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Introduction

This special issue of Housing Theory & Society on network theory and social housing emerged from a series of workshops on institutional change in social housing convened by a working group of the European Network for Housing Research (ENHR).  Over several years of discussion on the nature of change in social housing systems in Europe, the working group became interested in the application of theory to understand institutional changes in housing systems occurring at organization, local, national and European levels.  Many  of these changes in social housing systems were the result of reforms in public management and governance during  the 1980s and 1990s that replaced   hierarchical relationships among actors with market and/or network relationships (Hood 1991, Kickert & Koppenjan 1997).  These new forms of  co-ordination (Thompson et al 1991), introduced  different assumptions about communication, conflict resolution, flexibility, decision-making (Powell 1990).  The working group’s research focused on both the nature of change processes and how these affected outcomes at the organizational level and at the sector level. 
While a range of perspectives including new institutional economics, new public management (Mullins, Reid and Walker, 2001), welfare regime theory and social constructionism (Mullins, 2002) have been considered as potentially fruitful frameworks for the group’s work, over time our attention became increasingly focused on frameworks associated with networks and systems thinking, and this special issue is intended to illustrate the potential of these frameworks. The network approach to studying aggregate organizational behaviour offered a number of advantages over rational actor approaches such as principal:agent theory that treat policy actors as independent agents responding to incentives and in pursuit of their individual objectives. In addition to addressing the characteristics of and constraints on the actors themselves, network approaches explicitly recognize that the relationships among actors have causal implications for the outcome(s) of behaviour (Zuckerman 2003),  .  However, as the contributions to this volume indicate there are a range of different ways in which network effects on behavior may be conceptualized and there is little agreement among scholars as to how to operationalise network approaches.
The articles in the special issue are necessarily selective in the concepts that they draw upon and the ways in which they apply them.  However, we believe that they illustrate the relevance and applicability of a network/systems approach to many questions of interest to the housing studies research community. This editorial provides a brief introduction to network theory, identifying five distinct strands that have particularly influenced the authors of the articles within this special issue.  Drawing on these strands we identify some common themes that are addressed in the articles and set out some hypotheses about organizational behaviour and policy intervention that have emerged from this work.  We conclude by considering implications for future directions in housing research. 

Theoretical Roots

Network concepts may be found within numerous disciplines, spanning both the natural and social sciences.  Nevertheless, the theoretical models used here are best understood in the context of social networks in general and, within this, organizational networks in particular. The idea of social networks first appeared in sociology over 50 years ago. Barnes (1954) is credited with coining the term “social networks”, as a consequence of his study of a Norwegian island parish in the early 1950s.  Subsequent researchers developed the notion of studying the relationships among individuals rather than the characteristics of the individuals themselves to understand and explain social behaviour.  However, it was not until theorists in various disciplines such as political science (Rhodes 1988, Marsh 1998), public management (Kickert, Klijn & Koppenjan 1997, O’Toole 1997) economics (Williamson 1975, Nelson & Winter 1982), and organizational sociology (DiMaggio & Powell 1983, Thompson et al 1991, Scott, 2001) made the same shift in the study of organizational behaviour that the concepts and research methods explored in this issue were developed.  
Running in parallel to the development of the network approach to studying individuals and organizations, has been the development of systems theory as applied to human and organizational behaviour (Ackoff & Emery 1972, Checkland 1981, Anderson 1999), While systems theory and network theory are generally considered to be separate disciplinary approaches, there are a number of similarities between them.  The main ones are the shared emphasis on relationships among component elements (e.g., people and/or organizations) and the dynamic tension between structure and agency.  Thorelli (1986) even suggested that a reason people were using the term ‘network’ over ‘system’ was because the latter was a ‘tired term’ and that network was, more precisely, a special type of system.  With apologies to Thorelli, complex systems theory is included as one of the contributing strands to our discussion as a special type of network theory.
Five main strands of thinking about systems and networks have influenced the authors in this special issue: policy networks, network governance, supply chains, organizational fields and complex systems. 


