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Abstract
We develop a perspective on steering in governance which understands steering as intended path creation. Inspired by
evolutionary governance theory, critical management studies and social systems theory, we argue that steering is shaped
and limited by co‐evolutions, disallowing for any formulaic approach. In order to illuminate the space for steering in gov‐
ernance, we analyze the interplay between different dependencies. Those dependencies are not just obstacles to path
creation, they can also be pointers and assets. The steering discussion is further complicated by always unique sets of cou‐
plings between a governance system and its environment. After introducing the ideas of reality effects and governance
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1. Introduction
Societal steering through governance is a highly debated
topic. Questions regarding what can be changed in soci‐
ety by means of planning, policies and law have been
discussed for centuries and have received many diver‐
gent answers. Divergence in ideas has been tied to dif‐
ferent disciplinary traditions, schools of thought and ide‐
ologies (Hillier, 2002; Scott, 1998; Willke, 2014). Whereas
severe critiques of steering have developed since the
1960s in a variety of disciplines, very strong steering
ambitions re‐emerged with the rising popularity of tran‐
sition thinking (Kemp et al., 2007; Rotmans & Loorbach,
2009), innovation thinking (Beckert, 2016; Bledow et al.,
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2009), social‐ecological systems perspectives (McLain
& Lee, 1996) and climate change adaptation theories
(Paschen & Ison, 2014; Rip, 2006). In parallel, one can
observe the survival of modernism in policy, planning
and administration, where the promise of social engi‐
neering remains alluring (Czarniawska, 2002; Gunder
& Hillier, 2009; Lindberg et al., 2015; Luhmann, 1990;
Seidl, 2007).
Rather than re‐summarizing the defenders and crit‐
ics of modernism, we present a perspective on steer‐
ing which gives due weight to processes of co‐evolution.
Taking cues from evolutionary governance theory (EGT)
we intend to explore the middle ground between naïve
steering optimism and cynicism (Van Assche et al., 2013).
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EGT retains the possibility that action is strategically
oriented while questioning modernist assumptions. By
modernist assumptions we refer to ideas of objec‐
tivity, universality, longevity of the knowledge under‐
pinning steering, perfect knowledge integration and
the susceptibility of realities to steering attempts
(Van Assche, Beunen, & Duineveld, 2014; Van Assche
et al., 2020a). Steering remains possible but will
encounter unique enabling factors and obstacles in each
governance system and each project.
Governance powers are always unique, as gover‐
nance paths are unique. Intention and strategy are
constrained by different sets of dependencies (Beunen
et al., 2015; Tadajewski et al., 2011). Those depen‐
dencies affect how actors and institutions are formed,
how they interact and how the governance configu‐
ration transforms itself over time. EGT distinguishes
between path dependencies, interdependencies, goal
dependencies and material dependencies. Path depen‐
dencies, theorized and recognized in several disciplines
(David, 2007; Pierson, 2000), are legacies from the past
affecting the functioning of the governance configura‐
tion. Interdependencies are current relations between
elements of governance which shape and constrain the
transformation of the system while goal dependencies
are the effects of envisioned futures on the governance
system. Goal dependencies can take forms wildly differ‐
ent from ‘implementation’ (cf. Pressman & Wildavsky,
1984) and can stem from futures embraced or feared
by actors in governance, from futures visibly or implic‐
itly encoded in institutions (policies, plans, laws) (Hoch,
2016) and from interactions between those futures and
the other elements in the configuration. Finally, the
theory recognizes material dependencies, the effects of
natural and human made physical environments and
infrastructures on governance (Duineveld et al., 2017;
Van Assche et al., 2020a).
Path creation refers to the agency through which
actors create and exercise alternative options in a gover‐
nance path (Garud & Karnøe, 2001a, 2001b; Garud et al.,
2010). We develop the concept of path creation within
an EGT perspective and argue that steering has to be
understood as a process of deliberate yet not necessar‐
ily strategic path creation. This claim will be unpacked
in the rest of the paper. The distinctive character of the
EGT version of steering will gradually become more pro‐
nounced as will the distinction with modernist under‐
standings of steering.
