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Abstract 
Contemporary environmental governance is concerned with the ability of government 
organizations and governance to produce and react to new knowledge. This 
dissertation studies how temporary organizations (TOs), that is projects, contribute to 
such concerns. Optimists see great potential in projects because they engage diverse 
organizations in collaborative efforts, experimenting with new ideas and adapting to 
changing circumstances with the overall aim of producing reflexive institutional 
innovations. 
 
Potential problems and frictions emerge when projects are viewed relationally from 
the perspective of how they interact with permanent organizations (POs). This 
dissertation addresses the following crucial questions: How do projects engage with 
permanent actors in the policy network, and what are the institutional outcomes of 
this engagement? To answer these questions, it employs the concept of interfaces 
based on prior studies on collaborative, experimental and adaptive governance and 
contemporary understandings of projects as embedded networks. 
 
The concept of interfaces is applied to projects in the context of Estonian forest 
governance. Already after the re-independence of the country in the 1990s, 
collaborative governance was established as a means for developing Estonian forest 
policy. In addition to national-level efforts, numerous projects, often funded by the 
European Union, support experimental and adaptive efforts of organizations. At the 
same time, however, tensions in the field are so high that colloquially they are referred 
to as a “Forest War.” 
 
After first mapping the Estonian forest policy network, the dissertation studies two 
project portfolios in relation to this policy network: projects from the European 
Commission’s LIFE program with explicit aim of experimental policy development, 
and a research and development project from the Estonian Research Council’s RITA 
program. The empirical study relies on a mixed methods approach combining a 
quantitative network study and qualitative analysis of interviews and documents. 
 
The analysis reveals that structural embeddedness of projects in permanent 
organizations is central to the potential of projects to produce institutional 
innovations. Interfaces contribute to the legitimacy of information, actors, and 
processes, the relative proximity of project partners, and the flexibility of interactions 
and uses of knowledge. Central actors in the network use their position to legitimize 
certain existing problem definitions and institutional pathways. When projects break 
with these pathways and produce fresh and promising solutions, permanent 
organizations are able to distance themselves from TOs if new knowledge does not 
align with their goals. While project intermediaries contribute to flexibility in the use 
of new knowledge, their position in and the structure of permanent organizations 
limits the potential for change.  
 
The dissertation argues that interfaces is a useful concept for analyzing projects as 
mechanisms of reflexive governance. It allows for a critical reflection on the potential 
of projects to induce institutional change, whether incremental or disruptive. 
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“Climate change is a crisis of governance, not a crisis of the environment.”  
(Mike Hulme, lead author, IPCC 3rd Assessment Report, 2001) 

 
“How can $30 billion in projects leverage a $3 trillion economy?”  

(Javed Hussain Mir, long time Director of Environment, Natural Resources and 
Agriculture Division of the Asian Development Bank, personal communication, May 

6, 2021) 
 

“We are the hostages of the project application.”  
(Department Head of State Forest Management Centre, participant in numerous 

projects, interview from own data) 
 
 

1. Introduction 
To achieve ecologically and socially sustainable societies, the system of rules that 
structure decision-making in governance must change. This is not easy. Institutions 
that developed to face the challenges of the industrial age are currently struggling to 
face the challenges of global environmental decay and social inequality (Dryzek & 
Pickering, 2019). Bureaucracies that aimed at achieving stability and predictability of 
performance are locked into their current pathways, struggling to keep up with the 
turbulence and slow or incapable of making changes. At the same time, “it is a delusion 
to argue that the world stops while the plans are drawn up and implemented. In a fast-
changing world, one needs to be more responsive to signals from the environment, 
and reflect, learn, and experiment by continuously testing alternative actions in small 
steps” (Godenhjelm et al., 2019, p. 160). 
 
Even when changes are advocated, disagreements regarding the right course of action 
abound. Policy makers do not universally agree on how to place a value on nature. 
Various members of the policy networks (Rhodes, 2008), such as those in industry, 
those advocating greater protection of nature or cultural resources, and landowners all 
have their own specific take on nature and how to value it. Take forests for example: 
some perceive forests as valuable because they allow for eco-tourism, while others 
perceive them as, for example, a valuable resource for logging, as a valuable 
environment for the well-being of species, or as a valuable host for heritage sites. 
Hence, achieving common ground in relation to environmental questions is difficult, 
leading to compliance problems. Scholars dub environmental problems (such as 
climate change or biodiversity loss) as not simply “wicked,” but even “super wicked” 
(Levin et al., 2012), because there is no ultimate authority to evaluate the problem, 
with those seeking solutions also often being the same ones causing the problem, and 
future disasters are discounted even as the time for solutions is running out. 
 
Various dispersed, pluralistic, and open governance arrangements have been 
proposed by experts based on their ability to alleviate the information and innovation 
challenges associated with value disputes. Collaborative governance (Ansell & Gash, 
2018) is a method for engaging an array of actors to learn about each other’s aims and 
values and for finding solutions that are more or less legitimate for all participants. 
Theories on adaptive governance (Chaffin et al., 2014) and experimental governance 
(Laakso et al., 2017; Sabel & Simon, 2011) emphasize the dynamic nature of learning 
and help develop our understanding of how to maintain innovation and provide up-
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to-date information to guide policy decisions. Importantly, new information produced 
through these solutions requires a certain distance from the established centers of 
power and their associated path dependencies (Dryzek & Pickering, 2019, p. 53). 
 
Projects1 are seen as organizational tools applied to achieve precisely such aims. They 
are short-term, cross-sectoral organizational forms that focus on a limited set of goals, 
and they are used to collaborate, experiment with, and adapt to new information in 
various settings. To offer two examples from the empirical material of this 
dissertation: one project combined state agencies, NGOs, and local landowners to 
develop, test and implement ecologically informed forest management techniques, 
while another project combined three ministries and 12 research organizations to 
develop a bioeconomy roadmap for Estonia. The European Union, especially its use of 
Structure Funds, is a well-known example of extended reliance on projectification, as 
projects are “a key strategic measure for the EU to get things done” (Godenhjelm et 
al., 2015, p. 334). It views projects as a suitable way of administrating change, 
including achieving sustainability in the EU. But a range of other national and 
international bodies (e.g., ministries, the OECD, development banks, and the UN) also 
deploy a variety of projects for a variety of reasons, such as supporting social 
development or building infrastructure (see, e.g., Sperfeldt & Hughes, 2021). Projects 
have significant potential to quickly create new knowledge and engage dispersed 
actors in the process of collaboration (Godenhjelm, 2016). In terms of transactional 
costs, projects are able to tackle issue that are too complicated or expensive to be 
completed by a single organization but nonetheless require more safeguards than the 
market can provide (Kenis et al., 2009, p. 100). 
 
Pessimists, however, doubt that projects can provide the necessary changes for 
sustainability transition. Do projects perform poorly? Sometimes yes, but often the 
answer is no. Projects often come up with fresh and strong ideas and solutions. The 
problem with projects seems to reside more in the general struggle of our governance 
systems to relate to liminal organizational forms, such as projects, as vessels for 
innovation and institutional renewal (Karo & Kattel, 2016). As permanent 
organizations2 and processes interact with ephemeral, short-term organizations and 
processes, the main question seems to be how these organizational forms can best 
contribute to reflexivity, that is, to “the capacity of structures, systems, and sets of 
ideas to question their own core commitments, and if necessary change themselves in 
response” (Dryzek & Pickering, 2019, p. 34). The practical and theoretical puzzle of 
projects as potential vehicles for reflexive governance is addressed in this dissertation 
from a relational point of view (Emirbayer, 1997), focusing on the interaction between 
permanent and temporary. 
 
This dissertation advances the theory of projectified governance (Sjöblom et al., 2013). 
From this perspective, while a project manager’s know-how is essential and necessary 
(e.g., Turner et al., 1996), it is not enough. Analysis of project governance should 
seriously account for the limits of administrative capacity (Hood, 2010) when dealing 
with unpredictable and complex socio-ecological systems. Projectified governance as 

 
1 In this dissertation, the terms “projects” and “temporary organizations” are used interchangeably. I use the 
abbreviation TO to refer to them in the text. 
2 Permanent organizations (POs) are relatively stable organizations focused on continual development and 
long-term (or even eternal) goals and survival (Lundin & Söderholm, 1995, p. 442), such as business 
enterprises and governmental and non-governmental organizations. 
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a solution, often put forward in relation to “wicked” problems, inevitably needs to be 
considered from the standpoint of both praxis and poiesis: how to create new solutions 
and apply them while also considering existing governance arrangements, or, in other 
words, how to do the right things while also doing things right. 
 
Hence, despite ample rhetoric about projects being progressive vehicles for 
innovation, the aforementioned tensions direct us to treat these claims with caution. 
Already, some critical voices have pointed to the systematic perils and shortcomings 
of project-based developments. For example, Imre Kovach has described how 
projectification creates a detached “project class” of employees who remain relatively 
hermetically sealed in relation to both grassroots and policy making realms (Kovach 
& Kucerova, 2006). Tanya Murray Li has reported on how an excess of enthusiasm for 
rural development projects may disregard the fact that the underlying structural 
inequalities still remain in place (T. M. Li, 2016). Likewise, Steven Wolf and Johan 
Munck af Rosenschöld (2016) have demonstrated that projects may be used by 
incumbents in policy networks to only stimulate curiosity, openness and reflexivity 
while actually coopting local initiatives. 
 
The dissertation advances our understanding of how temporary organizations (TO) can 
advance transformative socioecological change in environmental governance. By 
environmental governance, I mean “a complex governing process in which a multitude 
of public and private actors interact to govern” (Sørensen, 2006, p. 99) the 
environment and natural resources.  Particularly, I am taking here a relational point of 
view since I am interested in how projects interact with established actors in policy 
networks, which I understand as “sets of formal institutional and informal linkages between 
governmental and other actors structured around shared if endlessly negotiated beliefs and 
interests in public policy making and implementation” (Rhodes, 2008, p. 426); what happens 
as a result of such interactions; and what are the strategies used to structure 
interactions in relation to the outcomes of projectification. In other words, the research 
addresses just what is the social fit (Boakye-Danquah et al., 2018; Epstein et al., 2015) 
between the actors engaged in projects. 
 
To accomplish this objective, I direct my sights towards “the formulation of key 
institutional rules as the core aspects of institutional design of governance solutions” 
(Paavola, 2007, p. 94). I assume that it is not just the institutions “on paper” that guide 
our actions, but equally important are the internalized rules in relation to the formal 
organizations. Therefore, I define institutions comprehensively as “systems of 
established and embedded social rules that structure social interactions” (G. M. 
Hodgson, 2006, p. 18). In this dissertation, I analyze both the formal and informal 
institutions (North, 1990) working to establish projectified governance. Hence, I will 
be looking at organizations, both temporary and permanent, as formalized 
instruments of collective action that establish their boundaries, principles of 
sovereignty, and chain of command through various projects (G. M. Hodgson, 2006). But 
I will also look at the socially constructed ways of making sense of the world that guide 
informal, non-codified practices related to projects (Berkes et al., 2003). 
 
The projects that I study here are from the context of forest governance in Estonia. 
Forest governance stands out as perhaps more visible, heatedly debated, and significant 
in Estonian environmental governance, and it is characterized by crisscrossing 
relationships of conflict and collaboration. While Estonian forest governance was the 
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first policy area in which the Estonian government implemented a system of 
collaborative governance after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the restoration of 
independence in 1991 (Kallas, 2002; Sootla, 2004), by 2017, at the time of writing this 
dissertation, conflicts in the field had escalated to such levels that the media dubbed 
the situation a “Forest War” (Lõhmus, 2017). Against this backdrop, frequent 
cooperation in the form of projects involving warring actors is ongoing. The Estonian 
Ministry of the Environment and its subordinate Environmental Investment Centre 
(EIC) have coordinated roughly 20,000 projects since 2008 and contributed more than 
1.6 billion euros, largely from European Union funds, to support these projects. 
Recipients of the project funding are various organizations from the public, private, 
and civil sector, and the projects generally aim to, for instance, develop environmental 
policies, develop and implement technological solutions, and improve education and 
communication. From an empirical standpoint, I analyze structures of interaction in 
the forest policy network (Rhodes, 2008) and two cases of projectified governance that 
are expected to create institutional change. The three empirical cases are not examples 
of governance styles, i.e., they do not respectively correspond to existing theories on 
collaborative, experimental, and adaptive governance, but rather I use them to create 
a comprehensive picture of the structures of interaction between temporary 
organizations and durable actors in the policy networks and better understand better 
how projects are used as vessels of reflexivity. 
 
1.1. Research questions 
The dissertation focuses on the liminal space of interaction between and within the 
forest policy network and temporary organizations. The analytical lens is foremost 
fixed on the relationships between actors, but since such interactions are related to 
their intrinsic values and goals and to various organizational logics, these aspects are 
included in the analysis. My first aim is to understand the structure of the Estonian 
forest policy network. 
 
Q1: What kinds of structures of interaction exist in the Estonian forest policy network? 
 
Building on the first question, I will further delve into the structures of interaction 
based on temporary organizing. I am interested in how projects engage with the policy 
network and the consequences of this in relationship with respect to institutional 
changes. 
 
Q2: How do projects engage with the permanent actors in the policy network and what 
are the results? 
 
1.2. Structure of the dissertation 
The dissertation consists of this summary and four journal articles. Although the 
summary reads as an independent work, it is based on the four publications and 
situates their results within a broader discussion on environmental governance. 
Below, summarize the four publications and describe the structure of the summary 
chapter. 
 
In Article I, we focused on collaborative governance in Estonian forest governance. 
Puzzled by the apparent contradiction between large-scale and long-term 
collaboration efforts and their inability to prevent sharp conflicts, we analyzed the 
arenas of collaboration and the relationships between actors in the forest policy 
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network. We concluded that a relational analysis of legitimacy and learning is 
necessary for understanding the outcomes of collaboration. 
 
In Article II, we developed the analytical tool of interfaces to study the relationship 
between LIFE projects and permanent organizations. We studied the portfolio of LIFE 
projects in Estonia from 2008–2018 using this tool and discovered that there is indeed 
a correlation between interfaces and the institutional outcomes of projects. Achieving 
institutional innovation has proven more difficult in hotly contested policy areas such 
as forestry. We also observed a certain dynamism of interfaces related to a project’s 
success or failure to develop policy. 
 
In Article III, we studied LIFE projects in Estonia from the standpoint of how 
projectified governance can achieve a good socio-ecological fit. We disentangled the 
vertical and horizontal dimensions of social, spatial, and temporal fit in which projects 
engage with central bureaucracies. We concluded that achieving a spatial and temporal 
fit for projects is contingent upon social fit, that is, on the proper alignment of the 
interests and needs of the project-related actors. Frictions between various levels of 
decision-making condition the possibilities of achieving a good fit horizontally across 
various stakeholder groups and ecological systems, including the continuity of a 
project’s results. 
 
In Article IV, I analyzed attempts to improve science-policy interfaces based on the 
case of a large-scale bioeconomy project as part of the RITA program. I studied how 
the science advisors hired by national ministries to act as intermediaries between 
projects and bureaucracies influence project outcomes. The results suggest that while 
the intermediaries indeed add necessary flexibility, at the same time their influence is 
limited by bureaucratic project management and organizational structures. 
 
