bouckaert et al., 2010; Funck & Karlsson, 2024). These pro-
grams, though differing in context,2 translated prevailing diagnoses of 
fragmentation into a call for renewed unity and purpose, thereby 
rearticulating coordination and collaboration as both an organiza-
tional necessity and moral imperative of responsible governance 
(Pollitt, 2003). In practice, they promoted inter-ministerial strategies, 
cross-departmental programs, and broad policy frameworks — such 
as social inclusion, sustainable development, and public health — 
through which the state sought to reaffirm its capacity for coordi-
nated and purposeful action (Pierre & Peters, 2000; Trein & Maggetti, 
2020). Within public management discourse, the term collaboration 
acquired a normative charge. To be modern, effective, and responsi-
ble increasingly meant to collaborate — to engage in processes that 
span administrative levels, sectors, and professional domains (Boucka-
ert et al., 2010). Thus, cross-sectoral governance was articulated as a 
contemporary expression of the modern ambition to sustain coher-
ence under conditions of fragmentation. However, within this emerg-
ing discourse, fragmentation was no longer portrayed solely as a fail-
ure of control but reinterpreted as a productive condition for 

 
2  Similar coordination reforms have appeared across national contexts under 

different labels, including Joined-Up Government in the United Kingdom 

(Bogdanor, 2005), Whole-of-Government in Australia (Christensen & 

Lægreid, 2007), Horizontal Management in Canada (Tosun & Lang, 2017), 

Inter-ministerialité in France and Programma Andere Overheid in the Nether-

lands (Beuselinck et al., 2007). The Swedish trajectory of such reforms is ex-

amined in more detail later in this thesis. 
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innovation and adaptability — a framing that has continued to organ-
ize contemporary understandings of cross-sectoral governance, partic-
ularly in relation to complex societal challenges (Osborne, 2010; 
Sørensen & Torfing, 2011; Ansell et al., 2021). Collaboration thereby 
acquired a dual status as both a managerial necessity and a moral 
ideal, promising unity without uniformity and responsibility without 
hierarchy. 

Institutional Expansion and Cross-sectoral Actorhood 
In this thesis, I develop a cultural-institutional account of cross-sec-
toral governance. While the preceding section traced its emergence 
through narratives of reform and renewal, I argue that the rise of 
cross-sectoral governance cannot be fully explained by functional ne-
cessity and adaptation. Rather, it reflects a deeper cultural process 
through which modern models of rational and responsible action are 
extended into ever broader domains of social life. Within the neoin-
stitutional tradition, particularly in the world-society lineage, cross-
sectoral governance can be analyzed as an expression of a global cul-
tural order that specifies the conditions under which action appears 
rational, responsible, and legitimate (Meyer & Jepperson, 2000; 
Bromley & Meyer, 2015). From this perspective, the rise of cross-sec-
toral governance can be approached as a manifestation of institu-
tional expansion — the reiteration of the modern ambition to organ-
ize responsibility ever more inclusively. It represents less a change in 
governance than a change in what counts as governance, as rational-
ized models of actorhood are extended across sectoral boundaries. 

In the chapters that follow, I conceptualize this expansion as cross-sec-
toral actorhood: the institutional process through which cross-sectoral 
governance arrangements come to be attributed, and to sustain, the 
qualities of a purposeful, capable, and morally responsible actor. 
Three dimensions of cross-sectoral actorhood are central to the argu-
ment of this thesis. Ambiguous institutional scripts specify legitimate 
cross-sectoral action through expansive formulations of purpose and 
organizational form, enabling heterogeneous actors to align around 
shared concerns without fixing substantive commitments. Ceremonial 
infrastructures materialize these scripts in recognizable organizational 
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forms — recurring forums, documents, and metrics — that remain 
stable and repetitive even as agendas and participants change. Lastly, 
distributed enactments sustain cross-sectoral actorhood through every-
day practices of coordination, reporting, and representation. Through 
these enactments, actions carried out within participating organiza-
tions are continuously re-attributed as expressions of collective action, 
making collective purpose and responsibility publicly observable even 
when mandate, authority, and capacity remain unsettled. Together, 
these dimensions specify how actorhood can be attributed and sus-
tained across organizational boundaries. 

This conceptualization challenges a dominant analytical orientation 
in research on cross-sectoral governance where problems and actors 
are treated as starting points for analysis rather than as outcomes of 
governance itself. Its contribution lies in redirecting the primary ob-
ject of inquiry from the design and functioning of governing arrange-
ments to the institutional production of governable problems and re-
sponsible collective actors. Crucially, this theoretical move opens a 
critical space for examining not only how cross-sectoral actorhood is 
accomplished, but also its normative and political consequences. It 
shows how responsibility can be made visible and attributable while 
remaining distributed and unsettled, and foregrounds the ordering 
processes through which particular configurations of problems and 
actors become actionable and legitimate, selectively privileging some 
interpretations while marginalizing others. 

Cross-sectoral Governance as Phenomenon and Field of Inquiry 
This section introduces cross-sectoral governance as both the empiri-
cal phenomenon under study and the scholarly field of inquiry to 
which the thesis contributes. As an increasingly prevalent form of 
contemporary governance, cross-sectoral governance refers to publicly 
initiated arrangements through which public agencies, levels of gov-
ernment, and/or actors from the public, private, and civic spheres are 
brought together in collaborative configurations around problems ar-
ticulated as complex and cross-cutting. At the same time, cross-sec-
toral governance constitutes a substantial domain of scholarly in-
quiry, spanning public administration, political science, policy 
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studies, organization theory, and related disciplines. At its core lies 
the shared concern of how public problems that transcend organiza-
tional, professional, and jurisdictional boundaries can be addressed 
through collective action. Across these disciplines, collaboration is 
widely portrayed as a necessary response to the fragmentation of the 
public sector and the increasing complexity of contemporary societal 
challenges. However, the terminology describing these arrangements 
is extensive and often overlapping. Concepts such as collaborative 
governance (Emerson & Nabatchi, 2015), network governance (Klijn, 
2008), collaborative public management (Eriksson et al., 2020), cross-
sector collaboration (Vangen et al., 2015), and collaborative innova-
tion (Torfing, 2019) are frequently used interchangeably to denote 
similar empirical phenomena, i.e., multi-organizational efforts to co-
ordinate across boundaries in pursuit of shared societal goals (Ran & 
Qi, 2018; Brorström & Diedrich, 2022). 

In this thesis, I adopt the term cross-sectoral governance for three rea-
sons. First, it resonates with the Swedish policy discourse, where 
tvärsektoriell styrning has become a central term for governing across 
sectoral boundaries. In this context, public authorities occupy a cen-
tral initiating role, organizing and legitimizing collaboration across 
sector boundaries. Second, the term cross-sectoral governance enables 
dialogue beyond public management research, engaging with organi-
zation and management studies more broadly, where cross-sectoral 
partnerships have become prominent themes, particularly within the 
expanding literature on grand challenges (Ferraro et al., 2015; George 
et al., 2016). Third, it reflects an analytical distinction central to this 
thesis between form and process. Cross-sectoral governance denotes 
the institutionalized form that allows actors from different sectors to 
be treated as jointly responsible and capable of acting together, 
whereas, for example, collaborative governance — a concept em-
ployed in two of the compiled papers of this thesis — typically refers 
to the situated processes through which collaboration is organized 
and enacted (Emerson & Nabatchi, 2015).  

While cross-sectoral governance constitutes both the empirical phe-
nomenon and the field of inquiry, the analytical object of this thesis is 
the institutional process through which cross-sectoral governance 
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arrangements come to be attributed, and to sustain, the qualities of a 
purposeful, capable, and morally responsible actor. That is, the insti-
tutional accomplishment of cross-sectoral actorhood. This positioning 
situates the study’s contribution within the field of collaborative and 
cross-sectoral governance research, while drawing on and extending 
world society theory to theorize how cross-sectoral actorhood is ac-
complished and sustained in such arrangements. 

Aim and Research Question 
The aim of this thesis is to theorize the institutional process through 
which the cultural model of actorhood is extended to and accom-
plished within cross-sectoral governance arrangements.3 Drawing on 
world society theory, actorhood is conceptualized as an institutional 
status and model through which organizational entities are consti-
tuted as purposeful, capable, and morally responsible actors in mod-
ern society. In this tradition, the formal organization has served as the 
prototypical locus of modern actorhood. Yet, as governance unfolds 
across sectoral boundaries, actorhood is increasingly attributed to ar-
rangements that lack the bounded form, unified authority, and con-
solidated responsibility normally associated with the formal organiza-
tion. 

The research question guiding the thesis is  

 

How is collective actorhood accomplished in cross- 
sectoral governance? 

 
3  Actorhood is here treated as a cultural-institutional status and model that may 

be enacted and sustained even where substantive capacity is not fully secured. 

Accomplishment therefore refers not to the achievement of collective outcomes, 

but to the institutional constitution and maintenance of actorhood as the 

form through which collective action becomes intelligible as purposeful and 

morally responsible. 
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The research question reflects the synthetic orientation of the cover 
essay. Rather than guiding the individual papers from the outset, it 
emerged through an interpretive reading of the four studies in dia-
logue with world society theory. 

Analytical Design of the Compilation Thesis 
This thesis takes the form of a compilation consisting of four individ-
ual papers and a cover essay that develops their shared analytical sig-
nificance. While the research question is formulated at the level of the 
cover essay, the individual papers were designed as independent 
scholarly contributions, addressing different audiences and advancing 
distinct theoretical arguments. They share a broadly constructivist ori-
entation, but examine cross-sectoral governance through different an-
alytical perspectives and methodological approaches.  

The analysis developed in this cover essay does not integrate the pa-
pers into a unified model, nor does it merely summarize their find-
ings. Instead, it develops an interpretive synthesis at an institutional 
and macro-theoretical level, offering an independent analytical contri-
bution that highlights the collective significance of the individual pa-
pers. Interpretive synthesis here denotes a theoretically informed inte-
gration of insights from separate studies, aimed at generating a 
higher-order interpretation rather than aggregating empirical findings 
(cf. Noblit & Hare, 1988; Weed, 2008). 

Read together, the four papers bring into view how cross-sectoral gov-
ernance depends on the continuous production of what it lacks: an 
acting collective subject. Drawing on world society theory, the cover 
essay conceptualizes this process as the institutional accomplishment 
of cross-sectoral actorhood. 

Thesis Outline 
The thesis is organized into seven chapters. Following this introduc-
tory chapter, Chapter 2 positions the research problem within the lit-
erature on cross-sectoral governance and collaborative forms of organ-
izing. It begins by introducing the Swedish case as the empirical 
context of the study and then distinguishes three broad strands in 
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prior research on cross-sectoral governance — instrumental, critical, 
and institutional. The chapter concludes by discussing the social con-
struction of grand challenges. Chapter 3 develops the thesis’s theoreti-
cal framework. It introduces world society theory and elaborates ac-
torhood as an institutional status and cultural model, providing the 
analytical foundation for theorizing cross-sectoral actorhood as an in-
stitutional accomplishment. Chapter 4 describes the research setting 
and methodological approach of the four constituent papers, includ-
ing reflections on data generation, analytical procedures, and ethical 
considerations. The chapter concludes by outlining the analytical de-
sign of the cover essay and its relation to the constituent papers. 
Chapter 5 presents the four individual studies, summarizing their 
aims, arguments, and contributions. Chapter 6 undertakes the inter-
pretive synthesis, relating the compiled papers through the concept of 
cross-sectoral actorhood. Chapter 7 concludes the thesis by discussing 
its implications and situating its contributions within research on 
cross-sectoral governance. Finally, I reflect on the research process, 
considering how the thesis took shape and the changing societal con-
ditions into which it now speaks. 
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CHAPTER 2: POSITIONING THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 

The Swedish Case of Cross-sectoral Governance 
Cross-sectoral governance has become an increasingly prominent fea-
ture of Swedish public sector reform. In 1988, three cross-sectoral pol-
icy domains were formally recognized in Sweden — total defense, re-
gional policy, and environmental policy. By 1996, the scope had 
expanded to five areas — total defense, regional policy, ecologically 
sustainable development, gender equality, and integration policy — 
reaching eleven in 2003 and around fifteen in 2006 (Swedish National 
Financial Management Authority, 2003; The Swedish State Office, 
2006). Subsequent analyses point to a continued expansion of cross-
sectoral governance, although longitudinal comparisons are compli-
cated by differences in how cross-sectoral policy areas are defined, cat-
egorized, and studied (The Swedish State Office, 2022). However, this 
continued expansion is reflected in two related but distinct develop-
ments. First, cross-sectoral governance increasingly appears within 
policy areas that remain formally sectoral, as particular aspects of pol-
icy areas such as unemployment, elderly care, public health, or crime 
prevention are organized through coordination across organizational, 
professional, and sectoral boundaries. Second, cross-sectoral policy ar-
eas in themselves increasingly overlap and intersect. In the 2020s, this 
is reflected in broad, multidimensional umbrella concepts such as re-
silience and sustainability, which encompass societal concerns that 
not only cut across policy sectors but also intersect with and permeate 
one another, producing what Svensson (2017) describes as a form of 
“cross-sectoral cross-sectorality.” 

Cross-sectoral policies differ in scope and orientation. Some address 
relatively specific issues, while others seek to shape the conduct and 
culture of the public sector more broadly (The Swedish State Office, 
2022). What they share, however, is an ambition to connect policy 
fields and extend responsibility for societal problems across sectoral 
boundaries. In doing so, they position multiple organizations, sectors, 
and levels of government as participants in defining and governing 
problems that exceed any single organizational mandate. Cross-sec-
toral governance gives organizational form to this orientation, 
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establishing collaborative arrangements through which dispersed re-
sponsibilities can be coordinated and understood as part of a collec-
tive response.4 

In Sweden, this development is not confined to the central state. Ra-
ther, cross-sectoral policy ambitions formed at the national and inter-
national levels of government are articulated, translated, and orga-
nized across state agencies, regions, and municipalities. Within this 
administrative landscape, regional and local government organiza-
tions have come to serve as central carriers of cross-sectoral policy am-
bitions, translating broad goals into organizational priorities and situ-
ated forms of coordination (Montin, 2016; The Swedish State Office, 
2006; 2022). At the same time, these policies draw public organiza-
tions into relations with private and civil society actors, reflecting a 
broader development in which responsibility for societal problems is 
articulated in terms that exceed the authority and capacity of the pub-
lic sector alone (Bryson et al., 2015; Emerson & Nabatchi, 2015; Bror-
ström & Norbäck, 2020; Ansell et al., 2021).5 

 
4  Although coordination and collaboration are often used interchangeably in 

the research literature, I treat them here as analytically related rather than syn-

onymous. Coordination denotes the effort to connect dispersed mandates, ac-

tivities, and responsibilities across organizational and sectoral boundaries. 

Collaboration denotes the relational mode through which such coordination 

is expected to take place, involving joint participation, negotiation, and mu-

tual adjustment among multiple actors. Cross-sectoral governance, in turn, re-

fers to the institutionalized form in which such expectations of coordination 

and collaboration are organized, authorized, and made recognizable as collec-

tive action. 

5 In this thesis, I use the term sector in a broad empirical sense, in line with the 

terminology of cross-sectoral policy and governance. Sectors refer to relatively 

distinct domains of public administration, economy, and society, including 

policy areas, organizational fields, professional domains, societal spheres, and 

levels of government. Sectoral boundaries therefore include both horizontal 

boundaries between policy areas, organizations, professions, or societal 

spheres, and vertical boundaries between levels of government. 
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One organizational expression of this development is the emergence 
of cross-sector strategists in local and regional government organiza-
tions. Such positions have been established to coordinate, oversee, 
and monitor policy ambitions that do not map neatly onto existing 
organizational mandates. Their growing presence has been described 
as an attempt to formalize and institutionalize the imprecise responsi-
bilities and governance of cross-sectoral policies (Svensson, 2019). 
Found across levels of government, but especially visible in local gov-
ernment organizations, cross-sector strategists are typically tasked 
with working across sectoral boundaries in domains such as sustaina-
bility, public health, safety, and integration. They are often referred to 
as strategists, although their titles may also include coordinators, facil-
itators, mediators, and development leaders. In this thesis, they form 
the main empirical focus of one appended paper and appear as central 
participants across the empirical material more broadly. 

What the Swedish case illustrates is a broader development in con-
temporary public sector governance, in which societal problems are 
increasingly formulated as cross-sectoral concerns. This pattern re-
flects a growing international orientation in public management and, 
more broadly, organization and management research, toward cross-
sectoral governance arrangements as responses to complex and inter-
dependent policy problems (Lægreid & Rykkja, 2015; Candel & 
Biesbroek, 2016; Tosun & Lang, 2017; Trein et al., 2021). Analytically, 
however, the significance of this development lies not only in the dif-
fusion of new forms of coordination, but in how it makes visible the 
extension of actorhood beyond the formal organization. The Swedish 
case thus provides an empirical setting for examining how cross-sec-
toral policy problems are attributed to, organized through, and made 
actionable by arrangements that span sectoral boundaries. 

The Paradox of Persistence: From Instrument to Institution 
The expansion of cross-sectoral governance has been accompanied by 
a broad and differentiated body of research. Rather than converging 
on a single understanding of what cross-sectoral governance is, re-
search has developed along several analytical lines, reflecting different 
ways of conceptualizing its purpose, dynamics, and significance.  
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A first and influential strand approaches cross-sectoral governance in 
instrumental terms. Within this literature, it is conceptualized pri-
marily as a means of enhancing effectiveness in the face of complex 
and boundary-spanning policy problems. Foundational contributions 
emphasize how collaborative arrangements may enable actors to pool 
resources, align strategies, and coordinate action across organizational 
boundaries (Geddes, 2012; Bryson et al., 2015; Emerson & Nabatchi, 
2015; Van Tulder & Keen, 2018; Bjurstrøm, 2021). A central concept 
in this tradition is that of ‘collaborative advantage’ (Huxham & 
Vangen, 2005; Doberstein, 2016), referring to the potential for syn-
ergy when diverse actors combine their knowledge, authority, and re-
sources. Cross-sectoral governance is thus framed as a rational re-
sponse to fragmentation and interdependence, where coordination 
across sector boundaries is necessary to enhance effectiveness in ad-
dressing cross-sectoral policy problems (Nolte et al., 2012; Torfing, 
2019; Klijn et al., 2025). Research in this tradition has generated ex-
tensive insights into the organizational conditions that facilitate col-
laboration, including the role of trust, facilitative leadership, organi-
zational design, and value configurations (Provan & Kenis, 2008; 
Guarneros-Meza & Martin, 2016; Cristofoli et al., 2017; Markovic, 
2017; Segato & Raab, 2019; Gjaltema et al., 2020; Krogh, 2022; Bian-
chi et al., 2021; Eriksson et al., 2022).  