Within an evolutionary understanding of governance,
strategies in governance are strategies addressing com‐
munities bound by the decisions taken in the governance
system (Van Assche et al., 2020b). They connect a vision
of a desirable long‐term future with policy tools and func‐
tion as an institution themselves. In other words, they
have a narrative and institutional dimension. The strate‐
gizing envisioned here is the strategy by and for a collec‐
tive. In our analysis of path creation and steering we will
need to consider what this means for notions of leader‐
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ship, as leaders have been traditionally associated with
both path creation and strategy (Czarniawska‐Joerges &
Wolff, 1991; Garud & Karnøe, 2001a; Young, 1991).
In the next section we first specify the theoretical
perspective of EGT and its implications for a new under‐
standing of path creation. We then analyze what steer‐
ing, as intended path creation, could look like in terms
of the types of change which can be produced according
to EGT. Here we introduce the concept of reality effects,
changes in the experienced reality of the community to
be steered. This leads into a discussion of the system rela‐
tions which have to be invoked to explain the possibili‐
ties and limits of steering. For communities as well as for
organizations and their leaders, we draw out the implica‐
tion that steering is an art, requiring considerable skill in
managing dependencies and managing the reality effects
of policy and planning.
2. Path Creation
Both path dependence and path creation have received
considerable attention in several disciplines (Bakken
et al., 2010; Flyvbjerg et al., 2003; Lovio et al., 2011;
Schienstock, 2004; Stack & Gartland, 2003). Focusing
here on path creation, we can say that the most influ‐
ential theorists on path creation can be found in the
modernist camp and prefer to take a rather formulaic
approach (Garud & Karnøe, 2001a, 2001b; Garud et al.,
2010). Usually there is a belief in the objective possibility
of path creation, and in its predictability and susceptibil‐
ity to engineering. Conditions of the governance system
might be specified as an enabling context for path cre‐
ation (if X and Y are the case in governance, then path
creation will ensue).
Co‐evolving elements in governance, however, make
it hard to anticipate or engineer path creation. The idea
of co‐evolution in governance introduces unpredictabil‐
ity, knock‐on effects and the notion that the emerg‐
ing path is contingent on the actions and decisions
made by many. Those actions can include strategizing
against intended path creation. In governance, actors
co‐evolve with institutions, with each other, with narra‐
tives and forms of knowledge. In addition, formal and
informal institutions shape each other over time and
material infrastructures can have institutional and cogni‐
tive effects which are not entirely observable from within
the governance system (Beunen et al., 2013; Jacobsson
et al., 2015; Kjaer & Vetterlein, 2018; Van Assche et al.,
2013). The presence of path creation might therefore not
be easily agreed upon by internal observers. Moreover,
governance can create actors, institutions, forms of
knowledge and materialities that can affect what is pos‐
sible in terms of steering later on (Duineveld et al., 2017;
Frederiksen, 2016; Van Assche et al., 2020a). The goal
dependencies can entail entirely unanticipated reactions
to steering attempts (Tadajewski et al., 2011; Teubner,
1998). These reactions can then trigger path creation
which might not be expected nor observed (as it was not
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expected in the first place). Taking into account these lim‐
itations, path creation is nevertheless possible as a result
of contingent events and because of the agency and
leadership of actors (Alvesson et al., 2016; Van Assche
et al., 2013; Van Assche, Beunen, & Duineveld, 2014; see
Figure 1).
The interplay between different dependencies cre‐
ates rigidities but also flexibility. This flexibility is pos‐
sibly a counter‐intuitive feature of governance evolu‐
tion. On second inspection, it is not so strange as
path dependencies and interdependencies can also be
leverage points and assets for change (cf. Schienstock,
2004). Whether or not they become obstacles for change
depends on context, perspective and goal (Harrison et al.,
2019; Hautz et al., 2017). Novelty can arise and path cre‐
ation can occur through the interplay of dependencies
(Schirmer & Hadamek, 2007). A different way of under‐
standing this is to emphasize the modification of depen‐
dencies by each other. A material dependency can rein‐
force or weaken a path dependency; a goal dependency
is modified by material dependencies and the result of
those modifications can be, in some cases, path cre‐
ation (Duineveld et al., 2017; Van Assche et al., 2021).