The first section of the concluding chapter provides an overview of the literature on 
cooperative, adaptive and experimental governance, which clarifies the mechanisms 
of dynamic and reflexive innovation. Then, it addresses how theories on temporary 
organizing have developed a more embedded and relational approach to the topic and 
the existing gaps in knowledge. Using this lens, I conceptualize temporary 
organizations as embedded networks that allow for the creation of new knowledge and 
the institutionalization of it through permanent organizations. Based on this 
discussion, I develop an analytical framework of interfaces, that is to say, structures of 
interaction between temporary and permanent organizations that enable and 
constrain the innovative potential of projects. I then give an overview of the main 
results of the empirical studies published in the four original articles. I structure the 
results section according to the three concepts deriving from theoretical discussions 
on cooperation, adaptivity, and experimentation: legitimacy, proximity, and 
flexibility. Thus, while each chapter and section rely mostly on one article, I draw 
evidence from the entire empirical work. After presenting the results, I place them in the 
broader context of environmental governance in the discussion section. The 
dissertation concludes by summarizing the main arguments and suggesting future 
directions of study and practice. 
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2. Analytical Framework 
In this chapter, I elaborate on the analytical framework of the dissertation. First, I 
focus on theories of governance that, while emphasizing different aspects of it, share 
several principles that allow us to understand what kind of inter-organizational 
relationships support dynamic collaborative governance. Second, I elaborate on how 
these theories of governance apply to projects and show the relevance of a relational 
approach to projectified governance. In the third section, I develop the concept of 
interfaces as a useful tool to study the relationships that constitute projectified 
governance. Although the integrative conceptualization relies on earlier theories, it 
has also been influenced by my abductive reflection on empirical material, as 
highlighted in the methods section. 
 
 
2.1. Governance for Institutional Change: Collaborative 
Experimentation and Adaptation 
In recent decades, there has been an overwhelming tendency to conceptualize 
governing using the principle of governance, which signifies the inclusion of private 
actors in deciding on policy that tackles complex societal problems (Sorensen, 2006; 
Rhodes, 1996). From the basic principle of multi-actor governing, a variety of 
governance theories focusing on different concepts and empirical phenomena have 
emerged. In the following section, I review three prominent strands of governance 
literature: collaborative governance (Ansell & Gash, 2018), experimentalist governance 
(Sabel & Simon, 2011; Soe & Drechsler, 2018), and adaptive governance (Chaffin et al., 
2014; Hodge & Adams, 2016).3 While collaboration in a more general sense is required 
for any working relationship, collaborative governance literature describes the 
institutional structures that make it possible to achieve legitimacy among a dispersed 
group of actors. The two latter theories of governance seek to describe specifically the 
political institutions of governing aimed at institutional innovation, that is, regulative 
(formal laws), normative (informal principles), and cognitive (making sense of the 
world) shifts. Using these theories to develop an understanding of projectification is, 
to a large extent, novel. Rarely have these theories been explicitly evaluated in relation 
to projects (for one rarely exceptional example, see Manning, 2010). However, most 
experimental and adaptive studies have only implicitly addressed projects in the form 
of empirical evidence (e.g., Baird et al., 2016; Soe & Drechsler, 2018).  
 
2.1.1. Collaborative governance: centrality of legitimacy for learning 
Collaborative governance is an umbrella term for arrangements where public agencies 
involve non-state actors in a formal, deliberative decision-making process (Ansell & 
Gash, 2008b, 2018). While in lay terms collaboration is used to describe quite different 
activities ranging from simple communication to coordination and cooperation, 
collaboration differs from other forms of interaction by involving both the creation of 
shared aims and shared resources to achieve those aims. Therefore, it has been noted 
that collaboration is “the most embedded, riskiest and costly activity of the partnering 
continuum” (Martin et al., 2016, p. 626). Collaborative governance tools are used in 
all policy domains, but they are particularly prevalent in research on socio-ecological 

 
3 The terms “governance” and “management” are sometimes used interchangeably when discussing 
collaboration, experimentalism, and adaptation. In the dissertation, I take a holistic approach to the context 
of governance, which enables collaborative, adaptive, and experimental management. 
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systems, for instance on managing grasslands (Derner et al., 2021), flooding 
(Soderholm et al., 2018), climate adaptation (Baird et al., 2016), and forest 
management (Barrett et al., 2021; Beland Lindahl et al., 2017; Evans et al., 2020). In 
the context of this dissertation, decisions made in Estonia to include a range of new 
actors in state-level forest policy decision-making as well as experimental and adaptive 
projects can be viewed as examples of collaboration. The underlying principles are the 
same in both cases: it is expected that collaboration influences outcomes by engaging 
partners in mutually learning about the other’s needs and aims, thus increasing the 
legitimacy of both the process and the result and in turn increasing compliance with 
the decisions. 
 
The central aim of collaboration is to integrate knowledge from different knowledge 
systems (Bodin, 2017). Legitimacy is the key variable in achieving such an aim. 
Regardless of whether legitimacy is viewed as a form of social legitimacy, indicating 
perceived fairness by stakeholders and society at large, or as normative legitimacy, 
satisfying the democratic norms of deliberation, political equality, and public reason, 
both increase the effectiveness of collaboration (Birnbaum, 2016). For example, policy 
learning theories suggest that those who provide information need to possess enough 
legitimacy (i.e., be trusted enough) that others will listen to and learn from them (Dunlop 
& Radaelli, 2013, p. 602). Co-creation theories emphasize that common problem 
solving relies on reciprocal throughput legitimacy (“is the process legitimate?”) in 
addition to legitimacy of input (“are the concerns legitimate?”) and output (“are the 
results legitimate?”) (Bekkers & Tummers, 2018; Torfing et al., 2019). Nevertheless, 
learning should not be taken for granted even in the presence of legitimacy since it also 
involves power struggles and conflicts (Easterby-Smith & Lyles, 2011). Additionally, it 
is not unimportant to note that legitimacy in the eyes of powerful actors or donors is 
required for any local process to gain support and resources (Kenis et al., 2009, p. 95; 
see also DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). 
 
Legitimacy can be achieved by means of institutional design: by organizing the 
collaborative process (Ansell & Gash, 2008a) so that it balances actors’ interests 
(Bodin, 2017), overcomes policy gridlocks, and avoids litigation (Koontz & Thomas, 
2006). The main component of collaborative design is the creation and maintenance 
of arenas for interaction (Torfing & Triantafillou, 2016). Arenas are venues within 
policy networks where negotiations are held and that provide the desired outcome—
legitimacy, learning, social capital, and trust (Ostrom et al., 1994). Design rules 
influence the choice of participants in the arenas, their positions and actions, the use of 
information and control, as well as the outcomes of strategic behavior and the entire 
arrangement (Ostrom, 2005). If no rules exist, the result would be a Hobbesian state 
of nature in which the common good would most likely fail to emerge (Ostrom, 2005, 
p.211). If rules and process leadership influence participants to recognize mutual 
interdependence, then the joint production of meaning is easier (Koppenjan et al., 
2004). 
 
A working arena requires good leadership (Ansell & Gash, 2008; Scott & Thomas, 
2017). The governing body making decisions regarding collaboration should act as a 
facilitator, organizer, encourager, and network broker. Moreover, leaders must 
mediate and give voice to participants to enable the synthesis of ideas from different 
organizations, and engage creatively with input to discover mutually satisfying results 
(Forester, 2009). In settings with conflicting interests, such institutional 
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arrangements should create trust between participants and, through that, enable 
learning. Trust and learning are intrinsically connected because trust influences how 
we gather and process information. If the joint production of meaning is discouraged, 
an agreeable policy outcome will likely not occur (Harvey et al., 2019; Leach & 
Sabatier, 2005; Weible et al., 2009). 
It must be noted that the collaborative process does not guarantee learning or actual 
institutional dynamics. At its worst, collaboration may lead to discrepancies between 
written regulations and policies, on the one hand, and actual governance practices on 
the other—a sort of “window dressing” instead of accountable governance (Raitio & 
Harkki, 2014); or it may lead to endless and futile negotiations that in fact create policy 
access for donors and powerful actors (Winkel & Sotirov, 2011). Cautionary examples 
of collaborative failures are plentiful (Bodin, 2017; Ansell & Gash, 2008). Yet, 
stakeholders still often view participation positively, despite the fact that the 
participation process may not affect the outcomes (Maier et al., 2014; Teder & Kaimre, 
2018) just because collaborative governance corresponds to some actors’ 
understanding of a fair process. 
 
2.1.2. Experimentalist governance: dynamics of proximity 
Experimentalist governance is a specific version of collaboration. Experimentalist 
governance has emerged in the EU, the U.S., and internationally where standardized 
bureaucratic solutions are for various reasons not possible or cannot be realized (Sabel 
& Simon, 2011), whether due to strategic uncertainty among involved actors about the 
best solutions and outcomes or technological and economic dynamism that makes the 
safeguarding of public values difficult. Under these conditions, experimentalist design 
makes it possible to learn from promising diverse experiences and achieve 
coordination in the absence or incapacity of a typical sovereign. A governance regime 
is experimentalist if it is “designed to achieve local adaptation and aggregate learning 
by combining discretion with duties to report and explain, and by pooling information” 
(Sabel & Simon, 2011, p. 78). With an experimental design, the general aims must first 
be agreed upon jointly between central and peripheral actors. Second, central powers 
give autonomy to peripheral actors to pursue mutually accepted goals as they see fit. 
Third, the central authorities create “pressures and opportunities for continuous 
improvements in all levels” (Sabel & Simon, 2011, p. 55), which entails engagement 
and deliberation between officials and stakeholders as well as peer-review of the 
performance. The aim of such deliberations is, fourth, that the “goals, performance 
measures, and decision-making procedures themselves are periodically revised on the 
basis of alternatives reported and evaluated in peer reviews, and the cycle repeats” 
(Sabel & Simon, 2011, p. 79). While various multi-stakeholder projects have been 
termed experimentalist (e.g., Manning, 2010; Soe & Drechsler, 2018), the overall 
governance of the EU through its framework programs, which utilize projects as 
coordination mechanisms, is currently the most prominent example of 
experimentalist governance (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2010). In their treatise, Sabel and Zeitlin 
cover a range of policy areas, from electricity grid operations to employment strategies 
of the EU, as examples of experimental mechanisms. In the former policy area, 
between 1998 and 2001 the European Parliament financed activities for pilot projects 
to improve knowledge of local employment practices and then supported an exchange 
of best practices that best responded to the overall employment strategy (Sabel & 
Zeitlin, 2010, p. 50). This functions as a good example of the strategies applied by the 
EU. 
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Like in the last example, the key principle of experimentalist design is the 
decentralization of operative control and centralization of results evaluations 
according to a temporal sequence. The issue of centralization-decentralization is quite 
well captured by the concept of proximity (Torre, 2014; Torre & Zuindeau, 2009). 
Emerging from the field of economic geography, the concept was first used to discuss 
the physical distance between companies. When applied in the realm of innovation, 
however, studies indicate that in addition to or even instead of geographical 
proximity, other dimensions of proximity (e.g., cognitive, organizational, social) have 
an even more significant impact on innovation (Boschma, 2005). The effect, though, is 
neither one-dimensional nor linear because the challenge of innovation lies in the 
conflicting demands for experimenting with and for institutionalizing the results. 
 
On the one hand, creativity requires some distance, or buffering, to deliver new 
knowledge. Since micro-managing projects eliminates opportunities for creativity and 
fortuitous accidents, knowledge discovery requires a certain amount of autonomy and 
remove from dominant cultures, routines, and oversight (van Buuren & Loorbach, 
2009; Kapsali 2011). Therefore, experimentalist governance, in contrast with 
“command and control”-style governance, entails rules and norms that are 
“presumptive rather than mandatory” and need not be followed “when doing so would 
frustrate their underlying purposes” (Sabel & Simon, 2011, p. 79). Rigid institutional 
arrangements hamper diversity and openness, which are required for exploring new 
pathways and breakthroughs (van Buuren & Loorbach, 2009). In other words, an 
“overemphasis on operational control and the lack of flexibility to manage boundary 
relations and operational change are […] critical” (Kapsali, 2011, p. 396). Thus, 
experimentation should rely more on trust and legitimacy rather than on control. 
 
At the same time, the application of new knowledge requires a degree of embeddedness 
in dominant organizational structures and cultures to become institutionalized. 
Incumbent actors may signal an openness to experimentation, but they may in fact co-
opt efforts to do so, thus diminishing their creative potential (Munck af Rosenschöld & 
Wolf, 2016). Conversely, if experiments are poorly connected to the actors and 
dialogues that structure existing policy communities, important knowledge generated 
in projects can “fall through the cracks” and opportunities for durable policy change 
can be lost (Sjöblom et al., 2016; Torre & Zuindeau, 2009). It is common EU practice 
to extensively evaluate projects, but the restricted proximity to permanent 
organizations in the later phases of the project does not support the type of learning and 
knowledge transfer that creates long-term outcomes (Godenhjelm et al., 2015). In his 
doctoral dissertation, Sebastian Godenhjelm suggests that projects should therefore be 
supplemented with an “institutional recoupling” phase (Godenhjelm, 2016, p. 61). A 
meta-study of experimentalist governance studies by Laakso et al. (2017, p. 13) also 
prescribes a triangle model of “vertical (top-down and bottom-up) and horizontal 
dynamics within and between the functions” as issues are downscaled, experiments 
conducted, and results scaled back up. When applying proximity to the temporal 
sequence of projects, a question arises regarding the appropriate degree of 
embeddedness between projects and permanent structures during the onset, action, 
and conclusion of projects to achieve institutional change. 
 
2.1.3. Adaptive governance: flexibility in knowledge management 
Adaptive governance is an extension of the theory of adaptive management, that is, 
the process of hypothesis testing and assessment of system response with the help of 
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broader stakeholder participation (Rist et al., 2013), developed after realizing that it is 
difficult to implement adaptive management when a political-administrative system 
is not responsive to output from adaptive management (i.e., new knowledge for setting 
policy goals). Although not created specifically for sustainability research, it has been 
defined in this context as a type of governance that allows for “a range of interactions 
between actors, networks, organizations, and institutions emerging in pursuit of a 
desired state for social-ecological systems” (Chaffin et al., 2014, p. 1). The notion of 
adaptiveness applies quite well to sustainability issues because this type of strategic 
decision-making approach is suitable for conditions of uncertainty where model-
based knowledge integration and predictions are difficult to achieve. In other words, 
adaptivity is a precondition for reflexivity (Dryzek & Pickering, 2019, p. 32). Despite 
the difficulties in achieving “fit,” coherence between social and ecological systems is 
vital (Epstein, 2015). Adaptive governance strives to implement institutions that 
successfully address the “ecological and social attributes of environmental problems” 
(Epstein, 2015, p. 38). This entails ecological fit, matching institutions with the 
environmental problems they were meant to address, and social fit, matching rules 
with the needs, values, existing rules, and expectations about the rulemaking 
processes of affected groups (Boakye-Danquah et al., 2018; DeCaro & Stokes, 2013; 
Epstein et al., 2015). 
 