Alongside these instrumental accounts, a substantial and increasingly 
prominent body of research has drawn attention to the tensions and 
contestations that run through cross-sectoral governance. Rather than 
focusing primarily on effectiveness, this literature highlights how col-
laborative arrangements are shaped by asymmetrical power relations, 
conflicting institutional logics, and difficulties in sustaining trust and 
commitments over time (Pache & Santos, 2010; Skelcher & Smith, 
2015; Wegrich, 2019; Gray et al., 2022). Empirical studies show how 
cross-sectoral governance arrangements may privilege dominant ac-
tors and generate ambiguous accountability structures (Koppenjan & 
Klijn, 2004; Purdy, 2012; Bache et al., 2015). Other contributions em-
phasize the symbolic and negotiated character of collaborative pro-
cesses, showing how they produce compromises, settlements, or for-
mal coordination efforts rather than joint action (Christensen & 
Lægreid, 2007; Willem & Lucidarme, 2014; Brorström & Diedrich, 
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2022; Hansen et al., 2024). This growing attention to power, conflict, 
and contradiction reflects a broader shift in the field away from ear-
lier, more consensual accounts (Waardenburg et al., 2020). Yet the 
field retains a strong normative attachment to cross-sectoral govern-
ance. Even when such arrangements are analyzed as fragile, conflict-
ridden, or symbolic, they are still treated as necessary responses to 
complex societal problems (Sørensen & Torfing, 2021). In this sense, 
the critical turn in the literature has complicated instrumental ac-
counts rather than displaced them. 

Across both of these strands, scholars repeatedly observe a striking dis-
junction between the promise of collaboration and its performance. 
Since the early formulations of the collaborative advantage, scholars 
have noted that cross-sectoral governance rarely achieves its stated 
aims, yet actors continue to participate in it. Vangen and Huxham 
(2013) describe collaboration as “necessary yet impossible,” while 
Purdy (2012) asks why participants remain committed despite frustra-
tion and fatigue. The question of endurance thus runs through the 
field — cross-sectoral governance appears both indispensable and 
chronically disappointing. Yet this paradox of persistence continues 
to be explained in functional or organizational terms — as a matter of 
weak mandates, limited resources or conflicting goals (Pache & San-
tos, 2010; Rigg & O’Mahony, 2013; Bryson et al., 2015; Skelcher & 
Smith, 2015). 

Building on these empirical tensions, a relatively small body of work 
has drawn on institutional theory to explain the endurance and diffu-
sion of cross-sectoral governance (Ashworth et al., 2013; Piña & 
Avellaneda, 2018; Vogel et al., 2022). Early work already pointed to 
the gap between the rhetorical appeal of collaboration and its practi-
cal limitations, framing it as an aspirational ideal rather than an effec-
tive governance solution (O’Flynn, 2008). Christensen and Lægreid 
(2007) interpret cross-sectoral governance reforms as efforts that re-
new legitimacy as much as they transform practice, suggesting that 
coordination itself may carry symbolic value. In a similar vein, institu-
tional accounts of cross-sector partnerships suggest that collaboration 
may be sustained through institutional work and broader institu-
tional expectations that stabilize it as a meaningful form of organizing 
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(Harsman, 2024; Vogel et al., 2022). Read together, these accounts 
suggest that cross-sectoral governance endures because it has become 
institutionalized as a legitimate and expected form of governing com-
plex societal problems. 

These contributions have generated important insights into the sym-
bolic and legitimating dimensions of cross-sectoral governance. Yet 
even institutional accounts tend to treat the persistence of such ar-
rangements as a practical or normative puzzle — it endures because 
contemporary societal challenges appear to require it, or because par-
ticipation, coordination, and inclusiveness are taken to be intrinsi-
cally valuable (Christensen & Lægreid, 2007; Lee & Esteve, 2023; 
Klijn et al., 2025). In this sense, the persistence of cross-sectoral gov-
ernance is less explained than presupposed. This is particularly visible 
in institutional accounts where legitimacy often functions as an ex-
planatory reference point without interrogating the conditions under 
which such legitimacy is produced and sustained. Legitimacy thus oc-
cupies a position not far removed from functionalist conceptions of 
organizations as systems adapting and responding to environmental 
demands (cf. Hasselbladh & Kallinikos, 2000). 

This thesis builds on these institutional insights, but follows their im-
plications further. More specifically, I argue that legitimacy and the 
constitution of actorhood cannot be treated as separable analytical do-
mains. Claims about legitimacy, rationalized myths, or symbolic ac-
tion already imply an entity to which purpose, capacity, and responsi-
bility can be attributed. Organizational arrangements appear as 
responsible or irresponsible, effective or ineffective, substantive or 
symbolic, not simply by virtue of what they do, but because they have 
already been rendered intelligible as possible bearers of action and 
outcomes. Judgements of legitimacy and failure alike presuppose an 
attributable actor.  

In world society terms, this means that actorhood is not an empirical 
property, but a culturally authorized status through which purpose, 
capacity, and responsibility become attributable (Meyer & Rowan, 
1977; Meyer & Jepperson, 2000; Bromley & Meyer, 2015). Cross-sec-
toral governance is significant, in this sense, because it extends this 
cultural model of actorhood beyond the bounded organization, 
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attributing actor-like qualities to arrangements composed of dispersed 
actors, fragmented mandates, uneven capacities, and no singular cen-
ter of authority. Read together, the compiled papers of this thesis 
make this institutional process visible. The interpretative synthesis 
draws on and extends world society theory by specifying how actor-
hood can be attributed and sustained in arrangements that span or-
ganizational boundaries. 

This theorization reverses a prevailing analytical order in research on 
cross-sectoral governance by treating actors not as inputs into govern-
ance, but as its institutional effect. The next section develops this ana-
lytical reversal further by turning to the literature on grand chal-
lenges. Grand challenges and wicked problems have become central 
vocabularies for conceptualizing societal challenges as complex, 
boundary-spanning, and in need of cross-sectoral governance. At the 
same time, the study of grand challenges has developed into a sub-
stantial field of inquiry in its own right, extending across public ad-
ministration, policy studies, and organization and management re-
search. The section engages this field to examine how societal 
problems have been understood as complex, boundary-spanning, and 
resistant to established forms of organization, while also questioning 
the tendency to treat such problems as pre-given objects of govern-
ance. 

Introducing the Social Construction of Grand Challenges 
In the twenty-first century, both researchers and policymakers have 
shown intense interest in what are often referred to as the grand chal-
lenges or wicked problems of our time. Framing contemporary prob-
lems as wicked has been described as a “hot topic” (Weber & Kha-
demian, 2008), a “fad” (Peters, 2017), and part of the knowledge 
frontier across a number of disciplines (Termeer et al., 2019). In or-
ganization and management research, this concern has resonated 
strongly under the label of grand challenges (Howard-Grenville & 
Spengler, 2022; Couture et al., 2023), now a mainstream topic within 
the discipline (Gümüsay et al., 2022; Seelos et al., 2023; Cloutier et al., 
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2025).6 Whether referring to war and migration crises (Kaufmann & 
Danner-Schröder, 2022), climate change (Howard-Grenville et al., 
2014), intersectional inequalities (Benschop, 2021), aging societies 
(Kulik et al., 2014), organized crime (Rittel & Webber, 1973), sustain-
able development (Ranabahu, 2020), or public health (Park et al., 
2022), both of these terms denote persistent and interrelated societal 
challenges understood to require networked organizational ap-
proaches.  

As first described by Rittel and Webber (1973), wicked problems de-
note interrelated clusters of societal problems without a single root 
cause and therefore cannot be solved in isolation from one another. 
In this literature, such problems resist stable definition, clear delimi-
tation, and agreed criteria for evaluation (Geuijen et al., 2017; 
Termeer & Dewulf, 2019; Dorado et al., 2022). Any specific problem 
formulation is liable to appear as a symptom of another, “higher-level 
problem”, while efforts to address one aspect of the problem may cre-
ate new dynamics and further problems to be addressed (Ferraro et 
al., 2015; Burke & Wolf, 2021; Grewatsch et al., 2023). This indeter-
minacy also rests on the prevalence of conflicting worldviews. There 
is no aggregate, non-partisan measure for the welfare of a society and 
no way to reach consensus on what constitutes the societal good (Do-
rado et al., 2022). Problem boundaries cannot be drawn without pre-
cluding some perspective on what constitutes the issue at stake and 
the type of knowledge that is required to understand it (Reinecke & 
Ansari, 2016; Seidl & Werle, 2018). Grand challenges are therefore 
commonly described as problems that must be continually addressed, 
coped with, and re-solved over time (Frey-Heger et al., 2022; Stjerne 
et al., 2022). Yet, unlike Rittel and Webber’s characterization of 

 
6  Leading journals have encouraged scholars to address grand challenges 

through editorials and calls for research (e.g., Colquitt & George, 2011; Van 

der Vegt et al., 2015; Eisenhardt et al., 2016), as well as through special issues 

devoted to the topic (e.g., Academy of Management Journal, 2014; Voegtlin et 

al., 2022; Drori et al., 2025). This has contributed to a broad and still expand-

ing scholarly uptake of the grand challenges vocabulary (Dorado et al., 2022; 

Gariel & Bartel-Radic, 2024). 
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wicked problems as fundamentally unsolvable, grand challenges have 
been reinterpreted by many organization scholars as opportunities for 
progress and problem-solving (George et al., 2016). This reinterpreta-
tion reflects a pragmatist orientation in organization studies more 
broadly (Simpson & den Hond, 2022), emphasizing that despite am-
biguity, organizations can drive change through participatory architec-
tures, multivocal inscriptions, and distributed experimentation (Ferraro et 
al., 2015). 

The appeal of grand challenges within organization and management 
research lies partly in this pragmatist turn. By translating indetermi-
nacy into a call for coordinated and collaborative efforts, research on 
grand challenges is said to have reclaimed the longed-for relevance of 
organizational research (Howard-Grenville, 2021; Mair & Seelos, 
2021; Rouleau, 2023). It offers researchers new ways to construct 
scholarly identities and communicate with wider publics (Winter & 
Butler, 2011), while allowing journals and funding bodies to empha-
size their participation in the production of purposeful scholarship 
(Kaldewey, 2018). The shift from unsolvable wicked problems to solv-
able grand challenges has inspired an optimistic and proactive stance, 
encouraging a solutions-focused logic that connects an appreciation 
of the highly uncertain and political nature of societal issues with 
hopeful strategies for strengthening multi-stakeholder partnerships. 
Indeed, by “surfing the grand challenges wave” (Howard-Grenville & 
Spengler, 2022), it seems organization studies has welcomed an easy-
off-the-shelf motivation for research while giving rise to a normative 
stance of one-size-fits-all collaborative solutions (Noordegraaf et al., 
2019; Lönngren & Van Poeck, 2021). In this respect, the grand chal-
lenges discourse also feeds into a familiar post-bureaucratic theme 
within organization research — the tendency to reduce the bureau-
cratic organization to a relic of an earlier industrial era, while present-
ing agile organizational structures as better suited to a volatile world 
order (cf. Courpasson & Reed, 2004; Monteiro & Adler, 2022).  

Paper II engages this post-bureaucratic theme by examining how bu-
reaucracy is positioned in relation to collaborative governance re-
search. For the present argument, however, the more important limi-
tation is that this pragmatist orientation leaves the status of grand 
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challenges largely unexamined. Despite its emphasis on ambiguity, 
framing, and situated problem-solving, surprisingly little attention 
has been directed to their social and discursive construction. Instead, 
grand challenges are commonly approached as if they formed a dis-
tinct class of problems awaiting identification. Scholars classify them 
through typologies or continua (e.g., Alford & Head, 2017; Brammer 
et al., 2019), distinguish between different degrees of wickedness, and 
identify subtypes such as super-wicked (Levin et al., 2012) or trans-
boundary problems (Noordegraaf et al., 2017). To ontologize prob-
lems in this sense is to presume that problems ‘as such’ can be ana-
lyzed from above, as though existing a priori, apart from the 
surrounding context or theory-dependence of the observer. Critics 
drawing on social constructivism (Berger & Luckmann, 1966), STS 
(Ziman, 2000), and policy studies (Wildavsky, 1979) have long chal-
lenged this abstraction, emphasizing that problems do not exist inde-
pendently but are constituted through interpretation, interaction, and 
discursive framing (Bacchi, 2009; Campbell et al., 2019; Grint, 2022). 
Recurring societal problems such as poverty, unemployment, and 
crime have been conceptualized, framed, and addressed in different 
ways in different times. Their political salience has varied, as have the 
value conflicts and forms of knowledge through which they have 
been made intelligible. It is therefore not simply the perception of a 
specific problem that gives meaning and value to knowledge. Rather, 
knowledge itself justifies and orients how problems are positioned 
(Maniglier, 2021).  

Crucially, what remains underdeveloped in this literature is an ac-
count of the processes through which particular societal conditions 
come to be elevated to the status of grand challenges (Howard-Gren-
ville & Spengler, 2022). Societal problems do not present themselves 
as self-evident objects of governance, but are made intelligible as such 
through problem formulations that shape what can be seen as a prob-
lem, whom it implicates, and how it may be addressed. This is partic-
ularly important for the broad and abstract policy domains that un-
derpin cross-sectoral governance arrangements, such as sustainability, 
equality, public health, and crime prevention. These domains do not 
simply name pre-given problems but operate as desirable missions 
awaiting translation into locally actionable concerns. In this sense, 
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they are solutions in search of problems, organizing attention before 
the object of intervention has been fully specified.7  

For this thesis, the relevance of the grand challenges literature lies not 
in its capacity to explain how complex societal problems can be 
solved, but in how it formulates the problem conditions under which 
cross-sectoral governance appears necessary. By rendering societal 
challenges intelligible as complex, boundary-spanning, and in need of 
organized collective response, this vocabulary helps establish the con-
ditions under which collective action beyond the formal organization 
appears plausible and legitimate. Paper III examines this problem vo-
cabulary in greater depth through a discourse-theoretical analysis of 
grand challenges. In the cover essay, this insight informs the broader 
cultural-institutional analysis of how collective actorhood is accom-
plished in cross-sectoral governance. 

 

 
7  It is important to note that analyzing grand challenges as discursively con-

structed is not to reduce them to mere rhetoric or to deny the material condi-

tions and consequences to which such formulations may refer. The point is ra-

ther that societal conditions become objects of governance only insofar as 

they are collectively defined as problems, linked to particular forms of 

knowledge and responsibility, and rendered amenable to organized interven-

tion (cf. Blumer, 1971). 
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CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

World Society Theory 

World society theory offers a cultural-institutional account of moder-
nity. It departs from the assumption that the contemporary world is 
held together not primarily through material interdependence or 
power, but through a shared cultural order that defines what counts 
as rational and legitimate models of social organization and action 
(Meyer et al., 1997; Drori et al., 2006).8 This cultural order is institu-
tionalized in the generic model of the modern actor, most promi-
nently expressed in the formal organization and the sovereign state, 
which specifies who may legitimately act on collective behalf and in 
what organized form such action must be displayed (Meyer & Jepper-
son, 2000; Drori et al., 2006; Bromley & Meyer, 2015).9 Through insti-
tutional scripts circulated via global cultural institutions such as law, 
education, and science, the institutional model of actorhood is trans-
lated into standardized practices — such as formal structures, goal-set-
ting, and evaluation — that publicly demonstrate organized accounta-
ble action (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Drori et al., 2006). In this way, 
organization becomes the taken-for-granted unit through which mod-
ern social life is made intelligible and accountable, precisely because 
it renders cultural ideals of rationality, responsibility and progress 
publicly observable. From this perspective, the modern world is not a 
collection of autonomous societies, but a world society — a global 

 
8  In the Meyerian tradition, culture refers to a rationalized and institutionalized 

order of models and scripts through which actors are constituted, purposes 

and responsibilities are attributed, and particular forms of organized action 

are rendered legitimate (Meyer et al., 1997; Meyer & Jepperson, 2000; Brom-

ley & Meyer, 2015). 

9  In world society theory, institutions refer to widely established and socially le-

gitimate models and scripts that define appropriate actors, purposes, and 

forms of organization. Institutionalization denotes the process through which 

such models become legitimate and taken-for-granted bases for organizing ac-

tion and authority (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Meyer & Jepperson, 2000; Brom-

ley & Meyer, 2015). 
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cultural system in which shared models of responsible actorhood or-
ganize social life across settings.10 Institutions such as the nation-state, 
the organization, and the individual person are not self-generated en-
tities but culturally constructed forms — scripted ways of being and 
acting that express the rationalized ontology of modern society 
(Meyer & Jepperson, 2000).  

A central implication of this view is that organizations and actors are 
not simply given but institutionally constituted through models that 
attribute purposive agency and responsibility to social entities. As 
these models are institutionalized and enacted through scripts that 
diffuse globally, organizations display striking similarities across 
highly differentiated contexts. Schools, hospitals, firms, and govern-
ments adopt parallel organizational structures and standardized ways 
of representing rational and accountable action (Meyer & Rowan, 
1977; Drori et al., 2006). The resulting isomorphism is not primarily 
coercive or functional, but cultural.11 It rests on the taken-for-granted 
assumption that legitimate actors must embody the rationalized fea-
tures prescribed by institutionalized scripts. 

This cultural order expands continually. As institutional scripts of or-
ganization diffuse and proliferate, they not only prescribe how actors 

 
10  The notion of world society does not imply that all societies are empirically 

identical or fully integrated into a single social system. Rather, it refers to the 

global diffusion of cultural models that define legitimate forms of organiza-

tion, authority, and actorhood, even though these models may be unevenly 

adopted, locally translated, or only loosely coupled to practice (Meyer et al., 

1997; Drori et al., 2006). 

