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1. Introduction

This paper addresses the largely undiscovered terrain of the relations between governance and impact assessment, typical problems, their causes and suggestions for improvement. This is indeed a terra incognita, of the type we can observe frequently when scholars and practitioners with different academic backgrounds address the same things. 
Impact Assessment (IA) is a forward-looking instrument that seeks to proactively advise decision-makers on the potential advantages and disadvantages of a proposed action. There are comprehensive IA procedures, such as the one the European Commission uses, which looks at economic, social and environmental effects, and more sectoral ones such as environmental impact assessment, social impact assessment, or regulatory impact assessment. IA is an important tool for improving governance in a regulatory framework, and governance promotes the IA process. IA scholars and practitioners represent a wide range of disciplines, such as law, economics, geography, engineering and natural and social sciences, which differs from governance experts, as we will see below. 
Governance is about how these decisions are made, and encompasses more than the need to exhibit transparency, efficiency and public participation in decision making. Broadly speaking, governance covers the way problems are tackled and opportunities created. Governance concentrates on how to achieve objectives, and is less about the content of policies (the what?), or about the vision behind policies (the why?). Governance therefore is not about policy, but includes polity (the institutions and instruments) and politics (the processes). Governance addresses cross-cutting issues like the choice of institutions, instruments and processes, as well as decisions about the roles of those who will be affected. In addition, the term governance covers the relations with those who are ‘governed’, regardless whether they are considered as subordinates, partners or clients. Therefore, it is a relational concept. There is no pre-set governance approach for any particular problem: every case must be tailored characteristically, within the statutory framework in which it occurs. 
Governance scholars and practitioners are usually trained in political science or its sub-section public administration, or meanwhile in the emerging ‘governance studies’. They represent different schools of thought. Most governance definitions are value-laden. ‘Good governance’ as defined by the World Bank, for example, builds on values like legitimacy, effectiveness, transparency, control and efficiency. Other definitions, such as network governance, reflexive governance, or adaptive governance, implicitly build on the view that actors value empathy, trust, cooperation and consensus more than, for example, legitimacy, authority, or coercion. Both schools – the ‘market’ and ‘network’ governance schools – are to a certain extent “anti-state”. Other theorists take a pragmatic view and consider hierarchical governance a useful style in the governance mix, and see the real challenge in ‘metagovernance’: to design and manage situationally suitable combinations of different approaches (Jessop 1997, Davis and Rhodes 2000, Meuleman 2008). 
The following broad definition (after Meuleman 2008) takes this pragmatic broad view: Governance is the totality of interactions in which government, other public bodies, private sector and civil society participate (in one way or another), aimed at solving public challenges or creating public opportunities. As such, governance is only normative when applied in a specific case or when a specific governance approach is chosen as cure-for-all-problems; as a concept it is not normative.
Still, it is not at random which governance style emerges in a specific situation. Some political-administrative traditions tend towards a legislative approach for societal problem-solving, while others favour efficiency as the key driver; still others believe in a consensual approach. These three approaches represent the three main styles of governance, hierarchical, market-driven and network-oriented (e.g. Thomson et al. 1991, Meuleman 2008). They usually occur in various combinations and seldom in a ‘pure’ form.
We can distinguish a threefold relation between IA and governance. In the first place, governance of IA is about managing the IA process, including who has responsibility for what, what are linkages and collaborative approaches, the choice of assessment methods and models (including their assumptions), and who to involve and in which ways. Secondly, IA is part of the overall governance approach because it is a formalised procedure to make decision-making more knowledge-driven and, often, to encourage a role for public comment and substantive participation in decision-making. Thirdly, success or failure of IA depends to a large extent on its compatibility with the dominant governance style of the decision-makers. 

2. Governance of IA

Governance of IA is about how to set up and manage the application of formalised IA instruments. The existence of many regional, national and even global networks (like IAIA) of IA professionals illustrates that there is a broadly felt need to exchange experiences and to learn from each other. From this, adaptations of IA instruments arise (an example of the above mentioned ‘reflexive governance’). 
One of the current trends is to put more focus on citizens’ consultation, in early stages of a policy/plan/project, which often falls short because, for example, it can also be too early (when the plans are not at all concrete). One means to get more out of the pre-permitting phase is to turn consultation into participation or even co-production; if in an early phase a mutual gains negotiation process is introduced, this may help increase support for and ownership of the initiative. 

