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Chapter 3 

The Dynamics of Policy Arrangements: 
Turning Round the Tetrahedron 

Duncan Liefferink 

INTRODUCTION

The overall objective of the policy arrangements approach is to analytically
link changes in day to day policy practices to broader, structural changes in
contemporary society. The theoretical conceptualisation of this link and the 
character of the structural transformations in contemporary society were
worked out in the previous chapter. The present chapter brings us down to
the level of policy practices. 

The central question of the chapter is how to analyse and understand 
change and stability within policy arrangements. This question involves, 
among other things, the definition of the policy issue at stake, the 
identification of actors taking part in policy making and implementation, 
and the written and unwritten rules governing their behaviour. Several
‘meso level’ theories are available to this end, such as discourse analysis
(Hajer, 1995), various policy network approaches (Glasbergen, 1989;
Marsh and Rhodes, 1992) or the advocacy coalition approach (Sabatier and
Jenkins-Smith, 1993). Building upon these the policy arrangements 
approach offers four dimensions to describe and analyse day-to-day policy
processes: actors and coalitions, resources and power, rules of the game, 
and discourses. We will define these four dimensions hereafter. The former 
three deal with the organisation of policy arrangements, the latter one with
their substance. Our approach, more than most other meso-level policy
theories which tend to focus on only one or two of those dimensions, 
provides an excellent basis for an encompassing and dynamic analysis of 
policy processes. The primary goal of this chapter is to demonstrate and 
further develop this feature of the policy arrangements approach. 

The first section below goes into this approach and stresses that all
four dimensions of the policy arrangement are indissolubly interrelated, i.e. 
that a change in one dimension seldom stands alone and tends to have an
impact on one or more of the other dimensions. This is visualised with the 
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help of a tetrahedron, in which each corner represents one dimension. The
analysis of a policy arrangement usually makes sense only if all dimensions
are interconnected. This, in turn, makes it possible to describe how changes 
in one dimension affect other dimensions, i.e. to capture the full dynamics
of change within a given policy arrangement. 

arrangement, dependent on the research question. Each perspective will
highlight different aspects of the arrangement and requires its own
methodology. One can for instance start the analysis from (a change in)
actors/coalitions, or one can scrutinise the arrangement-wide consequences 
of altered rules of the game. The next section systematically describes these 
four possible analytical perspectives and specifies which types of research 
questions they are able to handle. Both theoretical and more practical, 
policy-oriented questions are taken into account. In addition, methodo-
logical consequences are explored. The exercise is illustrated with a case
we already know from the previous chapter: the development of organic 
farming in the Netherlands. The previous chapter (Arts and Van Tatenhove,
this volume) stressed the structural changes affecting – or not – the 
contemporary and future situation of organic farming, restricting itself to 
what is called an institutional analysis. This chapter will develop a more 
strategic analysis, starting from the aforementioned dimensions of a policy 
arrangement. The same policy game is thus watched from four different 
angles. 

liberal-pluralism and neo-corporatism. Since in those types of arrangements 
the role of the state remains central, it is proposed to add ‘sub-politics’ 
as a fourth type. This type is, as indicated in the previous chapter as well,
loosely based on the notion introduced by Beck (1994), and refers to
arrangements that are dominated by private actors and that develop outside
formal political institutions. Apart from that, three additional features of 
policy arrangements are addressed: their degree of formality, the basic 
political character of the issues addressed by them, and their relationship
with cognate arrangements. These features can be used to further specify
the basic typology referred to above. 
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for four different analytical perspectives on one and the same policyl
The four-dimensional analysis of policy arrangements also allows 

In the final section the four-dimensional view on policy arran-
gements will be used for developing a basic typology of policy arran-
gements, building upon the well-established trichotomy of etatism, 



THE CONCEPT OF POLICY ARRANGEMENTS 

A policy arrangement has been defined as “the temporary stabilisation of 
the content and organisation of a particular policy domain” (Van Tatenhove 
et al., 2000, p. 54). Daily interactions between policy actors are assumed to
gradually develop into more or less stable patterns. These patterns may 
include the substantive delineation of the problem at stake and of possible 
solutions, but also the processes of give-and-take between the actors and 
the formal and informal rules according to which these processes take 
place. As stated in the introductory chapter of this volume, these processes
are usually referred to as institutionalisation. The structures thus formed in
turn shape subsequent behaviour. Such structures are not fixed, however.
Like language, structures are ‘used’ by people who are able to change their 
behaviour. Speakers of a given language may gradually adopt new 
grammatical or syntactical rules, or invent new expressions. They are not
able, though, to change the entire language at once. The same applies to the
very concept of ‘policy arrangements’, which are defined as temporary 
stabilisations in ongoing processes of institutionalisation. As discussed in 
the previous chapter, the concept thereby attempts to capture the ‘duality of 
structure’(Giddens, 1984). 

The structure of a policy arrangement can be analysed along the 
following four dimensions, the former three referring to the organisational, 
the latter one to the substantial aspects of policy: 

• the actors and their coalitions involved in the policy domain;
• the division of resources between these actors, leading to differences in 

power and influence, where power refers to the mobilisation and r
deployment of the available resources, and influence to who determines
policy outcomes and how; 

• the rules of the game currently in operation, in terms of formal 
procedures of decision making and implementation as well as informal 
rules and ‘routines’ of interaction; and 

• the current policy discourses, where discourses entail the views and 
narratives of the actors involved (norms, values, definitions of 
problems and approaches to solutions).
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As stated in the introductory chapter, the policy arrangement approach as  
a whole builds upon a series of sources of inspiration, e.g. on a variety of 
theories and approaches from sociology, politics etc. This applies to the 
four dimensions and their further elaboration as well, where we draw upon 
different approaches in policy analysis. Complementary to the approaches
and scholars mentioned in the introductory chapter, we will therefore list 