Policy Networks 

Interest in institutional networks developed earliest in political science as part of a shift away from ‘rational actor’ to process models of decision making, particularly in a body of work concerned with the role of ‘policy communities’ in shaping policy outcomes (Heclo and Widavsky 1974, Richardson and Jordan 1979).  In this, mainly North American and UK literature (Marsh, 1998),  policy networks were seen as a new development in interest group representation in policy formulation, and as a specific type of relationship between interest groups and the state different from either pluralist or corporatist arrangements. Early discussions (Rhodes 1988) contrasted network power to legitimate (political) authority and tended to see policy networks as obstructing the achievement of government policy objectives.  
Researchers within this tradition have developed typologies of network types, related network structures to resource dependencies and explored links between network structures, policy outcomes and policy continuity. As in many areas of institutional research there is a divide between those giving greater emphasis to structure and those more concerned with the role of agency. Marsh and Rhodes (1992) give particular emphasis to structure, showing how the structure of networks affects policy outcomes, and also identify a continuum of types of policy network ranging between ‘policy communities’ at one extreme and ‘issue networks’ at the other. Tight ‘policy communities’ involving powerful interests controlling key resources tend to produce policy continuity. Meanwhile looser ‘issue networks’ with more limited control over resources often faced  more open contests with interest groups outside the network, and this tends to produce policy discontinuity (Marsh 1998). Critics of the structural approach to networks such as Dowding (1994) give greater weight to interactions between agents, such as bargaining and resource exchanges, over structure of the network in determining outcomes. The article by Czischke in this issue makes use of this research frame in order to explore the evolution of CECODHAS, the European Liaison Committee for Social Housing, and its role in influencing government and industry actors active in social housing policy development.  However, she finds that concepts from other network theories, notably governance networks, are required in order to explain the structure, dynamics and outcomes of European social housing networks.   
Governance Networks

Originally somewhat separate from the North American and English policy networks literature is a predominantly European literature that views networks as a new form of governance arising in situations where there are high levels of interdependence between organizations and the state and where hierarchical forms of ‘command and control’ are no longer the most effective methods for policy implementation. Networks are seen as a distinctive form of governance, contrasting with markets and hierarchies (Thompson et al 1991).  Kickert et al (1997p.6) define networks as ‘”(more or less) stable patterns of social relations between independent actors, which take shape around policy problems and/or policy programmes”.  These authors have extended the scope of the study of networks to include implementation as well as policy formulation and tend to be concerned with a much wider set of organizations than those overtly involving in policy making. This approach has become increasingly influential and embraces more recent US/UK work developing from the policy networks (O’Toole 1997, Goldsmith and Eggers 2004).  There is a further distinctive emphasis on risk and uncertainty within this literature. Koppenjan and Klijn (2004) highlight the difficulties in dealing with complex problems about which actors may have different levels of information and over which there may be value conflicts, different frames of reference and technical as well as political uncertainty
Within this literature there is an important normative strand that depicts network relationships themselves as something that can be managed by  ‘a form of steering aimed at promoting joint problem solving or policy development’ (Kickert and Koppenjan, 1997, p.43). The ‘Governance Club’ programme at Erasmus University developed a strong practical focus on developing and testing network management concepts and tools, embracing strategic, managerial and behavioural dimensions. This body of work has become increasingly influential following its availability in English from the mid- 1990s (Klijn, Koppenjan andTermeer, 1995, Kickert, Klijn and Koppenjan, 1997;  Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004).   In this issue, Van Bortel & Elsinga apply this network management perspective drawing in particular on de Brujin and ten Heuvelhof’s (1997) discussion of instruments for network management.  They apply the concepts of ‘multiformity’, ‘closedness’ and interdependence to define the characteristics of  housing networks in Dutch cities while testing the effectiveness of a variety of steering instruments and strategies. 