11  Isomorphism is described as cultural rather than coercive because organiza-

tions frequently adopt institutionalized scripts even in the absence of formal 

requirements or enforcement. Policies, programs, and accountability struc-

tures function as widely taken-for-granted templates of responsible and ra-

tional organizational conduct. Their adoption reflects organizations’ efforts to 

render themselves intelligible as legitimate actors within a rationalized institu-

tional environment, rather than simple compliance with externally imposed 

demands (Bromley & Meyer, 2015). 
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should behave but continually expose existing arrangements as insuf-
ficient to their own ideals (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Meyer et al., 1997; 
Bromley & Meyer, 2015). Every attempt to demonstrate rational and 
responsible action reveals new domains in need of organization, new 
procedures for ensuring accountability, and new arenas for coordi-
nated purpose. However, this proliferation reflects less a response to 
dysfunction than the ongoing cultural effort to sustain the ideals 
through which action becomes intelligible as rational and responsi-
ble. New organizational forms, in this view, materialize less as prag-
matic solutions than as reaffirmations of institutionalized assump-
tions that order, coherence, and accountability remain possible 
(Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Meyer, 2010; Bromley & Meyer, 2015).  

As this dynamic unfolds, new areas of social life are drawn into the 
orbit of organization. In contemporary settings, this expansion has 
been particularly visible in domains such as sustainable development, 
human rights, climate governance, and diversity and inclusion — is-
sues once treated primarily as moral or civic concerns but now in-
creasingly viewed as legitimate sites of planning, coordination, and 
accountability (cf. Meyer et al., 1997; Drori et al., 2006; Bromley & 
Meyer, 2015). In this sense, the expansion of institutionalized scripts 
transforms broad societal aspirations into organizational projects, ex-
tending the reach of formal responsibility into ever wider domains of 
social life. Institutional expansion is thus generative rather than re-
sponsive, producing the domains it renders governable. The emer-
gence of vocabularies such as grand challenges, in this view, is not 
simply a reaction to an objectively more complex world, but part of 
the ongoing expansion of modern governance, through which such 
conditions are rendered intelligible and actionable. As existing forms 
of coordination lose integrative capacity, new vocabularies emerge 
that reaffirm the possibility of purposeful collective action. In this 
sense, grand challenges do not denote the discovery of a new set of 
problem domains, but rather reinscribe the core assumption of mo-
dernity — that the world remains steerable through organized, ra-
tional, and morally responsible action (cf. Meyer & Jepperson, 2000; 
Meyer, 2010; Bromley & Meyer, 2015). 
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World society theory posits that the cultural organization of moder-
nity is structured across several interrelated analytical layers (cf. Meyer 
& Jepperson, 2000; Meyer, 2010; Bromley & Meyer, 2015). At a foun-
dational level, schemas articulate the cultural ontology of modernity 
by defining the world as rationally knowable, subject to intentional 
action, and open to improvement. These assumptions are codified in 
institutional models — most centrally, the model of actorhood — 
which specify who or what may count as an actor in world society 
and the standardized forms through which actorhood becomes orga-
nized and recognized. Scripts then provide the institutionalized reper-
toires of legitimate action that specify recognizable forms of demon-
strating rational and responsible conduct. Table 1 summarizes these 
layers in the cultural organization of modernity, moving from foun-
dational assumptions to institutional models and the scripts that 
structure legitimate forms of action. The next section develops this 
cultural foundation by specifying how actorhood is institutionally ac-
complished in organized settings. 
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Table 1. Analytical Layers in the Cultural Organization of Modernity 

Analytical Layer WST Concept Analytical Role Examples 

Cultural ontology 
of modernity 

Schemas Articulate the cul-
tural ontology of 
modernity by de-
fining the world as 
rationally knowa-
ble, subject to in-
tentional action, 
and open to im-
provement 

Rationalization of 
the social world, in-
tentional action, 
progress, develop-
ment 

 

Institutionalized 
actor models 

Models Specify who or 
what can count as 
an actor in world 
society and the 
standardized 
forms through 
which actorhood 
becomes orga-
nized and recog-
nized 

Actorhood: e.g., 
the formal organi-
zation, the sover-
eign state, the 
empowered indi-
vidual, the profes-
sional actor 

Institutionalized 
repertoires 

Scripts Provide culturally 
institutionalized 
repertoires of le-
gitimate action 
that specify rec-
ognizable forms of 
demonstrating ra-
tional and respon-
sible conduct 

In organizations: 
e.g., goal-setting, 
indicators, evalu-
ations, transpar-
ency routines, 
strategies 

Actorhood as Institutional Accomplishment 
The previous section outlined the analytical layers in the cultural or-
ganization of modernity. This section examines how actorhood is in-
stitutionally accomplished in organized settings. In world society 
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theory, actorhood is not a natural property but an institutional sta-
tus.12 Entities become actors insofar as they are recognized as pos-
sessing the capacity, purpose, and responsibilities associated with le-
gitimate actors within a rationalized cultural order (Meyer & 
Jepperson, 2000; Drori et al., 2006; Bromley & Meyer, 2015). This 
recognition is codified in widely diffused expectations about what a 
legitimate actor must be and do. Three attributes are particularly fun-
damental: bounded form — actors appear as delimited entities that can 
be identified and addressed; authority — actors possess a recognizable 
locus for decision and representation; and moral responsibility — ac-
tors are recognized as legitimate bearers of obligation for action and 
consequences vis-à-vis collective norms (Meyer & Jepperson, 2000; 
Drori et al., 2006).13  

These attributes define what legitimate actorhood entails, yet they 
provide no assurance that actors in fact possess the capacities required 
to realize them. Actorhood thus rests less on demonstrated capacity 
than on institutionalized arrangements that attribute and sustain the 
appearance of bounded form, authority, and moral responsibility. Ac-
torhood must therefore be continuously accomplished through or-
ganizational arrangements that reaffirm these qualities over time. For-
mal organizational structures, hierarchical decision-making, and 
structured accountability systems in this sense serve not only practical 
but cultural purposes, demonstrating that actors remain bounded, au-
thoritative, and responsible, thereby sustaining the broader belief that 

 
12  Actorhood is understood as a status insofar as entities come to be recognized 

as legitimate bearers of purpose, capacity, and responsibility, and a model inso-

far as it specifies the qualities and forms through which such recognition be-

comes possible. 

13  In this thesis, responsibility refers to the attribution of obligation through 

which an entity is recognized as a legitimate actor, whereas accountability de-

notes the institutionalized arrangements through which such responsibility is 

rendered visible, standardized, and addressable to relevant audiences, forums, 

or authorities. 
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rational and responsible action is possible (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; 
Bromley & Meyer, 2015).  

Analytically, I approach the institutional accomplishment of actor-
hood as unfolding across three dimensions through which it is speci-
fied, organized, and enacted: institutional scripts, ceremonial struc-
tures, and institutional enactments (cf. Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Meyer 
& Jepperson, 2000; Drori et al., 2006).14 Institutional scripts, circulated 
through global systems such as law, education, and science, articulate 
culturally shared repertoires of legitimate action. They specify recog-
nizable forms of rational and responsible conduct by defining the 
purposes, practices, and organizational arrangements through which 
actors are expected to pursue collective goals. Ceremonial structures 
give these scripts material and organizational form, manifested in pro-
cedures, hierarchies, and accountability systems that display authority 
and responsibility. They are ceremonial not because they are merely 
symbolic or ineffective, but because their institutional significance 
lies in demonstrating conformity with rationalized cultural models of 
proper organization. Institutional enactments refer to the organized ac-
tivities that activate ceremonial structures — by using them, reporting 
through them, and coordinating within them — thereby making col-
lective purpose and responsibility publicly observable. Taken to-
gether, these dimensions sustain the qualities of a purposeful, capable, 

 
14  World society scholarship provides the conceptual resources for distinguish-

ing between institutional scripts, ceremonial structures, and institutional en-

actments, but does not present them as a single analytical framework. The 

framework developed here bring these concepts together to structure the anal-

ysis of how actorhood is institutionally constituted in organized settings. The 

framework distinguishes between institutional scripts, ceremonial structures, 

and institutional enactments as analytically distinct dimensions correspond-

ing to meaning, form, and performance. These capture different dimensions 

of the institutional accomplishment of actorhood: the cultural definitions that 

specify legitimate orientations to action (Jepperson, 1991), the organizational 

arrangements through which these expectations take recognizable form 

(Meyer & Rowan, 1977), and the practices through which such arrangements 

are enacted (Meyer & Jepperson, 2000). 
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and morally responsible actor. Yet, as Meyer and Rowan (1977) em-
phasize, structures and enactments need not coincide. A degree of de-
coupling between formal arrangements and organizational practices 
is a characteristic feature of modern organizations, allowing them to 
maintain legitimacy even when formal structures and practical activi-
ties remain loosely aligned. 

While Table 1 outlines the analytical layers in the cultural organiza-
tion of modernity, Table 2 focuses on actorhood as an institutional ac-
complishment in organized settings, specifying how institutional 
scripts are translated into structures and enacted through organized 
practices.  

Table 2. The Institutional Accomplishment of Actorhood in Organized Settings 

Dimension of Actorhood Institutional Function Examples 

Institutional scripts Provide culturally institu-
tionalized repertoires of 
legitimate action that 
specify recognizable 
forms of demonstrating 
rational and accountable 
conduct 

e.g., rational planning, 
evidence-based action, 
measurable goal attain-
ment, transparent and 
accountable conduct, 
participation, continu-
ous improvement 

 

Ceremonial structures Materialize scripts into 
recognizable organiza-
tional forms that display 
authority and responsibil-
ity 

e.g., strategies, hierar-
chies, defined roles, com-
mittees, evaluation proce-
dures, reporting systems 

Institutional enactments Organized activities 
through which scripts 
and structures are en-
acted and rendered pub-
licly observable 

e.g., meetings, consulta-
tions, reporting routines, 
performance reviews, fol-
low-up activities 

Building on the insight that organizations reflect rather than merely 
respond to their environments, Meyer and colleagues show how mod-
els of the formal organization spread globally as scripts for legitimate 
social order (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Meyer & Jepperson, 2000; Meyer 
& Bromley, 2013). This thesis extends that line of inquiry to the 
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domain of cross-sectoral governance — arrangements in which partic-
ipation spans organizational boundaries and authority and responsi-
bility is distributed across multiple organizations. Yet such arrange-
ments are increasingly expected to organize and coordinate collective 
responses to shared societal concerns. In institutional terms, this 
raises the question of how the expectations associated with actorhood 
— boundedness, authority, and responsibility — are enacted when no 
single organization embodies them. In conventional organizational 
settings, actorhood is accomplished through institutional scripts, cere-
monial structures, and enactments anchored within a bounded organ-
ization. Cross-sectoral governance, by contrast, lacks such a unified 
organizational form. The interpretative synthesis in Chapter 6 there-
fore examines how scripts, ceremonial structures, and enactments sus-
tain the appearance of bounded, authoritative, and responsible actor-
hood when the organizational conditions that typically support these 
expectations are distributed across multiple organizations. 
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CHAPTER 4: METHOD 
This thesis is based on sustained empirical engagement with a set of 
closely related, Swedish, cross-sectoral governance networks in public 
health and social sustainability. This empirical context provided a 
common point of departure for the constituent papers and formed 
the basis for both the empirical analyses and the theoretical work de-
veloped in the thesis. Rather than treating the governance networks 
as bounded cases or datasets, the study approaches them as histori-
cally and institutionally situated configurations of practices, vocabu-
laries, roles, and problem constructions through which objects of gov-
ernance are constituted (cf. Czarniawska, 2014; Alvesson & 
Kärreman, 2011; Glynos & Howarth, 2007). What is produced is 
therefore not only knowledge about the field, but knowledge through 
it — a mode of theorizing in which empirical engagement functions 
as a site of conceptual production, allowing the thesis to develop ana-
lytical vocabularies for understanding how cross-sectoral actorhood is 
institutionally accomplished. 

On this basis, the thesis comprises three empirically grounded papers, 
alongside one conceptual paper and a theoretically informed cover es-
say. The four papers do not constitute parallel analyses of the same 
material, but distinct analytical engagements with a shared empirical 
domain. The conceptual paper and the cover essay are empirically 
generated, yet analytically autonomous. They do not aim to represent 
the empirical material as such, but advance analytical claims through 
sustained conceptual engagement with it (cf. Alvesson & Sandberg, 
2011; Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011). In this sense, empirical engage-
ment functioned as a generative resource, shaping the analytical sensi-
bility through which themes, questions, and analytical directions 
gradually emerged throughout the research process. The relationships 
between the empirical work, successive phases of analysis, and the in-
dividual papers are discussed in more detail later in this chapter.  

The next section introduces the empirical research context, followed 
by a separate section outlining the research design. 
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Research Context 
Sweden constitutes a context in which cross-sectoral governance has a 
long-standing presence, particularly in the policy area of public health 
(Svensson, 2019). Internationally, public health was also the first pol-
icy domain in which cross-sectoral governance was articulated as an 
explicit governing ideal (Ollila, 2011; Tosun & Lang, 2017), with 
growing attention to regional and local levels of government as key 
arenas for coordinating action across policy sectors and organizational 
boundaries (Candel & Biesbroek, 2016; Trein et al., 2021). In Sweden, 
responsibility for public health is distributed across municipal and re-
gional levels of government and organized through cross-sectoral pol-
icy frameworks that span established administrative and organiza-
tional boundaries. Together, these features make Swedish public 
health governance an empirically rich context for studying cross-sec-
toral governance. 

The empirical context consists of three closely related governance net-
works operating at the intersection of municipal and regional govern-
ment in Sweden. These networks constitute cross-sectoral governance 
arrangements in the policy areas of public health and social sustaina-
bility, through which elected politicians, public managers, and desig-
nated cross-sector strategists from multiple organizations are brought 
together. In practical terms, the governance networks function as re-
curring forums in which representatives from different organizations 
convene to discuss, define, and respond to locally articulated societal 
concerns related to public health and social sustainability. Their activ-
ities are regulated through formal collaboration agreements between 
municipalities and regional authorities, which outline shared com-
mitments related to these policy areas. 

The three research sites all originated as municipal public health 
councils, an organizational form that exist, with some variation, in 
most of Sweden’s 290 municipalities. At the same time, they represent 
local expressions of a broader development in Swedish municipalities, 
where public health councils and related advisory arrangements have 
increasingly been reconfigured and relabeled within the wider gov-
ernance framework of social sustainability (e.g., Synnevåg et al., 2018; 
Wälitalo & Missimer, 2022). In the studied governance networks, this 
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reconfiguration has expanded both the scope of the policy domain 
and the range of actors positioned as relevant participants. The core 
participants are elected politicians and public managers from munici-
pal and regional government. Depending on how particular issues are 
articulated within the arrangement, representatives from other public 
organizations and non-governmental actors are also brought into the 
networks. Within these arrangements, social sustainability functions 
as an overarching policy domain under which a range of issues, such 
as crime prevention, safety, urban development, unemployment and 
child and family welfare, are brought together and addressed as inter-
related societal concerns.  

A distinctive feature of the studied governance networks is the pres-
ence of designated cross-sector strategists. In the empirical context of 
this thesis, these strategists are employed at the regional level of gov-
ernment while simultaneously working within municipal organiza-
tions, placing them at the intersection of policy domains, organiza-
tional boundaries, and levels of government. This positioning reflects 
a broader development in cross-sectoral governance, where strategist 
roles have emerged as formal positions intended to navigate and hold 
together forms of governance that exceed established sectoral and or-
ganizational boundaries (Svensson, 2017; Wälitalo & Missimer, 
2022). 

From this empirical context, the study was conducted in a research 
tradition in which sustained empirical engagement is treated as a pri-
mary source of analytical development. Rather than entering the field 
with a fixed analytical framework or pre-specified research questions, 
the research process proceeded through prolonged engagement, al-
lowing analytical questions and directions to emerge through interac-
tion with the empirical material. The following section details how 
this research design was carried out through fieldwork, data collec-
tion, and successive phases of analysis. 

Research Design: A Window Study 
The research design of the thesis developed through extended empiri-
cal engagement with three governance networks operating within the 
same policy domain, governed by similar municipal–regional 
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collaboration agreements, and involving similar organizational role 
configurations and actor positions. These settings were characterized 
by recurring attempts to formulate shared purposes, responsibilities, 
and forms of action across organizational and sectoral boundaries, 
making them analytically productive sites for studying cross-sectoral 
governance. However, the networks were not selected as cases of 
cross-sectoral governance in any representational sense, but served as 
empirical entry points into the phenomenon, in line with Czarniaw-
ska’s (2014) notion of a window study. In this approach, empirical en-
gagement is oriented toward ongoing practices and arrangements that 
appear analytically promising, allowing the analytical focus to be pro-
gressively specified rather than fixed at the outset.  

The study was prompted by the growing prominence of cross-sectoral 
governance in Swedish public sector governance and by the expecta-
tions placed on local and regional public organizations to coordinate 
across sectoral and organizational boundaries in response to complex 
societal problems (cf. Christensen & Lægreid, 2007; Peters, 2015). 
These expectations stand in tension with a substantial body of re-
search showing how difficult such arrangements are to sustain in 
practice (Candel & Biesbroek, 2016; Trein et al., 2021). The three gov-
ernance networks studied in this thesis offered an opportunity to ex-
amine this tension empirically. Access was gained through a joint de-
velopment initiative in which the networks met to exchange 
experiences, which subsequently became the point of entry for sus-
tained empirical engagement. 

Across the research process, the analytical focus was elaborated 
through repeated movements of abstraction and theoretical articula-
tion. Generalization in this context does not operate through repre-
sentativeness but through analytical resonance. That is, how observed 
practices relate to wider discursive and institutional dynamics in 
cross-sectoral governance and in the research literature that seeks to 
make sense of them. These movements took place through successive 
rounds of qualitative coding, in which empirical material was repeat-
edly compared, regrouped, and re-described in increasingly abstract 
terms. This process involved iterative cycles of generalizing (attempts 
to understand how the research sites resonate with events and 
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processes in other temporal and spatial contexts), abstracting (identify-
ing decontextualized qualities in the studied events), and theorizing 
(moving from observation of empirical events, via concepts, toward 
analytical formulations that extend beyond the specific governance 
settings under study) (cf. Lund, 2014).  