The symbol of the tetrahedron visualises that any change in one of 
the dimensions may induce change in other dimensions. The appearance of 
new actors or a change in the composition of coalitions, for instance, may
add new elements to the prevalent discourse or lead to another distribution 
of resources. Similarly, the introduction of extra resources (e.g. subsidies,
knowledge, skills) or their withdrawal may attract new actors, exclude 
others or instigate new coalitions. A change in formal procedures, such as 
rules of participation or voting, may have similar effects. Finally, new ideas 
may enter the tetrahedron through the dimension of discourse. Examples
are concepts like ‘public-private partnership’ or ‘sustainable development’.
Such concepts may mobilise new types of expertise or legitimacy, in other 
words new resources, or form the nucleus of new coalitions. As a 
consequence of the indissoluble interrelatedness of the four dimensions, 
repercussions across dimensions are likely to occur – even though they do
not necessarily have to do so in each and every case. Therefore, the analysis
of a policy arrangement should in principle address the entire tetrahedron. 

Figure 3.1. The tetrahedron, symbolising the interconnectedness of the four dimensions of a 
policy arrangement. 

resources/power

discourses
rules of 
the game

actors 

some further sources of inspiration hereafter. These four dimensions draw
heavily upon, in particular, network theory of the 1990s (Marsh and
Rhodes, 1992), enriched with elements from discourse analysis (Dryzek, 
1997; Hajer, 1995; Van Tatenhove et al., 2000). In contrast with these 
approaches, however, the crucial point we want to make is that the four 
dimensions do not just sum up to define a policy arrangement. They are 
inextricably interwoven. This interrelatedness is essential for understanding 
a policy arrangement at a given point in time. In addition, it allows us to
analyse the dynamics of a policy arrangement over time. The interre-
latedness of the four dimensions can be symbolised by a tetrahedron, in
which each of the corners represents one dimension (Figure 3.1).
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The argument of the interconnectedness of the four dimensions does of course 
not imply that policy arrangements are always harmonious, stable and 
internally consistent. Incongruence among the dimensions of an arrangement 
or ‘institutional voids’, e.g. the absence of shared rules (Hajer, 2003), may in 
fact result in shorter or longer periods of instability and shock wise changes 
(Boonstra, this volume). Alternatively, as we will see later on in this chapter, 
it may lead to a policy arrangement which hardly moves at all. The issue of 
‘congruence’ of arrangements as an indicator of their performance will be 
discussed in the next chapter (Arts and Goverde, this volume).

Policy arrangements, moreover, do not operate in a vacuum. They 
are part of society. This means, on the one hand, that changes in individual 
policy arrangements may add up to more structural trends, for instance an
inclination to involve stakeholders such as business and non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) in policy making or the increased use of voluntary 
agreements in environmental policy. On the other hand, changes in the 
broader social, cultural, political or economic context or in fact the physical 
environment may have an impact on, for instance, power relations between 
actors involved in specific policy processes. Thus, structural change in 
individual policy arrangements often originates in broader processes of 
(social, political etc) change. In the present paper, we will not go into these
possible drivers of change, as these are discussed in the previous chapter 
(Arts and Van Tatenhove, this volume). Instead, we will focus on the
analysis of the dynamics at the ‘micro-level’, i.e. the question how the four 
dimensions within one policy arrangement interrelate and make the 
tetrahedron ‘revolve’. 

ANALYSING POLICY ARRANGEMENTS:
A MATTER OF PERSPECTIVE

The main message of the previous section was that the analysis of a policy 

well as their interrelations. In practice, the analysis may in fact start at any 
corner of the tetrahedron, as long as all corners and the connections between 
them are eventually covered. This is not to say, however, that the choice of a 
starting point is unimportant. On the contrary, different starting points imply 
the use of different conceptual and methodological tools. In a more practical
sense, this is useful also in terms of delimiting the research task. But perhaps 
most importantly, different starting points shed different light on the policy 

arrangement only makes sense if it is comprehensive. That is, if it encom-
passes all four dimensions of policy arrangements distinguished above –
actors/coalitions, resources/power, rules of the game, and discourses – as
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arrangement at stake. Which phenomena one prefers to highlight depends on 
the research question underlying the analysis. 

In the present section, we will elaborate our multi-perspective approach 
to the analysis of policy arrangements with the help of the same case as used 
in the previous chapter, the development of organic farming in the
Netherlands. In the present chapter, however, we will scrutinise the internal 
dynamics of the arrangement rather than its structural ramifications. We will
systematically subject the case to different types of research questions. Where
relevant, we will distinguish between scholarly, theoretically informed 
research questions and more applied, policy-oriented research questions. In 
addition, we will address some methodological implications. It will turn out 
that the dimension where we start provides the key to ‘unlocking’ the other 
dimensions. Thus, by departing from all four corners of the tetrahedron 
subsequently, we will watch the same policy game from four different angles. 
The empirical material for this exercise will be taken mainly from Arts
et al. (2001) and Hofer (2000). 

Actors/Coalitions

For research questions focusing on the positions and roles of actors in a given 
policy arrangement, it is most suitable to enter the tetrahedron from the 
actor/coalitions corner. Questions of this type can on the one hand be 
theoretically inspired, for instance by macro-theories on changes in the 
relationship between state, market and civil society. To mention just a few 
examples: Does, as is often assumed, the nation-state retreat in favour of 
international and sub-national levels in the face of globalisation and European 
integration? And if so, how are policies made and implemented in this system 
of multi-level governance? Does late-modern society lead to the emergence of 
new coalitions and various kinds of sub-politics, initiated by private actors
such as firms, social movements and even individuals, outside formal political 
institutions (Beck, 1994)? On the other hand, research into the positions and 
roles of specific actors can be more practice-oriented. It can help to assess the
options available to actors such as government departments, firms or NGOs to
improve their stakes in the policy process. For this reason, in fact, a large part 
of privately funded, strategic policy research implies an actor perspective. 