Those responsible for the IA process not only decide who to involve and in which ways, but also who is responsible for what, and which assessment methods and models (including their assumptions) will be used. As regards the latter, the EU Guidelines for IA (European Commission 2009) present three assessment methods that may be used: cost-benefit analysis (CBA), cost-effectiveness analysis (CEA) and multi-criteria analysis (MCA). CBA is often criticised as it does not include impacts which cannot be monetised. Such impacts are abundant among environmental and social impacts. CEA and MCA are considered a more feasible for encompassing all (Ackerman and Heinzerling 2004). CBA can be a good method if (1) all assumptions are made transparent, (2) the discount rate is considered as a political, not a technical choice, and (3) if there is some sort of participation, e.g. in the designing of scenarios (De Zeeuw et al. 2009). 
3. IA as part of the overall governance approach

IA is an essential instrument to strengthen the evidence base of decisions. It can help exposing considerable costs that often remain hidden, such as costs of non-action, costs caused by of lock-in effects of inadequate measures, and indirect and long-term costs (e.g. on health and on the environment). Estimates of such hidden costs were recently revealed in the study ‘Late Lessons from Early Warnings’ (EEA 2013). This +800 page study shows what happens if the ‘precautionary principle’, enshrined in e.g. Article 191 of the EU Treaty, is ignored during decision-making processes.

Over the last decades, IA has received increasing attention of governments as governance means, starting with environmental IA in the 1980s, adding regulatory IA in the 1990s, which developed in broader approaches like comprehensive IA (the EU IA). In 2012, the European Commission asked the 27 Member States to introduce systematic ex-ante assessments of the environmental, social and economic impacts of their policy initiatives by 2020.
 The World Bank made Strategic Environment Assessment (SEA) of National Development Plans one of the conditions for the release of debt under the Highly Indebted Poor Countries initiative in the early 2000s (Sánchez-Triana 2008). The European Commission also promotes SEA in developing countries, and has an obligatory Sustainability Impact Assessment (SIA) for trade agreements with non-EU countries.

4. IA results depend on compatible governance

The dominant governance style within one organisation/administration or country, region or even city co-determines what approach will be selected after an IA process. As cultures and traditions are influential (Meuleman 2012b), ‘good practice’ is a better formula than ‘best practice’ for learning lessons.
Box: Does IA or local culture influence the choice of options?
The Dutch cities Amsterdam and Rotterdam are only 70km apart, but have a very different culture that even shows in the different styles of soccer of their teams ‘Ajax’ and ‘Feijenoord’. In short: Amsterdam is more individualist/anarchist/artistic and entrepreneurial, Rotterdam is more collectivist/cooperative and acceptant of hierarchy. Community policing in problematic neighbourhoods illustrates what works where and why – and an IA probably would not have changed the preferred decisions: The Amsterdam policy uses contracts with sport schools to let strong immigrant youngsters patrol the streets (market-driven governance), whereas the same challenge in Rotterdam is tackled by ‘city marines’ who are entrepreneurs with a budget (market-driven governance), who organise collaboration between various organisations (network-oriented governance), and have a direct line to the city major (hierarchical governance). 

National cultures may also show an underlying ‘default’ governance approach (Meuleman 2008), which is more market-driven in Anglo-Saxon countries, more network-driven in North-West Europe (the ‘Scandi-Dutch connection) and more hierarchical in central, eastern and southern Europe. For IA processes this not only influences which type of solution is preferred in the policy options, but also how good ‘evidence’ is defined.
5. The missing discourse

If IA and governance are such intertwined concepts, one would expect that there is an extensive discourse among their experts. Wrong bet: Theorists and practitioners of both impact assessment and governance tend to live in their own worlds with their own (for the other incomprehensible) idioms. Impact assessment experts call a project permit ‘development consent’ and the ex-ante evaluation of a project ‘project appraisal’. Governance experts call feedback loops ‘reflexive learning’, smart combining of governance approaches ‘metagovernance’ and call highly complex problems ‘wicked’ or even ‘super-wicked’ (Meuleman 2012b). This makes mutual learning difficult.  
Although both fields are more or less multidisciplinary and in some cases even transdisciplinary, there are apparently obstacles that hinder a constructive discourse between them. However, the two concepts do meet, for example with regard to public participation, showing different approaches. Governance theorists question the different approaches and their objectives, while IA theorists mainly focus on the practical use (to meet the legal requirements). They have also a joined interest in complexity and uncertainty: for IA a problem to deal with, for governance too, but with the escape route of ‘reframing’ an issue into less complex pieces. In a way this is like the notorious salami-slicing in IA, but with a more positive connotation.
Moreover, governance and IA professionals share a great interest in methods or tools. Governance may look more into the values/assumptions behind methods and their situational appropriateness; IA is more result-oriented: does the tool deliver results that are accepted by the initiator of the policy/plan/project? 
6. Typical tensions between impact assessment and governance practice
Destruction of trust
A strong hierarchical bias in the governance of a policy initiative may cause decision-makers to act – though not always consciously - in ways that destroy the trust of stakeholders and the general public in the decision process. Examples are inadequate publicity, short consultation deadlines, hearings organised as only information meetings, or discrediting evidence from stakeholders as ‘not authoritative’. These methods have one thing in common: they risk becoming a boomerang and undermine public support or cause more litigation. 