The process of adaptive governance entails an iterative cycle of problem solving and 
reflecting on the results as a means of informing the next iteration (Walters, 1986; 
Holling, 1978). Two different approaches have been described with slightly different 
takes on the relationship between objectives and new information. With the active 
adaptive approach, policy options are viewed as hypotheses to be tested, and 
experiment-based learning is the key objective when choosing the best option. In 
contrast, the passive approach involves implementing a single, preferred course of 
action based on the best available modeling and planning, which is then modified as 
experience grows (Rist et al., 2013). In both cases, the cycle begins by developing a 
conceptual map of various states and processes needed for focused problem solving, 
one that includes all levels of management (Morgan et al., 2018). In principle, the 
creation of a conceptual map would already integrate scientific knowledge with policy 
making, although that is not necessarily the case in practice (Hasselman, 2017). The 
process of adaptive management should lead to the creation of highly specialized and 
customized information as part of the search for appropriate solutions to the agreed-
upon problems (Sjöblom et al., 2016). This information is then integrated with 
policies, the results are reflected upon, and the cycle is repeated. 
 
In theory, the policy objectives in adaptive management are shifting. In practice, 
however, policy goals and institutional frameworks are mostly taken as given (e.g., 
Folke et al., 2005). In other words, a tension exists between dynamism and stability. 
Often, evaluation is used in place of scientific research goals, which serves the political 
and managerial mandate and validates the policy and use of public resources rather 
than accounting for unpredictability and environmental and social responses to the 
policy (Hasselman, 2017). Adaptiveness of organizations is also difficult to achieve 
because of existing organizational principles. Bureaucratic systems are designed to 
rely on prior expectations, a narrow scope of focus, and restricted information 
processing (Simon, 1961). A centralized and top-down knowledge management 
process creates bottlenecks and slows down decision-making. While this approach 
may be efficient in stabile situations that require the perfecting of routines, in turbulent 
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environments such rigidity is inadequate (Deverell, 2010). Flexibility can be achieved 
through inclusive leadership (Ashikali et al., 2021) and knowledge mediation 
(Matschoss & Heiskanen, 2017; Wye et al., 2019). Inclusive leadership focuses on 
developing relationships that facilitative information sharing and empowerment to 
create a more proactive stance (Burke et al., 2006). In his seminal article, Nonaka 
(1994) described a dynamic knowledge management system as “middle-up-down,” 
which emphasizes the role of middle management in the knowledge creation and 
catalyzation process. Similarly, the function of intermediaries is to link “actors and 
activities, skills and resources connected to these actors, to create momentum for 
change” and “disrupt prevailing socio-technical configurations” (Kivimaa et al., 2019, 
pp. 1062–1063). Intermediaries (either individuals or entire organizations in 
intermediary positions) are required when actors either have vastly different 
understandings of policy objectives or not enough time to create trusting 
relationships. This is especially true in ecosystem governance, as discussed above. At 
the same time, ecosystems contain a significant amount of uncertainty, meaning that 
the legal, social, and political context in which ecosystem governance operates is 
highly dynamic (see Benson & Garmestani, 2011). Therefore, flexibility—the ability to 
react to changes (Gong & Janssen, 2012)—is required to provide the right type of 
knowledge when it is needed (Easterby-Smith & Lyles, 2011) so that it is kept up to 
date with the dynamic context of both the social and ecological environment. 
 
2.1.4. Conclusion of the contribution of governance theories  
The three theories of governance are defined by the quality of relationships they 
prescribe between the actors involved in policy networks. I argue that these 
relationships offer a useful lens through which the potential of projects in the public 
sector can be analyzed. An overview of my treatment of these theories is given in table 
1.  
 
I would like to emphasize two important points that apply to all three theories. First, 
the theories emphasize the central role of knowledge and learning. Researchers have 
generally recognized that inducing institutional changes that promote sustainability 
differs from innovation as it is understood in the realm of the market economy (Köhler 
et al., 2019; Schot & Geels, 2008). While market forces can institutionalize promising 
new inventions through consumer demand, sustainability change often goes “against 
the grain” of the guiding forces of supply and demand. The role of government should 
therefore extend beyond fixing market failures, with governments taking an active role 
in producing new knowledge (Karo et al., 2015). In other words, the theories 
emphasize that mechanisms of change with respect to sustainability necessarily include 
political choices. 
 
Second, the theories stress that new knowledge should be used reflexively in a 
continuous way, that is, by developing policies based on feedback acquired from the 
use of new knowledge. This is required due to the significance of uncertainties, most 
prominently involved in the “wicked” problem of sustainability change. Therefore, 
knowledge implementation should be extended beyond simple “command-and-
control” (Kenis et al., 2009, p. 100). Inter-organizational work should be aimed at 
engaging actors in the process of constant learning. Facilitative leadership, suitable 
cognitive distance and flexibility of knowledge agglomeration support decision-
making in the context of changing circumstances and uncertainties (Boschma, 2005). 
In short: all three theories mentioned above emphasize a dynamic process of constant  
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Theories of governance 
What is the 

main problem 
being 

addressed? 

What is the 
proposed 
solution? 

What relational 
quality is 
required? 

Cooperative governance 
(Ansell & Gash, 2008, 2018; 
Bekkers & Tummers, 2018; 
Bodin, 2017; Torfing et al., 
2019) 

Compliance  Involvement in 
policy planning 

Legitimacy 
through 
reciprocal trust 
and shared 
mission 

Experimental governance 
(Godenhjelm et al., 2015; 
Sabel & Simon, 2011; Soe & 
Drechsler, 2018; Torre, 
2014; van Buuren & 
Loorbach, 2009) 

Innovation  

Decentralizing 
decision-making 
for 
experimentation 

Proximity that 
allows freedom to 
experiment and 
centralized 
evaluation 

Adaptive governance  
(Epstein, 2015; Folke et al., 
2005; Hasselman, 2017; 
Rist et al., 2013; Sjöblom et 
al., 2016) 

Information  
Iterative 
knowledge 
management 

Flexibility to 
exchange up-to-
date and reliable 
information 

 
Table 1. Problem definitions, solutions, and proposed relationships in three theories of governance, with 
key references 
 
reflection and do not attempt to produce an institutional model that fixes things for 
good (Dryzek & Pickering, 2019, p. 51).  
 
2.2. From Projects to Projectified Governance 
In this section, I argue that the application of projects in the public sector to a large 
extent follows the aims of governance described above: to bring collaboration, 
innovation, and dynamics to the public sphere by connecting otherwise dispersed 
actors. Since their emergence, such projects have been praised for enabling cross-
organizational, cross-sectorial, and multi-level collaboration to better address 
complex, wicked problems (Godenhjelm et al., 2019), with “cool projects” juxtaposed 
against stagnant, hierarchical bureaucracies (Grabher, 2002). However, many 
practitioners and theoreticians are often still mostly concerned with bureaucratic 
processes, which govern the majority of projects. The project management tradition 
mainly focuses on the “how to” aspect of novel, unique, and transient tasks, paying 
special attention to the efficiency of project-based endeavors. For example, the main 
body of knowledge espoused by the Project Management Institute, an influential 
association in the project management profession, refers to the conceptualization of a 
manager’s task as ensuring that “1) an adequate or sufficient amount of work is done; 
2) unnecessary work is not done; 3) the work that is done delivers the stated business 
purpose” (Turner et al., 1996, p. 101). This reflects the tradition of focusing on 
temporary processes inside a firm (Packendorff, 1995). 
 
Therefore, despite the fact that the foundational work of project management emerged 
from major public projects, such as the Atlas missile program and the Boston Tunnel 
project (Hughes, 2000), specific treatment of how projects are supposed to live up to 
the challenges and expectations of governance has only recently begun to develop 
(Munck af Roisenchöld & Wolf, 2016; Godenhjelm et al., 2015; Grabher, 2004; 
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Sjöblom et al., 2013). The first steps towards a kind of treatment that takes the issue 
of connectivity seriously were based on the realization that projects should be viewed 
in relation to the permanent organizations3 that create them (Lundin & Söderholm, 
1995). To achieve their long-term ends, they spawn temporary organizations that are 
meant to change or transform something prior to their planned obsolescence. This 
comparison provoked further focus on the extent to which projects depend on the 
expectations, resources, and control exercised by “outside” interests (M. Jacobsson et 
al., 2013, 2015). While this theoretical development extends the understanding of 
projects, it still limits the focus (mostly) to a single project and its relation to (mostly) a 
single parent organization. Mats Engwall has addressed this gap by stressing the need to 
understand projects in their historical and organizational context, famously titling his 
work “No project is an island” (2003). He further suggests that “projects have to be 
conceptualized as contextually-embedded open systems” (Engwall, 2003, p. 790). Not 
only correctly applying project management techniques, but a l s o  a  broader 
organizational context, extended timeframe (the past and future), and norms and 
values of the project environment influence its success and failure. Thus, “the 
embeddedness of temporary organizations in a public context affects the sequences in 
ways that deviate from the predictions of the [former] theory” (Godenhjelm et al., 
2015, p. 441). To address this gap in theoretical knowledge, the term projectified 
governance was coined to reflect an “increasing reliance on temporary organizations, 
typically projects, in order to enhance action and strategic effort [in the public sector]” 
(Godenhjelm et al., 2015, p. 328). This includes defining a range of activities, like 
“[p]olicy programs, networks, partnerships, local action groups, and contractual forms 
of cooperation” (Sjöblom et al., 2013, p. 3), as projects, thus expanding the scope and 
turning our attention to how these projects are generated in portfolios or programs to 
implement or develop long-term strategies. 
 
Through theorizing projects as a form of network governance, we are able to question 
how this form of governance can respond to the information and coordination 
challenges existing amongst actors with vastly different understandings of nature and 
socio-environmental change (Wolf, 2011). What becomes relevant is exactly how such 
networks for discussion, action, knowledge creation, and application are 
institutionalized and governed. Munck af Rosenschöld’s (2019) treatment of the 
mechanistic and organic ideal types of projectified governance highlights the 
important trade-offs of connectivity. The first ideal type is grounded in the minimalist 
model of governance, which stems from both the disillusionment of having delegated 
power to experts and from disillusionment with participatory democracy (Godenhjem, 
2013; Sabel & Simon, 2011). Mechanistic projects are quite susceptible to the oversight 
of permanent organizations and are used to exploit already existing knowledge. 
Projects are created based on managerial ideals that emphasize clear goals and control 
over the project’s activities for purposes of efficiency and accountability (Godenhjem, 
2013; B. Jacobsson et al., 2015). The EU’s Structural Funds are often seen as an 
example of mechanistic projects (see also (Godenhjelm, 2016). The flipside of using 
projects for such purposes is that “if government organizations want to maintain the 
initiative by means of strong coordinative actions, this may restrict the discretion of 
the actors involved in ways that are detrimental to project driven policy development 
and implementation” (Godenhjelm et al., 2019, p. 163). Therefore, while we assume that 
projects cure the maladies of hierarchical, rigid, and inert organizations, projects of a 
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mechanistic variety in the public sector are to a large part still hierarchical, rigid, and 
inert (Munck af Rosenschöld & Wolf, 2016). In this regard, there is an apparent 
contradiction between the problems that projects are supposed to address (ends) and 
the ways in which projects are supposed to address them (means). 
 
In the other ideal type, conversely, projects assume a bottom-up structure through 
horizontal networks and enjoy considerable freedom to explore new knowledge. The 
LEADER program has often been cited as an example of this kind of projectification 
(Granberg & Andersson, 2015). The LEADER program was designed as a bottom-up 
innovation and is seen as rather successful program. But this kind of organic 
projectification comes at the expense of vertical connectivity, as such projects fail to 
address or engage with central institutions (Godenhjelm & Johanson, 2018). Munck 
af Rosenschöld argues that neither of these ideal types lends support to the view of 
projects as positive vehicles for institutional innovation, and instead, such projects 
may induce institutional innovation over time through conveying knowledge from one 
project to the next by becoming part of the organizational network (Munck af 
Rosenschöld, 2019). However, focus on the adaptive use of a project’s networks only 
emphasizes the core difficulty of linking projects to permanent structures and 
processes. If we wish to take the theories of collaborative experimentation and 
adaptation seriously, we should focus on the problem of interaction. In the next 
section, I develop the concept of interfaces to study the forces that structure 
interactions between projects and permanent structures, and hence, the potential of 
projects to induce institutional change. 
 
2.3. Conceptualizing Interfaces for Institutional Change 
The aforementioned theories of governance describe the principles of reflexive 
institutional innovation—to collaborate, experiment, and adapt. The existing literature 
on projectification stresses the importance of relationships between projects and 
permanent organizations in the policy network. These two strands of the literature 
help us understand how projects can be used as vessels for reflexive governance. The 
structures of interaction between projects and permanent organizations need to 
address the three major challenges of governance: the need to achieve legitimacy 
between policy actors; to achieve a suitable cognitive and organizational distance that 
allows for both creativity and the integration of knowledge; and flexibility to channel 
highly specialized knowledge into policies and other institutions. This is the task of 
interfaces, which I understand as structures and mechanisms of interaction between 
temporary and permanent organizations. The treatment of interfaces is illustrated in 
figure 1.  
 
The perspective of interfaces expands our analytical scope beyond the formal 
boundaries of projects to include permanent organizations and ongoing processes. 
Interfaces are not the qualities of projects per se; rather, they are liminal and often 
rely on aspects that are far removed from the project itself (e.g., funding schemes, 
political support, organizational structure, grassroots activism). The framework of 
interfaces therefore captures the embedded nature of projects (Godenhjelm et al., 
2019). As an analogy, consider the interfaces of an electronic device, say a mobile 
phone. Even the most capable smartphones would be useless unless they included 
systems through which people can interact with them, issue commands, acquire 
information, in short, embed them in our lives. Does the phone fit into our pocket, or 
does it need to be used in a car or other setting that can accommodate its larger size? 
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How often does it need recharging, and where does the charging cable fit? What are 
the buttons, microphone, cameras, and screen like? All the above issues constitute 
interfaces, in this case of a device, yet we seldom pay attention to them. When we ask: 
“What can a phone do?” we instead think of its texting, calling, and data processing 
power. While there are limits to this analogy, namely because a mobile phone is much 
more inert than a project, which consists of living people, their ideas, and practices in 
a constant state of flux, this analogy can hopefully clarify the otherwise abstract notion 
of interfaces. 
 
Interfaces between TO-s and PO-s are created through formal and informal 
organizing. Formal organizing of interactions is highly influential for establishing 
interfaces. When an organization conceives a program, that is, a set of rules 
formalizing the requirements for a project application, management, funding, and 
deliverables, it creates interfaces. For example, they clarify just who are the legitimate 
participants in projects; why and how actors who wish to coordinate a project should 
agree on the use of (their respective) resources; why and how actors should make 
decisions during the project; what kind of action can and must be taken during the 
project, and so forth.   
 

Figure 1. Interfaces between a permanent organization (e.g., a ministry) and a temporary organization (e.g., 
a project). 
 