Supply Networks/Chains

Another normative literature on inter-organisational relationships, this time drawing on private sector management thinking relates to supply chain management and strategic sourcing.  This literature builds on the observations by academics of the replacement of vertically integrated firms by supply chains and/or networks made up of individual firms specializing in one or more of the links in the chain (Miles & Snow 1986, Thorelli 1986).  By restructuring in this way firms were attempting to increase flexibility and improve efficiency by specialization and exchange.   Miles & Snow and Thorelli applied a network perspective on such restructuring, highlighting the importance of network structure, position, power and the control & exchange of information and resources as contributors to the profitability of firms within the network.  

As this strand of thinking developed, there was an increasing focus on the competences required to successfully manage supply chain / network relationships and the resultant formation of strategic alliances between firms.  Hamel & Prahalad (1990,1994) identified core competences as the critical source of competitive advantage for firms.  Core competences are made up of knowledge and skills that may be deployed in the production of various products or services, contribute directly to the value that customers perceive and are difficult for competitors to imitate.  Strategic alliances are depicted by Gulati (1998) as a means by which firms marry their own core competences with those of other firms to create maximum value for customers.  In the creation of these alliances, some firms may be in a position to exercise significant control over the overall network (through their control of key resources / competencies) and can engage in network management, involving the development of network information systems and/or marketing / coordination of the overall network “brand”.  In this special issue Smeets and Dogge apply the concepts of core competence and strategic alliance to the Dutch housing association sector illustrating the possibilities for network management and product diversity and the mix of cooperative and competitive relationships that can exist across a single housing association’s supply chain network.

Organizational Fields

The fourth strand of theory that has influenced the working group derives from the ‘new institutionalism’ perspective within organizational sociology associated in particular with the work of Paul DiMaggio and Walter Powell and colleagues (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991, Scott, 2001). This strand incorporates four elements that have considerable resonance for our analysis of European housing systems. First an emphasis on the permeability of boundaries between organizations and their environments, with other organisations forming the most important part of those environments; second a cultural rather than an economic approach to understanding social organization; third a recognition of the importance of power relations within and between organizations, integrating the duality of structure and agency, and finally the need to consider the cultural negotiation of  ‘rational myths’ (Meyer and Rowan,1977) that can often be more important than rationality or resource dependence in understanding institutionalised behaviour.  

These elements are brought together in DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) concept of organizational fields as ‘recognizable areas of institutional life’ within which organizations interact and develop specific relationships and interdependencies. Organisational fields are structured by prestige and power to form status orders with clear centres and peripheries. Field identities may be relatively strong or relatively weak and boundaries with related fields may be relatively firm or rather permeable. Isomorphism provides an explanation of how power is exercised within fields, and how organizations facing similar environments operate in institutionalized ways. Three forms of isomorphism may operate within fields leading to similar patterns of adaptation by organizations involved. Mimetic isomorphism results from the emergence of recognised field leaders who other organizations seek to emulate (e.g, through benchmarking, and best practice transfer).Normative isomorphism may operate in highly institutionalized fields through taken for granted assumptions ingrained through professionalized entry, career structures and strong inter-personal networks.  Coercive isomorphism is most likely where there are high levels of resource dependence on certain actors and compliance with the requirements of these actors produces similar patterns of behaviour across the field. Coercive isomorphism resulting from centralized funding and regulation  of housing associations in England is the focus of Mullins’ article in this special issue explores how recent changes in policy on capital funding have had a major impact on the structure of the housing association field and on the strategic behaviour of individual associations. The institutionalist perspective proves a fruitful source of interpretation of these changes embracing resource dependence, power, identities and beliefs.      

