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Abstract
Flood risk is a growing global concern that is not only affecting developing countries, but also the sustainable development
of the most affluent liberal democracies. This has attracted attention to the systems governing flood risk across adminis-
trative levels, which vary between countries, but are relatively similar in the Nordic region, with both responsibilities and
resources largely decentralized to the municipal level. However, floods tend not to be bounded by conventional borders
but demand attention to the catchment area as a whole. Influential voices have long argued the importance of fit between
the biophysical basis of an issue and the institutional arrangements of actors engaging in its governance. The article inves-
tigates such institutional fit in flood risk governance, based on a case study of flood risk mitigation in the Höje Å catchment
area in Southern Sweden. Analyzing a unique dataset comprising 217 interviews with all individual formal actors actively
engaged in flood risk mitigation in the catchment area illuminates a ‘problem of fit’ between the hydrological system
behind flood risk and the institutional arrangements of its governance. This ‘problem of fit’ is not only visible along the
borders of the municipalities composing the catchment area, but also of the spatial planning areas within them. The arti-
cle deliberates on regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive elements that align to lock flood risk governance into a
regime of practices that, if not addressed, continues to undermine society’s ability to anticipate and adapt to the expected
escalation of flood risk in a changing climate.
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1. Introduction

Flood risk is a great and growing global concern (Alfieri
et al., 2017; Grobicki, Macleod, & Pischke, 2015) that
is not only affecting developing countries, but threat-
ens to undermine sustainable development also in the
most affluent advanced liberal democracies (Priest et al.,
2016). This has spurred intense scientific interest in the
systems governing flood risk across administrative lev-
els (Bergsma, 2019; Johannessen et al., 2019; Thaler
& Levin-Keitel, 2016). Flood risk is exacerbated by cli-
mate change (Becker, 2014), whose message spreads to

all corners of the world, constituting, as well as being
constituted by, local institutional dynamics that shape
both processes and outcomes (Artur & Hilhorst, 2017).
These systems thus vary between countries, but are rela-
tively similar in the Nordic region, with both responsibili-
ties and resources largely decentralized to the municipal
level (Harjanne et al., 2016).

Floods tend not to be bounded by geopoliti-
cal, administrative, or organizational borders, but
demand attention to the catchment area as a whole
(Niemczynowicz, 1999, p. 12). Flood risk must thus be
jointly governed by networks of actors (Becker, 2018;
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Renn, 2008). The patterns of social relations among
these actors are fundamental for society’s capacity to
reduce risk (Ingold, Balsinger, & Hirschi, 2010) and influ-
ential voices have long argued the importance of fit
between the biophysical basis of an issue and the institu-
tional arrangements of actors engaging in its governance
(Folke, Lowell Pritchard, Berkes, Colding, & Svedin, 2007;
Young & Underdal, 1997). Such problems of fit have
been shown to potentially undermine effective problem-
solving in a wide range of contexts (e.g., Bergsten et al.,
2019; Bodin & Nohrstedt, 2016), including flood risk
governance (e.g., Bergsma, 2019; Krieger, 2013; Lebel,
Nikitina, Pahl-Wostl, & Knieper, 2013). However, this lit-
erature is overwhelmingly focused on the institutional
level as such (macro), or on the interaction betweenorga-
nizations (meso), with little or no attention to the level of
the interacting individuals who constitute the organiza-
tions and reproduce the institutions (micro). Moreover,
the micro-level studies that do exist in the context of
flood risk governance are largely focusing on the reac-
tive response to floods, often using social media data
(e.g., Kim & Hastak, 2018), and not to the same extent
on the proactive mitigation of flood risk.

The purpose of this article is therefore to investi-
gate the institutional fit between the hydrology of a
catchment area and the regime of practices of individ-
ual actors governing flood risk mitigation in Sweden. The
article intends to meet that purpose by answering the
following research question: How is the institutional fit
of the governing of flood risk mitigation in Höje Å catch-
ment area in Sweden?

2. Theoretical Framework

Floods are complex phenomena and any specific flood
can be the result of a combination of pluvial, flu-
vial, coastal, and groundwater processes (Becker, 2018).
Although risk is a contested concept, it is here defined
as uncertainty about what could happen and what the
consequences would be (Aven & Renn, 2009). There
is nowadays widespread agreement that flood risk
emerges in the intersection of hazard and vulnerabil-
ity (Di Baldassarre et al., 2018; Grahn & Nyberg, 2017;
Wisner, Blaikie, Cannon, & Davis, 2004), which is where
the attentionmust be placed tomake any sense of uncer-
tainty and consequences in relation to floods. However,
it is important to note that there is nothing objective
about risk, since any notion of it is based on percep-
tions, is culturally mediated, and can be socially ampli-
fied (Renn, 2008). Flood risk mitigation is here defined
as comprising all proactive activities that reduce the like-
lihood of floods and/or their consequences before occur-
ring (Coppola, 2011), by addressing either the flood haz-
ard, the vulnerability to the impact of floods, or both
(Wisner et al., 2004).

Floods are not bounded by conventional borders
(Becker, 2018). The only boundaries known to water
are hydrological since it can only flow downstream. The

essential entity for understanding and governing flood
risk is therefore the catchment area (Niemczynowicz,
1999, p. 12), which is, simply put, an area within which
all rainfall eventually ends up in the same place (Davie,
2008). While the importance of the catchment perspec-
tive is clearly pointed out in the EU Floods Directive (EU,
2007) and in Swedish legislation (Swedish Parliament,
2009), it is rarely applied in practice (Johannessen &
Granit, 2015; Norén, Hedelin, Nyberg, & Bishop, 2016).