In addition to this, an actor perspective is the most tangible way to get 
to an overview of the policy arrangement around a given issue. It also comes 
closest to how policy actors themselves view their own situation. In day-to-
day practice, people deal with other people. It is only through them that our 
other analytical categories, i.e. resources/power, rules and discourses, materi-
alise. They often do so in the form of ‘allies’ and ‘enemies’. Not surprisingly,
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therefore, many policy studies start by determining who is involved in the 
policy area under consideration. They then go on to analyse the power 
relations between these actors and the institutional context in which they 
operate. This is, for example, the case in the Dutch policy network approach,
as represented by Glasbergen (1989), and it is how we will proceed in the 
present section.

Analysing a policy arrangement from an actor perspective starts by
identifying the relevant actors and their influence in the policy process. 
This can be done through the study of policy documents, but also ‘in the
field’. In doing so, it is useful to distinguish between central and more
peripheral actors and to cluster actors that fulfil similar roles in the
arrangement. 

In the organic farming case, we asked a limited number of 
experienced, well-informed practitioners to position all relevant players in
the field in a figure consisting of three concentric circles, indicating 
influence, and four spheres or segments, indicating the different roles 
performed by the actors (see Figure 3.2; of course the number and character 
of clusters can be different for other cases). The outcomes were validated 
with other practitioners. Some minor adjustments were then made, but 
generally speaking there turned out to be a remarkably high consensus on 
the positions of the various actors. The original version of Figure 3.2
(Arts et al., 2001) contains several dozens of actors. As the figure only 
serves as an illustration in the present context and in order not to make things 
unnecessarily complicated, these have been left out here. A figure like this, 
when properly filled in, provides a good basis for looking at the relative 
position of and at the power relations between the actors involved. When 
turning to the dimension of power and resources, in other words, our initial 
analytical starting point in the actor dimension implies a focus on the relative 
power of actors vis-à-vis each other, i.e. ‘relational power’.

With regard to organic farming in the Netherlands, it is striking that the 
core of the figure is almost entirely dominated by actors normally associated 
with traditional agriculture. In the Netherlands, more than in almost any other 
country, this association with traditional agriculture implies a focus on 
resource intensity and high productivity. This goes in particular for the ‘state’ 
and ‘expert system’ segments. In the ‘market’ segment, some organic trade
firms and associations appear, but in terms of size and resources they are in 
fact tiny in comparison with the regular agricultural and food chains operating 
in the same segment. Only in the ‘interests’ segment, a truly ‘organic’
association dominates, i.e. Biologica, the principal umbrella organisation for 
organic interests. Although this might be taken as an indication of Biologica’s
exceptionally influential position, this is probably not the case.
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Figure 3.2. Example of a ‘map’ of actors and their relative positions in a policy 
arrangement.

Source: Arts et al., 2000 (adapted).

It rather suggests that Biologica is in fact fairly isolated in articulating the 
interests of organic farming in the Netherlands. Other ‘organic’ players, on the
one hand, have far more marginal positions in the arrangement than 
Biologica. Traditional agricultural interest groups, on the other hand, are not 
eager to promote ‘organic’ interest. At the same time, they hardly need to
invest much of their resources in defending their own ‘traditional’ interests, as
these are sufficiently taken care of by the majority of core actors anyway. This 
picture reflects, in short, that organic farming does not in fact present a serious 
challenge to traditional agriculture in the Netherlands.

Having identified the most important actors and power relations in the
arrangement, we can add another dimension to the analysis by grouping actors 
according to the views they have about the policy domain at stake. Such 
exercise is reminiscent of the work by Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith (1993) on 
advocacy coalitions. It should be noted, however, that advocacy coalitions are 
based on shared beliefs (i.e. an attribute of actors) which cannot be fully 
equated with discourses (i.e. ‘storylines’ or ‘narratives’ prevailing in a given
policy arrangement). In our case, two discourses on the future development of tt
organic farming in the Netherlands can be distinguished. A radical one is 
based on the idea of sustained competition between traditional and organic 
farming. According to this view, organic farming should maintain its own 
expert system and its own marketing channels, and – as a long term 

state expert system

market interests 

centre

medium

periphery
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perspective – eventually push traditional products from the market. Not 
surprisingly, this discourse is not supported by the traditional agricultural 
community. But perhaps more surprisingly, it is not supported by 
‘mainstream’ organic groups either. They rather cherish a more pragmatic 
view, by which the existing gap between traditional and organic farming
gradually comes to be closed. In this perspective of assimilation, organic 
farming makes increasing use of the traditional agricultural research 
infrastructure and traditional marketing channels, e.g. regular supermarkets
instead of small, specialised shops. This should eventually lead to a reform of 
traditional agriculture ‘from inside’. In a moderate form (i.e. without the
explicit long term perspective), this view finds support among many 
traditional actors too, including the organisations of traditional farmers. 
Pressed by environmental problems and a steady stream of animal diseases
associated with traditional agriculture, they have gradually come to recognise 
the need of developing more environmentally friendly forms of farming. In 
this context, organic farming is seen as an option for the future at least worth 
considering. Commercial considerations may play a role here as well. Organic
products now constitute a small but potentially growing niche market. Regular 
trade and retail are in principle ready to step in, as did supermarkets for 
instance in Austria and Denmark (Hofer, 2000).  

As far as the rules of the games are concerned, finally, an ‘actor-based’ 
analysis implies a focus on the rules governing the interaction between the 
actors involved. In the organic ‘game’ in the Netherlands, those rules are
almost fully controlled by the state. Since the 1991 EU Regulation on organic 
farming (2092/91), for instance, the leading organic food label EKO is 
controlled by the state (see below). Most major (and traditional) research 
institutes in the agricultural field, moreover, have recently been privatised, but 
still maintain close links with the state. In the present situation, finally, the 
conversion of individual farmers from (highly intensive) regular to organic 
agriculture is heavily dependent upon state subsidies. The relatively low
conversion rate in the Netherlands may in fact be partially explained by the 
modest level of those subsidies. 