Managing this complexity is never perfect and can be
viewed as managing dependencies as opposed to elimi‐
nating them. Ultimately, managing the other dependen‐
cies is needed to make goal dependencies more pre‐
dictable and manageable. In order to maximize the effects
of a governance strategy in the community, its internal
effects within governance have to be grasped first.
Steering as intended path creation can take many
forms and follow many routes. Considering the variety
in governance paths empirically observed by anthropol‐
ogists (Gledhill, 2009), by EGT and others, a diversity
of steering mechanisms and pathways seems natural
(cf. Flyvbjerg, 1998). Path creation can be a fast or a slow
process. It can involve a long‐term vision, an ad hoc adap‐
tation or shorter‐term goals, and it can focus on changes
in governance or in society at large.
Thus, steering does not necessarily involve strategy
(cf. Garud et al., 2010; Teubner & Willke, 1984). Intention
is present in all the forms of steering listed above, even
where steering is triggered by tactics rather than strategy,
even if it is the result of an adaptation that is felt as neces‐

sary. In any case, goals still need to be set, time horizons
need to be defined and action needs to be coordinated.
There are however clear benefits to adopting a form
of strategy: a greater degree of coordination and the
promise of managing effects in the longer run (cf. Bledow
et al., 2009; Clegg et al., 2004). The diversity of forms
of path creation predicted by EGT and observed empiri‐
cally by many (Alvesson, 1993; Alvesson & Spicer, 2016;
Beckert, 2016; Mintzberg & Waters, 1985; Van Assche
et al., 2020b, 2021) marks a clear difference with mod‐
ernist ideas of steering.
3. Goals and Reality Effects
For EGT, goals engender dependencies. Therefore, steer‐
ing attempts also have this effect. As we know, goal
dependencies are effects of goals within the governance
system. Because governance binds a community to its
own decisions, internal effects of those decisions can
also have external effects. Goal dependencies can trans‐
late into external effects that are not necessarily in line
with the intentions behind a steering attempt. When
external effects are in line with the steering intention,
this can reinforce the belief in ‘implementation’ (Barrett,
2004; MacKenzie et al., 2007). More often, effects are
not obviously aligned with intentions. The effects of
goals within governance can vary widely because of
the diversity of interactions in the governance network:
between actors, between institutions (both formal and
informal), between power and knowledge, and between
knowledge and actors. All these interactions influence
the relation between goals and their effects.
Goals thus trigger goal dependencies depending on
the structure of the governance configuration and the
behaviour of the actors. The translation of goal depen‐
dencies into external effects will hinge on the same fac‐
tors. Beyond a similarity or conformity with the goals
set, there can be affinity in spirit (Barrett, 2004; Faludi,
1973), the resistance touched upon and a variety of other
effects (Brans & Rossbach, 1997; Luhmann, 1989, 1990).
Of particular interest for our present discussion are
those effects that set in motion the creation of new real‐
ities, what we call reality effects (cf. Van Assche et al.,
2020a; Žižek, 1989). We distinguish between two types

Point in me when
path changes

Governance Path
Figure 1. Path creation in governance. Path creation can be intended or not intended, it can be strategic in nature or non‐
strategic. The point where the path changes and dependencies are reshuffled is sometimes recognized only in hindsight.
Politics and Governance, 2021, Volume 9, Issue 2, Pages 369–380

371

of reality effects: discursive and material. Discursive and
material changes affect each other. An infrastructure
project can embody a new future and convince citizens
that this future is real (Flyvbjerg et al., 2003; Scott, 1998).
Conversely, a new belief in social engineering, pervad‐
ing society and governance, can generate new infrastruc‐
tures (Figure 2).