While the constituent papers pursue distinct analytical foci and de-
velop their arguments independently, they are grounded in this 
shared empirical context. The specific analytical focus developed in 
each paper, and the ways in which these analyses are subsequently 
brought together in the interpretative synthesis, are elaborated later 
in this chapter. 

Research Process: Fieldwork and Data Collection 
Fieldwork for the thesis was conducted between 2020 and 2021 and 
comprised thirty-six interviews, thirty participant observations, seven 
focus groups, and a document analysis. The respective role of each 
type of empirical material is elaborated below. Field material was 
complemented by field notes from attending and participating in 
seminars and conferences organized by the studied networks, as well 
as from formal and informal meetings between myself as a researcher 
and representatives of the participating governance networks.  

The fieldwork was carried out during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
While this did not prevent the planned empirical work from being 
conducted, it affected how the data were collected and, to some ex-
tent, which dimensions of cross-sectoral governance became empiri-
cally visible. Due to infection-prevention measures, approximately 
half of the observational hours and all but three interviews were con-
ducted in virtual settings, whereas all focus groups were held face-to-
face. For the interview material, this shift primarily concerned the 
mode of interaction rather than the type of data generated, as inter-
views are in any case structured around verbal accounts, self-descrip-
tions, and retrospective sensemaking. For the observational material, 
however, the move between physical and virtual settings produced 
analytically distinct forms of data. Face-to-face observations allowed 
attention to the situated, often improvised work through which cross-
sectoral governance was enacted in practice, including informal 
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exchanges and micro-negotiations of roles and responsibilities. Vir-
tual observations, by contrast, foregrounded the more formalized and 
scripted dimensions of cross-sectoral governance, as interaction was 
largely organized through agendas, presentations, turn-taking, and ex-
plicit formulations of purpose and responsibility. Taken together, 
these two observational settings provided complementary vantage 
points on how cross-sectoral governance appeared both in situated in-
teraction and through more formalized meeting arrangements. 

The following subsections describe the different forms of empirical 
material in more detail and clarify how each contributed to the em-
pirical analyses presented in the constituent papers.  

Interviews 
Interviews constitute a central component of the empirical material 
in this thesis. Within management and organization, it remains a cor-
nerstone of qualitative research methods (Alvesson, 2003), valued as a 
means of accessing how actors make sense of their roles, experiences, 
and organizational contexts (Kvale, 1983). At the same time, a sub-
stantial body of methodological literature has emphasized the limita-
tions of interview-based research. Retrospective interviews are prone 
to hindsight bias (Huber & Power, 1985; Lamont & Swidler, 2014), 
and interviews may struggle to capture ongoing practices that rely on 
tacit or embodied forms of knowledge (Rasche & Chia, 2009). Moreo-
ver, taking interview accounts at face value risks reproducing respond-
ents’ own interpretations and normative framings without sufficient 
analytical distance (Pope & Mays, 2009). In line with these critiques, 
interviews in this study were approached as situated interactional en-
counters in which accounts of cross-sectoral governance were articu-
lated, negotiated, and performed in relation to the interview context 
(cf. Alvesson, 2003; Silverman, 2017; Langley & Meziani, 2020). From 
this perspective, interviews are not treated as transparent windows 
onto organizational “reality” as such, but as situated accounts through 
which participants describe practices, interpret events, and make their 
work meaningful. They provide insight into organizational life not 
only by reporting how participants understand what happens, but 
also by showing how roles and responsibilities are narrated through 
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identity work, moral positioning, institutionalized scripts, and forms 
of political or strategic self-presentation. 

This was particularly salient in the studied governance networks. In-
terviewees frequently drew on well-established normative and institu-
tionalized professional vocabularies when describing cross-sectoral 
governance. These accounts resembled narratives circulated through 
professional networks, policy seminars, and conferences concerned 
with collaboration and related forms of contemporary governance. As 
a result, interview conversations were at times characterized by a 
strong degree of analytical and conceptual framing on the part of the 
respondents themselves. As noted by Spradley (1979), interviews with 
analytically articulate respondents may take the form of pre-formu-
lated interpretations rather than experiential accounts. A similar pat-
tern was observed across several interviews in this study, where re-
spondents, particularly strategists and senior managers, offered 
elaborate narratives that combined personal experience with policy 
language and quasi-academic terminology. The following excerpt il-
lustrates this methodological situation: 

The kind of network management for which my role is in-
tended conflicts with the traditional, bureaucratic and hier-
archical organization. As I navigate across the silos and gaps 
within the organization, it becomes evident that what we 
are aiming for in establishing horizontal structures extends 
beyond merely bridging regulation and legislation. It in-
volves integrating disparate perspectives, constructions, and 
interpretations of individuals. All these conflicting perspec-
tives converge through me – I am the instrument of coordi-
nation. 

Rather than treating such accounts as obstacles to data quality, they 
were approached as methodologically informative in their own right. 
The prevalence of analytically articulated and normatively charged 
narratives posed a recurring challenge in the interview material, but 
also made visible the discursive processes through which cross-sec-
toral roles and forms of actorhood were articulated and rendered in-
telligible within the studied context. In this sense, the prevalence of 
normative and analytically articulated narratives is treated as an 
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empirical condition that renders visible the institutional scripts 
through which cross-sectoral governance is made intelligible as a 
form of collective actorhood. 

In total, thirty-six interviews were conducted between 2020 and 2021 
with cross-sector strategists (n=13), municipal managers (n=11), and 
elected politicians at the local (n=6) and regional (n=6) levels of gov-
ernment. Interviews typically lasted between 50 and 90 minutes, with 
an average duration of approximately 75 minutes. All interviews were 
recorded and transcribed verbatim. A semi-structured interview for-
mat was used, allowing for consistency across interviews while leav-
ing room for respondents to elaborate on issues they considered sig-
nificant (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Interview questions centered on 
two overarching themes: 

• How do different collaborative actors conceptualize their role 
amid cross-sectoral governance? 

• How do cross-sector strategists become part of the decision-mak-
ing, management, and organizing of the public sector? 

While interviews constituted a substantial part of the empirical mate-
rial, they did not stand alone analytically. Participant observations, fo-
cus groups, and document analysis were used in parallel to situate in-
terview accounts in relation to ongoing interactions, organizational 
practices, and formalized texts. 

Participant observations 
Participant observations played a key role in situating interview ac-
counts within ongoing interactions and organizational practices. Be-
tween 2020 and 2021, I conducted thirty participant observations 
across the three research sites, totaling more than seventy hours of ob-
servational fieldwork. These observations spanned a range of settings, 
including network meetings focused on public health and social sus-
tainability, seminars and workshops involving cross-sector strategists, 
and field-configuring events such as public health conferences where 
politicians, managers, strategists, and invited professional and non-
governmental actors interacted. 
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Throughout this period, I attended all network meetings held within 
the three governance networks between August 2020 to May 2021. 
My level of participation varied across observational settings. In most 
cases, including network meetings (n=23) and conferences (n=1), I 
adopted the role of a primarily passive observer. In a smaller number 
of observations, I participated more actively as a discussant at orga-
nized reflection meetings (n=6) involving managers, cross-sector strat-
egists, and other researchers. These meetings provided occasions to 
raise questions, seek clarification, and engage in dialogue around ob-
served practices and emerging interpretations. Methodologically, 
these reflection meetings formed an important part of the research 
process. In particular, they enabled what Tavory and Timmermans 
(2014) describe as ‘situated theorizing,’ in which prolonged empirical 
immersion gives rise to tentative theoretical hunches or proto-con-
cepts that are later developed through more systematic analysis. In 
this sense, participant observations contributed not only contextual 
grounding but also generative input into the analytical process under-
lying the thesis. Observational engagement thus supported the grad-
ual articulation and refinement of analytical sensitivities, rather than 
serving as a means of empirically validating interview accounts. 

Beyond the immediate fieldwork settings, preliminary interpretations 
and analytical ideas were also presented and discussed at different 
stages of the research process through written reports and verbal 
presentations at conferences and workshops attended by both actors 
from the studied governance networks and practitioners and research-
ers operating in similar fields across Sweden. These occasions pro-
vided opportunities for feedback and further reflection, contributing 
to the iterative development of the study. 

The observational strategy was deliberately broad and unstructured, 
oriented toward exploration rather than a predefined observational 
protocol. Following Neyland (2008), virtually all aspects of the ob-
served settings were treated as potentially analytically relevant. Field 
notes focused on patterns of participation, positioning of actors, inter-
actional dynamics, and the vocabularies through which issues were 
framed and addressed. I was provided with meeting agendas, presen-
tations, and background documents, which supported both 
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preparation and note-taking during observations. Field notes were ini-
tially recorded in situ, either by hand or digitally, and subsequently 
rewritten into more coherent narratives that included descriptive ac-
counts as well as reflexive comments. 

Focus groups 
Focus groups were used to explore how cross-sector strategists articu-
lated and negotiated shared understandings, vocabularies, and role in-
terpretations in interaction with one another. As a qualitative 
method, focus groups explicitly draw on interaction as an empirical 
resource, making it possible to observe how meanings are produced, 
reinforced, or adjusted in relation to others’ contributions (Morgan, 
1997). In this sense, the focus groups were designed to foreground in-
teraction among the participating cross-sector strategists by encourag-
ing participants to engage with one another, discuss shared experi-
ences, and collectively reflect on their work. Through this interaction, 
strategists articulated, compared, and negotiated understandings of 
their roles, strategies, and constraints in relation to cross-sectoral gov-
ernance. Meanings thus took shape through dialogue, elaboration, 
and mutual recognition within the group. 

Seven audio-recorded focus groups involving fifteen cross-sector strat-
egists were conducted, amounting to more than twenty hours of rec-
orded material. The focus groups were conducted at different stages 
of the research process and served distinct methodological purposes. 
The first set of focus groups (n=5) was carried out during earlier 
phases of the study, alongside ongoing interviews and participant ob-
servation. At this stage, the focus groups functioned less as structured 
group interviews than as open empirical settings, generating observa-
tion-like data on strategists’ collective reflections, role negotiations, 
and sensemaking around their everyday work and perceived contribu-
tions to cross-sectoral governance. These early discussions provided 
insight into shared professional vocabularies and to how understand-
ings of cross-sectoral governance were articulated and circulated 
among peers. A second set of focus groups (n=2) was conducted to-
ward the later stages of the research process. In these sessions, prelimi-
nary analytical ideas and emerging conceptual distinctions regarding 
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how strategists seek to influence other professional groups were pre-
sented and discussed. These concepts were explicitly treated as provi-
sional and were explored through interaction with the participants, 
who contributed by elaborating, challenging, and differentiating par-
ticular conceptualizations based on their professional experience. In 
line with Bazeley’s (2020) recommendation to involve participants in 
different phases of qualitative analysis, the focus groups functioned as 
dialogical arenas in which preliminary interpretations could be dis-
cussed and further elaborated. One of my supervisors participated in 
these two last sessions in their capacity as co-author of the paper to 
which these analyses belong. 

Methodologically, the focus groups complemented the other forms of 
empirical material by shifting the analytical focus from individual ac-
counts to interaction among strategists. Whereas interviews fore-
grounded how strategists described their roles and experiences in one-
on-one settings, and participant observations situated these accounts 
within ongoing organizational practices, focus groups made it possi-
ble to follow how shared vocabularies and understandings were artic-
ulated, taken up, adjusted, and negotiated among peers. 

Document analysis 
The documents comprised formal records such as protocols, notes 
from previous meetings, plans, agendas, and agreements related to the 
studied governance networks. These documents were primarily used 
to situate the empirical engagement in a broader temporal and organ-
izational context. The document material, which spanned approxi-
mately ten years, was organized chronologically and by governance 
network. I read the documents with particular attention to how the 
networks were formally described, what purposes and responsibilities 
were attributed to them, which actors and organizational roles were 
included, and how the issues addressed by the networks were formu-
lated over time. Analytical notes from this reading were compared 
with field notes, interview material, and observations, not in order to 
validate these materials, but to situate them in relation to formalized 
organizational descriptions and decision records. 
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The documents were approached as institutional artifacts that both re-
flect and contribute to how cross-sectoral governance is formally artic-
ulated over time (cf. Bowen, 2009). The document analysis was not 
used to establish a single authoritative account of events, nor to verify 
interview statements in a positivist sense. Instead, it provided a basis 
for reflecting on how my empirical interpretations resonated with for-
malized organizational descriptions and decision records, and for 
identifying continuities and shifts in how cross-sectoral governance 
was officially framed. While the documents did not constitute the pri-
mary empirical basis for any individual paper, they informed the 
broader empirical understanding on which the thesis and its interpre-
tive synthesis build. 

Analytical Work 
Analytical work in this thesis was not confined to a discrete stage of 
the research process, but developed iteratively throughout fieldwork, 
data generation, writing, and theoretical engagement. As Silverman 
(2021) notes, analytical work commences “more or less from day 
one”, highlighting how analytical judgments are continuously made 
throughout the research process, regardless of whether they are ulti-
mately reflected in the final text. For the purpose of presenting this 
process, the analytical work can be described as unfolding through 
three interrelated analytical phases, understood as partly overlapping 
rather than strictly sequential. The first phase consisted of an over-
arching engagement with the empirical material as a whole, through 
which recurrent empirical concerns and conceptual tensions gradu-
ally took shape and informed the thematic orientation of the ap-
pended papers. A second phase took place within the individual pa-
pers, where each study developed its analysis on its own theoretical 
and methodological terms. The following sections elaborate these two 
analytical phases in more detail, first by outlining the overarching an-
alytical characteristics shared across the studies, and then by specify-
ing how the analytical work was carried out within each individual 
paper. The third analytical phase consisted of the interpretative syn-
thesis developed in the cover essay, which is addressed separately. 
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Throughout the fieldwork, field notes from observations and focus 
groups alongside interview transcripts were coded on an ongoing ba-
sis. Guided by an interpretive and hermeneutic orientation, the analy-
sis began with an open coding phase aimed at identifying recurring 
patterns, tensions, and point of divergence that repeatedly cut across 
interviews, observations, and documents. The coding process devel-
oped through constant comparison and drew on a combination of 
three different types of codes. Theoretical codes were informed by exist-
ing research, sensitizing codes were shaped by my own analytical per-
spective and familiarity with the field, and in vivo codes reflected par-
ticipants’ own vocabularies and categorizations (cf. Bazeley, 2020). 
Through a subsequent phase of relating and differentiating these 
codes, relations and distinctions between them were explored. In par-
ticular, analytical attention was directed toward the tensions between 
how cross-sectoral governance is conceptualized in prior research, 
how it was articulated by participants, and how it appeared to me 
through my sustained empirical engagement in the field (cf. Jarzab-
kowski et al., 2019). This first level of analysis provided the thematic 
orientation for the appended papers, directing attention toward the 
strategic work of cross-sector strategists (Paper I), bureaucracy in 
cross-sectoral governance (Paper II), the discursive construction of 
grand challenges (Paper III), and the role of ambiguity in cross-sec-
toral governance (Paper IV). 

Although analytically distinguished, the two phases of analytical work 
were closely intertwined in practice. Movement between overarching 
analytical work and paper-specific analyses occurred iteratively 
throughout the research process, with writing constituting a central 
medium through which this movement was enabled. Writing thus 
formed an integral part of the analytical work, not merely as a means 
of documenting insights reached elsewhere, but as a practice through 
which empirical material and emerging arguments were continuously 
shaped and refined. In this process, new questions and analytical dis-
tinctions emerged, understood not as shortcomings of earlier analyti-
cal efforts but as a consequence of sustained engagement with a rich 
empirical material. The following sections specify how the second 
phase of analysis unfolded in relation to each individual study and 
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how the resulting papers were later engaged in the interpretative syn-
thesis developed in the cover essay. 

Data analysis for Each of the Appended Papers  

Paper I 
Title: Working on connective professionalism: What cross-sector strategists 
in Swedish public organizations do to develop connectivity in addressing 
‘wicked’ policy problems (Journal of Professions and Organization) 

The analytical focus of Paper I emerged from the first, overarching 
phase of analysis conducted across the empirical material as a whole. 
During this phase, it became evident that existing research offered 
limited insight into what cross-sector strategists actually do in their 
everyday work, despite their increasingly visible presence in cross-sec-
toral governance arrangements. Across interviews, observations, and 
documents, cross-sector strategists recurrently appeared as actors who 
invested substantial time and effort in maintaining connections, facil-
itating interaction, and sustaining collaborative processes across sec-
tor boundaries. Much of this work was informal, relational, and only 
loosely reflected in formal organizational mandates. 

The analytical focus of Paper I was also strongly shaped by an ongo-
ing research debate on increasing expectations for public sector pro-
fessionals to engage in cross-sectoral governance. In response to this 
debate, the paper adopted an outside-in perspective on professional-
ism, directing attention to how cross-sector strategists’ intermediary 
work shaped how other professional groups became involved in and 
aligned around collaborative work. On this basis, the second phase of 
analysis focused on identifying recurring patterns in strategists’ rela-
tional actions and consolidating these into a set of connective strate-
gies. This analytical orientation also led the paper to draw on 
Freidson’s (2001) framework on professionalism as a lens for examin-
ing how strategists’ connective work mediated relations between dif-
ferent professional domains. Focus groups played an important role 
in this phase by providing a setting in which preliminary interpreta-
tions, grounded in observational material, were discussed and refined 
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in dialogue with practitioners. For a detailed account of data collec-
tion and coding procedures, see the methods section of Paper I. 