Complex Systems 

Systems thinking has a long pedigree in both the natural sciences and the social sciences (Midgley 2003).  Recently, academics have been exploring the properties of ‘complex’ systems (Holland 1998, Prigogine 1997, Anderson 1999), with the goal of improving our understanding of surprising, non-linear behaviour in either or both domains.  Anderson (1999) reviews a number of different perspectives on complex systems and suggests that they are characterized by many differentiated components, interacting with each other and with their ‘environment’, exhibiting adaptive capabilities and responding to feedback.  Each of these elements may contribute to surprising, non-linear behaviour.  Several authors (Boston 2000, Chapman 2002) have suggested that ‘systems effects’ may be one of the keys to unlocking the door of cause and effect relationships in public service delivery arenas, such as housing, health and education.  
Within the broad area of complex systems, there are many different frameworks that may be applied to an empirical phenomenon to describe its behaviour.  Complex adaptive systems (CAS) theory has been seen as considerable potential for understanding organisational systems (Holland 1998, Anderson 1999) and is exemplified in this special issue by Rhodes’ application to the Irish housing system.  The main features of a complex adaptive system are: 1) agents that may act independently, but that are dependent to varying degrees on other agents in the system, 2) the environment in which the agents operate, 3) the objectives that agents are pursuing and their perceptions of how best to pursue these objectives, 4) the nature of the connections between agents (e.g., information exchange, resource dependencies, etc.), 5) the initial conditions that were present at the ‘start’ of the system and 6) the ‘outcomes’ of the system that create feedback which influence agents’ subsequent actions.  Each of these components is described in more detail in Rhodes’ contribution to this issue.  What can be seen from the above is that many of the features of a CAS are similar to those of the other network strands, with the key differences being in the attention to initial conditions (that create path-dependencies) and system outcomes (that create feedback and adaptation).

Overview of Research Approach
The ENHR working group has found the concepts derived from these five distinct literatures concerning networks and systems useful in our attempt to understand the operation of social and wider housing systems at a number of scale levels. Table1 identifies some of the core concepts from each strand and shows how these can be applied to understanding housing systems. This synthesis identified some common themes and questions that are taken up in the articles in this special issue.

Table 1 – Key Concepts emerging from systems/network theory and application to housing 

	
	Key Concepts 
	Application to housing in this issue

	Policy networks
	Policy-making

Resource dependencies

Power

Network structure
	Better understanding of networks that seek to influence housing policy formulation at various scale levels (e.g. CECODHAS) 



	Network Governance
	Policy and implementation

Relationships among agents

Agent perceptions / knowledge

Network ‘steering’


	Understanding the co-production of housing services 

Applying network management tools to improve delivery of housing services 

	Supply Networks/Chains
	Product/service delivery

Core competencies

Organization’s role in the value chain

Network management
	Framework for housing organizations to manage their own networks of suppliers and partners and develop their competencies to manage these relationships



	Organisational Fields 
	Areas of institutional ‘life’

Identity / Culture 

Beliefs (rational myths)

Isomorphism (coercive, mimetic, normative)


	Structured description and comparison of social housing systems incorporating key drivers of  organizational behaviour

Framework for understanding organizational adaptation to changes in field environment

	Complex Systems
	Physical / social systems

Agent interactions / feedback

Performance landscapes

Adaptation
	Structured description of housing systems incorporating private and social housing providers, policy-makers and supporting organizations  

Framework for understanding the interaction of agency and structure and co-adaptation


Research Themes

It is apparent from Table 1 that, while there are considerable differences in orientation and purpose, these five strands raise a number of overlapping and common themes and questions for research on housing systems in Europe. Five themes have been identified from this synthesis:

First, there is a common emphasis on the ways in which relationships between organizations affect the behaviour of individual organizations. 

· Who has the power? 

· What is the ‘game’?

· How similar are the perceptions / cultures of the participants?

Second, there is a recognition that the shape and structure of the fields or networks within which organizations operate can have significant implications for policy making and implementation.

· Structure of network
· Patterns of dominance/dependence 
· Openness/Closedness
· Strong/weak field identities 
Third, there is an interest in ways in which policy interventions are and should be structured in the context of network governance 

· Network steering tools and strategies 
· Assessing Impact of Policy Interventions
· Unintended consequences of interventions
· Agent reactions to system change 
· Introduction of new agents to change behaviour
Fourth, there is an interest in the ways in which organizations adapt to changes in their field and seek to influence the shape these changes. 