If reality effects are in line with the initial intention of
those steering, we can speak of performativity (Beunen
et al., 2013). This does not always mean however, that
the world has become as was intended by the policy
or plan or that the world has been changed at all. This
is possible but whether performativity can indeed be
ascribed to implementation has to be diagnosed for each
situation (cf. Willke, 2014). Often, the result of steer‐
ing attempts is convincing for other reasons. Actors in
governance might believe in steering success and con‐
vince others. Or they might perform success by reinter‐
preting the current situation as positive and as result‐
ing from policy intentions (Seidl & Becker, 2005; also
cf. Luhmann, 1995, 1997). Both citizens and actors in gov‐
ernance might believe the story anyway, so no perfor‐
mance of success is even needed. Experts can play a role
by providing measurements of policy outcomes, through
accounting systems, indicators and assessments (Carter
et al., 2010). These measurements and tools can be used
to render narratives more true (Turnhout et al., 2007;
Verschraegen, 2015).
Another path to performativity appears when discur‐
sive or material realities have shifted, even without per‐
formance of success. Consider severe flooding events
that portray climate change more clearly; impercepti‐
ble shifts in the notion of democracy (changes in discur‐
sive reality) might erode the belief in the current lead‐
ership and governance systems. Leadership and steer‐
ing systems are reinforced when contingent events make

it look like the world is as intended by those steer‐
ing. Interpretation is always involved, as direct causality
between steering and effects can almost never be estab‐
lished (Paterson & Teubner, 1998; Seidl, 2016). Both orga‐
nizations (in governance) and the function system of pol‐
itics (governance being politics in the broad sense) rely
on a posteriori ascription of intention, causality and suc‐
cess of steering (Alvesson et al., 2016; Luhmann, 1990,
2018; Mintzberg & Waters, 1985).
Performativity is an effect of discourse. Discursive
configurations and discourse coalitions, entrenched nar‐
ratives and ideologies and deeply rooted metaphors
can make performativity more likely (Beunen et al.,
2013; Hillier, 2002; Rap, 2006). However, classic steer‐
ing theory and modernist policy theories are not always
wrong and straightforward implementation is possible
under certain conditions. Some of those cases can entail
path creation, can be considered steering. Performativity
does not always have to be invoked. One can think
of situations marked by limited steering ambitions,
smaller projects, shorter term goals. Even more complex
schemes for the long term can work through the logic
of implementation, as when people are dependent on
the strategizing authorities or coerced by them (Alvesson
& Spicer, 2016; Ferguson, 1990) or when discourse on
is widely shared and steering power is widely accepted.
Such sharing and acceptance together generate legiti‐
macy, which offers further support for implementation
(Van Tatenhove, 2011). What differs in our perspective is
quite simply that one cannot assume as a rule that cen‐
tral steering and implementation will work. Positing the
existence of a general rule in a situation marked by com‐
plexity, co‐evolution and contingency simply makes the
situation harder to manage (Alvesson, 1993; Alvesson
et al., 2016).

Reality Effects
Point in me
when goal is set

Goal Dependencies:
internal eﬀects

Discursive
Environment

Material
Environment

Goal

Figure 2. Steering as intended path creation. Goal dependencies and reality effects align. The set goal triggers goal depen‐
dencies in governance and those dependencies are predictable enough to maintain the course. The effects of governance
on discursive and material environments (reality effects) align as well. The result is performativity of the most desirable
sort, i.e., coming about through intended path creation, through steering.
Politics and Governance, 2021, Volume 9, Issue 2, Pages 369–380
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4. Systems Relations and Reality Effects
Material dependencies are effects of the physical world
on governance (Van Assche et al., 2020a). Material
dependencies, just as the goal dependencies discussed
above, can lead to reality effects—but not necessarily.
A wetland might resist any attempt at land reclamation,
independent of any effect the struggle against flooding
might have had on the discourses pervading land policy
(cf. Valentinov, 2017). Other things might be happening in
the place supposedly steered. Other policies might have
led to interventions in the local landscape. Ongoing land‐
scape changes, whether induced by policy or not, might
entwine with the intervention envisioned in steering
(Lovio et al., 2011). Finally, it can happen that ambitious
steering schemes produce sub‐goals which can contra‐
dict each other, reinforce each other or otherwise inter‐
act in their material effects, more generally in their reality
effects (Hyysalo et al., 2019; Jacobsson et al., 2015).