Paper II 
Title: The networked bureaucracy: reinventing formalization in the context 
of collaborative governance (Public Management Review) 

The analytical focus of Paper II emerged from the first, overarching 
phase of analysis across the empirical material. In interviews and ob-
servations, actors recurrently described cross-sectoral governance as 
dependent on “ad hoc organizing”, while also emphasizing the need 
to formalize collaboration through clearer hierarchical relations, es-
tablished interaction channels, and designated organizational func-
tions. This produced an analytical tension. On the one hand, cross-
sectoral governance was presented as a flexible and networked alterna-
tive to bureaucratic organization. On the other hand, actors repeat-
edly sought bureaucratic forms in order to make such governance du-
rable, accountable, and organizationally recognizable. Much of the 
research literature, however, tends to treat bureaucracy as the dysfunc-
tional counterpart to governance networks, invoking “bureaucracy” 
largely as a shorthand for rigidity rather than examining how bureau-
cratic forms are reworked within collaborative governance. Paper II 
takes this tension as its point of departure and analyzes how formali-
zation is not simply displaced by networked governance, but rein-
vented through it. 

In the second phase of analysis, this tension was developed into a the-
oretical argument about bureaucracy in collaborative governance. Ra-
ther than approaching governance networks as either “transcending 
bureaucracy” or operating “in the shadow of hierarchy”, Paper II the-
orizes them as a distinct form of networked bureaucracy. Developed 
in dialogue with Kallinikos’s (2004) elaboration of Weberian bureau-
cracy, this concept allowed bureaucratic features, and their reinven-
tion, to be treated as an empirical question in cross-sectoral govern-
ance. The analysis therefore traced how actors sought to make cross-
sectoral governance more manageable and accountable by mobilizing 
and redesigning bureaucratic features within network settings. Bu-
reaucracy was analyzed not as something external to, or simply 
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obstructive of, collaboration, but as something rearticulated within it. 
For a detailed account of data collection and coding procedures, see 
the methods section of Paper II. 

Paper III 
Title: Naming the Impossible: The Hegemonic Project of Grand Challenges 
(Organization) 

The third paper differs methodologically from the other papers in 
that it is based on a theoretically driven analysis. However, its analyti-
cal points of departure developed during the first, overarching phase 
of analysis, as engagement with the empirical material prompted a 
shift in how existing theoretical categories were used. Across inter-
views, observations, and policy documents, actors routinely mobi-
lized the language of complexity, grand challenges, and intercon-
nected societal challenges to describe what they were doing. These 
formulations were not simply descriptive but functioned as powerful 
organizing devices that justified the creation of new roles, legitimized 
cross-sectoral governance, and endowed loosely coupled arrange-
ments with urgency and societal necessity. The domains invoked — 
crime, public health, segregation, sustainability — were morally 
charged and politically consequential, yet analytically elusive. This re-
curring empirical experience produced what Tavory and Timmer-
mans (2014) describe as a theoretical puzzle, a situation in which the 
empirical material persistently exceeds available conceptual vocabu-
laries.  

While the research literature often treats complexity and ‘grandness’ 
as properties of societal challenges, my sustained engagement with 
the field suggested that these formulations also performed important 
organizing work. They enabled heterogeneous actors to orient them-
selves toward a shared societal concern, even when the object of gov-
ernance remained unstable, contested, or only partially specified. The 
second phase of analysis therefore prompted an abductive movement 
(Timmermans & Tavory, 2012) from the empirical observation of 
how problem vocabularies organized collective action in the field to a 
theoretical rearticulation of grand challenges through discourse the-
ory. 
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The paper draws on Laclau and Mouffe’s (1985) discourse theory to 
reconceptualize what was observed in the field at a higher level of ab-
straction, treating it not as a feature of the studied governance ar-
rangements, but as an instance of a more general problem of how 
grand challenges are named, stabilized, and made actionable in orga-
nized settings. It conceptualizes grand challenges as empty, floating, 
and partially fixed signifiers through which indeterminate societal 
conditions are constituted as objects of collective concern. In this 
sense, the empirical material from the Swedish governance networks 
functions as a generative background rather than as the object of anal-
ysis. Methodologically, this move is consistent with a long tradition 
in critical organization theory in which empirical immersion gives 
rise to conceptual intervention rather than to representational claims 
(e.g., Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011; Glynos & Howarth, 2007; 
Cederström & Spicer, 2014).  

Paper IV 
Title: Governance by Ambiguity: Institutional reproduction in Collabora-
tive Governance (In review, International Public Management Journal) 

The analytical focus of Paper IV emerged from the first, overarching 
phase of analysis across the empirical material. Across interviews, ob-
servations, and documents, ambiguity appeared as a persistent feature 
of the studied governance arrangements. Respondents repeatedly em-
phasized the importance of keeping issues, mandates, and responsibil-
ities open, even when this generated frustration and practical diffi-
culty. Problem definitions, organizational roles, and expected 
outcomes were articulated in broad, open-ended, and non-committal 
terms. This was not described as a temporary lack of clarity, but a con-
dition that had to be actively maintained for collaboration to remain 
possible.  

This empirical pattern resonated with the literature’s normative em-
phasis on maintaining flexibility and openness in cross-sectoral gov-
ernance, while also pointing to the need for closer analytical attention 
to how strategic ambiguity is sustained over time and with what con-
sequences. Previous empirical studies have conceptualized ambiguity 
either as a byproduct of complexity or as a situational resource to be 
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managed in early phases of collaboration. Paper IV shifts the analyti-
cal focus from how actors cope with ambiguity to how ambiguity it-
self is reproduced and stabilized as a governing condition. The second 
phase of analysis therefore examined the concrete practices, discursive 
moves, and institutional arrangements through which ambiguity was 
sustained in everyday governance. For a detailed account of data col-
lection and coding procedures, see the methods section of Paper IV. 

Interpretative Synthesis: From Analytical Divergence to Shared 
Institutional Problem  
This thesis is structured as a compilation consisting of four constitu-
ent papers and a cover essay. While the individual papers develop 
their analyses on paper-specific terms — empirically and conceptually 
— the cover essay operates at a different analytical level. It does not 
constitute an additional phase of empirical analysis of the governance 
networks. It involves no new coding, no supplementary data genera-
tion, and no renewed case analysis. Instead, it develops an interpreta-
tive synthesis that re-articulates the analytical outputs of the four pa-
pers within a shared cultural–institutional frame. 

Across the four studies, a recurring analytical concern gradually took 
shape. Although the papers address different aspects of cross-sectoral 
governance — professional mediation, organizational form, discur-
sive problem construction, and the role of ambiguity — they can also 
be read as grappling with a shared underlying tension. Collaborative 
arrangements are expected to act, decide, and assume responsibility as 
collective actors, even though they lack the bounded form, unified au-
thority, and consolidated responsibility normally associated with the 
formal organization. Each paper engages with this tension from a dif-
ferent analytical angle. Paper I illustrates how cross-sector strategists 
work to connect fragmented professional and organizational do-
mains, enabling cross-sectoral governance arrangements to appear as a 
coordinated collective. Paper II analyzes how bureaucratic structures 
are reinvented within networked settings in order to render cross-sec-
toral governance legible as organized, accountable, and capable of co-
ordinated action. Paper III traces how societal problems are discur-
sively constituted in ways that presuppose a collective actor capable of 
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responding to them. Paper IV reveals how ambiguity is actively sus-
tained as a condition that allows cross-sectoral governance to con-
tinue despite unsettled authority and responsibility. Read together, 
these analyses point toward a common institutional dynamic. Cross-
sectoral governance operates as a site in which collective actorhood is 
institutionally accomplished. The synthesis in the cover essay brings 
the different contributions of these four papers into a shared interpre-
tive frame to theorize how such cross-sectoral actorhood is accomplished 
and sustained in contemporary governance arrangements. 

Following traditions of interpretive synthesis and meta-interpretation 
in qualitative research (Noblit & Hare, 1988; Weed, 2008), the cover 
essay re-articulates the four papers as different analytical entries into 
this shared institutional problem. To theorize this process, the cover 
essay draws on world society theory and institutional accounts of ac-
torhood (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Meyer & Jepperson, 2000; Bromley 
& Meyer, 2015), extending this perspective to the cross-sectoral do-
main.
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Ethical Considerations 
Participation in the study was voluntary and based on informed con-
sent. Prior to interviews, focus groups, and observations, participants 
received information about the purpose of the study, the emergent 
character of the research design, how empirical material would be 
used in publications, and their right to refrain from answering partic-
ular questions or to withdraw from participation. Given the small-
scale character of the governance settings and the potential identifia-
bility of key roles, particular attention was paid to confidentiality and 
the prevention of indirect identification. Names of individuals and or-
ganizations were removed from transcripts and field notes, and ex-
cerpts were edited where necessary to reduce recognizability while 
preserving analytical meaning. In focus groups and observed meet-
ings, confidentiality cannot be fully guaranteed beyond what partici-
pants themselves uphold. This limitation was made explicit in ad-
vance, and the research design was organized to minimize 
reputational or organizational risk, including by avoiding the report-
ing of sensitive details that could reasonably be traced to specific per-
sons or units. 

The study was conducted in accordance with applicable Swedish re-
search ethics requirements and data protection principles. A specific 
assessment was made of whether formal ethical review was required 
under Swedish regulation, and the study was designed to avoid the 
collection of sensitive personal data. Data handling followed princi-
ples of data minimization and restricted access. Audio files, tran-
scripts, field notes, and documents were stored in access-controlled 
systems. In presenting the empirical material, the aim has been to rep-
resent participants’ accounts fairly while maintaining analytical dis-
tance. Throughout the research process, ethical considerations were 
treated as integral to methodological decisions concerning access, ob-
servation, quotation, confidentiality, and the balancing of transpar-
ency with protection. 
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CHAPTER 5: OVERVIEW OF PAPERS 
In this chapter, I provide an overview of the four appended papers in-
cluded in the thesis, summarizing their aims, arguments, and contri-
butions. 

Paper I 
Kanon, M., & Andersson, T. (2023). Working on connective professional-
ism: What cross-sector strategists in Swedish public organizations do to de-
velop connectivity in addressing ‘wicked’ policy problems. Journal of Profes-
sions and Organization, 10(1), 50-64. 

Paper I analyzes the work of cross-sector strategists in Swedish public 
organizations and asks how and why they work to develop connectiv-
ity in the context of cross-sectoral policy problems. The paper is posi-
tioned within debates on protective and connective professionalism, but 
approaches professionalism from the outside in by studying a new in-
termediary occupational position whose task is to support other juris-
dictions to meet and act. The paper argues that the growing presence 
of cross-sector strategists reflects an attempt to formalize and institu-
tionalize the imprecise roles and governance associated with cross-sec-
toral policy areas. 

Through an inductive analysis of relational actions, the study identi-
fies five connective strategies: triggering, selling, bridging, brokering, 
and forming accountabilities. These strategies show how cross-sector 
strategists seek to involve politicians, managers, and professional 
groups in work that is not located within a single professional juris-
diction. By triggering awareness of complexity and interdependence, 
selling issues and initiatives, bridging organizational and professional 
boundaries, brokering between different perspectives, and forming ac-
countabilities through goals, plans, and formal documents, strategists 
seek to establish embedded workspaces where strategic action and de-
cisions can be produced jointly across jurisdictional boundaries. 

The paper contributes to professions research by showing how calls 
for connective professional action have become part of the formal or-
ganizational structure of public sector organizations. Rather than 
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treating connective professionalism as an empirical shift that profession-
als simply undergo, the paper analyzes it as an ideal that is actively 
supported, mediated, and organized through intermediary roles. It 
shows that professional actors are expected to connect while still pro-
tecting established professional boundaries, and that such connectiv-
ity may depend on organizational support functions such as cross-sec-
tor strategists. In this sense, the paper uses connective professionalism 
as a descriptive theoretical device for analyzing how professionalism 
is maintained, reshaped, or placed under tension in organizational 
contexts characterized by calls for inter-professional collaboration and 
intensifying engagement in preventing problems rather than simply 
treating them. 

Paper II 
Kanon, M. (2024). The networked bureaucracy: Reinventing formalization 
in the context of collaborative governance. Public Management Re-
view, 26(10), 2921–2942. 

Paper II analyzes the relationship between collaborative governance 
networks and bureaucracy. It challenges the predominant tendency in 
the collaborative governance literature to treat public networks and 
bureaucracy as opposing organizational forms. The aim of the study is 
to illustrate how and explain why collaborative governance networks 
need not inevitably be “transcending bureaucracy”, or be operating 
“in the shadow of bureaucracy”, but constitute a distinct and deliber-
ate declaration of the networked bureaucracy. 

The paper develops a theoretical framework that conceptualizes bu-
reaucracy as a flexible organizational paradigm capable of manifesting 
a diversity of contextual variations of its organizational model. In this 
framework, bureaucracy is defined by its normative foundation in a 
rational-legal order and its adaptive capacity. The process of bureau-
cratization is delineated through three interdependent analytical di-
mensions that present bureaucracy as a flexible organizational para-
digm: (1) the non-inclusive involvement of individuals qua role agents, (2) 
a hierarchy of offices, and (3) formalization via documented rules and pro-
cedures. 
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Empirically, the analysis shows that the studied actors perceive former 
efforts of collaborative governance as ad hoc, personal, and irrational, 
and seek instead to establish organizational manageability by intro-
ducing hierarchical relations, formal interaction channels, and desig-
nated offices. These bureaucratic measures are used to make collabo-
rative governance more predictable, consistent, and accountable, and 
to transform formerly decoupled strategic plans into organizational 
action. Governance networks are thus aligned with and connected to 
the vertical hierarchy of offices, through which legitimacy, resources, 
and decision-making authority are mobilized. 

The paper argues that bureaucratization is visible not only in bureau-
cratic features such as hierarchy, formalization, and organizational 
roles, but also in bureaucratic governing precepts such as impartiality, 
uncertainty reduction, and uniform provision of public services. The 
paper concludes that bureaucracy and collaborative governance 
should not be treated as opposing organizational forms. Instead, the 
networked bureaucracy is conceptualized as the outcome of a rule-gov-
erned process based on rational-legal authority that enables and facili-
tates networked organizational forms. 

By recognizing the normative foundation and adaptive capacity of the 
bureaucratic order, the paper lays the groundwork for future studies 
of how bureaucracy may change in appearance across reformed or-
ganizational settings. 

Paper III 
Kanon, M. (2026). Naming the impossible: The Hegemonic Project of 
Grand Challenges. Organization. Advance Online Publication. doi: 
10.1177/13505084261446798. 

Paper III advances a discourse-theoretical reconceptualization of socie-
tal grand challenges. The paper starts from the observation that alt-
hough prior research describes grand challenges as discursively con-
structed, this status is rarely granted analytical force. Instead, 
dominant approaches tend to treat grand challenges as ontologically 
given problem domains that can be addressed through collaborative 
and pragmatic solutions. Against this background, the paper asks: 
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How do grand challenges come to acquire meaning and the capacity 
to organize collective action? 

Drawing on Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory, the paper argues 
that grand challenges derive their organizing force from their opera-
tion as empty signifiers, discursively open terms whose indeterminacy 
enables them to gather heterogeneous meanings and defer closure. 
Their organizing power lies not in definitional clarity, but in their 
ability to evoke a necessary social imaginary, enabling collective ac-
tion in response to what is perceived as absent or lacking in society. In 
this view, the articulation of a grand challenge is a political project in 
which hegemonic ordering takes place, selectively privileging certain 
interpretations while shaping legitimate action against a background 
of apparent consensus.  

To theorize this dynamic, the paper develops a triadic model of signi-
fication that conceptualizes grand challenges through three discursive 
modalities: empty, floating, and fixed signifiers. These modalities are 
not treated as sequential stages but as coexisting and mutually impli-
cating modes of articulation through which grand challenges remain 
discursively open, become contested, and are partially stabilized. 
Emptiness denotes the capacity of a signifier to condense heterogene-
ous demands around a lack; floating signification captures how com-
peting projects seek to orient the signifier in different directions; and 
partial fixation refers to the provisional anchoring of meaning within 
institutionalized practices. 

Methodologically, the paper advances a logic of inquiry that directs 
empirical analysis toward the articulatory practices through which 
grand challenges acquire meaning and organizing force. Rather than 
treating grand challenges as given objects, the framework sensitizes 
researchers to how discursive relations link or separate demands, ac-
tors, and problem definitions as they are brought into a shared discur-
sive space. The contribution of the paper is thus both analytical — re-
framing grand challenges as hegemonic projects — and 
methodological — placing problem-raising, rather than problem-solv-
ing, at the center of grand challenges research. 
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Paper IV 
Kanon, M. (in review). Governance by Ambiguity: Institutional reproduc-
tion in Collaborative Governance. International Public Management Jour-
nal. 

In Paper IV, I analyze how ambiguity is reproduced as an institution-
alized condition of collaborative governance. While the collaborative 
governance literature often treats ambiguity as a contextual feature or 
strategic resource, the paper approaches it as a constitutive feature of 
governance practice, actively sustained through collaborative arrange-
ments. The paper asks: How is ambiguity reproduced in collaborative 
governance arrangements, and what institutional effects does this re-
production generate? 

The paper approaches grand challenges as actor categories rather than 
analyst categories, that is, as discursive framings that acquire institu-
tional traction and structure how problems are defined, who is re-
sponsible, and which forms of action become legitimate in organized 
settings. The discursive openness of such framings allows heterogene-
ous meanings to coexist in collaborative governance arrangements, 
while sustaining a sense of shared purpose. In this view, ambiguity is 
treated not as a by-product of complexity, but as a condition actively 
maintained in governance practice. The paper conceptualizes this as 
the reproduction of ambiguity across three interrelated dimensions: 
discursive, structural, and procedural reproduction.  

The empirical analysis shows how ambiguity is discursively reproduced 
through the repeated use of broad and open-ended signifiers such as 
social sustainability. Their organizing force lies precisely in their 
vagueness. Rather than being concretely defined, these signifiers are 
kept open, allowing multiple interpretations to coexist and sustaining 
participation across organizational boundaries. This openness enables 
institutional expansion, as actors stretch their mandates and reinter-
pret their roles without formal changes in responsibility. At the same 
time, it contributes to multivocal stagnation, where inclusion is pre-
served while prioritization and decision-making are deferred. 