· Learning and Adaptation Dynamics
· Organsational positioning & strategy
· Policy Influencing Techniques
Fifth, there are important issues concerning network/system boundaries and the scale level of operation or.analysis of networks. The degree of permeability of boundaries and the extent to which networks cross-over scale levels affects the ability to explain outcomes by what happens within the network. 
· Scale level –international / national/regional/local 

· Whole/system cross sector/interactions with adjacent fields (e.g. public/private sector housing,housing/health &social care)

· Policy arenas involving selected actors from several networks 

Research Methods 

In each of the papers included in this issue, the research method is primarily case study.  The case study approach is firmly established in organizational science and sociology, but less so in economics and political science.  The research questions explored here reflect an orientation towards the former, rather than the latter disciplines. Rhodes (1997: p.83) describes case studies as useful for “investigating complex phenomena to develop hypotheses out of a rich contextual framework ”.  This emphasis on developing hypotheses, rather than testing them, is a feature the articles here and is appropriate given that the application of network theory to housing is in its early stages.    

Case studies of networks need to operate at a minimum of two levels; the participants in the network and the network itself, if there are to be any useful conclusions drawn (O’Toole 1997; Ibarra et al 2005).  Policy network theory and complex systems theory tend to emphasize the characteristics of the network/system as the phenomenon to be studied, while governance theory and organizational field theory are more inclined to study the behaviour of firms / organizations within a network.  Nevertheless, each of the articles included here address the behaviour of one or more actors in the network, as well as addressing how the characteristics of the network in which the actor(s) participate affect and are affected by this behaviour.  Czischke and Smeets & Dogge look at the role of a specific actor in creating / influencing conditions of a network, while Van Bortal & Elsinga and Mullins are more concerned with how the characteristics of the network impact on the behaviour of particular organizations – or types of organisations.  Rhodes describes the Irish housing network as a system of independent agents whose decision processes both influence and are influenced by a particular set of characteristics of the system, which include the internal, external and adaptive environments perceived by the agents.     

Developing Hypotheses

While it is premature to draw conclusions about the behaviour of either housing networks or organizations, several hypotheses arise out of the case study research which can form the basis for further research and testing.  Mullins and Van Bortel & Elsinga provide specific examples of how steering instruments used by government and/or network-based governance agents operate in practice and suggest how characteristics of the network and/or sub-groups of agents in the network may facilitate or frustrate the expected outcomes of these instruments.  Mullins focuses on the impact of the English Housing Corporation’s Investment Partnering scheme on the shape of the field and the strategies and activities of individual organizations in the field. In this case the power of the Housing Corporation over resource procurement is strong, and whilst outcomes may have been seen as ‘unintended consequences’ by some actors involved there is little doubt that hierarchical steering strategies still have considerable impact. Meanwhile Van Bortel & Elsinga look at how the effects of various governance instruments were influenced by interdependence, multiformity and closedness in the social housing network of the Hague. Here there is a more equal distribution of power between governments and other actors and it is clear that more sophisticated strategies of network steering are required with less certainty about impacts. 
Smeets & Dogge and Czischke examine adaptive behaviour by particular actors under conditions of change in their environments. They explore how these actors create or influence network features in pursuit of their own objectives.  Smeets & Dogge describe strategic behaviour by one housing organization in the Netherlands to create its own sub-network of housing and housing-related organizations to respond to increased competition in the wider social housing network and to deliver greater value to its clients.  They suggest that housing organizations will need to develop new competencies in strategic sourcing, network management and asset management to adapt to the changes in the housing field. Similar adaptive patterns are identified by Mullins, where ‘lead investment partners’ who receive development funding from the Housing Corporation have formed consortia with other associations who wish to develop but are unable to receive funding direct. The governance of such consortia could reflect the hierarchical resource supply:chain or could develop in a more consensual horizontal direction. Mullins suggests that much will depend on the value base and emerging culture of such alliances.  