Reality effects will likely be greater when governance
system and community share goals and values, perhaps
grounded in narratives on what the good life or good
community is. Reality effects will also be reinforced if
beliefs about governance itself are shared. That is, if
people believe in particular procedures and routines, in
particular forms of hierarchy and authority, it is eas‐
ier to exercise that authority. Luhmann (1997) already
revealed the best recipe for successful planning: peo‐
ple who are accustomed to planning. In a similar vein,
Alvesson and Spicer (2016) mention how organizations’
religious belief in leadership leads them to seek for solu‐
tions to all their problems by strengthening leadership.
Shared discourse can contribute to local understandings
of steering interventions as logical, natural and legiti‐
mate (Bakken et al., 2010; Bartel & Garud, 2009; Hüther
& Krücken, 2013). Technocracy, with expert groups taking
a central place in governance, can function more easily
in either very authoritarian societies or places with great
respect for expertise (Ferguson, 1990; Scott, 1998).
Each governance path embodies a particular set of
relations with the surrounding systems. It embodies a
governance path shaped by a unique set of environments
(Valentinov, 2014). Each path, in its unique set of environ‐
ments, can enable particular forms of steering, can make
them imaginable, possible to articulate and translate in
terms of actors and institutions, power and knowledge
(Schirmer & Hadamek, 2007; Seidl, 2016; Willke, 2014).
The dependencies shaping governance will also shape
the effects of governance action in the environment as
they modify the translation of decisions into other more
specified decisions and into action outside governance.
Referring to the dependencies is not enough though, as
the nature of the couplings with the surrounding envi‐
ronments enables certain decisions to have more impact
than others. Dependencies shape and are shaped by the
couplings with the environments they exist in.
A steering attempt crystallizing in a particular path
will receive responses from its unique set of coupled
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and co‐evolved environments. It can be associated with
a unique matrix of possible interventions and a matrix
of possible reactions to those interventions. In other
words, the reality effects of steering attempts will be
modified by the features of both system and environ‐
ment (cf. Luhmann, 1989). Reality effects result from a
slowly individualized history of a system in an environ‐
ment. Sometimes the constraints to steering, the limits
to intervention and to performative reality effects can be
located, first of all, in the possibilities within the system
to observe, imagine and coordinate. In other cases, the
constraints are more a matter of environments remain‐
ing opaque or systems relations disallowing a particular
form of coordination (Lindberg et al., 2015; Mintzberg &
Lampel, 1999).
4.1. Systems Relations and Leadership
Leadership in such context thus requires knowledge of
both the governance system and the relevant environ‐
ments (Rotmans & Loorbach, 2009; Van Assche et al.,
2020a). Understanding the couplings between gover‐
nance and its environments is understanding informal
institutions, as these are often the basis for, or alterna‐
tive to, the formal institutions developed in governance
(Helmke & Levitsky, 2004). Leaders therefore cannot
identify uniquely with the governance system and can‐
not derive their knowledge entirely from within the
system. They need insight in the interplay between for‐
mal and informal institutions (Van Assche, Beunen, &
Duineveld, 2014), an insight which more easily devel‐
ops when one can shift easily between insider and out‐
sider perspectives.
The choice to pursue discursive versus material real‐
ity effects, in articulating strategy, and the crafting of the
performance towards performativity, requires leader‐
ship. Neither a checklist nor a recipe will deliver the strat‐
egy (Golsorkhi et al., 2010; Whittington, 1996). Judgment
is required, inspired by knowledge of system and environ‐
ment (Flyvbjerg, 1998, 2001; Flyvbjerg et al., 2003; Voß
& Freeman, 2016). Positive or negative reinterpretations
of previous steering attempts are part and parcel of this
kind of leadership (Czarniawska‐Joerges & Wolff, 1991).
Convincing people that previous interventions were a
success (or not) sets the tone for the next cycle of prob‐
lem definition, choice of tools and goals. It frames the
narratives that are more likely to be persuasive (Beunen
et al., 2013; Rap, 2006).