Structural reproduction of ambiguity is visible in the proliferation of 
cross-sectoral forums, steering groups, and coordination arenas, 
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which allow actors to participate without fixed mandates or clear 
lines of authority. These structures normalize the coexistence of diver-
gent logics and responsibilities and enable governance expansion by 
creating spaces for engagement without requiring convergence. At 
the same time, they give rise to symbolic stagnation, as the persistence 
of forums and processes in themselves becomes a measure of success 
in the absence of substantive outcomes.  

Procedural reproduction of ambiguity, in turn, takes place through iter-
ative and non-finalizing practices such as dialogue meetings, planning 
rounds, and facilitation routines. These practices absorb disagreement 
and translate diverse inputs into broadly acceptable categories, allow-
ing collaboration to continue without resolving contested issues. Yet 
they also produce drift stagnation, as agendas are gradually shaped by 
those who control framing and synthesis, often without explicit nego-
tiation or accountability. 

Taken together, the paper demonstrates how ambiguity enables col-
laborative governance to expand while simultaneously constraining 
strategic direction and contestation. It advances a critical perspective 
on collaborative governance by showing how governance by ambiguity 
can stabilize participation and legitimacy while shaping which forms 
of action, disagreement, and change remain possible. 
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CHAPTER 6: INTERPRETATIVE SYNTHESIS 

Towards a Theory of Cross-sectoral Actorhood 
The growing prominence of cross-sectoral governance in Swedish 
public sector governance makes visible a broader tension within mod-
ern actorhood. Viewed from a world society perspective, this develop-
ment shows how the cultural model of actorhood is extended into 
problem domains that exceed the organizational grounding through 
which actorhood is conventionally enacted. While this model presup-
poses bounded form, unified authority, and consolidated responsibil-
ity, new domains of social life are increasingly defined through sci-
ence, policy, and rights discourses as legitimate objects of 
organization and accountability (Meyer et al., 1997; Bromley & 
Meyer, 2015). Within this expanding landscape, ‘grand challenges’ 
have emerged as a salient global vocabulary that link dispersed socie-
tal conditions to claims of collective responsibility. Problems such as 
climate change, human rights, sustainability, and public health are 
framed as simultaneously urgent, morally compelling, and beyond 
the capacity of any single sector or organization to address (Ferraro et 
al., 2015). From this perspective, governing through arrangements 
that span sectoral boundaries is not a deviation from modern organi-
zation but an expression of how it increasingly manifests. 

This creates the central theoretical problem addressed in this chapter. 
Existing institutional research has theorized actorhood in relation to 
culturally recognized actor forms, particularly formal organizations, 
where the scripts, structures, and enactments through which actor-
hood is accomplished are organized around a bounded entity. Cross-
sectoral governance unsettles this condition by extending expecta-
tions of collective action to arrangements that lack the bounded form, 
unified authority, and consolidated responsibility through which ac-
torhood is conventionally accomplished. 

This chapter develops an interpretative synthesis of the thesis’s four 
compiled papers in order to address the overall research question. Ra-
ther than examining the papers separately, the analysis reads them to-
gether to identify recurring patterns through which collective 
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actorhood is institutionally accomplished in cross-sectoral govern-
ance. Taken together, the studies suggest that cross-sectoral govern-
ance does not simply mobilize pre-existing actors but participates in 
constituting collective actors. The analysis conceptualizes this accom-
plishment as cross-sectoral actorhood: the institutional process through 
which cross-sectoral governance arrangements come to be attributed, 
and to sustain, the qualities of a purposeful, capable, and morally re-
sponsible collective actor. Cross-sectoral actorhood is not an inherent 
property of such governance arrangements but an ongoing institu-
tional accomplishment. Across the studies, this accomplishment is 
visible through three interrelated dimensions — ambiguous scripts that 
specify legitimate forms of engagement with open-ended societal 
problems, ceremonial infrastructures that materialize these scripts in 
recognizable organizational arrangements, and distributed enactments 
through which dispersed organizational activities are articulated as 
collective action.15 Together these dimensions render cross-sectoral 
governance arrangements recognizable as legitimate collective actors 
within a rationalized cultural order. The following sections examine 
each of these dimensions in turn. 

Ambiguous Scripts 

What is made visible across the papers in this thesis is a repertoire of 
legitimate problem engagement — complex societal problems are to 
be approached as systemic, dynamic, and causally uncertain; relevant 
knowledge, resources and values are to be drawn from multiple do-
mains; and responsibility is to be organized across rather than simply 
within established sectoral boundaries. Public organizations appear 
not only as administrators of defined mandates but as actors expected 
to engage with broader societal problems that exceed established sec-
toral boundaries. At the same time, organizational actors from other 
societal domains, such as private firms, civil society organizations, 

 
15  In this thesis, collective action refers to activities, decisions, and interventions 

articulated in ways that render multiple, heterogeneous actors intelligible as a 

coherent collective subject. 
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and professional communities, are positioned as participants in the 
governance of cross-sectoral policy problems.  

In the theoretical framework, institutional scripts are defined as cul-
turally institutionalized repertoires of legitimate action that specify 
recognizable forms of demonstrating rational and accountable con-
duct. Such scripts circulate through broader institutional arenas — 
such as law, science, education, and international policy communities 
— through which models of legitimate action diffuse and become 
widely institutionalized (Meyer et al., 1997; Drori et al., 2006; Brom-
ley & Meyer, 2015). From this world society perspective, the recur-
ring expectations identified above can be conceptualized as an institu-
tional script — a culturally recognizable model for what legitimate 
and responsible engagement with complex societal problems should 
look like. This script does not simply prescribe collaboration across 
sectoral boundaries, but legitimates a particular mode of engagement 
with societal challenges. Paper I illustrates this script in the work of 
cross-sector strategists, whose triggering and selling of social sustaina-
bility issues seek to make such problems relevant to actors whose 
mandates, expertise, and everyday practices are formally located else-
where. Issues such as social sustainability, public health inequalities, 
and segregation are presented not as discrete problems with identifia-
ble boundaries, but as evolving constellations of interdependent con-
ditions that resist reduction to a single domain of expertise, policy in-
strument, or organizational mandate. Legitimate engagement is 
therefore articulated in terms that keep problem definitions open, al-
low multiple interpretations to coexist, and invite additional perspec-
tives. Rather than requiring a single authoritative diagnosis, the script 
authorizes the simultaneous presence of different problem framings 
and forms of expertise. It also positions actors from multiple societal 
spheres as legitimate participants, reflecting the assumption that no 
single domain can claim exclusive relevance.  

These prescriptions resonate closely with the research literature on 
grand challenges. In this literature, scholars similarly emphasize the 
need to maintain openness in problem definitions, sustain multiple 
interpretations, and engage diverse actors and forms of expertise 
(Reinecke & Ansari, 2016). Strategies such as ‘multivocal inscriptions’ 
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have been proposed precisely as ways of mobilizing heterogeneous ac-
tors around issues that are difficult to delimit and resistant to defini-
tive resolution (Ferraro et al., 2015). Rather than seeking to “tame” 
such problems through narrow definitions, the literature frequently 
stresses the importance of sustaining interpretive openness and collec-
tive engagement (Termeer et al., 2019). From a world society perspec-
tive, this resemblance between research literature and empirical prac-
tice is analytically significant. It suggests that both participate in the 
wider institutional circulation of scripts for legitimate responses to so-
cietal problems. The ways actors in the empirical studies describe and 
organize their work can thus be understood as enactments of such 
scripts, through which collective action is made intelligible. In this 
sense, the cover essay treats parts of the relevant research literature, 
not merely as background or accumulated findings, but also as a form 
of empirical material — a body of texts in which institutionalized as-
sumptions about cross-sectoral governance are articulated and repro-
duced. 

Ambiguity is not incidental to cross-sectoral governance, but central 
to how the script sustains the possibility of collective actorhood. In 
organizational research, ambiguity commonly refers to situations in 
which goals, meanings, interpretations, or appropriate courses of ac-
tion are open to multiple understandings rather than definitively 
specified (e.g., March & Olsen, 1976; Weick, 1995). In the present 
analysis, however, ambiguity does not denote a temporary lack of 
clarity, but a condition in which such openness is sustained and insti-
tutionally organized. As shown in the empirical studies — most ex-
plicitly in the analysis of ‘governance by ambiguity’ (Paper IV) — this 
openness is actively reproduced through discursive framings, organi-
zational arrangements, and procedural routines, allowing cross-sec-
toral governance to persist without consolidating a unified problem 
definition, participant structure, or locus of responsibility. Hence, 
this institutional script does not eliminate ambiguity but prescribes 
forms of engagement that sustain it. What is here termed ambiguous 
scripts refers not to vagueness in the scripts themselves, but to scripts 
that render it legitimate for problem definitions, interpretations, and 
participation to remain open. In this sense, ambiguity is not a 
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temporary condition to be resolved, but a constitutive feature of how 
problems are engaged in cross-sectoral governance. 

The institutional script outlined above not only defines how such 
problems are to be engaged but also specifies the conditions under 
which collective actorhood can be sustained. This dynamic is elabo-
rated in the analysis of grand challenges as empty signifiers (Paper 
III), where the indeterminacy of grand challenges is shown to be con-
stitutive of their organizing force, enabling heterogeneous and poten-
tially conflicting demands to be held together within a shared hori-
zon of action. Placed alongside this, Paper I provides a 
complementary empirical illustration where cross-sector strategists’ 
brokering work does not seek to eliminate divergent professional in-
terpretations, but to keep them in relation to one another as part of a 
shared cross-sectoral problem space. By keeping problem definitions 
open, allowing multiple interpretations to coexist, and extending par-
ticipation across organizational domains, ambiguous scripts make it 
possible to attribute collective actorhood without resolving the ques-
tion of who the responsible actor is. They do not integrate authority 
or consolidate responsibility in a bounded collective actor. Rather, 
they specify legitimate cross-sectoral action in ways that keep collec-
tive purpose expansive, render heterogeneous actors relevant to a 
shared problem space, and make responsibility attributable without 
consolidating it in a bounded collective actor. Extending this pattern, 
Paper IV further shows the organizational consequence of this dy-
namic — ambiguity enables governance arrangements to expand by 
incorporating new actors, concerns, and arenas while deferring con-
testation over priorities, authority, and responsibility. In this sense, 
ambiguous scripts sustain the conditions under which collective ac-
torhood can be attributed, even though authority, responsibility, and 
capacity remain distributed. 

Cross-sectoral actorhood thus emerges not from the integration of au-
thority but from the institutionalized capacity to sustain a shared ori-
entation toward a problem that remains open, distributed, and con-
tinuously rearticulated. What is accomplished is not the 
establishment of a bounded collective actor, but the continued attrib-
ution of cross-sectoral governance arrangements as purposeful, 
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capable, and morally responsible collective actors. The following sec-
tions elaborate how this accomplishment is materialized and enacted 
in organizational arrangements.  

Ceremonial Infrastructures 
In neo-institutional theory, ceremonial structures denote the formal-
ized arrangements through which organizations materialize wider 
cultural expectations of rational organization and accountable action 
(Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Jepperson, 1991). Such structures — e.g., hi-
erarchies, defined roles, planning procedures, and evaluation routines 
— do not necessarily direct everyday work but demonstrate that orga-
nized and accountable action is taking place in accordance with insti-
tutional scripts. The term ceremonial is used here not to imply super-
ficiality or illusion, but to emphasize that the efficacy of such 
arrangements is institutional. By adopting recognized organizational 
forms, actors demonstrate that they are accountable, modern, and 
properly governed (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983). In this sense, ceremonial structures provide recognizable or-
ganizational arrangements through which actorhood can be displayed 
even when operational capacities remain loosely integrated (Meyer & 
Jepperson, 2000; Bromley & Meyer, 2015). 

Extending this insight beyond bounded organizational actors, the 
concept of ceremonial infrastructures refers here to the recurrent and 
recognizable organizational arrangements through which ambiguous 
scripts are materialized. Across the studies included in this thesis, 
such infrastructures become visible in forms such as recurring coordi-
nation arenas, formalized planning procedures, intermediary coordi-
nation roles, and shared reporting routines. The analysis in Paper II il-
lustrates how the studied actors seek to establish hierarchical 
relations, formal interaction channels, and designated offices in order 
to make cross-sectoral governance predictable, consistent, and ac-
countable. These arrangements formalize the arenas and procedures 
through which cross-sectoral governance is conducted, illustrating 
how bureaucratic elements are reconstructed in order to give collabo-
rative governance recognizable organizational form. This formaliza-
tion is visible in collaboration agreements, formal voting procedures, 
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written assignments, action plans, meeting agendas and minutes, digi-
tal planning tools, and routinized reporting procedures through 
which cross-sectoral relations are made durable, traceable, and ac-
countable.  

Paper I provides a complementary perspective by showing how cross-
sectoral governance is also infrastructurally supported through for-
mally designated intermediary roles. The study analyzes cross-sector 
strategists as an emerging occupational position whose work is di-
rected toward supporting other jurisdictions to meet and act, and 
whose growing presence reflects attempts to formalize and institu-
tionalize the imprecise roles and governance associated with cross-sec-
toral policy areas. Rather than exercising hierarchical authority, these 
roles work by connecting agendas, mediating across professional and 
organizational boundaries, and sustaining conditions for collective ac-
tion. In doing so, they give cross-sectoral governance a degree of or-
ganizational continuity and recognizability without consolidating au-
thority within a single organizational entity. Paper IV further 
specifies this infrastructural form by showing how governance net-
works operate as strategic coordination arenas rather than formal de-
cision-making bodies. They operate by creating agendas, linking initi-
atives, and sustaining dialogue across municipal, regional, public, 
private, and civil society actors, while often leaving formal authority 
and implementation responsibilities located elsewhere. 

Crucially, ceremonial infrastructures do not eliminate the ambiguity 
prescribed by cross-sectoral scripts. Rather, they are structured in ways 
that do not require full agreement on problem definitions, the con-
solidation of decisions, or the stabilization of responsibility. Paper I 
illustrates how cross-sector strategists’ brokering work consists in 
holding different professional perspectives, legal frameworks, politi-
cal objectives, and jurisdictional boundaries in relation to one an-
other. The infrastructural function of the role is therefore not to settle 
ambiguity, but to provide a setting in which divergent interpretations 
can remain connected. Different actors can therefore articulate their 
own interpretations and relate their activities to the shared issue with-
out being integrated into a unified organizational structure. This also 
resonates with Paper III, where discursive openness is shown to be a 
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condition for holding heterogeneous demands together within a 
shared problem-space. 

Procedural regularity is central to this infrastructural form. In Paper 
II, such regularity is produced through the alignment of cross-sectoral 
arenas with the vertical hierarchy of offices, as politicians, managers, 
and strategists exchange information in routinized sequences, while 
written assignments, action plans, digital planning tools, and follow-
up procedures connect collaborative initiatives to ordinary systems of 
decision-making and accountability. Placed alongside Paper II, Paper 
IV shows how such procedural regularity sustains openness, as recur-
ring meetings, reporting routines, and strategy revisions allow issues 
to be repeatedly revisited and reframed without requiring full agree-
ment on priorities, responsibilities, or final decisions. Together, these 
procedures give cross-sectoral governance a durable form around 
shared issues broad enough to accommodate divergent interpreta-
tions and contributions.  

Building on insights from infrastructure studies (Star & Ruhleder, 
1996; Larkin, 2013), infrastructures are understood here as organiza-
tional and procedural arrangements that stabilize relations among dis-
persed actors and activities over time. The concept is used to capture 
systems of connections, procedures, and representation that sustain 
coordination without consolidating it into a single, bounded organi-
zational structure. Their ceremonial significance lies in the way such 
arrangements make collaboration visible, repeatable, and publicly rec-
ognizable as collective action. Ceremonial infrastructures are open 
and flexible, designed to link heterogeneous actors and domains ra-
ther than to direct or control them. Rather than specifying authority, 
infrastructures provide durable relational frameworks — such as re-
curring meeting arenas, formal roles, and shared formats — within 
which interaction becomes possible and repeatable across organiza-
tional settings. In this sense, infrastructures stabilize the form of cross-
sectoral governance without determining its substantive content. 
While the specific issues addressed and the participating actors may 
change, the infrastructural form itself remains relatively stable.  

The compiled studies suggest that the organizational arrangements 
described are not adequately captured as formal structures in the 
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conventional sense. While they display recognizable features of for-
mal organizations, they do not consolidate decision-making author-
ity, nor do they centralize responsibility. At the same time, these in-
frastructures are not simply instances of decoupling between formal 
structure and operational practice. Decoupling presupposes a rela-
tively clear formal structure whose relation to practice can be assessed. 
In the arrangements examined across the compiled papers, however, 
such a structure cannot be identified. Strategic formulations, forums, 
reporting routines, and coordination procedures do not define a suffi-
ciently determinate and binding program against which participating 
organizations’ activities can be assessed as aligned or decoupled. Ra-
ther, they provide a shared frame of reference within which a wide 
range of activities can be articulated as contributions to a broadly for-
mulated issue. Read across the studies, this means that activities and 
projects rooted in separate organizational mandates can be presented 
as contributions to social sustainability without necessarily being re-
organized in practice. Paper I illustrates this by showing how cross-
sector strategists make social sustainability relevant to existing profes-
sional concerns rather than requiring those concerns to be replaced 
by a new, unified agenda. 

Ceremonial infrastructures thus constitute the organizational condi-
tions under which cross-sectoral governance can sustain the appear-
ance and plausibility of coordinated and responsible action. In Paper 
IV, this is visible in how continuity, inclusion, and process function 
as signs that governance is taking place. Recurring dialogue, main-
tained arenas, and continued participation display collective action 
even when strategic direction, prioritization, and responsibility re-
main distributed. Paper I shows a related but distinct dynamic, in 
which accountability is mediated through organizational formats 
without centralizing responsibility in a formal authority structure. Be-
cause cross-sector strategists lack decision-making authority, they de-
pend on goals, plans, management systems, texts, metrics, and formal 
documents to render other actors accountable within the policy area. 
These formats do not relocate responsibility to the strategist role; ra-
ther, they make distributed responsibilities visible, addressable, and 
available for invocation across organizational settings. In doing so, 
ceremonial infrastructures display responsible action without 
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resolving the distribution of responsibility. What is accomplished is 
not the establishment of a unified organizational actor, but the con-
tinued attribution and maintenance of cross-sectoral governance as 
purposeful, capable, and morally responsible actor in modern society.  