The above actor-based analysis of the policy arrangement around 
organic farming in the Netherlands makes clear that resources as well as rules
are strongly focused around the state and, consequently, around traditional 
agriculture. As we have seen, the world of traditional farming is not radically 
against organic farming, but it is not particularly active in promoting it either.
Organic food is essentially seen as a small and harmless niche market, or – 
more positively  as one possible way out of the protracted crisis of 
traditional agriculture. At the same time, however, organic farmers lack 
resources to have a strong position of their own. This may explain, among
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other things, a good deal of pragmatism and the prevalence of a discourse of 
assimilation among major organic groups, notably Biologica.

Resources/Power 

The analysis of resource dependencies and power relations is central to 
several theoretical approaches in political science. One can think of traditional
(neo-)marxism or more recent approaches such as studies of multi-level
governance. In the latter case, research questions focus on (shifts of) resources 
and power between, for instance, the nation state, sub-national levels and the
EU. Within these approaches, to be sure, one can choose to concentrate
on the resources and power of one particular (type of) actor, e.g. NGOs or 
the national environment ministry. Questions of shifting resources and power 
are addressed even more directly in practice-oriented research evaluating the
impact of policy interventions. Such interventions often amount to the 
introduction of certain resources into or the withdrawal of resources from 
the policy arrangement, for example by way of subsidies, taxes or the
production and dissemination of particular expertise. Evaluation can be done 
either ex ante, i.e. in advance in order to estimate the impact of a planned 
policy intervention, or ex post, i.e. afterwards to measure the impact actually 
realised, perhaps as a basis for revising or fine-tuning the policy. On a further 
elaboration of the policy evaluation potential of the policy arrangement 
approach, see Arts and Goverde (this volume).

The empirical analysis to be undertaken in this perspective comes close 
to what is propagated by the British school of policy network analysis (Marsh y
and Rhodes, 1992; Rhodes, 1986). The core idea of this approach is that 
actors around a given policy issue are to different degrees dependent upon 
each other for resources, e.g. money, information, or political legitimacy. In
this way, by linking the dimensions of resources/power and actors, we are
again (as in the previous section) identifying power relations between actors, 
i.e. ‘relational power’. By mapping these resource dependencies, moreover, it 
will become clear that certain actors are, as it were, driven into each other’s 
arms because they share control over important resources. Thus, we can 
identify different ‘resource coalitions’. It should be noted that in one policy 
arrangement, money may be the central stake, while in another arrangement, 
the exchange of, for instance, knowledge and expertise may be crucial. In the
policy game, moreover, resources can be seen as ‘weapons’, i.e. actors 
attempt to determine outcomes with the help of resources, but at the same 
time as ‘prizes’, i.e. during the process actors attempt to improve their 
situation by changing the distribution of resources to their advantage (Rhodes, 
1986, p. 19-20). In this context, rules play an ambiguous role. On the one 
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hand, they can be used strategically, i.e. as legal resources, in the policy game.
On the other hand, they are not, as for instance money or personnel, 
exclusively controlled by certain actors. Instead, they are part of the actors’
mutual knowledge (Giddens, 1984, p. 17-18). Nevertheless, they can be 
changed by actors who have the power to do so. The ambiguous nature of 
rules in this context is further stressed by the fact that such ‘regulatory power’
is often based again upon formal or informal rules. The same actually goes for 
discourses. Discourses can be used as ‘weapons’ for gaining, for instance, 
political legitimacy, but without being under any actor’s exclusive control, 
some actors may be able to change the content of the narratives prevailing in 
the arrangement, or even to introduce wholly new ones. Such ‘discursive
power’ is often based upon political legitimacy. 

Turning to our case of organic farming in the Netherlands, the position
and role of the organic umbrella organisation Biologica can very well be 
understood from the perspective of resource dependencies. In the first place,
Biologica itself is a sort of resource coalition. It brings together a number
of smaller organisations representing different strands in organic agriculture 
(e.g. biodynamic, ‘regular’ organic, etc.). While discursive differences persist 
within Biologica, the organisation’s main aim is to pool resources (money, 
personnel, and legitimacy) so as to increase the political impact of the organic
sector. However, as we have seen, Biologica’s position vis-à-vis traditional
agriculture and traditional farmers organisations is weak. Therefore, Biologica 
is particularly active in forging strategic alliances with a large variety of other 
actors, ranging from environmental and consumer organisations and the 
Dutch green party Green Left, to banks and supermarkets. The main resource 
paid into these alliances by Biologica, the single ‘authorised’ voice of the 
Dutch organic sector, is clearly political legitimacy. 

At a more practical level, a resource based approach may help us to 
analyse the impact of specific policy interventions, e.g. the impact of state
subsidies for conversion from regular to organic farming. The level of these 
subsidies in the Netherlands is comparatively low. According to Biologica, it 
is in fact far too low to compensate for the loss of income during the 
conversion period. The low conversion rates and the low overall percentage of 
organic farming (2,2% of all agricultural land in the Netherlands in 2003; 
Biologica, 2004) suggest that they have a point here. However, the
development of the Dutch home market for organic food has been even 
slower (in 2003: 1,6% of total food consumption in the Netherlands;
Biologica, 2004). More than in other countries, both consumers and retailers
have been very reluctant to ‘go organic’. Who could break this stalemate? The 
state is basically unwilling to intervene in the market for organic food, only 
partly as a result of the changing role of the state, one of the structural 
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transformations discussed in the previous chapter. This non-intervention is 
further legitimated with reference to a production and market oriented 
discourse which has also long dominated Dutch agricultural policy at large 
(Ministerie van LNV, 2000). This basically liberal discourse has been further 
strengthened with the present central/right wing government. According to it, 
the role of the state should not be more than giving an initial push in the
beginning of the production chain (i.e. the conversion subsidies), after which 
the market is supposed to do its work. The organic sector itself, however, 
lacks the resources for convincing either the general public or the 
supermarkets, or both, of the merits of organic products. 