4.2. Steering as Self‐Steering
Steering in this perspective emerges as self‐steering
(cf. Ahrne & Brunsson, 2008; Brans & Rossbach, 1997;
Teubner & Willke, 1984; Willke, 2014). Without under‐
standing the mechanisms of governance, without grasp‐
ing the potential to anticipate and to strategize for a
given governance system, it is hard to be successful in
steering outside governance (cf. Alvesson, 1993; Kjaer &
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Vetterlein, 2018; Seidl, 2007; Van Assche et al., 2020b).
We encounter again the double nature of strategy: strate‐
gizing actors in governance and actors coordinating in
the articulation of collectively binding strategies. Reality
effects of steering come about through strategic use, first
of the resources of the governance configuration itself
and next the resources of the community the steering is
destined for.
Sometimes new governance modes are necessary in
order to pursue a particular steering ambition. Whether
internal reshuffling or governance reform has to precede
steering is a matter pertaining to individual cases and
strategies (Van Assche et al., 2017, 2020a). The same goal
might be reached with or without governance reform
while reformed governance might still reproduce rigidi‐
ties standing in the way of path creation. One can then
again distinguish between an EGT perspective on steer‐
ing and modernist understandings. An EGT perspective
can be more sensitive to the multiplicity of environments
affected by and affecting steering. This understanding of
steering is also more alive to the importance of history:
unique co‐evolutions create unique possibilities for steer‐
ing. Due weight is given to the detours through the inter‐
nal environment of governance, needed to achieve exter‐
nal effects (Willke, 2007).
5. Art of Steering
All the above brings us to the idea that steering is more
art than science. It is an art in the sense that design is an
art—we could add management to the list (Colander &
Kupers, 2016). Both steering and management require
judgment more than skill or science (Flyvbjerg, 1998;
Hautz et al., 2017). Steering, design and management
require insight in a specific system, in specific system‐
environment relations, which can then help the practi‐
tioner to anticipate the system state after intervention
and the possible interventions leading to a particular sys‐
tem state (cf. Newig et al., 2013; Van Assche et al., 2019).
5.1. Art of Steering and Complexity
Science can produce recipes for partial and simple prob‐
lems of design, management and steering but not for
those which combine competing knowledges, values,
perspectives and entanglements of past, present and
future (Flyvbjerg, 2001; Schirmer & Hadamek, 2007;
Seidl, 2016). Steering of complex systems, in this case
complex governance systems aiming to reshape their
communities, is not a matter of further developing tech‐
niques that worked on partial problems. This is the case
because complex problems cannot always be reduced to
a set of simple problems—the classic issue of reduction‐
ism. Complex problems, as complex systems, are char‐
acterized by processes of emergence (Von Bertalanffy,
2015). A problem can slowly emerge as something qual‐
itatively different from its constituent parts (Seidl, 2007;
Van Assche et al., 2019). A new logic of problem repro‐
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duction might emerge which is not grasped by decision‐
makers (Dunleavy & Hood, 1994; Hood & Peters, 2004).
Which implies that the timing of intervention makes all
the difference—an insight eluding modernist versions of
the steering concept.
Luhmann (2018) and the organization theorists
inspired by him (collected in Seidl & Becker, 2005) would
add that management, design and steering are about
decisions and that decisions cannot be reduced to the
reasoning or the knowledge used to come to them.
A decision cannot be deduced. Adding more knowledge
or rendering the decision formulae more complex does
not eliminate this gap. The gap remains and the jump
remains necessary. Any decision is underdetermined by
the preceding knowledges: No knowledge necessarily
leads to a particular decision. This is true for organiza‐
tions (Alvesson, 1993; Bakken et al., 2010; Bledow et al.,
2009) and it is true for steering through governance.
Moreover, in governance, the embedded combination
of knowledges is under continuous political pressure
(Hillier, 2002). This is understandable, as political pref‐
erences change and as the situation changes (Flyvbjerg,
1998; Fournier & Grey, 2000; Lindberg et al., 2015; Scott,
1998). The usual instability of knowledges in governance
further limits the possibilities for formulaic versions of
strategy and steering (Grabher, 2004).