Interfaces are also created by organizational structure, that is, through assigning 
people to specific roles regarding the project (allocating time to work on a project, 
establishing routines for communicating and reporting, authorizing decision-
making). Additionally, patterns of interaction are influenced by how these formal 
interfaces work in practice, and interfaces can even initially arise as a result of informal 
activities. For example, while rules may foresee certain kinds of information 



 
21 

management between project partners, the leadership decisions shape if and how 
these meetings take place and/or how they are run. Or else project-related people may 
have other, more-or-less routine channels of communication that they use to gain 
access to or disseminate information. Interfaces may consist of texts (e.g., contracts, 
rules, budgets, schedules, reports), media (e.g., web-based portals, databases, 
archives, surveillance mechanisms), and people (e.g., staff, auditors, liaisons, 
intermediaries). 
 
Interfaces reflect organizing and governing principles and point to their 
interconnectedness: mechanisms of interaction are part of an organizational edifice, 
but they are influenced by the structure of the policy network (Morris, 1983; Sjöblom 
et al., 2016). This is in line with the observation that “contemporary organizational 
actions take place in a complex societal web of time frames, operational rationales, 
structures, and resources, where it may be hard to determine what is ‘internal’ and 
what is ‘external’” (Godenhjelm et al., 2019, p. 163). Interfaces have parallels in existing 
studies on boundaries. In organizational theory, boundaries refer to structures that 
separate and link teams with their organizations (Sundstrom & Futrell, 1990, p. 121). 
In science and technology studies, boundary objects serve as reference points that 
allow for interaction between different communities despite divergent perceptions of 
the objective in question (Star & Griesemer, 1989); boundary organizations allow for 
cooperation between the members of policy networks (O’Mahony & Bechky, 2008) 
and boundary work “describes the process by which knowledge producers attempt to 
present their practices and knowledge claims as credible and trustworthy” 
(Gustafsson, 2018, p. 3). While interfaces share the general approach of emphasizing 
the importance of and difficulties involved in interactions, they further emphasize the 
embeddedness of structures of interaction in organizations and networks and issues of 
time and temporality in governing innovations, and, perhaps more broadly, they bring 
the relationality of social structures to the forefront (Emirbayer, 1997). 
 
The question of the extent to which new knowledge can produce change after all is 
significant. The standard approach to policy learning suggests that learning is always 
incremental and that co-creation is the most effective means of knowledge transfer 
(Bekkers & Tummers, 2018; Osborne et al., 2016; Suškevičs et al., 2019). Disruptive 
and radical change arguably stems from external forces (Kivimaa et al., 2021). 
However, to the extent that projects are vessels through which “outsiders” to policy 
networks can gain access and engage in knowledge production, projects can be 
theorized as vessels of both incremental and disruptive change (Sørensen & Torfing, 
2017). This gives rise to the empirical question of just how projects allow for localized 
or marginal actors to become engaged in relationships with permanent actors as they 
aim to institutionalize their ideas, negotiate resources, or be involved in decision-
making (Böhm, 2015). 
 
It must be emphasized that the creation and maintenance of interfaces is by no means 
a straight-forward and conflict-free process because interfaces are a key arena where 
conflict between liminal and dominant actors in policy networks plays out. For the 
former, a project can be an opportunity to influence and even disrupt the existing 
institutional order; dominant actors, on the other hand, may see this effort as a 
potential threat by liminal actors to advance competing knowledge claims and threaten 
the legitimacy of established cultural conventions and practices (Seibel, 2021). The 
extent to which interfaces influence variables in one direction or another, and how this 
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influences the potential of and outcomes of projects, is an empirical question. In the 
following part of the dissertation, to place my empirical study in its context, I will first give an 
overview of Estonian forest governance in recent decades and then discuss how I designed my 
inquiry into interfaces. This allows me to report, after that, how empirical work in the 
original article answers the main research questions: 
 

• What kind of structures of interaction exist in an Estonian forest policy 
network? 

• How do projects engage with permanent actors in the policy network, and with 
what results? 
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3. Material and methods 
 
3.1. Estonian Forest Governance 
The research design of this dissertation relies on cross-sectional case studies (Tight, 
2022) that are used to answer the questions posed above. This entails selecting cases 
that correspond to certain theoretical considerations in order to investigate the 
prevalence of commonalities and divergencies. The empirical cases stem from the use 
of collaborative, experimental, and adaptive strategies in Estonian forest governance. 
The strategies are implemented in various fields of environmental governance in 
Estonia, such as planning green networks (Suškevičs et al., 2013), renewable energy 
(Suškevičs et al., 2019), or urban greenery (Külvik et al, 2021), and although all 
environmental fields are subject to tensions, forest governance in Estonia stands out 
for being more visible, heated, and significant. Before moving on to individual cases, I 
provide an overview of the forest governance context to help situate the collaborative 
and project-based efforts. 
 
Estonia is a forest-rich country. It is one of only five countries in the EU with more 
than half its territory covered in forests (Eesti Mets Arvudes 2018, 2019). Therefore, 
forestry has received considerable attention from both the state and the public sphere. 
The period especially after the collapse of the Soviet Union and during the restoration 
of independence in 1991 was characterized by turbulent institutional, technological, 
and organizational innovations in the Estonian forest sector. The reasons for these 
sweeping reforms were to gain control over widespread illegal logging of the 1990s 
(Teder, 2016) and to break free from Soviet-era institutional order (Lauristin et al., 
1997). Estonian forest governance was the first policy area in which the Estonian 
government implemented collaborative governance (Kallas, 2002; Sootla, 2004). 
Collaborative policy planning began in 1995 with the Forest Development Program, 
which introduced “an entirely different concept—a tradition of open and transparent 
policy-making—into Estonia’s forest sector” (Kallas, 2002, p. 327). Several non-state 
actors were included in the governance process, such as environmentalists, hunters, 
and scholars (for overviews of the Development Program process, see Kallas, 2002; 
Sootla, 2004). Since then, forest policies have been collaboratively reviewed every ten 
years, and agreements (including felling volumes, conservation requirements, and 
forest renewal rules) have been established in the subsequent Forestry Development 
Plans (FDPs). Additionally, the Forest Council (FC), an advisory body responsible to 
the Ministry of the Environment, is an arena that oversees the implementation and 
development of policies that fall in between the FDPs. These novel principles were 
codified in legislation: the Forest Policy of 1997 and the Forest Act of 1998. The former, 
a strategic policy document, has remained the foundation for subsequent forest 
governance developments, stressing the need for “sustainable” forestry (Eesti 
metsapoliitika heakskiitmine, 1997). 
 
The institutional innovations of the 1990s also included organizational reforms. The 
Development Program concluded by reforming the centralized forest management 
organizations still remaining from the Soviet period, with them becoming agencies 
charged with varying tasks related to Estonian forests. While the Ministry of the 
Environment has jurisdiction over Estonian forest resources and the protection of 
nature, importantly the State Management Center (RMK) was founded in 1998 as a 
profit-making agency to manage publicly owned forests, which amount to almost 50% 
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of total forest coverage. In 2008, RMK was reformed so that the management of 
national parks, conservation areas, and recreational infrastructure also fell within its 
purview. RMK is now both the biggest timber producer and the biggest manager of 
protected forests in Estonia, making it central to most forestry-related policies. 
 
Even after the turbulent 1990s, Estonian forest policy and governance has been 
characterized by significant dynamics, exemplified by the fact that the Forest Act has 
been renewed more than 20 times since its initial acceptance. The amendments have 
oscillated between industry-friendly and conservation-friendly measures 
(Environmental Law Center, 2013). The main focus of innovation in forest governance 
has, however, been on increasing the competitiveness of the forestry sector (Teder, 
2016). Reflecting this goal, the volume of logging has experienced a more than five-
fold level of growth since the 1990s (see figure 2). Currently, forestry, timber, and the 
furniture industry account for a significant part of Estonian domestic production. The 
sector has invested 1.57 billion euros between 2013 and 2017 and accounted for 
approximately 5% of annual GDP (Statistikaamet). However, other types of forest 
use—conservation, recreation, and cultural heritage protection—have also been 
growing in recent years. The number of visitors at public forest recreation sites has 
increased from 1.7 million in 2013 to 2.7 million in 2018 according to RMK (State 
Forest Management Center, 2018, 2019). Increased interest in sacred natural sites in 
forests has led to a joint declaration demanding their mapping and protection by the 
Ministry of Culture and the National Heritage Board in 2015. While certain restrictions 
apply to 25% of Estonian forests, nature conservationists have reported the increased 
disappearance of pristine forests (Kuresoo et al., 2021) and a lack of forest protection 
measures that respond to the representative needs of different biomes (Lõhmus et al., 
2019). Lately, the European Union’s “Fit for 55” package has added to tensions in the 
domestic sphere at the European level. While the EU has proposed that Estonia must 
cut its CO2 emissions in the LULUCF sector by an additional 2.5 million tons, Estonia 
argues for flexibility in deciding where and how to cut its emissions. The pressure to 
continue felling trees in Estonia continues, while in 2022 the European Commission 
halted logging on Natura 2000 sites in Estonia due to ongoing infringement 
proceedings. 
 
It is not surprising that against this backdrop, tensions over forest policy have been 
spread from professionals to the public sphere. By 2017, conflicts in the field had 
escalated to such levels that the media dubbed the situation a “Forest War” (Lõhmus, 
2017). This so-called war was sparked by a controversial policy proposal to lower the 
felling age of spruce trees; a group of businessmen simultaneously publicized plans to 
establish a major pulp factory near the largest river in Estonia. The most visible 
aspects of the “Forest War” included several demonstrations in 2016–2017 and a 
heated media debate. An Internet search for the word “forestry” in Estonian 
newspapers received 96 returns for the year 2014 compared to 773 for 2017. National 
newspapers have continued to publish annual overviews of the forest debate.5 Public 

 
5 https://www.sirp.ee/s1-artiklid/c21-teadus/mida-on-naidanud-aasta-metsapoleemikat/   
https://www.sirp.ee/s1-artiklid/c21-teadus/metsapoleemika-teine-aasta-ragastiku-voim/ 
https://www.sirp.ee/s1-artiklid/c21-teadus/metsapoleemika-kolmandal-aastal-ronisid-
kollid-kapist-valja/ 
https://www.sirp.ee/s1-artiklid/c21-teadus/metsapoleemika-neljas-aasta-aeg-raakida-riigist/ 
https://www.sirp.ee/s1-artiklid/c21-teadus/metsapoleemika-viiendal-aastal-tehti-mets-
puust-ja-punaseks/ 
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discontent has been channeled into a social movement called “Estonian Forest Aid” 
(EMA),6 which has gathered more than 12,000 followers on social media. Conflicts 
related to the “Forest War” echo in the difficulties of agreeing on the upcoming FDP. 
Despite incorporating more than 35 various organizations into the drafting process, at 
the time of writing this dissertation the plan has been five years in the making with 
occasional significant setbacks (Vihma & Teder, 2021). 
 

 
Figure 2. Gross felling of timber in Estonia according to felling documentation and the National Forest 
Inventory. 
 
Despite these conflicts, Estonian environmental governance (as with governance in 
general) relies on a significant number of projects of various sizes where the same 
actors engage in collaborative endeavors on smaller scales. A major contributor to the 
increasing use of projects in Estonian public administration has been membership in 
the European Union. Since 2005, EU sources have contributed to roughly 10% (up to 
20% in the period 2010–2013) of the state budget. The Estonian Ministry of the 
Environment has created the Environmental Investment Centre (EIC) as a separate 
organization for funding and overseeing projects. The EIC has given more than 1.6 
billion euros in support to more than 11,000 projects since 2008. Additionally, some 
projects are funded and coordinated by the Ministry of the Environment directly, 
amounting to roughly 20,000 projects in total. Recipients of the project funding are 
various organizations from the public, private, and civil sectors. Since 46% of Estonian 
forests are publicly owned and managed, collaboration with the state organizations is 
often unavoidable. Besides the Ministry of the Environment’s central role as policy 
maker and the above-mentioned RMK, the Environment Agency (KAUR), which 

 
6 Stemming from sporadic grassroots reactions to proposed policy changes and timber refinery plans, 
Estonian Forest Aid grew into an organized pressure group that is now incorporated into policy 
negotiations, vocally representing environmental concerns. See their home page for more 
information: https://www.eestimetsaabiks.ee/ 
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manages environmental data, and the Environmental Board, which engages in policy 
implementation and oversight, are also frequent partners in collaborative projects. 
Environmental projects are governed through various programs, these are financing 
mechanisms that prescribe the project’s aims, scope, and other characteristics. In the 
remainder of the chapter, I describe in more detail the two portfolios of the projects 
included in the case studies. 
 
The LIFE (an acronym for L'Instrument Financier pour l'Environnement, the 
Financial Instrument for the Environment) program, analyzed in Article II and Article 
III, is an environment and climate action program established by the European 
Council in 1992. It is funded and administrated directly by a European Commission 
agency,7 and thus it serves as an example of multi-level governance (Hooghe & Marks, 
2001). The main motivation for selecting LIFE as the case study was its explicit focus 
on experimentation and collaboration in nation-states with the aim of inducing 
institutional innovations in the field of environmental governance. The LIFE program 
takes a bottom-up approach. Every year, a call for projects is launched by the 
administrative body EASME (European Agency for Small and Medium-Sized 
Enterprises); project leaders are then expected to devise their own projects and apply 
for LIFE funding. While Natura 2000 areas, one of the priorities of LIFE financing, 
have been studied from a governance perspective (e.g., Zisenis, 2017), the LIFE 
program itself has largely eluded scientific study. I have managed to locate only one 
article that has studied the network structure of the interlinked projects and actors 
engaged with this program (Pisani et al., 2020). Considering the central place of the 
LIFE program in environmental action within the EU, this study increases the value 
of current analysis of how it relates to questions of multi-level governance, especially 
in the light of increased political support for the program. The European Commission 
has suggested increasing the budget to 5.45 billion euros for the next seven-year 
financing period (2021–2027). This represents a significant increase because during 
its entire 20-year existence, LIFE has financed some 4,600 projects with a total 
contribution of 6.5 billion euros. The LIFE program has financed 39 projects in 
Estonia and is a significant source of financing in the realm of environmental action, 
especially for experimenting and testing new approaches in environmental 
management and policy making. The LIFE projects that I studied have budgets 
ranging from 0.5 and 15 million euros, and they lasted for 2–7 years. 
 