Rules

As a third entrance into a policy arrangement there is the dimension of rules.
Rules are the mutually agreed formal procedures and informal routines of 
interaction within institutions. Formulated this way, rules have a particularly 
strong connection with the actor dimension of the arrangement. When rules
are connected with the dimension of resources and power, we are back again 
at the notion of ‘regulatory power’, introduced above. Turning to the 
dimension of discourses, finally, we may try to identify the discourses under-
lying the rules of interaction prevailing in the network. As will be further 
elaborated below, these discourses mainly deal with general ideas about 
governance, i.e. about the relationships between and the share of 
responsibility of state, market and civil society.  

Entering the tetrahedron via the rules dimension is a suitable strategy 
for studying the influence of institutional change on particular policy areas. 
Hence it offers an opportunity of linking the institutional analysis, emphasised 
in the previous chapter, and the strategic one that we deal with here. One
could think of the influence of evolving European Union rules on national 
institutions, often referred to as Europeanisation. But one does not have to
focus on change to study the impact of institutions. Comparative research 
allows for institutional analysis at a more general level, addressing not only 
change in particular institutional constellations, but also by singling out the
impact of their more stable, enduring features, e.g. electoral systems, or the
division of competences between national and sub-national levels in federal
systems. This is typically done by studying one policy issue or policy field in
different countries. This perspective may remind one of neo-institutional 
analysis (March and Olsen, 1989). Furthermore, starting from the rules 
dimension is of course helpful for evaluating (ex ante or ex post) the effect of 
the introduction of new rules or procedures on other dimensions of the policy 
arrangement. 
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A nice example in the field of organic farming is the differential impact of 
rules on the labelling of organic food products in the Netherlands and 
Denmark (Hofer, 2000). The Dutch EKO label was developed in the 1980s as
a private initiative, while the state deliberately held aloof. Although the name
of the EKO label became relatively well-known among the public, its market 
share remained below 1%. The Danish label, the ‘red Ø’, was introduced in
1989. It was owned and controlled by the state. Organic farmers were 
reluctant at first, but changed their minds when they saw that the ‘red Ø’ was 
implemented forcefully and that, moreover, the strong state involvement 
could be used as an argument for the quality and credibility of the label vis-à-
vis consumers and retailers. In 1996 the market share of organic food in 
Denmark amounted to 5%. In the course of the 1990s, however, EU
Regulation 2092/91 on organic farming had to be implemented. Among other 
things, it required state control of organic food labels. For Denmark nothing
really changed, but in the Netherlands the formerly private EKO label was put 
under state supervision. Contrary to the experience with the Danish state-
owned ‘red Ø’, however, this did not improve the effectiveness of the Dutch 
label? This was due, firstly, to the fact that the state still hardly associated
itself with the label. It limited itself to its technical control task, but did not put 
any effort in strengthening the label’s position on the market. This was of 
course perfectly in line with the ‘reticent state’ philosophy referred to above, 
according to which the market should function by itself. At the same time, it 
reflected a considerable degree of distrust between the state and the organic
sector. In the eyes of Dutch organic farmers, strong state involvement would 
in fact hardly increase the credibility of the label. This situation, secondly, was 
aggravated by the extension to food products, also in the mid-1990s, of the 
state-owned Milieukeur label, which had existed for some years but initiallyr
covered non-food products only. The standards of this label were less strict 
than those of the EKO label. Although the performance of the agri-environ-
mental Milieukeur on the market had turned out quite poor, the competition r
between the two labels increased confusion among consumers and thus posed 
an at least indirect threat to the EKO label. 

The example illustrates that the impact of different or changing rules 
cannot be studied in isolation. We saw that the question of state control as 
such did not tell anything about the functioning of the Dutch and Danish 
organic food labels. Why things worked out so differently in the two countries
could only be understood against the background of the other dimensions of 
the respective policy arrangements, in particular the distribution of public
resources and the prevalent discourse on the role of the state.

The Dynamics of Policy Arrangements 57



Discourses 

The final dimension of the tetrahedron to be discussed here is discourses. It is 
important to note from the outset that discourses are relevant at two different 
levels. The first level refers to general ideas about the organisation of society, 
particularly the relationship between state, market and civil society, i.e. about 
the preferred mode of governance. Such ideas clearly exceed specific policy 
issues or sectors. Through the views of the actors involved, however, they 
may have an impact on specific policy arrangements. As pointed out above,
for instance, they may have important implications for the rules of interaction 
in the arrangement. The second level concerns ideas about the concrete policy 
problem at stake, e.g. about the character of the problem, its causes and 
possible solutions. Discourses at this level imply substantive strategic
positions of actors in the arrangement. Groups of actors around one particular 
discourse, or discourse coalitions, may be discerned at both levels, i.e. not 
only at the second, issue-specific level, but also at the governance level.
Moreover, as we will see below, considerable incongruences between the two
levels may exist. If and how such incongruences can be reduced depends not 
least on the distribution of discursive power in the arrangement (Arts and
Goverde, this volume).

From a theoretical point of view, entering the tetrahedron through the 
dimension of discourses may clearly be interesting to study the empirical
effects of political modernisation, i.e. changing ideas about governance 
(Arts and Van Tatenhove, this volume; Hajer, 1995). More practically, the 
role of changing problem perceptions, induced among others by new
scientific insights and often echoed by public information campaigns, may be 
scrutinised.