More hurdles for steering can be found in limitations
on transparency in complex governance systems. These
limitations stem from the nature of governance as an
intricate web of actors, many of which are organizations,
not entirely transparent to each other. Strategizing in
governance is often invisible, as is part of the resistance
within the community. Informal institutions might not be
acknowledged or understood (Helmke & Levitsky, 2004;
McFarlane, 2012). On the other hand, governance config‐
urations exert power, beyond that of any actor. So, with
myriad limitations to steering and a great distance from
scientific problem‐solving or engineering, comes a world
of new possibilities, if steering is exercised as an art. That
art of steering requires a deep familiarity with the tools
of governance, its possibilities of storytelling, its internal
strategies, its modes of persuading and regulating the
collective (Ahrne & Brunsson, 2008; Czarniawska, 2002;
Kjaer & Vetterlein, 2018; Throgmorton, 2003; Van Assche
et al., 2020b).
5.2. Leadership and Temporality
Leadership, both in organizations and in community gov‐
ernance, is constrained in ways not fully recognized by
most management literature. Alvesson and Spicer (2016)
masterfully analyzed many of these unrecognized con‐
straints and prevalent mythologies. Our perspective does
reveal new roles and new tools for leadership. We argued
that what needs to be managed are dependencies and
reality effects. Managing reality effects naturally entails
managing dependencies, as knowledge of the dependen‐
cies is knowledge of the fine mechanics of governance.
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Jumping between system and environment in the con‐
tinuous assessment of steering options has to be an art,
per definition imperfect. Steering demands a creative
shifting between system and environment and between
what is and what could be (Van Dijk, 2011). Rules, rou‐
tines and decision‐support systems cannot replace judg‐
ment (phronesis, to borrow a term from Flyvbjerg, 1998).
Steering in governance is more than deciding between
alternative futures. It can be more aptly likened to con‐
structing a new future based on opaque preferences in
imperfectly understood environments.
The same EGT‐inspired perspective which thus
emphasized steering problems can still accommodate
a variety of steering tools for leadership. A vast reper‐
toire of stratagems can be useful in the management of
reality effects and dependencies. Without any ambition
to present an exhaustive list we can mention: modify‐
ing materiality, inventing discourse, altering system rela‐
tions, sharing semantics, sharing goals between systems,
using bridging organizations, crystallizing new modes of
observation, building meta‐knowledges and narratives,
inventing “sticks and carrots” schemes, creating new
organizations and/or institutional work, creating conflict
or consensus, modifying patterns of inclusion and exclu‐
sion in governance, creating new actors, de‐coupling and
re‐coupling systems, using episodes of decision making
and delineating sites for conflict or increased ambition
(Beunen & Patterson, 2019; Brans & Rossbach, 1997;
Grabher, 2004; Hyysalo et al., 2019; Newig et al., 2013;
Rotmans & Loorbach, 2009; Seidl, 2007; Van Assche &
Verschraegen, 2008).
In the use of those tools, timing is of the essence.
Windows of opportunity have to be grasped, in gover‐
nance, its environments and in the pattern of couplings.
Knowledgeable and creative leadership is more likely to
observe such windows. Creativity enters the story again
since a window is only a window if something is seen.
In the choice of tools also timing and deep familiarity
with system and environment are important. The hands
of time mould policy instruments as well as their effects
(Van Dijk, 2006). Tools can work in a particular environ‐
ment yet lose their coordinative power when values, ide‐
ologies, actors change or when a perceived failure taints
the tool and its users (e.g., Innes, 1989).
Our analysis seems to produce a dilemma in this
regard. On the one hand stable leadership is beneficial
because it takes time to learn about the governance sys‐
tem, its modes of self‐transformation, its informalities and
power relations and to learn about system‐environment
relations and the history of previous steering attempts.
On the other hand, the time it takes to develop such
knowledge may conflict with the pace of change which
increased because of technological and environmental
shocks (Folke, 2006). The various sources of radical uncer‐
tainty and opacity diagnosed aggravate the situation
because they seem to undermine the value of knowledge
and timing and seem to increase the value of rapid adap‐
tation and likely of new leadership—a fresh perspective.
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This dilemma is real, we would argue, and we would
add that it is a dilemma that will always be there.