In the compiled papers, these infrastructures are instantiated and 
maintained by public actors. Councils, coordination arenas, and inter-
mediary roles such as cross-sectoral strategists are formally established 
within public organizations, which define their mandates, participa-
tion, and procedural formats. Yet, despite this anchoring, these ar-
rangements do not necessarily reconstitute cross-sectoral governance 
as a centralized, state-bound activity. Instead, public authorities pro-
vide the organizational forms through which cross-sectoral govern-
ance can be sustained as a recognizable collective actor, even as au-
thority and decision-making remain distributed across participating 
organizations. 

Distributed Enactments 
Within world society theory, institutional enactments refer to the or-
ganized activities that activate ceremonial structures — by using 
them, reporting through them, and coordinating within them — 
thereby making actorhood publicly observable. Institutional scripts 
establish what counts as legitimate and responsible action, while cere-
monial structures provide recognizable forms through which such ex-
pectations can be displayed. Enactment occurs when these arrange-
ments are activated in ways that attribute intention, responsibility 
and collective purpose to an actor and thereby reaffirm its presence. 
In this sense, enactment refers not to individual performance or situ-
ated interaction in a micro-sociological sense, but to collective and or-
ganized processes through which strategies are formulated, responsi-
bilities assigned, and outcomes reported in the name of an actor, 
thereby making actorhood institutionally observable. 

In cross-sectoral governance, however, this institutional enactment 
unfolds under conditions where no single organization embodies the 
actor assumed to be responsible. Authority and responsibility are dis-
tributed across participating organizations, yet the cultural expecta-
tion that actorhood can be attributed to a collective arrangement 
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remains intact. To analytically capture this condition, the concept of 
distributed enactments is introduced. Distributed enactments refer to 
the organized activities through which participating organizations 
formulate decisions, initiate actions, and report outcomes in ways 
that attribute intention and responsibility to the cross-sectoral govern-
ance arrangement, thereby enacting it as a collective actor. This is ob-
servable, for instance, when joint plans or policy documents formu-
late decisions in the name of the cross-sectoral governance 
arrangement, even though the underlying actions are carried out 
within separate organizations. 

These enactments do not depend on integrated control or a unified 
organizational center, but occur under conditions where formal deci-
sion authority and administrative mandates remain located within the 
line organizations that participate in the collaboration. Across the 
studies included in this thesis, such enactments become visible when 
ceremonial infrastructures such as coordination arenas, intermediary 
roles, action plans, and follow-up routines are activated as channels 
through which work carried out in separate organizations can be con-
nected to a cross-sectoral agenda. This becomes visible across Paper II 
and Paper I in different ways. Paper II makes this visible because it 
shows how collaborative governance is enacted through formalized 
sequences of assignment, documentation, feedback, and reporting. 
Decisions and initiatives are not lifted out of ordinary bureaucratic 
structures, but move through them as network discussions are trans-
lated into written assignments and action plans, entered into plan-
ning systems, reported back to managers and politicians, and thereby 
rendered visible as part of a cross-sectoral governance effort. Paper I 
shows a related enactment at the level of intermediary work. Cross-
sector strategists do not act above professional groups or line organi-
zations, but seek to make broader problem formulations actionable 
within others’ mandates, planning processes, and professional con-
cerns. Actorhood is thus enacted through a movement across organi-
zational boundaries, as decisions and initiatives taken within partici-
pating organizations are subsequently articulated and reported within 
the cross-sectoral governance arrangement as expressions of collective 
action. 
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Read across the studies, collective actorhood is repeatedly brought 
into being through practices in which the cross-sectoral governance 
arrangement is represented, spoken for, and made visible as a collec-
tive “we”. This occurs, for instance, when actors speak on behalf of 
the network in policy arenas or media, when joint documents state 
that “we have decided”, or when meetings and coordination forums 
stage the collaboration as a unified entity. Such practices do not 
merely describe an already existing collective actor, but actively con-
stitute it. Through acts of representation, joint decision formulations, 
and public accounts of progress, dispersed actors and activities are 
momentarily assembled into a recognizable and responsible collec-
tive. Paper IV provides a related illustration of how such collective 
representation is procedurally produced. In the studied governance 
networks, meeting discussions, facilitator summaries, whiteboard for-
mulations, and strategy revisions translate diverse concerns into 
shared categories such as inclusion, trust, safety, and social sustaina-
bility. Through these procedural translations, dispersed observations 
and concerns are reformulated as elements of a common agenda, al-
lowing cross-sectoral governance arrangements to be enacted as pur-
poseful and responsive collective actors. 

In this sense, distributed enactments are the practices through which 
dispersed activities come to count as the action of a collective actor. 
Their significance lies in the attributional work through which activi-
ties, concerns, and decisions located in separate organizational set-
tings are articulated as expressions of a shared and responsible under-
taking. This does not mean that such activities remain confined 
within participating organizations and are only subsequently reported 
as collective action. Rather, their distributed character lies in the way 
boundary-spanning work is carried through organizationally distinct 
mandates, resources, and forms of expertise. In the compiled papers, 
this is visible not only in documents, plans, and reporting routines, 
but also in collaborative initiatives and intermediary work through 
which actors coordinate concerns, mobilize resources, and produce 
action across organizational boundaries. Paper II illustrates this in re-
lation to collaborative initiatives around crime prevention, urban 
planning, and support for children and families, where actors coordi-
nate concerns, mobilize resources, and connect activities across 
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established organizational domains. Such initiatives involve practical 
collaboration across organizational boundaries, but the decisions, 
mandates, resources, and responsibility through which they are car-
ried remain located in the participating organizations. Paper I shows 
a related dynamic in the work of cross-sector strategists, whose trig-
gering, selling, bridging, brokering, and forming of accountabilities 
seek to create spaces in which strategic action and decisions can be 
produced jointly across jurisdictional boundaries. 

Across these forms of enactment, the accomplishment of collective ac-
torhood is tied to the formation of actionable problems. Broad prob-
lem formulations such as social sustainability, safety, public health, or 
segregation become actionable when they are linked to particular ac-
tivities, organizational practices, and professional concerns. Distrib-
uted enactments therefore do not merely assemble dispersed activities 
as expressions of collective action. They also shape how broad societal 
concerns become actionable and what forms of organized and respon-
sible action can appear legitimate. Paper III clarifies this dynamic by 
conceptualizing grand challenges as empty signifiers. Their openness 
enables different demands and interpretations to be gathered within a 
shared problem-space. Yet they become actionable only when this 
openness is partially fixed in particular settings. In the context of 
cross-sectoral governance, such partial fixations occur when broad 
and open-ended problem formulations are connected to particular in-
itiatives, organizational routines, professional interpretations, and re-
porting formats. Through these situated articulations, problem do-
mains that remain expansive at the level of script acquire practical 
force in organized settings.  

Alongside Paper III, Paper IV shows that this process is selective and 
consequential. When heterogeneous inputs are translated into broad 
strategic categories such as inclusion, trust, safety, or social sustaina-
bility, procedural enactments can sustain the appearance of agree-
ment while deferring conflict over priorities, authority, and accounta-
bility. Enactments therefore do not merely respond to or implement 
pre-given societal challenges, but participate in organizing the rela-
tion between problems, actors, and possible responses. In doing so, 
they contribute to sustaining the appearance of cross-sectoral 
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governance as collective actors oriented toward problems that, in 
turn, are made governable through the very practices by which they 
are addressed. This echoes Paper III’s argument that open-ended soci-
etal challenges acquire organizational force against a backdrop of ap-
parent consensus, through a political process in which some problem 
articulations are privileged while others are marginalized or deferred. 

The term distributed is used here to specify that enactment does not 
originate from, nor is it contained within, a single organizational cen-
ter. Distributed enactments sustain cross-sectoral actorhood by allow-
ing decisions, activities, and concerns that remain organizationally 
dispersed to be articulated as collective action oriented toward shared 
problem domains. This occurs without relocating authority, re-
sources, or responsibility into a single organizational center. Cross-
sectoral actorhood, in this sense, does not reside in the network as 
such, but is attributed to it through recurring enactments in which 
dispersed and boundary-spanning activities are made to count as ex-
pressions of a shared and responsible undertaking. 

Cross-sectoral Actorhood  
The interpretive synthesis developed in this chapter establishes cross-
sectoral actorhood as an institutional accomplishment through the in-
terrelation of ambiguous scripts, ceremonial infrastructures, and distrib-
uted enactments. Together, these dimensions specify how cross-sectoral 
governance arrangements can be constituted as collective actors with-
out consolidating mandate, authority, or capacity within a single or-
ganizational entity. Cross-sectoral actorhood does not denote the 
emergence of a new empirical actor, but names the extension of the 
cultural model of actorhood to arrangements in which mandate, au-
thority, and capacity remain distributed across organizational bound-
aries. The contribution is therefore not to identify a new or different 
cultural model of actorhood, but to specify how the same model is at-
tributed and sustained under distributed organizational conditions.  

This accomplishment is inseparable from the simultaneous construc-
tion of societal problems as objects of governance. For cross-sectoral 
actorhood to become possible, societal problems must remain suffi-
ciently open to gather heterogeneous actors, mandates, and concerns, 
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while also acquiring enough organizational form to be acted upon 
and accounted for as matters of shared concern. Ambiguous scripts 
sustain this openness by formulating broad societal concerns as 
shared and legitimate orientations for action without fixing their sub-
stantive content. Ceremonial infrastructures give this openness an or-
ganizational form, providing forums, documents, procedures, and re-
porting formats through which broad concerns can be articulated, 
coordinated, and sustained over time. Distributed enactments, in 
turn, connect open-ended problem formulations to situated activities, 
decisions, and responsibilities, allowing these to appear as contribu-
tions to a collective response. This gives the relation between actor 
and problem a recursive character. Cross-sectoral governance arrange-
ments become intelligible as collective actors through their orienta-
tion to societal problems that require organized responses. At the 
same time, such problems become governable as they are linked to ac-
tivities, accounts, and responsibilities that can be gathered as the work 
of a collective actor. The relation is therefore not one between an al-
ready constituted problem and an already available actor, but be-
tween two institutional accomplishments whose plausibility is mutu-
ally sustained.  

This relational accomplishment rests on a specific institutional condi-
tion. Cross-sectoral governance depends on actors that are simultane-
ously sectorally differentiated and shaped by shared rationalized mod-
els of organizational actorhood. Public agencies, private firms, and 
civil society organizations are situated in different institutional do-
mains, shaped by distinct mandates, resources, and logics of appropri-
ateness (cf. March & Olsen, 1989). In the research literature on cross-
sectoral governance, such differences are commonly treated either as 
sources of coordination problems or as necessary conditions for col-
laborative advantage, innovation, and the handling of complexity 
(e.g., Huxham & Vangen, 2005; Bryson et al., 2015; Vangen et al., 
2015). From a world society perspective, however, sectoral differentia-
tion is accompanied by the diffusion of rationalized models of organi-
zation and actorhood. Although public agencies, private firms, and 
civil society organizations remain differentiated by mandate, purpose, 
and institutional location, they are becoming increasingly similar in 
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actorhood terms (Bromley & Meyer, 2017).16 Cross-sectoral actorhood 
is accomplished within this dual condition. Difference provides the 
rationale for collaboration, while shared models of organizational ac-
torhood provide the cultural terms through which heterogeneous or-
ganizations can be aligned.  

However, this alignment does not dissolve the actorhood of the par-
ticipating organizations. The plausibility of the collective actor rests 
in part on the recognized standing of participating organizations as 
already legitimate bearers of purposeful and responsible action. Con-
versely, participation in a collective arrangement to which actorhood 
is attributed allows these organizations to appear capable of contrib-
uting to problems beyond their individual mandates. Cross-sectoral 
actorhood therefore captures not only the enactment of a collective 
actor across organizational boundaries, but a recursive relation in 
which collective and organizational actorhood sustain one another.  

What is reproduced through this relation is the broader cultural 
model through which organizations appear as purposeful, capable, 
and morally responsible actors in modern society. Naming this ac-
complishment cross-sectoral actorhood extends the Meyerian argument 
by specifying how the cultural model of actorhood can be attributed 
and sustained in arrangements that span organizational and sectoral 
boundaries. 

 
16  Meyer and Bromley (2013) and Bromley and Meyer (2015, 2017) argue that 

formal organization has expanded across state, market, and public-good are-

nas, transforming older and more distinct social forms into managed and 

agentic organizational entities. This is visible, for example, when charities and 

voluntary associations are recast as “nonprofit organizations”, when nonprof-

its adopt standardized management practices, when firms display social and 

environmental responsibility, and when public agencies increasingly organize 

around transparency, evaluation, performance, and accountability structures. 

In this sense, sectoral differences persist, but organizations across sectors are 

increasingly expected to display similar forms of rationalized agency, identity, 

purposiveness, and responsibility. 
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
The preceding chapter developed cross-sectoral actorhood as the cen-
tral theoretical contribution of this thesis. This final chapter specifies 
what follows from that argument. It begins by clarifying the contribu-
tion made by theorizing cross-sectoral actorhood as an institutional 
accomplishment. It then discusses what this theorization changes for 
research on cross-sectoral governance, before considering how respon-
sibility and power are implicated in such arrangements. The chapter 
concludes by reflecting on the thesis’s contribution to practice and on 
the changing societal conditions into which its central claim speaks. 

What this Thesis Does: Theorizing Cross-sectoral Actorhood 
This thesis began from the observation that contemporary societies in-
creasingly frame societal concerns as challenges that exceed estab-
lished organizational and sectoral boundaries. Problems such as cli-
mate change, segregation, public health, and sustainability are framed 
as complex, interdependent, and resistant to ordinary forms of inter-
vention. Within this framing, organization appears both as diagnosis 
and remedy. Fragmentation, silos, and competing jurisdictions are 
cast as obstacles to collective action, while networks, partnerships, 
and cross-sectoral arrangements are expected to restore the possibility 
of coordinated purpose, responsibility, and action (Selsky & Parker, 
2005; Bryson et al., 2015; Wickert et al., 2021). The thesis has argued 
that what emerges in such settings is not only a mode of coordina-
tion, but a form of actorhood. Cross-sectoral governance arrange-
ments are not merely arenas in which already constituted actors ad-
dress already defined societal problems, but sites in which collective 
purpose, capacity, and responsibility become attributable across or-
ganizational boundaries. Cross-sectoral governance is significant, in 
this sense, not only as a response to complex societal challenges, but 
as a site in which a broader transformation in the modern production 
of actorhood becomes visible. 

The central contribution of the thesis is to theorize this institutional 
process as cross-sectoral actorhood. Drawing on an interpretive synthesis 
of four studies, the thesis shows how cross-sectoral governance 
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arrangements come to sustain the qualities of a purposeful, capable, 
and morally responsible collective actor. Cross-sectoral actorhood is 
not an inherent property of such arrangements, nor does it imply the 
emergence of a new empirical actor in any straightforward sense. Ra-
ther, the concept captures how actorhood can be institutionally ac-
complished when the attributes conventionally associated with it — 
bounded form, unified authority, and consolidated responsibility — 
are distributed across multiple organizations. In this respect, the thesis 
draws on and extends world society theory by specifying how actor-
hood is accomplished beyond the formal organization, in arrange-
ments that lack a singular organizational center but are nevertheless 
expected to act, decide, coordinate, and account for collective out-
comes. 

The thesis has specified this accomplishment through three interre-
lated dimensions — ambiguous scripts, ceremonial infrastructures, 
and distributed enactments. Ambiguous scripts articulate broad and 
legitimate purposes without fixing their substantive content. Ceremo-
nial infrastructures give organizational form and continuity to these 
purposes through forums, strategies, agreements, roles, procedures, 
and reporting arrangements. Distributed enactments sustain the ap-
pearance of collective action by connecting activities carried out 
across distinct organizational mandates to a shared undertaking. To-
gether, these dimensions make it possible for cross-sectoral govern-
ance arrangements to appear as collective actors despite the absence of 
a singular organizational center. 

By theorizing cross-sectoral actorhood, the thesis recasts the analytical 
status of cross-sectoral governance. In doing so, it brings into view 
how such governance arrangements do not merely respond to societal 
challenges, but participate in producing and stabilizing the appear-
ance and plausibility of collective actors and actionable problems. 
Cross-sectoral governance persists, from this perspective, less as a tech-
nical solution to complex societal problems than as an institutional-
ized form through which the very possibility of collective action is 
sustained. 

The broad use of the term cross-sectoral governance is important in 
this respect. The term does not designate a single organizational form, 
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nor does it assume that all collaborative, networked, or cross-bound-
ary arrangements operate in the same way. Rather, the term captures 
a wider institutional development in which responsibility for societal 
problems is increasingly organized across established organizational, 
sectoral, and jurisdictional boundaries. This broad usage is analyti-
cally useful because the thesis is not primarily concerned with classify-
ing governance arrangements, but with theorizing a process through 
which arrangements that lack a unified organizational center may 
nevertheless come to be treated as purposeful, capable, and responsi-
ble collective actors.  

This also means that the concept of cross-sectoral actorhood may have 
relevance beyond the specific public-sector settings examined here. 
Similar questions may arise wherever collective action is attributed to 
arrangements composed of multiple organizations, sectors, or institu-
tional domains. This may include public-private partnerships, trans-
national standard-setting arrangements, corporate sustainability initi-
atives, or civil preparedness. In such settings, the empirical forms and 
societal concerns may differ, but the analytical question remains simi-
lar: how are collective purpose, responsibility, and capacity made at-
tributable when no single organization fully contains the authority, 
resources, or accountability required to act on the problem at hand?  

While the thesis is positioned within research on cross-sectoral gov-
ernance and public sector governance, its theoretical contribution 
therefore also extends to organization theory more broadly. By theo-
rizing cross-sectoral actorhood, the thesis specifies how actorhood can 
be attributed to arrangements that lack the bounded form, unified au-
thority, and consolidated responsibility conventionally associated 
with formal organizations. 