As we have seen, at the level of the policy arrangement around organic
farming as such, a discourse of assimilation, rather than sustained 
competition, between organic and regular farming prevails in the Netherlands. 
However, due to the high cost of conversion, the number of organic farmers 
lags behind. Moreover, retailers and consumers persist in their wait-and-see 
behaviour, and research institutes continue to focus on traditional, intensive
farming methods. The organic sector itself is not sufficiently powerful to get 
things moving, while regular farmers and farmers’ organisations are only 
beginning to develop a more friendly attitude towards organic agriculture.
Under the present circumstances, in other words, accelerating the process of 
assimilation would hardly be conceivable without close collaboration with the
state. At this point, however, the discourse of assimilation collides with a 
second discourse, referred to earlier, that is dominant at the governance level.
It implies that the state should limit itself to facilitating the development of the
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market and refrain from strong and focused interventions. Regardless of the 
political and ideological arguments involved here, this is important in view of 
the state’s central position in the policy arrangement around organic farming.
As discussed above, the state controls a number of central resources in the 
field. These notably include financial ones but also expertise. For many new 
initiatives in the field, therefore, the state is a necessary partner. Thus, the
incongruence between the assimilation discourse on the one hand and the 
liberal, ‘reticent state’ discourse on the other plays an important role in 
explaining the slow development of the sector in comparison with most 
surrounding countries (Biologica, 2004, p. 7). 

In more theoretical terms, our analysis shows that substantive
discourses at the issue specific level on the one hand and governance 
discourses at the more general level on the other, are potentially incompatible.
If this is the case, actors within the arrangement may be driven by conflicting 
ideas. This may, as it were, suffocate new developments and paralyse the 
policy arrangement. The organic farming case also suggests that such
immobility may last for a considerable period.  

Summing Up

In this section we have attempted to show how a policy arrangement can be
analysed taking each of the four respective corners of the tetrahedron as
starting point. By highlighting different features of the arrangement’s
dimensions, each perspective emphasised different aspects of the arrangement 
as a whole.  

Analytically, the section can be summarised with the help of an 
annotated version of the tetrahedron (Figure 3.3). At first this annotated 
version seems complicated, yet it simply reflects the arguments brought 
forward so far. Looking at the rules dimension from the vantage point of 
actors, for instance, one focuses on the rules of interaction between the actors 
in the arrangement. Starting from actors and looking at resources, the focus is
on power relations between actors, or on relational power. Far from being 
meant as a blueprint for empirical research, the figure draws attention to the 
analytical possibilities implied in the policy arrangements approach.

The case of organic farming was used to give some flesh and blood to
the four analytical angles. This is an unusual exercise, to be sure, as normally 
one would prefer to restrict to one perspective, dependent on the research 
questions at stake. And even then, a full empirical analysis would require at 
least several pages. Our case, therefore, has been no more than an illustration 
to give the reader an idea of the empirical implications of our argument, 
which remains essentially analytical. 
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Figure 3.3. The tetrahedron: analytical perspectives.

A TYPOLOGY OF POLICY ARRANGEMENTS

The interconnectedness of the four dimensions of the tetrahedron not only 
makes it possible to analyse the process dynamics of policy arrangements. It 
also provides a good starting point for a comprehensive typology of such 
arrangements. To this end, we can make use of the fact that characteristics of 
one dimension of the tetrahedron have implications for other dimensions. That 
way, we can define ideal type combinations of features covering all
dimensions of the arrangement.

A General Typology 

In order to find such combinations, we can of course, as in the previous 
section, start at any corner of the tetrahedron and then work our way towards
the others. For constructing a generally applicable typology, however, we 
prefer a more deductive approach, building upon the well-established 
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trichotomy of etatism, liberal-pluralism, and neo-corporatism (Harvey, 1996;
Padt, this volume; Van Waarden, 1995). Although one has to remain aware of 
the possible flaws of these traditional categories, using them as point of 
departure saves a lot of unnecessary work and makes our own exercise much 
easier to grasp. That is the pragmatic argument. From a theoretical perspective 
one can argue that these three categories do refer to distinguishable 
institutional features, and thereby urge one to pay attention to possible 
institutional transformations. We start our typology from the discourses 
dimension, in particular from the part that deals with prevailing ideas about 
the relationship between state, market and civil society or, in short: about 
governance. This makes sense as clear and far-reaching implications of the
relationship between state, market and civil society can be observed 
throughout the organisation of a given policy arrangement, for instance in the 
number and type of actors involved, the distribution of major resources, or the
rules governing the arrangement. It is an additional asset of choosing this 
particular vantage point that connections can be easily made between our 
typology and shifts in the ideas about the roles of state, market and civil
society, i.e. about political modernisation and the structural transformations 
that this concept refers to (Arts and Van Tatenhove, this volume).

Etatism refers to the situation where state actors dominate the policy 
arrangement. Crucial resources are controlled by the state. Other actors are 
placed in a dependent position and have limited access to decision making.
Etatist arrangements are likely to be buttressed by strict rules, conferring on 
the state the necessary authoritative instruments. In line with this, the
prevailing substantive discourse in the arrangement is determined, or even 
imposed, by the state. Examples are not necessarily confined to policy 
arrangements in dictatorial regimes, e.g. Francoist Spain or worse. Examples 
also exist in more democratic countries, e.g. public health systems in several 
European countries. As said in the previous chapter, also environmental 
policy in its initial stages was predominantly state dominated.

