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|Hyper-active Governance

Hyper-active Governance is a new way of thinking about governing that

puts debates over expertise at the heart. Contemporary governing requires

delegation to experts, but also increases demands for political accountabil-

ity. In this context, politicians and experts work together under political

stress to adopt different governing relationships that appear more ‘hands-

off’ or ‘hands-on’. These approaches often serve to displace profound

social and economic crises. Only a genuinely collaborative approach to

governing, with an inclusive approach to expertise, can create democratic-

ally legitimate and effective governance in our accelerating world.

Using detailed case studies and global data sets in various policy areas

including medicines, flooding, water resources, central banking and elect-

oral administration, the book develops a new typology of modes of

governing. Drawing from innovative social theory, it breathes new life into

debates about expert forms of governance and how to achieve real para-

digm shifts in how we govern our increasingly hyper-active world.

matthew wood is Lecturer in Politics at The University of Sheffield. His

work focuses on the authority and legitimacy of experts in the field of

Governance and Public Policy. His doctoral dissertation (2014) received

the Department of Politics’ Andrew Gamble prize for best thesis, and his

article ‘Paradoxical Politics’ was awarded the Harrison Prize for best

article in Political Studies (2016). He has held visiting fellowships at

Universitat Pompeu Fabra, University of Mainz, University of Canberra
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Preface

This is my first book, and the first of two monographs reflecting on the

tension between our need to have experts involved in political decision-

making and the normative necessity of securing democratic legitimacy

for policy decisions. The first one has taken eight years to write,

beginning at the start of my PhD and ending midway through a future

research leaders award generously funded by the Economic and Social

Research Council (ESRC). I started out in September 2010 with two

concepts, a stack of literature and a problem. The concepts were

politicisation and depoliticisation, the stack of literature was as much

as I could read about the relationship between expert-led agencies and

government departments, and the problem (in circa 2010) was that the

global financial crisis seemed to have made our reliance on unelected

experts to make key policy decisions increasingly precarious. My task

was to find out what the relationship is between depoliticisation and

politicisation in contemporary governance, and what this means for

the best ways of organising governing relationships in an era where we

increasingly need expertise but also desire political control. This book

is my first attempt at answering that question.

What kind of book have I written, and what kind of social science

do I do? I thought long and hard about the contribution I was making

and just what kind of political scientist and scholar of governance and

public policy I see myself as. My (still reluctant and partial) conclusion

is that I’m primarily an inductive political scientist. It means I start with

broad analytical categories that help me frame the problem I’m inter-

ested in, collect data about very specific processes where that problem

is especially pertinent, and where I’m likely to capture the nature of

how actors act and think in those processes. I then present my analysis

in a way that hopefully informs a novel or distinctive way of under-

standing and framing the broader problem.

This book is resolutely eclectic. Deductive theorising is crucial to the

scientific enterprise, but it isn’t always the best way of building upon

xi
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existing theories in a way that addresses larger sociopolitical questions

that structure and inform comparative public policy more generally.

I see the best way of doing this as drawing on diverse theoretical and

conceptual tools and using them creatively to frame a set of processes

analytically, potentially building novel pictures of empirical relation-

ships that can inform subsequent deductive theorising about those

relationships. This isn’t an approach everyone in the social sciences

favours. It may be an ultimately subordinate approach to deductive

theorising and testing. But it is, in my view, a legitimate approach and

ought to be acknowledged as sitting alongside deductive theorising, at

least in the discipline of comparative public policy.

Inductive or ‘abductive’work can also lead to conceptual innovation

that challenges established ideas from an unexpected and productive

angle, often only after the research itself has taken place. The concept

I develop in this book – hyper-active governance – did not emerge until

my final two years of writing. It’s not a deductively derived ‘theory’

of governance I set out to test and confirm/disconfirm. It is a metaphor

based on my observations about the interrelationships experts and

politicians develop as they struggle to respond to some of the most

pressing, complex and intractable policy issues of our time. We live in a

hyper-active world where we (academics, policymakers, the wider

public) often fail to see the wood from the trees when it comes to our

major policy challenges. We appoint expert committees and agencies

to ‘interactively’ design evidence-based solutions to ‘wicked’ policy

challenges, and then find those solutions can’t gain legitimacy by

themselves, but need political intervention and support. For some, this

is simply a pragmatic trade-off between independence and account-

ability, and for them the hyper-active metaphor won’t resonate. For

me, and I hope for others, it’s an intractable tension that reveals deep-

seated problems inherent in our liberal democratic capitalist system,

for which a ‘hyper-active’ metaphor and the diagnostic imagery it

evokes are quite apt.

This isn’t simply an academic problem either. Policymakers need an

understanding of the tension between expertise and politics informed

by social theory to grasp just how fundamental the contradiction is

between expert authority and political legitimacy, and how they might

navigate it. In Chapter 7, I draw on the idea of ‘social acceleration’

advanced by the social theorist Hartmut Rosa in an attempt to eluci-

date this tension, but practitioners might want to skip to Chapter 8

xii Preface
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where I set out which approach to coordinating relationships with

expert bodies might work best, given the deep tensions addressed

throughout the book. I genuinely believe that reflecting on the implica-

tions of social acceleration theory for their work can help policymakers

seriously consider the trade-offs they are faced with when organising

the relationship between government departments and arm’s-length

agencies staffed with professional and scientific experts.

Other scholars might want to pick up the theory of social acceler-

ation and test under what conditions different forms of expert–politics

relationships are best able to break the ‘cycle’ I identify and test which

ways politicians might better organize their interaction with expert

agencies. I might undertake this work, but in an inductive spirit,

I might move onto the next attempt at building a broad picture of a

policy problem in an effort to change the way we think about

governing relationships in a world where we are faced with so many

pressing sociopolitical crises.

Preface xiii
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