What this Changes: Rethinking the Actor and the Problem 
The research literature on cross-sectoral governance has largely been 
shaped by an instrumental orientation, in which cross-sectoral ar-
rangements are conceptualized as a means of enhancing effectiveness 
in the face of complex and boundary-spanning problems. Cross-sec-
toral governance thus appears as a rational response to fragmentation 
and interdependence, and as a mode of organizing through which 
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dispersed actors may pool resources, align strategies, and coordinate 
action across organizational, sectoral, and jurisdictional boundaries 
(Geddes, 2012; Emerson & Nabatchi, 2015; Van Tulder & Keen, 2018; 
Bjurstrøm, 2021). Research in this tradition has focused largely on the 
organizational conditions under which collaboration can be de-
signed, facilitated, evaluated, or improved, including questions of 
trust, leadership, accountability, and institutional design (Provan & 
Kenis, 2008; Gjaltema et al., 2020; Krogh, 2022; Bianchi et al., 2021; 
Eriksson et al., 2022). 

This thesis does not reject the importance of such questions. It does, 
however, suggest that they rest on an analytical settlement that should 
itself be made available for inquiry. To ask how cross-sectoral govern-
ance arrangements organize around shared societal problems already 
presupposes that there are entities to which collective purpose, re-
sponsibility, and commitment can be attributed (cf. Meyer & Jepper-
son, 2000; Drori et al., 2006; Bromley & Meyer, 2015). It also presup-
poses problems that are sufficiently identifiable to be addressed, 
monitored, and accounted for. The theorization developed here 
makes these conditions available for inquiry by approaching the col-
lective actor and the actionable problem not as starting points for 
cross-sectoral governance, but as institutional accomplishments.  

This changes, first, how the actor is approached in research on cross-
sectoral governance. In prior research, the actor is approached 
through questions of collaboration, coordination, and capacity — 
who participates, how they relate, what enables joint action, and how 
collaboration can be sustained. The theorization of cross-sectoral ac-
torhood begins from a different analytical problem — how these ar-
rangements become institutionally constituted as collective actors. 
The contribution of this thesis is therefore to theorize cross-sectoral 
actorhood and to make its institutional accomplishment empirically 
traceable. The three dimensions developed in the thesis — ambiguous 
scripts, ceremonial infrastructures, and distributed enactments — of-
fer analytical entry points for studying how collective actorhood is in-
stitutionally accomplished in arrangements that lack a single organi-
zational center. They direct attention to how collective purposes are 
articulated, how dispersed arrangements acquire recognizable form, 
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and how activities carried out across organizations come to count as 
part of a shared undertaking. This is analytically consequential be-
cause the attribution of actorhood shapes how responsibility is orga-
nized and how societal challenges are made actionable in contempo-
rary governance. Responsibility may be mobilized through cross-
sectoral governance arrangements, but also displaced within them. 
Societal challenges may be gathered as shared concerns, but also artic-
ulated in ways that privilege some understandings while marginaliz-
ing others. This is why actorhood cannot be assumed in analyses of 
cross-sectoral governance. Rather, its institutional accomplishment 
forms the process in which what counts as a pressing societal chal-
lenge and what counts as a responsible actor are continuously shaped. 

A similar reframing concerns the status of societal problems. Within 
much of the cross-sectoral governance literature, societal problems are 
treated as complex, contested, or wicked problem domains that pre-
cede the governance arrangements established to address them (Rittel 
& Webber, 1973; Geuijen et al., 2017; Termeer & Dewulf, 2019; Do-
rado et al., 2022). The theorization developed here brings into view 
how such broad and open-ended societal concerns are given form and 
rendered actionable through the same institutional processes by 
which responsibility for addressing them becomes collectively orga-
nized. Such problem domains remain discursively open enough to 
gather heterogeneous actors, mandates, and interpretations, while 
also becoming sufficiently specified to be acted upon, represented, 
and accounted for (Reinecke & Ansari, 2016; Seidl & Werle, 2018; 
Howard-Grenville & Spengler, 2022). Paper III provides a framework 
for tracing this process in relation to grand challenges. It shows how 
broad societal challenges can acquire organizing force precisely be-
cause they remain open to multiple meanings, while also becoming 
actionable through situated forms of partial stabilization. This refram-
ing suggests that research on cross-sectoral governance should trace 
how broad concerns are translated into shared problems around 
which collective responsibility and action can be organized. This 
means asking how such concerns are articulated as shared problems, 
how they are connected to specific activities and responsibilities, and 
how they become represented as matters for collective action — but 
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also what these articulations silence, marginalize, or make difficult to 
contest. 

Taken together, this reframing unsettles a prevailing analytical order 
in research on cross-sectoral governance. Rather than beginning with 
responsible actors and societal problems as the starting points of gov-
ernance, the thesis treats them as institutional accomplishments that 
must themselves become objects of analysis. The concept of cross-sec-
toral actorhood is central to this move because it distinguishes cross-
sectoral governance as an empirical arrangement from the institu-
tional process through which such arrangements are constituted as 
collective actors. For research on cross-sectoral governance, this con-
ceptual distinction allows for a more precise analysis of how such ar-
rangements operate and what is at stake in their continued expansion.  

What this Implies: Responsibility and Power in Cross-sectoral 
Governance 
Cross-sectoral governance extends organized forms of responsibility 
beyond the boundaries of the formal organization. It multiplies the 
arrangements through which responsibility is made visible, invoked, 
and displayed in contemporary society, while leaving unsettled where 
responsibility ultimately resides, to whom it is owed, and how its ful-
fillment should be judged. The implication is not that cross-sectoral 
governance lacks responsibility, or that such arrangements are merely 
symbolic. Rather, cross-sectoral actorhood provides the very form 
through which dispersed responsibility can be gathered and ac-
counted for as part of a collective undertaking.17 

 
17  Accountability in cross-sectoral governance is not reducible to a single princi-

pal–agent relation. As responsibility is attributed across organizational bound-

aries, accounts are oriented toward multiple and partly overlapping audiences: 

political authorities, administrative hierarchies, partner organizations, profes-

sional communities, citizens, target groups, funders, and broader publics. The 

question of “accountability to whom” therefore concerns not only a formal 

addressee, but the plurality of audiences before which cross-sectoral responsi-

bility may be displayed, justified, and assessed. 
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The governance arrangements examined in this thesis do not simply 
produce loose talk, empty ceremony, or decoupled symbolism. They 
mobilize time, resources, meetings, reports, projects, decisions, and 
interventions. They organize relations among public organizations, 
civil society actors, and other participants, and they generate forms of 
action that become meaningful within the shared language of social 
sustainability and public health. These activities become meaningful 
as they are attached to broad and open-ended problem formulations, 
where no clear threshold determines when responsibility has ulti-
mately been fulfilled, exceeded, or breached.  

The extension of the actorhood model into cross-sectoral arrange-
ments thereby reconfigures the conditions of organized responsibil-
ity. Responsibility becomes less a property that can be attached to a 
single bounded actor and assessed against determinate criteria, and 
more a relation that is sustained through continuous connections be-
tween actors, activities, problems, and accounts. In this configuration, 
responsibility, intention, and displayed action are multiplied, yet it 
becomes increasingly harder to locate who is ultimately responsible 
for what, by what standard, and with what consequences. From this 
perspective, the question is no longer what makes cross-sectoral gov-
ernance “work”, but what it would mean for such arrangements to 
achieve their aims at all. What counts as a contribution, what counts 
as a relevant problem, what counts as responsible action, and what 
counts as failure are not external measures applied to cross-sectoral 
governance. They are produced within the same institutional pro-
cesses through which cross-sectoral actorhood is accomplished. 

As shown in the analysis, strategies, forums, reports, projects, and co-
ordination routines do not merely record cross-sectoral activity. They 
constitute what comes to count as coordinated, responsible, and pur-
poseful action. This is where the question of power becomes central. 
In research on cross-sectoral governance, power tends, if considered at 
all, to appear as an external disturbance to otherwise collaborative 
processes (Brisbois & de Loë, 2016; Hafer et al., 2022), or as some-
thing that becomes visible when interests collide, actors dominate 
one another, or conflicts surface (Purdy, 2012; Ran & Qi, 2018). Yet 
the argument developed in this thesis suggests that power should also 
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be analyzed in the ordering work through which problems are formu-
lated, responsibilities attached, contributions recognized, and some 
forms of action made more thinkable than others. If cross-sectoral ac-
torhood is an institutional accomplishment, then future research 
should ask how this accomplishment is shaped, by whom, and with 
what exclusions. Paper III offers a framework and more in-depth mo-
tivation for such a research agenda. 

A research agenda that puts power in the center may require bringing 
world society theory and institutional theory into closer conversation 
with approaches that are more explicitly equipped to analyze situated 
power, discourse, translation, and contestation (e.g., Laclau & 
Mouffe, 1985). A recurring critique of world society theory is that its 
emphasis on global cultural models and institutional diffusion leaves 
power, hierarchy, and contestation underdeveloped (Hughes et al., 
2009; Downey et al., 2020). Institutional scripts are approached as 
general and widely institutionalized cultural accounts that make ac-
tors, purposes, and forms of action intelligible within a rationalized 
social order. The focus is less on their situated political formation 
than on how they specify legitimate forms of actorhood, responsibil-
ity, and organized action. However, the point here is not to abandon 
the institutional insight developed in this thesis. On the contrary, the 
thesis shows why that insight matters — cross-sectoral governance 
draws on highly institutionalized expectations that organized actors 
should appear purposeful, capable, and responsible in relation to 
broad societal concerns. But once these expectations are followed into 
situated governance arrangements, their general and open forms are 
filled with content whose political and normative implications re-
quire critical scrutiny. 

The openness of grand challenges is central here. Their ambiguity is 
not simply a sign of weak coordination or conceptual vagueness. It is 
one of the conditions that allows cross-sectoral governance to gather 
heterogeneous actors around a shared concern. Yet the same openness 
also makes questions of power unavoidable. Behind broad agreement 
on sustainability, security, health, inclusion, or prevention, societal 
challenges are translated, narrowed, prioritized, and made actionable. 
Future research should therefore examine how this happens — who is 
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able to speak the language of goals, indicators, transparency, partner-
ship, and coordination; which actors gain interpretive authority 
through procedural competence or strategic positioning; and how 
broad societal challenges are turned into local, actionable problems. 
In this sense, the implication of the thesis is not that power should be 
added to the study of cross-sectoral governance, but that power is al-
ready at work in the institutional processes through which actors and 
problems are constituted. 

The role of public organizations is particularly important in this re-
spect. The argument developed in this thesis should not be read as a 
story of public authority dissolving into horizontal networks. In the 
empirical settings examined here, cross-sectoral governance is largely 
initiated, shaped, and maintained through public sector organiza-
tions. Councils, coordination arenas, reporting routines, agreements, 
and intermediary roles are established within or through public or-
ganizations. These organizations invite participation, provide proce-
dural form, and connect cross-sectoral ambitions to established forms 
of public responsibility and accountability. Yet, at the same time, this 
anchoring does not reconstitute cross-sectoral governance as central-
ized public command. Authority, mandate, and responsibility remain 
distributed across participating organizations. Public organizations 
are therefore powerful not because they decide everything, but be-
cause they provide the organizational forms through which responsi-
bility can be made collective and accountable, including responsibil-
ity attributed to public organizations themselves. Such forms matter 
because they allow responsibility to be distributed across organiza-
tions without losing its attachment to public authority. Yet they also 
intensify the central tension identified in this thesis. In contemporary 
governance, responsibility is everywhere invoked, everywhere orga-
nized, everywhere displayed, yet nowhere finally located. 

On Making a Contribution to Practice 
In a research environment where increasing emphasis is placed on 
contributing to ‘real-life’ problems, questions of practical relevance 
become difficult to avoid. Yet what it means to contribute to practice 
is neither self-evident nor reducible to a single model of usefulness. 
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Debates on the relationship between research and practice have em-
phasized that relevance also depends on how knowledge is produced, 
with whom, and how it is translated across contexts (Van de Ven & 
Johnson, 2006). In turn, Kieser and Leiner (2009) suggest that re-
search and practice operate under markedly different conditions and 
according to distinct logics. This concerns not only differences in 
goals, time horizons, language, and incentives, but also divergent ori-
entations to knowledge itself. For this reason, research does not con-
tribute to practice simply by transferring ready-made solutions. Its 
practical relevance may instead lie in the capacity to disturb, provoke 
reflection, and make established assumptions available for question-
ing (Kieser & Leiner, 2009). 

From this perspective, the question is not whether a theoretically ori-
ented doctoral thesis contributes to practice, but how. In the case of 
this thesis, one form of contribution has occurred during the research 
process itself. The empirical fieldwork involved recurring engagement 
with practitioners through written reports, presentations, focus 
groups, and formalized, reflective conversations. Throughout this pro-
cess, ideas, interpretations, and preliminary findings were shared, dis-
cussed, and tested in dialogue with those working in the field. This re-
quired continuous work of translation, as emerging analytical ideas 
had to be articulated in relation to the vocabularies, concerns, and 
logics through which practitioners themselves made sense of cross-
sectoral governance. In this sense, the knowledge developed in this 
thesis has not been produced apart from practice, but through sus-
tained engagement with it. Although the final argument developed in 
this cover essay is primarily addressed to a research audience, this 
mode of knowledge production increased the likelihood that the the-
oretical arguments remained responsive to issues recognized as conse-
quential by practitioners themselves.  

However, in the writing of this thesis, these concrete observations 
have been analytically abstracted from their Swedish setting and re-
formulated into concepts addressed to an international research audi-
ence. The principal contribution of this thesis, therefore, is analytical 
and conceptual. Its contribution to practice lies in offering a reflexive 
vocabulary for examining how responsibilities, problems, and forms 



98 Miranda Kanon 
 

of collective action are produced, stabilized, and made actionable in 
cross-sectoral governance arrangements. This vocabulary makes visi-
ble what often remains implicit in collaborative work, including how 
conflicts are deferred, how responsibilities are displaced, how inter-
pretations of the problem are rendered actionable, and how forms of 
collective action are made legitimate. To make these insights directly 
usable in specific practical settings would require further translation 
into the categories, constraints, and temporalities of practice. Such 
translation would support practitioners in reflecting on why cross-sec-
toral governance requires continuous relational and translational 
work, how ambiguity both enables and complicates joint action, and 
why collaboration may persist even when responsibility, interests, or 
outcomes remain difficult to clarify.  

Final Reflections 
This cover essay marks the beginning of an intellectual trajectory as 
much as the conclusion of a doctoral project. While the thesis has de-
veloped a theoretical argument about cross-sectoral actorhood, many 
of the questions it raises remain open and continue to take shape in 
my own thinking, in the field of research, and in the changing socie-
tal conditions to which the thesis speaks. 

In writing these final pages, I therefore find myself looking not only 
backward at the questions that shaped the project, but also forward to 
a public sector facing increasingly altered conditions. The world to-
day is noticeably different from when I began my research journey in 
2020. While many of the changes we now face had already begun to 
take shape, their implications for the public sector are becoming in-
creasingly evident. The economic aftershocks of the Covid-19 pan-
demic, war, shifting trade dynamics, and the strain on welfare systems 
are reshaping priorities and public sector governance in profound 
ways. The holistic perspectives and collaborative approaches I have 
studied gained traction during times of relative stability and eco-
nomic expansion. However, in an era marked by fiscal constraints, 
austerity measures, and renewed debates about the scale and scope of 
the public sector, these approaches face significant obstacles.  
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For an organization scholar committed to the study of public institu-
tions, these developments bring pressing questions to the forefront. 
How are holistic and collaborative forms of governance sustained un-
der conditions that seem increasingly inhospitable to the promises on 
which they rest? What happens when these ambitions collide with de-
mands for retrenchment, prioritization, and sharper institutional 
boundaries?  

Perhaps this dissertation has captured a particular historical moment 
— one in which cross-sectoral governance could still be imagined as 
an ever-expanding horizon of public responsibility. That horizon has 
not disappeared, but the conditions under which it can be sustained 
appear increasingly unsettled. One of the central claims of this thesis 
has been that cross-sectoral governance exists not primarily as a func-
tional response, but as a cultural force — a historically specific way of 
organizing responsibility, coordination, and legitimate intervention. 
At present, no alternative has emerged to displace actorhood as the 
dominant global model of legitimate action. Yet the present moment 
appears increasingly marked by tensions within that order itself. On 
the one hand, the growth of illiberal tendencies, favoring more au-
thoritative, bounded, and discipline-oriented forms of rule – on the 
other, a continued expansion of universalized moral claims, transna-
tional problem framings, and demands for cross-sectoral responsibil-
ity in relation to sustainability and resilience.  

It is against this background that the critical impulse of the thesis 
should be understood. The thesis has shown how broad and expan-
sive visions organize governance precisely because they are open, am-
biguous, and never fully resolved. A more cynical reading would stop 
at this fragility, seeing only symbolic compensation where collective 
capacity cannot be secured. Yet to stop at critique would be to miss 
the point. The role of critical research is not to expose these visions as 
naïve, empty, strategic or hypocritical. Nor is it to uncritically affirm 
them as necessary expressions of collective good. Both responses risk 
overlooking the more difficult question: how governance takes form 
when goals are broad, responsibilities diffuse, and meanings con-
tested. 
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Grand challenges are expressions of collective yearning. They give 
form to the aspiration that the world can be made more just, more 
livable, more connected. They may be open, but they are not void. 
Rather, they are empty enough to absorb almost any projection of 
hope, fear, responsibility, and repair. Without such projective forms, 
there would be no horizon, no common orientation, no “we” to 
speak from or speak to. To study how actorhood is constructed 
around such aspirations is therefore not to unmask illusion, but to 
understand the processes that make cross-sectoral governance thinka-
ble, actionable, and at times even hopeful — despite all the reasons it 
should falter. In this sense, the thesis is not a critique of how we gov-
ern, but a reflection on why we continue to try. Souriau’s words offer 
a way to hold this tension. 

And indeed, if the poet did not already love the poem a lit-
tle bit before having written it, if those who think about a 
future world to be made to come into being did not, in their 
dreams of it, find some wonderful presentiment of the pres-
ence for which they call, if, in a word, the wait for the work 
was amorphous, there would doubtlessly be no creation. 
(Souriau, 2015, p. 230) 
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