Liberal-pluralism denotes a market-oriented model. No single actor 
dominates; resources are spread over a wide array of public and private 
parties. The latter may include business, but also actors from civil society such 
as NGOs. Newcomers can easily enter the arrangement. Liberal-pluralism 
presupposes basic democratic rules, accommodating open competition 
between the parties involved. Competition also extends to the dimension of 
substantive discourses, with different actors or actor coalitions promoting
conflicting views of the policy problem at stake. Federal policy making in the 
US, where states, firms and interest groups compete for influence, provides
typical examples of liberal-pluralism.
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Neo-corporatism, finally, describes a situation where major resources are
shared between state, market and civil society. Policies are made and 
implemented jointly, based on a commonly agreed substantive discourse. This 
is usually done in highly institutionalised settings, providing rules for 
negotiation and the search for consensus. Market players and civil society take 
part through a limited number of monopolistic representative associations
(branch organisations, labour unions, NGOs, etc.). For other actors, gaining 
access to the arrangement is very difficult. Neo-corporatism is particularly 
common in Austria, the Netherlands, Belgium and the Nordic countries, 
especially with regard to socio-economic issues. But if taken in a slightly 
wider sense of the word, arrangements characterised by shared responsibility 
between public and private actors also occur elsewhere (Verbeeck and Leroy, 
this volume). 

The traditional triad of etatism, liberal-pluralism and neo-corporatism, 
however, has one major shortcoming: its entire logic is directed towards
public policies, even if, in the case of neo-corporatism, these are made by the 
state and private actors together. This does not sit well with more recent ideas 
about initiatives taken essentially or even exclusively by civil society outside 
the traditional institutional settings. One may think of grassroots actions by 
citizens or various initiatives by firms and/or NGOs. Hajer (2003) speaks of 
policies created in an ‘institutional void’, challenging the established rules and 
potentially re-shaping them. As in the previous chapter, we would like to 
subsume such initiatives under the term ‘sub-politics’, borrowed from Beck 
(1994). Sub-political arrangements are characterised by a membership which
is usually limited to stakeholders in the problem concerned. Since the role of 
the state is minimal, major resources are controlled by private actors. Usually, 
sub-political arrangements challenge existing substantive discourses by 
presenting new, alternative ones. Within the arrangement, however, inter-
action is based upon the idea of a ‘bottom-up’ joining of forces, or in short: 
upon solidarity.

Table 3.1. Basic typology of policy arrangements 
Characteristic 

Ideal type 

Access  
(number of 
actors in inner 
circle)

Control over 
major resources 

Prevailing rule
of interaction 

General 
character of 
substantive 
discourses

Etatism low state instrumentality imposed 

Liberal-pluralism high spread  competition conflicting 

Neo-corporatism limited shared negotiation agreed

Sub-politics specific non-state actors solidarity challenging
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Table 3.1 summarises what we have now. It goes without saying that etatism, 
liberal-pluralism, neo-corporatism and sub-politics provide ideal types. In
practice, arrangements will merely tend to one of the four models and seldom,
if ever, represent ‘pure’ types.  

The last column of the table, moreover, is limited to the general 
character of the substantive discourses circulating in the arrangement. This is
because the organisational implications of different views on governance (the
relationship between state, market and civil society) provide the basic logic
for the table, whereas the issue-specific details of discourses are not helpful
for constructing a general typology.

Finally, it should be noted that starting from the general discourse on 
the relationship between state, market and civil society, as we did for this
typology, only works if these ideas are indeed reflected in the policy 
arrangement that is being considered. It assumes, in other words, that no or 
little incongruence exists between these ideas on the one hand and the actual 
organisation of the arrangement on the one hand. If such incongruence does
turn up, it obviously calls for further analysis, as for instance in the case of 
organic farming in the Netherlands. Generally speaking, this arrangement can 
be characterised as liberal-pluralist. Although the state is in control of a 
number of important resources, it can hardly be maintained that it determines 
the arrangement as a whole. Neo-corporatist ‘closed shops’ between the state 
and privileged private actors do not occur either. A liberal discourse prevails 
and a relatively open set of private parties (organic vs. regular farmers, trade 
and retail, etc.) are left to compete for subsidies and market shares. At the 
same time, however, this general discourse on the mode of governance is not 
in line with the organisational implications of the substantive discourse of 
assimilation held by a number of players in the field, notably the organic 
farmers and their representatives. Given the rather marginal position of 
organic farming in the Netherlands, a policy of assimilation would require a 
much more collaborative, neo-corporatist, relationship between the state and 
the other parties involved. The organic sector has so far not been able to push 
through its views, however. As argued above, this has resulted in a good deal
of immobility. 

Further Specification of the Typology 

The typology based on etatism, liberal-pluralism, neo-corporatism and sub-
politics, presented in Table 3.1 covers a number of important characteristics of 
policy arrangements, but by no means all potentially relevant ones. Not 
addressed are for instance: the degree of formality of policy arrangements, the 
basic political character of the issues addressed by them, or their relationship
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with cognate arrangements. These characteristics may be important in ex-
plaining stability and change of policy arrangements, as the subsequent 
chapters of this book will show. However, it should be emphasised that the list 
is by no means exhaustive: in specific cases other aspects may prove more 
relevant. Hence, it is not our aim here to integrate all these aspects into our 
typology – and thus make it overly complex and impossible to work with. We 
rather propose to deal with them as additional aspects, which may be picked 
up and used whenever relevant to characterise in more detail a particular 
policy arrangement. 

The degree of formality is to some extent implicated in the basic 
typology. Generally speaking, for instance, rules in etatist arrangements are 
likely to be more formal than in liberal-pluralist arrangement. In the latter 
case, relatively informal and implicit norms may govern actors’ behaviour. 
Within one ideal type, however, considerable variation in the degree of 
formality may exist. It is very well conceivable that some liberal-pluralist 
arrangements are in fact strongly formalised. In the case of Dutch organic 
farming, in fact, the reticence of the state is quite well embedded in formal
rules and procedures. Also neo-corporatist arrangements may either be based 
on formal rules of access, participation and resource exchange, or on more
informal routines with a similar effect of ensuring that all represented interests 
are taken into account while at the same time excluding ‘outsiders’.
Scandinavian neo-corporatism, for instance, tends to be rather formalised,
whereas the Austrian variant shows an intriguing mix of formal and informal
elements (Lauber, 1996; Lehmbruch and Schmitter, 1982). Only sub-political
arrangements may, almost by definition, be expected to be highly informal. 
The degree of formality is dealt with empirically in several chapters in this
book (De Boer, this volume; Van der Zouwen, this volume; Verbeeck and 
Leroy, this volume).