Czischke takes a historical perspective on the evolution of the European social housing network and examines the role  of the committee established by network participants to represent their interests at a European level (CECODHAS) in shaping and responding to changes both within the network and in the social, political and economic environment(s) in which the participants operate.  She suggests that a high degree of cognitive cohesion among participants was achieved through the information exchanges facilitated by CECODHAS and that this enhanced the ability of the participants to influence their environment – notably the public policy context.  In the language of policy network theory, CECODHAS appears closer to the issue network than the policy community end of the spectrum and consequently many of the issues which it needs to influence are determined outside of its internal network relationships. 
Finally, in her description of the Irish housing system Rhodes demonstrates how a complex systems framework for understanding the dynamics of the housing system may be constructed and the insights that this provides.   In particular, she highlights how factors such as the heterogeneity of agent decision schema, the broad range of local authority activities and systems feedback effects may have contributed to the unanticipated outcomes of recent policy interventions in housing in Ireland.  In doing so, she provides a detailed example of how both the structure and the dynamics of a multi-level system may be explored using a single conceptual framework and what type of results may be generated.     
Contribution and future directions for housing network research

Although policy networks (Houlihan, 1987, Jacobs 1999), network governance (Reid 1995, Klijn 2001, Mullins,Reid and Walker, 2001), and organizational field concepts (Mullins, Rhodes and Williamson, 2001) have been applied to various housing examples, network theory has yet to emerge as a widely used theoretical approach within housing studies.  We believe that this may be due in part to the broad range of disciplines that have developed their own versions of network theory and therefore made it difficult for housing researchers to draw upon a coherent framework of research domain, research methods and research questions/ hypotheses to apply.  Of course, with this weakness comes the strength of a theoretical framework that has relevance in a wide range of social (and physical) domains, which makes it more likely to be relevant to housing theory, which has always drawn upon a range of disciplines.  Encouragingly, there are indications that network approaches in the social sciences are beginning to converge (Dimaggio 1998, Ibarra et al 2005),and this bodes well for making progress in furthering a housing research agenda based on this theoretical frame.    

In this editorial and in the papers selected for this issue, we have selected what we believe to be the most relevant strands of network theory, and proposed research themes that appear across each of the strands.  The articles explore these themes in relation to social housing and, in one case, the wider housing system, with the result that several hypotheses are developed that address current issues in housing studies.  Taking these hypotheses further, we suggest that there are three broad research questions to which the thinking outlined in this special issue could be applied in future research.  

The first of these is how particular policy interventions may or may not achieve stated objectives due to the structure of the housing network, the perceptions and capacities of individual agents and/or the relationships among participants in the network.  Interventions may take the form of new legislation, the introduction of new ‘agents’, changes in the information available to one or more of the participants, new technologies, etc.  Note that several of these ‘interventions’ may occur in a system without specific policy intentions and one of the strengths of the network approach is that it can accommodate a range of changes, both intended and emergent, within the scope of the research frame.  In this, the network approach can make a significant contribution to policy evaluation theory through the introduction of relevant context, structure and dynamic dimensions of organizational change.

The second question is how does the development and adaptation of housing networks at various levels, impact on organizational behaviour and outcomes at the local level and, conversely, how will developments at the local level impact on network structure, agent behaviour and outcomes at national and European levels.  The necessity to adopt a multi-level approach is a central tenet of  network theory (O’Toole 1997, Ibarra et al 2005) and this is clearly required to understand contemporary changes to housing strategies and structures across Europe.

Finally, related to both of the questions above, but emphasizing a more cognitive approach, is the question of how participant perceptions around the role of housing, the provision of housing, and their specific position(s) in housing networks affects both individual and collective behaviours and outcomes.  Ibarra et al (2005) suggest that the way forward for organizational network theory is exploring the dynamics of social capital creation/utilization, identity construction and cognition and learning. The application of this approach is clear in relation to housing networks which often exhibit high levels of closedness and where actors from different sub-sectors (e.g. private, non-profit and governmental) often have quite different expectations, assumptions and practices.  
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