Familiarity can breed identification, routine solutions,
rigidity and blind spots. A long tenure can dissipate cre‐
ativity and erode authority by creating a web of depen‐
dency relations around the leader (Orpen, 1996). Time
also gives opportunity for opponents to elaborate their
own strategies and for opponents to form (Van Assche
et al., 2020b, 2021). At a given moment, the skill set
and personality of a leader can fit the circumstances.
As those circumstances are never fully grasped, unob‐
served changes might render that leader less effective
over time (Jay, 1967). The dilemma is a version of the
insider/outsider dynamic often remarked upon. Insiders
and outsiders are always observing different things and
both positions come with pros and cons in terms of
understanding and organizing (Louis & Bartunek, 1992;
Wagner et al., 1998).
In practical terms, this state of affairs does not ren‐
der leaders redundant, nor does it make steering impos‐
sible. The benefits of knowledge and stability are there,
as are the risks. This does not amount to a general
argument for avoiding knowing, for speed in decision‐
making or for unstable leadership (Alvesson et al., 2016).
In governance, leadership can be distributed, institu‐
tional memory can be helpful and trusted advisors can
play a key role in the learning process of new leaders.
One could even say that the dilemma is something that
can be managed collectively in democratic forms of gov‐
ernance, where stakeholders outside governance can sig‐
nal change or disaffection and can trigger a change in
leadership. The dilemma, its non‐reducibility, underlines
that managing path creation is an art, with no artist capa‐
ble of pleasing all patrons. Still, it is an art requiring and
recognizing skill and experience.
6. Conclusion
We presented a perspective on steering in governance
which understands steering as deliberate path creation.
Taking a distance from modernist ideas of path creation
and of steering in policy, administration and planning,
we rely instead on insights from EGT, critical manage‐
ment studies and social systems theory to place path
creation in the context of evolving governance configu‐
rations. Each governance path is marked by dependen‐
cies and rigidities. Path creation is not merely the over‐
coming of such rigidities but the thoughtful use of them.
Dependencies might be constraints, but they are also
just features, aspects of the identity of the configura‐
tion. This means that they need to be taken into account.
They can guide steering and can become major assets, an
insight presaged by Goethe’s saying that mastery is man‐
aging limitations.
The outside, the world of community and society,
of other function systems and organizations is always
shaping and being shaped by governance. Managing
couplings, knowing both the inside and the outside is
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therefore of the essence if steering is the intention. For
deliberate path creation, leadership needs to be steeped
in the stories and forms of coordination prevailing in gov‐
ernance and the environment that is supposed to be
coordinated by it. While our analysis highlights the ben‐
efits of experience and knowledge on the part of lead‐
ership, it also acknowledges that complete identification
with a particular governance tradition is a risk, a rigidity
and limitation.
Leadership for path creation is risky as path creation
involves risk. Any substantial change in governance and
its effects is likely to provoke resistance inside and out‐
side the sphere of governance. Dealing with such resis‐
tance requires great sensitivity for what is felt in the
governance system and the community. Management
of reality effect requires the same kind of observational
skills and wide range of communicative, interpretive,
negotiation and coalition building skills that is required
for managing dependencies and which can be summed
up as strategy skills. The impossibility of scientific man‐
agement does not preclude management.
Steering as path creation is thus management of
dependencies in governance and reality effects of gover‐
nance. Steering is more than techne, it is art. It requires
phronesis more than calculation or deliberation and it is
conducted by leadership in governance systems that are
themselves continuously transformed by their previous
operations. Steering can be path creation for the short‐
term and it can also be quickly decided. Circumstances
might demand such course of action. Yet, ambitious
steering attempts, those emerging as response to major
challenges the world is facing, do require strategy. That
is, they demand the construction of a long‐term future
and its translation into coherently connected institutions.
Strategic action by individual actors can hinder or enable
such collective strategy.
The world that emerges from our analysis is one
where steering is possible, where leadership is needed
and where outsiders can sometimes become leaders
and take big and fast decisions reshaping a community.
Sometimes, slow deliberation and careful scientific plan‐
ning will deliver strategies that are implementable and
put a community on a different course. In most cases
however, neither of those options will work out well and
leadership of the sort argued for here, aware of context,
of its own limitations and of the contingencies of strategy
in governance, will be better suited.
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