As regards the political character of the issues addressed by policy 
arrangements, one may distinguish two basic categories: (1) issues calling
primarily for the formulation and implementation of regulation, and (2) issues 
primarily calling for the re-distribution of certain resources. Those basic types 
of issues may arguably lead to different types of arrangements. According to
Scharpf (1997), regulatory arrangements can be associated with relatively co-
operative ‘problem-solving’ behaviour, whereas actors’ behaviour in re-
distributive arrangements tends to competitive ‘bargaining’. Of course, again,
the categories mix up in reality. Regulation, for example, usually has certain 
re-distributive effects, whereas primarily re-distributive policies can hardly 
do without some form of regulation. Generally speaking, however, it should 
be possible to define the principal character of the issue at stake. As to the 
first category, one may think of issues in the field of health, safety and 
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environmental standards. The second category obviously includes social
welfare policy, as well as the case discussed in this chapter, which is
essentially about how to divide the (modest) Dutch organic apple-pie. This
aspect clearly does not run parallel with our basic typology: both types of 
issues may be addressed by all four types of arrangements.

In today’s policy intensive society, arrangements usually relate in one
way or another to other arrangements. For our typology, it is useful to make a 

provides framework conditions for the functioning of a more specific one 
(Koenig-Archibugi, 2002; Young, 1999). The form of these framework 
conditions may vary. The broader arrangement may for instance primarily 
determine problem perception, or membership, or interaction rules, or in fact 
combinations of these. The Dutch organic farming arrangements, for instance,
is nested within the broader arrangement dealing with Dutch agricultural
policy. This hierarchical relationship was noticed before and explains why 
various actors from the area of regular farming play such important roles in 
the organic farming arrangement. But arrangements may also belong to the 
second basic type and be interlinked in a non-hierarchical fashion. Koenig-
Archibugi (2002) – who analyses global governance, but whose typology is 
equally applicable to arrangements at the national level – distinguishes
‘clustered’, ‘overlapping’ and ‘competing’ arrangements. In the cases of 
clustered and competing arrangements, there are two or more arrangements 
active in the same policy area. ‘Overlapping’ arrangements exist in adjacent, 
materially related policy areas, e.g. agricultural policy and groundwater 
protection, or housing and public transport policy, i.e. what is referred to in 
policy network analysis as ‘horizontal interdependence’ (Rhodes, 1986). In all
non-hierarchical cases, arrangements are interlinked and various kinds of 
mutual impact are conceivable, but none of them is superior to the other(s) 
(for examples: Boonstra and Padt respectively, this volume). For the sake of 
consistency, finally, one might wish to distinguish ‘independent’ policy 
arrangements as a third basic type, but arrangements which are truly 
independent will be hard to find empirically (Wiering and Crabbé, this 
volume). To the contrary: the increasing (and partly non-hierarchical)
interdependency of policy arrangements originating from different levels of 
administration has given rise to a widening of the concept of multi-level 
governance (Van der Zouwen, this volume). 

We have now discussed three additional characteristics of policy 
arrangements, which may be used to further specify the basic typology of 
etatism, liberal-pluralism, neo-corporatism and sub-politics. This exercise

a basic distinction between policy arrangements which are hierarchically 
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allows us to characterise the policy arrangement around Dutch organic
farming as a basically liberal-pluralist, fairly formalised, re-distributive 
arrangement, nested within the broader agricultural policy arrangement in the 
Netherlands.

The typology thus developed highlights a number of important 
constitutive features of policy arrangements, but it may in fact be extended by 
further aspects, dependent on the precise goal of the analysis. Apart from the 
single- or multi-level character of policy arrangements, already referred to, the
characterisation of policy arrangements encompassing also the international
level deserves attention. In view of the fundamentally different (more central)
role of state versus non-state actors at the international level, our basic 
typology of etatism, liberal-pluralism, neo-corporatism and sub-politics does
not apply here. In the present chapter, however, we will not address this 
question, not only for reasons of space, but also because a useful typology of 
international policy arrangements was already developed by Arts in the
predecessor of this volume (Arts, 2000, p. 136-138). 

CONCLUSION 

The main purpose of this chapter was to develop an encompassing and
dynamic view on policy arrangements. To this end, the four dimensions 
along which policy arrangements are structured were visualised with the 
help of a tetrahedron. It was argued, first, that the four corners of the 
tetrahedron are strongly interrelated: a change in one of the dimensions is
likely to lead to changes also in one or more of the other dimensions. In
order to capture dynamic processes of policy change within a given 
arrangement, therefore, the tetrahedron should be ‘turned around’, i.e. 
analysed from all sides. Second, it was demonstrated that the question 
where to start such a comprehensive analysis is not indifferent. Dependent 
on the research question at hand, one may start at one particular corner of 

were used to develop a basic typology of policy arrangements.
It is essential to stress once again that neither the analytical approach

nor the typology presented in this chapter are to be taken as straightjackets. 
Each problem requires its own solution. In this sense, the tetrahedron as 
well as the typology should be considered as practical tools in a fairly
elementary toolbox. Just like hammers and screwdrivers, they may be 
applied in different ways, according to the user’s requirements and skills. In
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dological perspective. Finally, the four dimensions of the tetrahedron

of the tetrahedron – for instance actors, or discourses – and then proceed 

66



many cases, moreover, they will have to be complemented by other, more
refined and sophisticated tools. The purpose of this chapter, then, was not 
to formulate shock-proof instructions, but rather to give an idea of the
versatility and broad applicability of the policy arrangement approach and 
to invite researchers to use their own creativity in further applying it.
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