Projects are also the standard vehicles for organizing scientific input on policy and 
governance in Estonia. Again, the EU is a significant contributor to various 
fundamental science or research and development (R&D) projects aiming at 
innovation in products or policies. Among the most visible ones, the program 
“Strengthening sectoral research and development” (RITA), established by the 
Estonian Research Council (ETAG) in 2015, is an attempt to increase the capacity of 
Estonian state agencies to use and benefit from scientific research in strategically and 
socially important areas. The program, financed indirectly by the European Regional 
Development Fund with a budget of 29 million euros for the period 2015–2022, aims 
at both improving the organizational capacity to conduct research and development 
(R&D) projects as well as funding R&D projects of various sizes in the public sector. 
The program expects that interdisciplinary consortiums consisting of “research groups 

 
7 European Agency for Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (EASME). 
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from at least two subfields of R&D, and from at least two different public research 
organizations, private organizations, or universities”8 will apply for project funding, 
with program rules stating that “applied research is commissioned on a “top-down” 
basis so that interdisciplinary R&D projects are commissioned based on the (future) 
needs of society” (Directive no 486, p. 7) and listed areas of significance. Importantly 
from the relational perspective adopted in this dissertation, the program was designed 
to respond to high-level criticism that research and development projects in the public 
sector are often poorly procured by ministries and, consequentially, the results are 
poorly implemented in practice (Loom et al., 2015; Olesk et al., 2019). Therefore, the 
RITA program aims to improve science–policy and science–industry interfaces by 
creating and funding intermediary positions within ministries and professional 
associations. These intermediaries are expected to engage closely with the creation 
and administration of public-sector projects. The BIOEC project (studied in Article IV) 
was among the first wave of major projects supported by the newly created science 
advisor positions in Estonian ministries. The project, with a budget of 1.5 million euros 
and a duration of four years, included three ministries (including the Ministry of the 
Environment) and was meant to introduce a new bioeconomy paradigm into resource 
policy (including forests and timber use) in Estonia. The project bore significant 
weight for forest policy in general, not only because of its paradigmatic ambitions but 
also because it was an example of a high-level attempt to adapt policy and governance 
mechanisms in the face of changing environmental and political concerns. 
 
3.2. Methods of data collection 
My analytical strategy (Flick, 2022) for engaging with the cases has been flexible and 
developed from a more loosely organized to a more tightly organized strategy as I 
progressed with the study. The beginning of this journey involved lay observation of 
the ongoing “Forest War.” I wanted to gain a deeper understanding of the conflict that 
had attracted public interest and rattled the forest policy field. I was puzzled by the 
long history of collaboration and the apparent conflict. This led me to map the forest 
policy network and analyze the institutions aimed at creating collaboration among its 
members. During this investigation, I encountered constant rhetoric about necessary 
institutional innovations with respect to forest policy (albeit different actors proposed 
different changes) and frustration about their absence. I was further intrigued to realize 
that the same actors who engaged in lengthy disputes and fierce accusations both 
during meetings and on the front pages of newspapers were also routinely engaged in 
collaborative projects addressing various aspects of forest policy. Estonia has a 
reputation of being an innovative country, especially in the realm of digitalization, and 
projects are often showcased as vehicles leading to successful innovation. I was 
interested in these seemingly contradictory relationships in the forest policy field and 
wanted to better understand the innovative potential of such projects. My focus on 
the relationships between projects and permanent structures was sharpened 
throughout the analytical journey as I delved deeper into theories on temporary 
organizing and innovative governance. This approach has allowed me to assemble a 
rich cross-sectional sample of case studies (Tight, 2022). 
 
My empirical study relies on a mixed-methods approach with an emphasis on 

 
8 Presentation of RITA programm, https://www.etag.ee/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Ettekanne-infopev-
liina.pdf 
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qualitative methods. The main data-gathering tools have been interviews and 
document analysis (Flick, 2021), accompanied by network methods (Jackson, 2008). 
I conducted a total of 56 interviews, lasting from 30 minutes to two hours, with various 
persons engaged in projects and forest governance in Estonia. I analyzed project 
documentation (e.g., programs, memos, terms of reference, contracts, reports, 
presentations) to verify the interview data and to achieve a more holistic understanding 
of the project from its creation to its effect on institutions (see table 2).  
 

Case Type of data No. 
Collaboration in forest policy 
network 

Interviews: civil servants, politicians, heads of 
organizations 

19 

 Questionnaire: relationships with actors engaged in 
forest policy 

27 

 Documents: Forest Policy, Forest Act, Forestry 
Development Plans, minutes and presentations by FDP 
Steering Group and FC 

 

LIFE projects Interviews: civil servants, project managers, liaisons, 
evaluators 

15 

 Documents: LIFE program documents, project 
proposals, reports, deliverables and evaluations, 
minutes of project steering groups 

 

RITA project Interviews: project manager, civil servants, science 
advisors, scientists 

22 

 Documents: RITA program documents, science 
advisors’ job descriptions, project proposals, 
deliverables, minutes of project steering groups 

 

 
Table 2. List of data collected and background materials for the dissertation 
 
I also conducted a network study of the Estonian forest policy network. For this I 
devised a name-interpreter questionnaire (Carrington et al., 2005) with a list of all 
organizations mentioned in the preliminary interviews and during the document 
analysis phase. Respondents were able to add the names of organizations that they 
thought relevant to the policy network, which helped me identify new actors. For each 
organization mentioned, the respondent was then asked to evaluate five categories: 
intensity of interaction, amount of useful information sent and received, perceived 
power to influence forest policy, and trust. The questionnaire was completed by 27 
respondents, who were either the heads of organizations, or in the case of ministries, 
civil servants involved in the forest policy field. I targeted people who were in a position 
to have a broad overview of all interactions involving the organization. The 
respondents included people that I interviewed; in which case, the questionnaire was 
completed as part of the interview. I used an online questionnaire to target additional 
organizations mentioned more than once by earlier respondents. Only one 
organization refused to complete the questionnaire (see appendix 1 for a complete list 
of survey respondents). This data was analyzed for Article I to better understand the 
collaborative institutions involved in Estonian forest governance. 
 
The initial interviews and document analysis were of an exploratory character. First, I 
started mapping the actors involved in the Estonian forest policy network. I 
approached obvious actors, such as the Ministry of the Environment, RMK, the 
Estonian Private Forest Union, and the Estonian Fund for Nature (ELF), used the 
snowballing method (Flick, 2021) to generate a comprehensive list of actors in the 
field. During this mapping phase, I also interviewed the representatives of various 
organizations to gain an understanding of Estonian forest governance processes. In 
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terms of document analysis, I started by gathering materials on the programs and 
portfolios of projects involved in environmental governance in Estonia. Again, the 
snowballing method provided me with an overview of the various types of temporary 
organizations currently operating in Estonia, ranging from high-level task forces and 
steering groups to minuscule public procurement projects. In the latter phases of the 
process, the interviews and data queries focused more on specific projects and 
interfaces. I was interested in how interactions between organizations influence project 
operations and what structures influence such interactions. I often interviewed people 
several times, for example at the beginning of the project, during its action phase, and 
later, when the project was coming to an end. I also re-interviewed people when, 
during the analysis phase, I wanted to clarify certain aspects of their accounts. 
Therefore, the interviews and the document analysis phase provided me with a thick 
description (Geertz, 1973) of temporary organizing in Estonian forest governance. 
 
3.3. Methods of data analysis 
The analysis of interviews followed an abductive method (Earl Rinehart, 2021). As 
stated above, the starting point for my inquiry was puzzlement about the apparent 
contradictory relationships of conflict and cooperation between actors in Estonian 
forest governance, accompanied by a constant rhetoric of innovation. The abductive 
method makes it possible to analyze such real-life problems in depth. I allowed this 
initial confusion to guide the choice of analysis, paying special attention to findings 
that existing theories could not fully explain. Hence, my analysis relied on a creative 
inferential process, a conversation between empirical observations of the social world 
and a set of theoretical propositions that I treated as “in the making” (Ward et al., 
2016, p. 216). My aim was to arrive at an abstracted, general description of the 
observable data “in order to describe the sequence of causation that gives rise to 
observed regularities in the pattern of events” (Edwards, 2014, p. 17).  
 
After transcribing the interviews, I used either the NVivo or MaxQDA program for 
coding. During the coding process, I identified themes from the theory and coded parts 
of the interviews under corresponding key words, such as “experimentation,” 
“evaluation,” or “institutional/policy change.” Using these categories, I then identified 
emerging categories from the interview data, such as “indicators of success,” “securing 
attention,” or “role of project documentation,” and used them to relate the interviews 
to the theoretical material. As a result, I condensed the thick body of material into a 
web of concepts. I then triangulated the emerging patterns in the coding, documents, 
and my own thinking to develop a comprehensive understanding of the phenomena. 
These tentative conclusions were constantly “retroduced” (Edwards, 2014, p. 17), that 
is, ascertained, with respect to what the broader context must be like in order for them 
to be accurate and truthful. This kind of heuristic iterative pattern was used to write 
the articles as well as to synthesize the conclusive summary. 
 
The network data was analyzed using the ggraph (Pedersen, 2018) and igraph (Csardi 
& Nepusz, 2006) packages in the R programming language. The network survey 
allowed us to identify 44 organizations with an interest in Estonian forest governance. 
Thirty of them were core member organizations with multiple mentions and multiple 
ties. By contrast, 15 actors were mentioned only once and had a narrower interest in 
forest policy and were thus excluded from the statistical network analysis for the sake 
of clarity. We used cluster analysis to identify groups of organizations that trust each 
other and learn from each other. We used an optimal clustering algorithm (Brandes et 
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al., 2008) that maximizes the strength of links within each cluster and minimizes the 
strength between clusters. We then measured the average in-group and out-group 
“trust” and “learning” relationships. 
 
The structure of the summary chapter of this dissertation reflects the analytical 
questions as well as insights into the material. I began with a broader interest in forest 
governance and the role of collaboration in its formation. This developed into an 
analysis of collaborative arenas, accompanied by network analysis of the actors in 
Article I. Then, in Article II, I analyzed the portfolios of the various LIFE projects to 
understand how the projects interact with permanent organizations. I further 
developed this material into an analysis at the system level in Article III, where we 
disentangled the dimensions of such interactions. In Article IV, I turned my attention 
to efforts to improve interactions between projects and permanent actors based on the 
RITA program. Thus, the analytical lens and the subsequent research questions 
evolved throughout the process. 
 
 
3.4. Research ethics 
Conducting research in a highly contested and politically sensitive field raises 
significant ethical challenges. In this section, I reflect on how these challenges have 
influenced the research process. 
 
Protection of informants. When gathering data and analyzing it, I recognized the need 
to protect the individuals who had participated in this research project as informants 
from any intended or unintended consequences of the study. I informed the 
interviewees that I would not use their names in any of the texts or analysis. However, 
I also recognized that despite omitting names, total anonymity is unattainable because 
the unique quality of the institutions and relatively small size of the Estonian 
environmental governance field analyzed here make it difficult to conceal the identity 
of the organizations involved. Furthermore, because the research done for this 
dissertation pertains to public institutions and the use of public funds, accountability 
and transparency are central principles in public administration. Therefore, I have 
used the real names of organizations and projects, while keeping the names of my 
informants concealed. 
 
Approaching personal bias. Reflecting the heated public debate about appropriate 
forest policies in Estonia, all the interviewed people expressed strong opinions about 
the truthfulness of their particular interpretation of the question at hand. Throughout 
the empirical process, I have been in constant dialogue with my informants about the 
directions of my own analysis and the conclusions that I have drawn from the data. This 
has provoked, at times, questions about the validity and bias of my analysis. This 
intense public interest has pushed me to be extra careful about the use of methods and 
the ways in which I have presented my findings and conclusions. Potential bias has 
been minimized by triangulating the different sources of data as well as by being 
receptive to feedback from the informants. For example, during the writing process I 
shared drafts of my articles with my informants, and in several instances I have taken 
their suggestions to heart, re-interpreting certain facts or changing the wording in 
parts. That said, while interpretation of the data has relied on scientifically approved 
methods, it is widely recognized that the qualitative interpretation of events and 
details is never hermetically “clean” and always allows certain room for 
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“contamination” by the researcher’s own views and previous experience. 
 
Declaration of interest. During the writing of the first article, when I interviewed civil 
servants regarding Estonian forest governance, I was invited to consult with the 
Ministry of the Environment on how to best prepare a collaborative method when 
creating the Estonian Forest Policy Development Plan 2030. My work assignment 
lasted for six months. During this time, my aim was to apply the theoretical knowledge 
in collaboration with achieving open deliberation and legitimacy regarding the 
decisions. My role was limited to preparatory tasks, and I was not asked to have a role 
in leading the overall process. I did, however, help lead the citizen assembly 
Metsakogu, which provided input to the FDP 2030 process. Therefore, my role during 
the writing of this dissertation can be described as that of a “public sociologist” 
(Burawoy, 2005). Although this kind of engagement may be perceived as biased, I see 
my primary alignment as being with the sociology profession, relying solely on 
scientific arguments. Therefore, engaging academic arguments with real-life processes 
served, for me, as a test of their validity and truthfulness, and I consider this a strength 
of the study that has helped me in the writing process. 
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4. Results 
In this part of the dissertation, I describe the results of the research questions based on 
the findings presented in the original articles. To recap, my aims were two-fold: first, 
to understand the structures of interaction that exist in the Estonian forest policy 
network; second, to understand how projects engage with the permanent actors in a 
policy network. I begin the first section of the chapter by describing my analysis of the 
Estonian forest policy network from the standpoint of legitimacy, the core concept in 
collaborative governance. This makes it possible to understand how the legitimacy of 
collaborative efforts on a national level also incorporates collaborating on projects. In 
the second section, I discuss the level of proximity between projects and permanent 
actors. I give an account of the dynamics of proximity in relation to the potential to 
induce institutional innovation. The third section focuses on the information problem 
and reports on how interface flexibility affects project-based knowledge production 
and implementation. 
 
4.1. Contested legitimacy in Estonian forest policy network 
The network analysis employed in Article I revealed 44 organizations that constitute 
the Estonian forest policy network. The 29 core organizations that influence Estonian 
forest governance most are connected in an interactive network centered around the 
Ministry of the Environment. The collaborative arenas on a national level—the steering 
groups of the FDPs and Forestry Council—comprise the network core. The FDP 
Steering Group included ten members in 1999 and 12 members in 2010, while the 
Forestry Council Steering Group had 12 members throughout the period of study. The 
2018 SG-FDP included considerably more actors (35), some of which had not 
previously been significant (such as the Estonian Lutheran Church), or some that were 
new (such as the social movement organization EMA). Thus, both arenas reflected a 
variety of interests, values, and organizational logics (see appendix 1 for a complete list 
of organizations). However, we discovered that neither background conditions or rules 
established for these arenas, nor the leadership style guiding the process of 
collaboration, favored the creation of a shared sense of mission, trust, and learning. 
As described above, the background conditions for collaboration were unfavorable 
because pressure to make better use of the forests was increasing from all sides. 
Especially the years after the financial crisis in 2008, the years leading up to the “Forest 
War,” were characterized by intensified felling accompanied by increasing recreational 
and cultural use of forests, all while nature conservation efforts highlighted 
shortcomings in the protected areas. 
 