Disregarding complexity
Proponents of hierarchical governance prefer clear rules, formal procedures, and clear problem definitions. Faced with an IA for a plan or project that has fuzzy, ‘intangible’ or complex outcomes, they may attempt to invoke urgency (‘no time for dialogue’), or fragment a project as a means of neglecting highly-relevant cumulative effects (for example ecosystem interactions or social subsistence).

Bias for economic efficiency
Decision-making in a market governance context can lead to overestimating the relevance of price and techno-commercial efficiency. Tangible and non-tangible effects may become monetised to the detriment of a more qualitative/narrative approach that would make the IA process much richer, and with more options available.

Never-ending talks
When the governance context is overly network-oriented, the IA process may lose focus (‘we should talk to everybody’), becoming a consensus-building process in its own right. Consensus-building may well be justified, but the first priority of IA is to enable informed decision-making.
7. Reasons why these tensions arise
Knowledge disputes
Different governance styles imply different views on what is ‘usable knowledge’, and this can cause tensions. For a decision prepared in a context of hierarchical governance, authoritative and undisputed knowledge is highly valued. In a context of market governance, costs are considered crucial, which may increase pressure to speed up the process and rely overly on cost-benefit analyses. In a context of network governance (dialogue and appreciation of different views), consensus on knowledge is likely to be preferred (Meuleman 2012b).
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Fig.1. ‘Usable knowledge’ according to different governance styles
Value based differences and relational differences
Different value systems give rise to different styles of governance. This is a frequent cause of conflict. For example, proponents of hierarchical or market governance tend to also favour ‘evidence-based decision-making’, which – if taken too literally – risks ignoring complexity, unpredictability and uncertainty.  
A special type of value-based differences is based on ‘relational values’: how we relate to the values of other people (in ‘t Veld 2010). We all find our own values the best in the world; otherwise we would obviously not have them. We differ, however, in how we value other people’s values. This varies from wanting to destroy them to fully accepting them as (also) useful. Different governance styles include different relational values. The attitude of an IA project initiator might be domineering (hierarchical governance), indifferent (market governance) or tolerant or even pluralist (network governance). This will have an impact on how the IA process is conducted.

Differences due to incompatibility
Hierarchical and market-type mechanisms may be unsuitable when the IA subject is contested and complex. On the other hand, network governance may be too slow for routine issues and too indecisive for disaster prevention projects.

Differences caused by a fixation with numbers
Hierarchical and market governance typically go hand in hand with strong confidence in numbers and weak appreciation of unpredictability. The EU IA Guidelines, for example, stress that quantitative data are not always available, but also that "the more quantification you can provide, the more convincing the analysis will generally be" (European Commission 2009: 32). The result can be IAs with a strong focus on performance indices, value for money and cost-benefit analysis, rather than on qualitative analyses, multi-criteria analysis and cost-effectiveness. In some projects this may lead to a reduction in public support for the implementation of the final decision.
Monetising is popular because it is believed to produce ‘objective’ information, and because it can be done. With CBA, quantification of information became en vogue, regardless of the accuracy of the produced numbers (Niestroy 2008).
8. Recommendations and further questions to answer
In the context of this short paper it is impossible to give detailed recommendations, but the following five have a broad applicability:
Strive for compatibility: Make the governance of IA compatible with the governance context of the plan/project in order to reduce conflicts.
Analyse the governance environment: Determine the governance style in which the project will be executed. Match the knowledge produced in the IA process to the type of knowledge that will be important to decision makers. This will enhance the quality of the IA and increase its acceptability/utility
Manage expectations: Be straightforward about the objective of consultation activities during the IA process, because trust in the sincerity of consultations influences the appreciation of the eventual decision.

Complement styles: Consider including tools typical for the other styles if one governance style dominates in the design of the IA process, as this can bring about a more rounded approach: Dialogues need some sort of structure, efficiency is useless without effectiveness, and authority erodes without trust.

Participation: If the IA involves a complex and contested issue, use a negotiation approach that offers mutual gains to the contestants, and offer an opportunity for joint fact-finding to broaden the scope of the IA.
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