Article I focuses on the institutional design of the Forestry Council, the only cross-
sectoral arena functioning during the in-between periods of drawing up FDPs, thus 
making it the central arena in which the mounting tensions were discussed. We based 
our analysis on the understanding that collaboration requires process legitimacy in 
order for learning to occur (Ansell & Gash, 2018). Legitimacy is supported by specific 
rules and process design (Ansell & Gash, 2008), which I conceptualize as constituting 
part of such interfaces. Interviews and the minutes of meetings suggest that rules for the 
various arenas were neither clearly set nor followed. Moreover, although formally 
inclusive, the participation of important actors was occasionally disregarded. For 
example, in 2015–2016 the nature conservation group ELF lacked a member group on 
the Forestry Council due to mismanagement. This did not stop the council from 
continuing its work. 
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We observed how poor design of collaborative organization led to diminishing trust 
between actors in the policy network, which in turn hampered reciprocal learning. In 
Article I, our network analysis indicates that relationships in the forest sector are 
characterized by warring coalitions of organizations. The Ministry of the Environment, 
the core policy-making organization at the center of the social network, enjoyed 
relationships of trust with industry and other state agencies, while organizations in the 
environmental and cultural field formed a separate cluster of trust (see left side of 
figure 3). Clusters of learning largely retained the topography of clusters of (dis)trust 
between actors, as indicated on the right side of figure 3. 
 

Figure 3. Estonian forest governance network: Relationships of trust are shown on the left, while 
relationships of learning are shown on the right; the Forestry Council is indicated by a grey rectangle (see 
appendix 1 for the names of organizations). 
 
Trust and learning networks exhibit almost the same layout. The cluster with 
environmental organizations (on the right) now includes the Ministry of Culture, 
lending support to the idea that cultural heritage protection of forests is one of the 
main challengers of current forest use. The cluster on the top left includes 
organizations representing the forestry industry, state environmental agencies and the 
RMK, indicating shared ideas about the forest as mainly being a source of timber. The 
third cluster below it, which incorporates ministries (Environment, Rural Affairs, 
Finance, Education and Research) and the Government Office, has stronger learning 
relations with the industrial cluster rather than the ecology cluster. 
 
Additionally, two results should be emphasized. First, both network data and 
interview data indicate that membership in the collaborative arenas did not create 
trust among participants. Clusters of trust cross arena boundaries in the network. 
Second, neither of the arenas (FC nor SG- FDP) created learning relationships between 
the members. The two universities included in the network inhabit two separate 
clusters: the University of Life Sciences (EMÜ) is represented in the FC by forestry 
experts, whereas the University of Tartu (TÜ) is represented by an ecologist, 
emphasizing the fact that the collaborative process failed to address fundamental 
questions between the different branches of science. Instead, scientific analysis was 
often used to support a certain position rather than being used to study a problem in 
depth (e.g., the felling age of trees, clear-cutting areas, carbon sequestration). 
Therefore, in the words of a participant, the Forest Council functioned as “a 



 
34 

legitimizing mechanism for the Ministry,” which was unable to address core policy 
concerns, while the Ministry described their effort as “look[ing] for partners among 
stakeholders” and engaging in bargaining to achieve their aims.10 Although a 2018 
study commissioned by the Ministry of Environment in preparation of the FDP 2030 
was written jointly by the two universities in the policy network (Estonian University 
of Life Sciences & University of Tartu, 2018), the text was fragmented and did not 
provide any synthesizing conclusions (see also Vihma & Teder, 2021). Instead, any 
uncertainties in the arenas requiring an interdisciplinary approach were countered by 
trying to establish “winning” and “losing” scientific results. The following interview 
excerpt is a good example of this type of strategy: 
 

I think the Minister of the Environment correctly stated during the writing of 
the Forestry Development Plan that scientists should say what is the correct 
figure or what are the correct decisions. Scientists should come to an 
agreement. But things went wrong because the scientists, who came second, 
went into the streets and started fighting for their positions there. 

(Representative of industry) 
 
This interviewee infers a general understanding about “correct” scientific claims 
juxtaposed against “incorrect” ones, and the governance process should select the 
“correct” ones to give itself more credibility. This indicates a lack of learning from 
different information sources and the inability of the collaborative governance process 
to create new knowledge. Thus, actors in Estonian forest policy network do not enjoy 
evenly distributed legitimacy. The core is comprised of closely related industrial and 
public-sector organizations, while a separate cluster is comprised of 
environmental and cultural organizations. The collaborative process at the national 
level was unable to substantially alter such relationships over the years. 
 
The actors involved in the project-based collaboration are to a large extent the same 
ones engaged in collaboration at the national level (see appendix 1). For example, the 
Ministry of the Environment was also the central actor in the LIFE program, studied 
in Article II and Article III, as well as in the BIOEC project, studied in Article IV. But 
the temporary and ongoing forms of collaboration are not only connected by having the 
same participants. Like in the national arenas, the formal rules (program description, 
terms of reference) of projects guide interaction between the various actors and 
establish the grounds for creating legitimacy which support the leading role of the 
Ministry. 
 
With the LIFE projects, the EU provides 55–60% of the project budget, and the project 
team is responsible for securing the rest from domestic sources. This type of interface 
supports interaction between civil society or commercial actors, who present ideas for 
project proposals, and national authorities, who control budgets, land, and other key 
resources. Therefore, the co-financing approach established in the LIFE program 
requires cooperation and breeds inter-dependence, thereby creating frictions. Article 
II describes how LIFE project proposals were developed over the course of months, 
sometimes years, because the Ministry of the Environment did not support the initial 

 
10 Similar problems with the rules and leadership of the Steering Group of FDP 2030 were reported 
by Vihma and Teder (2021). 
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ideas. Both ministries and environmentalists see the LIFE projects as a means to “put 
fundamental things in motion” (interview with civil servant), but this means different 
things to different actors: civil servants see it as additional funding to achieve the aims 
of their development plans, while NGOs see it as a way to disrupt national policies and 
influence them in an environmentally conscious direction. 
 
Article II demonstrates that experimentation is more difficult in the conflicting forest 
governance domain because of colliding commercial and conservation interests. 
Where concerns or techniques align well with prevailing approaches, they are 
considered legitimate. For example, a meadow restoration project was favored because 
the project suggested using harvesters to efficiently clear brush, and such activities 
create new grazing opportunities for local landowners. Other concerns are not 
legitimate. For example, sustainable forestry concerns were dismissed by key project 
partners in one project aimed at supporting the habitats of forest-dwelling species in 
Estonian forests. In the words of one project manager: “[project partners] have 
different ideas and even speak a different language at times. I have to be very careful 
how I express myself. Some issues are very sensitive, so all generalizations have to be 
made quite carefully.” Similarly, the RITA program, analyzed in Article IV, shows how 
project ideas that included an ambitious analysis of forest resources and their use and 
developing a green network for species protection never made it to the official project 
level. Thus, the interfaces stemming from formal rules, or informal patterns of 
interaction, influence the legitimacy of ideas in the forest policy network. The patterns 
on a national level are repeated at the project level. 
 
4.2. Dynamics of proximity between projects and bureaucracies 
Articles II, III, and IV study how interfaces regulate the proximity between projects 
and permanent organizations. In the case of the LIFE projects analyzed in Article II 
and Article III, the EU engages projects through EASME, a network of external 
evaluators, and local liaisons who offer technical support and refrain from interfering 
with proposals or aims. The projects are governed at a distance, with the EU allowing 
the actors who develop project proposal to define the specific objectives and means of 
achieving them. 
 
The RITA program, analyzed in Article IV, stands in contrast to this approach. The 
program rules state that “applied research is commissioned on a ‘top-down’ basis so 
that interdisciplinary R&D projects are commissioned based on the (future) needs of 
society” (Directive No. 486, p. 7), listing areas of significance. The intention was that 
state agencies would generate and define specific project ideas based specifically on the 
perceived problems of civil servants. Project proposals needed to indicate just what 
policies would be developed as a result of the projects. Thus, projects are closely 
connected to permanent organization. 
 
Article III further disentangles the different dimensions of social interactions within 
projectified governance. We differentiated between horizontal and vertical levels: 
between project partners (NGOs, local landowners, municipalities, but in some cases 
also state agencies engaged in practical work) and between projects and national and 
EU authorities. This process helped reveal the many levels of interaction during 
projects and made it possible to see more clearly the tensions associated with each 
dimension. 
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The financing rules for the LIFE program create vertical relationships since they 
require those involved with such projects to negotiate with national authorities for 
securing resources and permits and influencing national policies. During this 
negotiation process, the projects become more closely aligned with the long-term goals 
of permanent organizations, as expressed, for example, in the development plans. As 
one representative of the Ministry of the Environment stated, during the pre-design phase 
“sectoral priorities lie ahead ... so, it is understood that if you do not have a thing on 
the sectoral priority list, the topic doesn’t fly.” Hence, aligning the project with pre-
defined priorities is done in exchange for financing so at least (or at best) some aspects 
of the proposed activities and project goals are aligned with pre-existing national aims. 
For example, a NGO involved in one such project proposed a bold and innovative 
approach to influencing species habitats through artificial reproduction. During 
negotiations with established actors in the policy network, the artificial reproduction 
ideas were excluded from the project activities, even though activities pertaining to the 
aims of the forestry industry were still put into action. 
 

The more the [state agency] came on board, the more formal and routine-
like [the project] became. I think it is now something that could be done 
without a project. It is basically just an additional source of income for them. 
… It may be innovative for them, but for me it has lost its attraction.  

(Representative of an environmental NGO) 
 

Friction in the vertical social dimension diminished opportunities for the project to 
take advantage of new solutions for protecting species. 
 
After the project activities had started, we observed two distinct pathways to 
developing project interfaces. When permanent organizations view the project 
activities as legitimate, then the integration of new knowledge with procedures, 
policies, and practices is unproblematic. In experimental project design for the LIFE 
program, project activities are not described in detail, but instead are written as a project 
proposal, and contracts are open-ended. Therefore, changes and unexpected ideas can 
emerge during the project action phase. Agreements and cooperation on a horizontal 
level need to therefore be constantly reviewed. Articles II and III describe how vertical 
proximity with high-level officials and horizontal proximity with people from various 
departments helps channel resources and the license to operate during a project’s 
activity phases. As one project manager for a grassland’s restauration project stated: 
“The higher the ranking of the person you get [to the meetings], the better it 
functions.” Also, personal, practice-oriented engagement with civil servants is a 
precondition for institutional change. For example, while on-site visits by the 
representatives of POs are time-consuming and must be carefully planned, they are 
efficient ways to create engagement. 
 
When the shared mission is at a low level of engagement or even absent, TOs find it 
difficult to keep relevant POs interested and invested in activities. In those cases where 
projects failed to produce expected results or, conversely, generated outputs that 
conflicted with their aims, POs then disengaged from the projects. Participants often 
viewed such abandoned projects as “unsuccessful,” although this judgment was not 
unanimous. High-level decision makers did not participate in steering group 
meetings. A clear parallel can be drawn with national-level cooperation. As I have 
reported elsewhere, the FDP Steering Group failed to capture political support, 
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resulting in a lack of horizontal inter-ministry coordination; therefore, it failed to 
address horizontal issues regarding forest governance (Vihma & Teder, 2021). 
 
Thus, one of the common findings in the articles (II-IV) was the proximity dynamics 
during the project timeline. Only a limited period of time exists during which the 
project can attract enough attention and gather enough resources and momentum to 
engage with executive processes or formative deliberation (Dryzek & Pickering, 2019, 
p. 106). While negotiating resource use, project scope, and aims during this time window, 
POs use their power to align TOs with national or organizational goals and 
expectations. The mechanism for leveraging such alignments was the extent to which 
the project depended financially on the permanent organization. At the same time, as 
shown in the previous chapter, this is also attributed to achieving legitimacy and a 
shared mission. Tighter connections with POs and more rigid interfaces with 
bureaucratic channels help reduce autonomy but in turn yield better access to 
resources and decision makers. In Article II, we identified this as a process of 
domestication (see figure 4).  

 
Figure 4. Dynamics of proximity in LIFE projects during their lifecycle. 
 
In addition to engaging with policies on a national level, projects are part of the EU’s 
environmental governance measures. For example, the design of the environmental 
sub-program of the LIFE program is a mechanism to support the development of 
Natura 2000 nature conservation areas and adoption of two EU directives—the Birds 
Directive and the Habitats Directive. The funded projects need to refer to both 
directives. Through these requirements, the EU maintains a certain level of control over 
the direction of project proposals. It expects that providing funds to implement these 
regulations at specific sites in nation-states will improve the connection between local-
level activities and directives and other program aims, while at the same time retaining 
a degree of flexibility for project actors. Therefore, the vertical interfaces within the 
LIFE program can be seen as an opportunity to increase the social fit between the 
European Commission and nation-state objectives. However, as a result of governing 
at “arm’s length,” the EU does not exercise substantive control over projects, but 
instead interferes only in cases of embezzlement or misuse of funds, thus hampering 
the innovative potential of the project, as shown above. In my data, state agencies were 
mostly interested in innovation that increased efficiency, for example via the enhanced 
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use of resources. Yet, when the practices and policies of the nation-state fall too much 
outside the EU’s aims, it creates opportunities for additional oversight and 
accountability. In cases where LIFE projects have succeeded in establishing best 
practices in certain environmental fields, it becomes difficult for the nation-state to 
prevent them from being implemented at a broader level. Environmental agencies may 
file a complaint that could trigger an oversight process by the EU. One LIFE project 
participant described it as follows: “After [a LIFE project], it is very difficult for the 
country to say that we continued to let people visit the [habitats of endangered 
species], even though we have developed a scheme to protect them using EU money.” 
This kind of interface increases caution by nation-states and additionally decreases 
their motivation to engage in bold experiments.  
 
4.3. Flexibility of knowledge management between TO and PO 
When permanent organizations are determined to engage in innovation through 
projects, an important aspect of interfaces involves creating proper channels for 
knowledge management. While in top-down hierarchical systems this means securing 
access to knowledge at the top of the hierarchy, there are other possibilities for 
knowledge management systems as well, for example those that rely more on middle 
managers (Nonaka, 1994). Article IV focuses on how project interfaces influence the 
ability to react to changes, but it also analyzed such interfaces within the context of 
socio-ecological fit in Article III and to some extent in Article II, too. The flexibility of 
interfaces is mostly concerned with the ability to influence permanent organizations 
and on-going processes through one-off and specialized knowledge. The results show 
that this is difficult. 
 
In Article II, we found that one of the sources of difficulties lies in the different 
approaches to time in bureaucratic permanent organizations and in temporary 
organizations. While work in Estonian bureaucracies is routinized and subject to 
annual b u d g e t  planning or task allocation, projects, in contrast, are created in a 
more ad hoc manner. While project activities can therefore more easily align with the 
temporal dynamics of ecosystems (e.g., the fluctuation of wet and dry seasons or 
migration patterns), more permanent actors have difficulties in engaging with the 
sequence of projects and their anticipated results. Although ideas have been expressed 
about centralizing ministerial control over projects, the civil servants interviewed for 
this study acknowledged that this would remove almost entirely any potential novelty 
from their aims and operational logics. 
 
Besides timing issues, a significant amount of knowledge created during projects faces 
an indeterminate future because of its novelty. The open-ended project design in 
forestry-related projects created problems with respect to making use of the results, 
especially in the later phases of the project when more sweeping policies and practices 
are proposed. Since projects operate in their own orbit, it is difficult for bureaucracies 
to continuously capture and make use of the information being produced. For example, 
when the LIFE projects accumulated new information about a species, the information 
was not compatible with the existing databases of the permanent organizations. 
 
At the same time, the interviewees identified the need for information sharing with 
permanent organizations for the institutionalization of project results to have a 
significant impact. Project-based knowledge sharing includes a project’s formal 
engagement with permanent processes and organizations as well as informal 
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interactions on a vertical level. Both the BIOEC (Article IV) and LIFE projects (Article 
II and Article III) maintain relations with POs through a steering group, creating an 
informal structure for interaction with few constraints; the steering group is used to 
“keep partners in the loop” (interview), i.e., to negotiate and inform, rather to control 
project activities. The loose level of commitment by civil servants in the steering group 
constrains the institutionalization of project results. Also, it proved difficult to 
horizontally integrate knowledge at the level of permanent organizations and 
processes, even when the steering group functioned well. This was due to the limited 
focus regarding the duties of civil servants engaging with the steering group. 
 
Article IV assesses efforts by ETAG to improve interfaces for knowledge management 
by introducing science advisors to Estonian ministries in 2016. Science advisors’ tasks 
include planning cooperative projects and acting as liaisons to increase their 
embeddedness in POs. It focuses on the first large-scale project that involved the 
science advisors—the BIOEC project. The study highlighted the information problem 
in a dynamic environment. I found that science advisors for BIOEC struggle to create 
flexible attachment and knowledge flows in otherwise top-down hierarchical 
organizations. The liaisons identified gaps in existing knowledge and the expected 
results of the project at the beginning of the project, and thus they created “lock-ins” 
with previous knowledge (Tukiainen & Granqvist, 2016). This lock-in effect was 
established in the project proposal and other documents (terms of reference, contract) 
as part of the general requirements for accountability and oversight in a bureaucratic 
organization. The lock-in effect allowed the TO to proceed in its own temporal bubble. 
Therefore, the early phase of the project created expectations of impact with respect to 
the PO (see Söderberg, 2020). However, part of the BIOEC project addressed the field 
of forestry, which, as discussed above, includes significant uncertainty and conflict. 
This pertains both to the ecological dynamics as well as the social dynamics of the 
context where TO–PO relations take place. In Estonia, forests change unexpectedly 
due to climate change, and the political “climate” is also liable to change abruptly, as 
has happened with the introduction of new environmental goals by the EU (the Green 
Transition) during the TO’s timeline. 
 
I found that the flexible interfaces based on science advisors contrasted and collided 
with the more rigid, bureaucratic interfaces (see figure 4). Project documentation 
functioned as boundary objects that provide stability through “freezing” meanings, 
technologies, or agreements (see Star & Griesemer, 1989), but in doing so they limited 
the consequent use of project-generated knowledge (admittedly the use of the term 
“boundary objects” to conceptualize project documentation is limited due to the 
original emphasis on opening up the discussion). When the projects started to produce 
results that were not in line with the initial agreements, POs were reluctant to receive 
this information. In part, this was attributed to the low formal ranking of science 
advisors in the hierarchies of ministries. From a formal standpoint, science advisors’ 
title and position vary, but generally they are employed as one among many low-level 
advisors in “horizontal” departments (e.g., Science and Development Department, 
Budget and Strategy Department). Their ranking in the ministry and how best to make 
use of their expertise was discussed during the years 2016–2018, as the head of the 
program at ETAG was concerned with their leverage in the ministry. Initially it was 
proposed that the science advisors would be incorporated in the leadership of the 
ministry (e.g., as advisors to the secretary general), but the ministries opposed this 
plan. 
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Figure 5. Flexibility of interfaces in a top-down knowledge management system. 
 
Subsequently, the interviewees often explicitly or implicitly discussed the capacity of 
science advisors to influence decision-making in a top-down knowledge management 
system of a ministry. Most agreed that the mid-level position of science advisor within 
the ministry limits their influence. Therefore, personal traits and networking with high-
ranking personnel was deemed crucial for understanding their real influence. We 
found similar evidence of organizational constraints in Article II, where we discovered 
that a powerful and significant state agency in the field of forestry participates in 
innovative projects through its nature conservation department and that the project 
and its liaisons have no interaction with the forestry department. Therefore, the 
information flows into and from the TO are limited to the nature conservations alone 
and fail to address the forestry practices of the organization. This highlights how the 
interfaces between projects and permanent organizations extend widely beyond the 
immediate project and concern the entire organizational structure and policy network. 
Although in Article II we recognized two alternative pathways for project-based 
knowledge (either based on the contractual engagement of local landowners in 
cultivating project-generated knowledge or using expert-based knowledge to 
disseminate new projects), this finding only emphasizes the lack of integration of 
projects into permanent organizations. 
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5. Discussion 
This dissertation has studied one of the principal concerns of contemporary 
environmental governance: how to create dynamic, reflexive change in the institutions 
that guide our behavior towards the environment. This is a daunting task. It requires 
engaging with a highly dynamic environmental context involving so many moving 
parts that we never can wholly predict what is going to happen next. Uncertainty is 
uncomfortable. At the same time, the social environment is also complex. We know 
that various actors have their take on “nature,” and they are often motivated by many 
things other than just sustainability, such as social welfare, greed, pleasure, or beauty. 
Even if we manage to devise a good modus operandi, there is still the problem of 
compliance. Often, tired of endless deliberation, we hear criticism that democracy is 
an unsuitable system for dealing with uncertainties and complex tasks and calls for an 
authoritative, enlightened ruler to “do the right thing.” However, no single authority 
can be an enlightened beacon in this sea of troubles. Examples from authoritative 
China call for caution in this regard (Y. Li & Shapiro, 2020). Even it has had to open 
up its environmental governance to engage more with civil society organizations 
because of the fact that the authoritarian knowledge management system causes 
unsurmountable problems (Zhuang & Wolf, 2021). Also, creativity needs time, space, 
contemplation, the possibility to err, and the chance to be lucky. None of these 
qualities are available when the guidelines are strict and punishment severe (Kapsali, 
2011; Sabel & Simon, 2011; van Buuren & Loorbach, 2009). 
 
Hence, governments need to tackle two counter-synergetic objectives: the need to 
invent and to implement. The market, our go-to solution in these neoliberal times, is 
proving not to be an appropriate source of institutional change in making the 
transition towards sustainability. Government-driven innovations differ from 
innovations driven by the market economy (Köhler et al., 2019; Schot & Geels, 2008) 
because government measures often contradict the forces of supply and demand. While 
the role of government should therefore extend beyond fixing market failures (Karo & 
Kattel, 2016), it also needs to tackle the widely recognized fundamental legitimation 
crisis of late modern societies popularized by Jürgen Habermas, a crisis that often 
encourages governments to value economic growth over environmental, climate-
related, and social justice commitments (Blühdorn, 2020). Thus, if not driven by 
authority figures or the market alone, the question emerges of whether it is possible to 
combine the three basic principles of human motivation—love, fear, and money—in a 
way that supports enacting reflexive institutional change that promote sustainability? 
Is the use of projects in such contexts justified? 
 
This two-part question can be answered in two ways. A critical view would invite us to 
be cautious about the promises of projectification given the realization that major 
decisions are mostly influenced by the powerful permanent organizations in policy 
networks. The empirical results of this dissertation support the proposition that a 
relational approach to the use of projectified governance reveals patterns that would 
otherwise go undetected. Focusing on interfaces makes it possible to detect why certain 
projects and ideas are successful and others not in projectified governance and why 
projects tend to create small, incremental learning steps instead of disruptive change.  
 
A more cautiously optimistic answer would suggest that the promise of projectification 
depends on the way interfaces embed projects among permanent actors. This 
optimism is not unfounded. Projects undoubtedly have the potential to be creative, 
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flexible vessels that push for enhanced compliance: they often engage a small number 
of people, which allows for the creation of trusting relationships between them and 
thus creates a sense of legitimacy, meaning solutions can be implemented more 
readily. As political conflicts are delegated down to the level of local, small-scale projects, 
they potentially become more easily manageable, as one of the informants expressed 
in an interview: “If you cannot immediately trust everyone in everything, you could try 
to create trust … in a project.” Success stories about environmental resource 
management come from groups and projects operating at smaller scales (Ostrom, 
1990). Projects can render more fundamental value decisions into more technical 
ones (D. Hodgson et al., 2019). For example, many successful Estonian IT institutions 
were built in the 1990s using a succession of successful projects based on close network 
cooperation between actors in the private and public sector (Kattel & Mergel, 2019), but 
hype stemming from the IT realm has considerable traction elsewhere, too. I argue 
that while projects are certainly more technical in nature, they still contain value 
judgements. I suggest that this is an advantage rather than a disadvantage. After all, the 
collaborative governance literature urges us to benefit from and build on “small 
victories” (Ansell & Gash, 2018; Sørensen & Torfing, 2008). Trust, while comprised of 
delicate “material” that can spoil quite easily, can be supported by rules that guide 
interaction between engaged actors. Article I found that interfaces in Estonian forest 
governance arenas are not conducive of trust, thus hampering the opportunity for 
mutual learning. Our study revealed that different clusters of actors simply did not 
trust the information provided by others. An indicator of the lasting influence of such 
distrust is evident in the fact that the collaborative process of creating a Forest 
Development Plan until the year 2030, which began in 2017, had still not been finalized 
by the time of writing this dissertation; the lasting influence of distrust is also evident 
in the fierce legal battles over the statistical forest inventory methods used in Estonia. 
Analysis of this policy process has yielded valuable material to study more closely the 
techniques that could restore trust: mediation of discussions and moderation of 
knowledge, and understanding their role in policy learning (Toikka & Vihma, 2022; 
Vihma & Teder, forthcoming).  
 
Hence, besides analyzing why projects have not been able to produce disruptive 
innovations in the Estonian forest sector, one of the main results of this dissertation is 
that it identifies just what kinds of interfaces could support institutional change. In 
general, relying on projects as a means of governance signals an openness to new ideas 
and actors. The use of projects in Estonia created momentum especially in connection 
with the effort to join the EU in 2007, but projects had relevance long before then, for 
example as part of the development aid programs (Annist, 2011). My focus on 
interfaces directs attention towards the shadowy parts of this proclaimed openness. I 
have shown how, in both the  LIFE and RITA programs, the institutionalization of 
projects through policy learning is conducive to the way in which interaction is 
structured between projects and permanent organizations. Projects are often able to 
produce creative solutions that can inform policies precisely because they are 
uncomfortable and potentially disruptive, but ideas emerging from projects are co-
opted, blocked, or diverted in hotly contested policy areas during the institutionalizing 
process involving permanent organizations. These tensions are also revealed in the 
organization of public administration. Even when the project ideas are legitimate, if 
interfaces do not support the flexible and dynamic embeddedness of projects as 
decision-making and knowledge-generating processes, then even the best ideas are “left 
in the desert to die.” 
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Thus, on the most general level this dissertation argues that regardless of the duration 
of the collaboration, interfaces are key to manifesting the benefits of collaborative 
governance instruments. The attention paid to interfaces and careful design becomes 
more important as the pace of the processes quickens because, as Örjan Bodin (2017) 
suggests, actors involved in short-term collaboration have had less time to develop 
trusting ties. My results show that there are also limits to the window of opportunity 
for engaging in formative deliberation (Dryzek & Pickering, 2019). This applies to both 
grand international treaties and agreements, such as the Paris Climate Agreement, as 
well as to small local projects focused on developing and testing sustainable forest 
management techniques in one particular forest. Focusing on patterns of interaction 
highlights the tensions between projects and permanent organizations. These patterns 
would remain unnoticed if we were to only concentrate on managerial issues affecting 
the project team. 
 
Viewing temporary organizations through the lens of experimental and adaptive forms 
of governance explicitly emphasizes the dynamics in governance most suitable to and 
required for in a changing environment. While adaptive governance has stemmed 
from the idea that we live in generally stable conditions, and that dynamics are more 
characteristic of times of crisis, it may well be that we cannot and will not enjoy this 
kind of division much monger. Already studies are emphasizing the need to strategize 
in anticipation of future changes (Guston, 2014). Therefore, innovation is a constant 
process. The strength of projects is that they administer transient, singular tasks that cut 
across organizational boundaries and in many other ways complement what 
permanent organizations cannot do. I argue that interfaces should reflect this process. 
The three variables studied in a variety of projects—flexibility, proximity, and 
legitimacy—can support reflexive institutional change if they correspond to certain 
requirements. In Figure 6, I have outlined the tasks that interfaces perform during the 
timeline for a project. 
 

 
Figure 6. Interfaces that support reflexive institutional change through projects.
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Projects usually have a formal beginning date. However, even if initial project ideas 
are often developed as more formal plans during the design phase that starts after this 
date, projects begin already before that point, in the “pre-design” phase where the 
ideas of the project-to-be are discussed among partners (Tukiainen & Granqvist, 
2016). In this initial phase, stability is first given to the temporary organization by 
relating the project-to-be to past knowledge. To provide an opportunity for creativity 
and adapting to changing circumstances, project expectations should be written in an 
open-ended manner. This prevents “locking in” to pathways that may prove 
detrimental and counter-productive in later phases (Söderberg, 2020). Thus, the key 
is focusing on input legitimacy. Shared problem definitions between the project actors 
and permanent organization results in interdependence in subsequent phases and a 
shared desire to find suitable solutions. When agreements are formalized, they should 
also include some reference to or a roadmap indicating which policies will be 
addressed based on the project’s outcome. In this way, the project can be flexibly 
linked to future processes. 
 
In the action phase, interfaces structure the interactions between the project and the 
permanent organizations to the extent that the project is able to adapt to the task at 
hand and achieve enough distance from cognitive and organizational patterns that it 
is able to achieve creativity. Learning occurs within the project and is problem-
directed, meaning that it may take unexpected directions and include new discoveries. 
Only in this way can a project approach the uncertainties included in the sustainability 
transition (Hasselman, 2017). At the same time, project and permanent organization 
relationships need to secure throughput legitimacy for the process, that is, power 
relations, transparency, inclusiveness, and secure relevant resources to tackle the 
often-unexpected problems that projects face. Again, trusting relationships between 
permanent and temporary organizations are paramount. In both the LIFE and RITA 
projects, a steering group was used a mini-arena for sharing information and 
deliberating upon it. The rules of the arena should be clear and inducive of knowledge 
co-creation (Bekkers & Tummers, 2018). However, regardless of the interdependence 
between the project and permanent organizations, as created by the program rules 
(such as through the matching funds requirement in the LIFE projects), the steering 
group should maintain a project’s autonomy by either aiming for consensus or giving 
the project more voting power. 
 
The focus in the concluding phase involves presenting new knowledge and 
transmitting it to permanent organizations so that it becomes institutionalized. When 
considering the existing literature on co-creation (Torfing et al., 2019), it likewise 
becomes apparent that continuous information sharing is important for managing 
expectations between engaged partners already in the earlier stages of a project, but it 
is even more vital in the later stages of a project. This sharing process requires 
proximity between the project and permanent organization, while at the same time the 
flexibility to use the new knowledge. Legitimacy concerns at this point become focused 
on output and evaluated based on the ability of the new knowledge to solve problems 
defined in the earlier phases (and, if required, define new problems for the next 
iteration). Similar to the design phase, which begins before the formal beginning date 
of the project, the concluding phase also lasts beyond the formal end date of the 
project. Sebastian Godenhjelm has suggested that the phase should be termed 
“institutional recoupling” (Godenhjelm, 2016, p. 61). Often, interfaces like financing 
rules and reporting deadlines do not support a long recoupling phase, and instead they 
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guide participants to look for new projects. While this kind of “rhizomatic” project-
based innovation process mostly spawns new projects and only occasionally produces 
shoots above the surface, it has its merits (see Munck af Rosenschöld, 2019). Taking 
time to contemplate the project results and finding ways to engage permanent 
organizations with the results and continuous processes of knowledge building should 
nevertheless be the paramount focus. Scaling experiment results back up is part and 
parcel of theories regarding experimentalist governance (Laakso et al., 2017). Overall, 
the emphasis is on how interfaces connect projects not only to organizations, but also 
to the artificially fenced off project time of the past and the future. 
 
Intermediaries between projects and permanent organizations enhance flexibility in all 
phases of the project. The science advisors studied in Article IV provide good grounds 
for developing blueprints for this type of interface. Intermediaries allow attention to 
be distributed more evenly while maintaining the necessary connectivity with 
decision-makers. However, the ability of intermediaries to influence the subsequent 
use of knowledge relies on their formal and informal position within the 
organization. When intermediaries engage with projects in a purely administrative 
capacity without becoming too engaged with the subject matter, for instance as liaisons 
for the LIFE projects studied in Article II, then their contribution to the dynamism of 
the project is muted. In contrast, when intermediaries are empowered, they can also 
act as mediators when conflict resolution is required (Forester, 2009). Contested 
legitimacy in Estonian forest governance clearly indicates that this is the case, since 
value conflicts regarding sustainability transition abound. Intermediaries need to have 
enough of a mandate within an organization to actively engage in finding suitable 
solutions in the deliberation and conflict resolution process. Study of the collaborative 
process for the new Forest Development Plan suggests that it is not enough to only 
create space for deliberation, even when this space is moderated by professionals in 
group dynamics (Vihma & Teder, 2021). Also, my analysis of science advisors and their 
role suggests that frequent interaction between intermediaries for different 
permanent organizations, such as ministries, also contribute to the coordination of 
public-sector duties in a broader sense, not only with respect to specific projects. 
 
In this way, the study of interfaces brings us to the question of organizational dynamics 
and learning (Nonaka, 1994) and the extent to which extent bureaucratic routines can 
support renewing existing patterns (Hood, 2010). My results highlight that projects 
and permanent organizations stand in stark contrast to one another regarding internal 
(information) management. There is hardly any horizontal knowledge movement in 
large bureaucratic organizations, such as ministries or state agencies. On the contrary, 
information flows are often hierarchical and compartmentalized. While civil servants 
of similar rank (i.e., advisors in different departments) may informally communicate 
with each other about projects or other innovations, such discussion is seldom 
supported by organizational guidelines or procedures. Therefore, information 
regarding novel practices also does not easily travel between the project and other parts 
of the bureaucracy. Post-bureaucratic ideals (Heckscher, 1994; D. E. Hodgson, 2004) 
that encourage personal initiative and horizontal relations or an increased reliance on 
middle managers to create and disseminate knowledge (Nonaka 1994) may support 
this potential. I found evidence that in organizations more accustomed to making use 
of scientific knowledge and where such actions were more routine, project-based input 
was more readily used as well. 
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Structuring relationships between projects and permanent organizations is clearly not 
only a theoretical concern. The RITA program studied in this dissertation explicitly 
aimed to develop better linking mechanisms between projects and ministries to 
support the capacity of the state to innovate its policies based on scientific knowledge. 
Similarly, the administrators of the LIFE projects are looking to improve the interfaces 
between projects and permanent organizations through updating the program 
description. There is evidence that the program places increasing emphasis on a specific 
sub-program of “Integrated Projects” that especially promotes coordination between 
project partners and seeks to make better use of other EU funding sources.12 
Temporary organizing is also used in other environmental governance areas in 
Estonia, such as the participatory planning of green networks (Suškevičs et al., 2013), 
renewable energy (Suškevičs et al., 2019), or co-designing urban greenery (Külvik et 
al., 2021), with similar reported challenges. In other words, many involved in project 
organizing have high expectations for increasing and improving the use of projects as 
tools for reflexive governance. I argue that this is possible when addressing the 
organizational questions of bureaucracies in their totality and taking the interfaces not 
just between organizations and projects but also within organizations seriously. 
 
  

 
12 https://ec.europa.eu/environment/archives/life/projects/ip.ht  
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6. Conclusion 
This dissertation studies the potential of projects as a tool for reflexive institutional 
change towards greater sustainability. I utilized theories of collaborative, 
experimental, and adaptive governance to understand how the dual challenge of 
invention and implementation has been treated earlier. The theoretical framework 
guided me to direct my attention to the liminal space of interaction between and within 
the forest policy network and temporary organizations. I posed two research 
questions. First, what kind of structures of interaction exist in the Estonian forest 
policy network? Second, how do projects engage with the permanent actors in the 
policy network, and with what results? The empirical material combines a network 
study of the actors involved in Estonian forest governance and analysis of two project 
portfolios, that of the LIFE and RITA projects. My analytical lens was foremost fixed 
on the relationships between actors, but as interaction is related to their intrinsic 
values, goals, and organizational logics, these aspects are included in the analysis, too. 
 
The results show that Estonian forest governance involves a range of actors who are 
engaged in declaredly collaborative governance. However, the policy network is 
fragmented into clusters of actors who do not particularly trust each other. The results 
also show that this has fundamental consequences for their ability to learn from each 
other in the context of nation-wide collaborative schemes, such as writing the Forest 
Development Plan or participating on the Forestry Council. While participants may be 
expecting disruptive shifts in forestry-related institutions, these results call for caution 
in this regard. 
 
Parallel to these schemes, smaller-scale temporary organizations like projects are 
expected to experiment with new ideas or adapt to changing circumstances with the 
general aim being to improve policies. To study the relationship between temporary 
and permanent organizations, this dissertation deploys the concept of interfaces: the 
mechanisms of interaction created through formal and informal organizing. Interfaces 
are a novel approach to projectification. While previous studies on projects would 
suggest a foremost focus on internal project management, the conceptualization of 
interfaces allows the present study to focus on how the structures of interaction of 
projects and permanent actors in the policy networks influence the outcome and 
functioning of projects in terms of governance and public administration. Analysis of 
the interfaces in the LIFE and RITA projects supports the main argument of this 
dissertation that interfaces are crucial to understanding the potential of projects to 
induce institutional innovation, defined here as regulative, organizational, normative, 
and cognitive shifts beyond a project’s horizon. In other words, institutionalization of 
the policy network through temporary organizations helps condition the 
institutionalization of the results of such temporary organizations. 
 
This dissertation helps advance the theory of projectification, which has gathered 
momentum in recent years (Godenhjelm et al., 2019; Munck af Rosenschöld, 2019; 
Munck af Rosenschöld & Wolf, 2017). Interfaces also allow us to see how the potential 
of projectification depends on the internal organization of permanent bureaucracies. 
I suggest that interfaces should simultaneously consider three variables: legitimacy, 
proximity, and flexibility. The results of the analysis make it possible to describe the 
configuration of the requirements for interfaces to induce institutional change through 
collaborative projects. 
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I also argue that projects are always multi-level to the extent that organizations are 
layered. Information created and perhaps adapted to fit one department may be totally 
isolated from another department when internal knowledge management does not 
support horizontal movement. This leads to the benefits of projects at dissolving 
bureaucratic hierarchies. Therefore, the focus on interfaces highlights how the internal 
functioning of organizations supports their absorptive capacity (Fabrizio, 2009). This 
dissertation suggests that when interfaces are enhanced by using project 
intermediaries, this can help to overcome knowledge flexibility issues. While earlier 
accounts of intermediaries involved in sustainability transition have treated 
connectivity with organizations as unproblematic (e.g., Kivimaa et al., 2019), treating 
them as part of the interfaces reveals how they are simultaneously “in-between” and 
“within” them. 
 
This dissertation makes it possible to draw practical conclusions that support the use 
of projects to bring dynamism into governance. On the most general level, project 
managers and policy entrepreneurs should consider their influence and connectivity 
beyond just the project horizon. They should explicitly question how projects and the 
ideas that they produce are connected to permanent processes. How can they achieve 
more proximity and legitimacy with respect to new knowledge? What are the interfaces 
that allow for flexible engagement with the permanent processes of knowledge 
institutionalization? 
 
The results above suggest three ideas for structuring interfaces. First, interfaces should 
be based on arenas that allow for deliberation. Considerations from collaborative 
governance (Ansell & Gash, 2018) offer the foundational principles for doing so. This 
dissertation suggests that trusting relationships between collaboration partners is 
paramount for any learning to occur. Interfaces should allow for the development of 
trust already in the pre-design stage so that projects can retain their autonomy for 
creative engagement. Second, intermediaries between permanent and temporary 
organizations contribute to the flexible use of information. These intermediaries can 
either be organizations or individuals. For example, Accelerate Estonia is a program 
coordinated by the Ministry of Economic Affairs and headed by a team of civil servants 
who act as go-betweens for innovative projects and a variety of public-sector 
organizations (Vihma, forthcoming). However, individuals can also act as 
intermediaries, such as consultants or civil servants. To perform this role, they should 
be empowered and trained well enough to engage in conflict resolution, which supports 
trust building. Third, permanent organizations’ routines and structures with regards 
to knowledge management help structure the innovative potential of projects. There 
is room to expand post-bureaucratic organizational culture (Heckscher, 1994; D. E. 
Hodgson, 2004) and dynamic knowledge management (Nonaka 1994) in the Estonian 
public sector. We are already seeing the first signs of such expansion in, for example, 
the innovation team employed by the Government Office. However, while they do 
produce great solutions, there is still no guarantee that the solutions will permeate the 
knowledge structures and practices of state organizations. 
 
When addressing the limitations of this research, it must first be acknowledged that 
the three theories of governance that I have used to inform my treatment of projectification 
do not exhaust the list of different strands of dynamic governance in the existing 
literature. Specifically, agile innovation management describes how to conduct small-
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step and short-term developments to minimize the risks of large experiments (Mergel, 
2016). This literature has developed partly due to the constraints on bureaucratic 
project management. More broadly, strategic niche management suggests creating 
protected spaces that allow for experimentation and that function as building blocks 
for making larger changes (Schot & Geels, 2008), and both could offer insights for this 
dissertation. Hence, it would be fruitful to probe how interfaces enter into 
conversations via these different perspectives. Also, in terms of data I have focused on 
organized actors. I do realize that individuals and un-organized groups, such as local 
communities, are constantly engaging with state agencies, and sometimes they engage 
with them using temporary organizations. This kind of engagement may have an 
influence on forest policy in the long term. To understand the dynamics emerging 
between contentious and cooperative actions with such sporadic groups and how 
interfaces fit into this picture would be an interesting new research direction. This is 
especially relevant in certain areas currently being discussed in Estonian forest policy, 
such as continuous forestry and forest inventory methods, which have fallen outside 
the scope of this dissertation. 
 
Despite these shortcomings, this dissertation offers new insights into choosing a 
suitable course of action for governance in demanding situations. Earlier theories give 
contradictory suggestions. Organizational studies suggest that when an outside 
situation is unfavorable, there is a need for more top-down and strict guidance and 
rules (Staw et al., 1981). A certain amount of order, control, and resources need to be 
centralized to ensure that the already applied principles (such as polluter pays, 
precautionary principle, environmental rights) are honored (Dryzek & Pickering, 
2019). Others argue that when the external situation is complex, the organizational 
response should be decentralization because this allows for faster adaptation, 
resilience, and generally more efficiency (Deverell, 2010). I argue that the 
relationships between two types of organizations are important (see also Karo & 
Kattel, 2016; Kattel & Karo, 2015) and that the entire project process is a constant 
struggle for legitimacy, for closer proximity, for more flexibility. The tensions will never 
entirely go away, but this is to be expected. As others have suggested, disrupting the 
phases of any collaboration via such tools as design thinking, developmental 
evaluation, and opening up accountability to a wider audience could be beneficial as a 
means to break from existing patterns (Sørensen & Torfing, 2021) and support 
constant innovation. The careful design of interfaces is part of that effort. 
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APPENDIX 1: Actors in Estonian Forest Policy Network and 
Projects 

 
The table contains names of organizations, their abbreviation, membership in 
arenas (Forest Council, Steering Groups of Forest Development Plan 2020 and 
2030, LIFE projects, and the BIOEC project). The table also indicates whether 
the organization representative(s) was/were interviewed or replied to the 
network survey. 
 

 
 

Organization 

 
 

Abbr. 

Membership in Arenas and 
Projects 

Interview Survey  
FC 

FDP 
2020 

FDP 
2030 

 
LIFE 

 
BIOEC 

Ministry of Environment KeskM yes yes yes yes yes yes yes 
Parliament’s Environmental 
Committee RK yes yes yes     

State Forest Management Centre RMK yes yes  yes  yes yes 
Estonian Forest and Wood Industries 
Association EMPL yes yes yes   yes yes 

Private Forest Owners Union EramL yes yes yes yes  yes yes 

Ministry of Finance RahM   yes    yes 

Estonian Fund of Nature ELF yes yes yes yes  yes yes 

Government Office RiKa  yes yes   yes yes 

Environment Agency KeskAg yes   yes  yes yes 

Environmental Board KeskA    yes  yes yes 

Estonian University of Life Sciences EMÜ yes yes yes yes yes yes yes 
Chamber of Environmental 
Organizations EKO   yes    yes 

Ministry of Rural Affairs MaaM yes yes yes yes yes yes yes 

Private Forests Centre EraK    yes  yes yes 

University of Tartu TÜ yes  yes yes yes yes yes 

Estonian Forest Aid EMA   yes   yes yes 

Union of Forest Plant Producers EML yes  yes     

Environmental Law Centre KÕK    yes   yes 

EcoState Estonia ÖE      yes yes 

Estonian Ornithological Society EOÜ       yes 

Animal Protection Society LS       yes 

Ministry of Education and Research HaM yes yes yes    yes 

Ministry of Culture KulM   yes    yes 
Ministry of Economic Affairs and 
Communication MKM  yes yes yes yes yes yes 
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Ministry of Social Affairs SoM   yes yes    

Ministry of Interior SisM   yes     

Ministry of Defence KaiM   yes     
Estonian Chamber of Agriculture and 
Commerce PKK   yes     

Environmental Investment Centre KIK    yes  yes  

TalTech TTÜ   yes  Yes yes yes 

University of Tallinn TLÜ   yes yes    

Luua ForesSchool LuuM   yes     

Academy of Science TA   yes     

Estonian Hunters Society EJS   yes     

Association of Local Governments KOV   yes     

Estonian Beekeepers Association MesL       yes 

Eagle Club KK       yes 
Estonian House of Taara and Native 
Religions TMMK   yes     

Union Estonian Forest Workers AmÜ   yes    yes 

Association of Nature Tourism ELÜ   yes     

Nature Protection Society ELS   yes    yes 
Estonian Renewable Energy 
Association ETK   yes  yes   

Association of Landscape Architects EMAL   yes     
Estonian Evangelical Lutheran 
Church EELK   yes     

 