Risk governance has been approached from many
different perspectives (e.g., Hood, Rothstein, & Baldwin,
2001; Renn, 2008). In contrast to traditional risk manage-
ment, it emphasizes situations with many actors, multi-
ple and often conflicting values, and no single authority
tomake binding decisions (Renn, 2008). It examines “the
complex web of actors, rules, conventions, processes
and mechanisms” (Renn, 2008, p. 9). Studying the gov-
erning of flood risk mitigation entails therefore atten-
tion to the patterns of social relations among involved
actors (Becker, 2018; Ingold et al., 2010). Since the roles
of actors are defined both by their social relations and
by the institutional context they are embedded into
(DiMaggio, 1992), studying the governing of flood risk
mitigation also entails attention to the regulative, nor-
mative and cultural-cognitive elements making up these
institutions (Scott, 2014). Such a new institutionalism
perspective has become incredibly influential in organiza-
tional analysis (Scott, 2014) and has been suggested an
important complement in the study of social-ecological
interactions (Hotimsky, Cobb, & Bond, 2006).

Social relations are not only formed because actors
are dependent upon each other, but also when actors
convince each other that their problemsor objectives are
shared or linked, and can be addressed together (Miller
& Rose, 2008). Regardless of how they are formed, they
denote some kind of dependence after being established
(Luhmann, 1979). One way of identifying the involved
actors is thus to start with actors known to contribute
actively to mitigating flood risk and trace who they are
dependent on input from to do it. Becker (2018) suggests
a framework of seven types of input that is deemed suf-
ficient for the purpose of this study: reports of activities,
equipment and material, funding, technical information,
rules and policy, advice and technical support, and pep-
ping and moral support.

Emirbayer (1997) suggests that a relational perspec-
tive is indispensable for linkingmicro-,meso-, andmacro-
levels, as it allows for reconceptualizing distinct sui
generis levels of analysis on a continuum between inter-
acting individuals and society. However, there are differ-
ent empirical approaches to this relationality: Structural
approaches that represent various social relations for-
mally to be analyzed using graphical or mathematical
methods (Berkowitz, 1982; Wellman, 1988), and inter-
pretative approaches that study their meaning and the
context they are embedded into (Goffman, 1982; Joas,
1987). Although this division has often been defined
by disagreement (Emirbayer & Goodwin, 1994), it is
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only through their combination that the relational per-
spective can become whole (Crossley, 2010; Fuhse &
Mützel, 2011).

Social network analysis has been suggested the
most developed and widely used structural approach
(Emirbayer, 1997, p. 298), facilitating linking different
levels of analysis (Crossley, 2010; Granovetter, 1973).
It has no inherent or preferred level of analysis apart
from the degree of abstraction currently applied (Nadel,
1957, pp. 97–124), with the only restriction being the
fundamental unit of analysis of the particular study.
In this case, the social relation between individual actors.
The interpretative approach utilized in this article also
focuses on connecting these levels by building from
bottom-up (Fine, 1993); inquiring into the actions and
interactions of individual actors. This investigation of
the institutional fit of the governing of flood risk mitiga-
tion thus integrates social network analysis and qualita-
tive analysis.

Social network analysis comprises of a broad range
of analytical instruments, out of which two different cen-
tralitymeasures are particularly useful for the purpose of
this article; in-degree centrality and directional between-
ness centrality (Borgatti, Everett, & Johnson, 2018). The
more an actor has many actors highly dependent on her
input, the more local control she has over resources—
here operationalized as in-degree centrality—while the
more an actor falls on the shortest paths between
pairs of other actors, the more control she has over
resource flows through the network—here operational-
ized as directional betweenness centrality (see Brass &
Burkhardt, 1992). These two measures are useful when
studying institutional fit, as they indicate how impor-
tant an actor is both locally in the network (degree) and
as a broker connecting different parts of the network
(betweenness).

3. Methodology

A single-case study research designwithmultiple embed-
ded units of analysis was used to address the research
question, focusing on one catchment area comprising
several municipalities, many organizations, and numer-
ous individual actors contributing to flood risk mitiga-
tion. To grasp the complexity of flood risk, the case
study also includes the rest of the municipality where
the selected river meets the sea that is exposed to other
types of floods. Social network analysis and qualitative
research were applied, as the former has proved useful
to unravel underlying processes (Robins, Lewis, & Wang,
2012)while the latter is useful to unveil their reasons and
meaning (Bernard, 2006).

The case study was selected using the logic of the
extreme case. To be considered extreme has less to do
with extreme magnitudes of flood risk and more with
the complexity of the flood problem. Höje Å is a river
catchment area in Southern Sweden that fits that descrip-
tion, being exposed to as all types of floods and com-
prising three dynamically developing municipalities with
significant changes in terms of population growth and
urbanization, exploitation of new areas, and densifica-
tion of existing areas (Figure 1). The catchment area cov-
ers 316 km2 and has a population of around 150,000
inhabitants. Intense human activity has over the last two
centuries altered the hydrological connectivity consider-
ably (Figure 1), resulting in upstream activities having sig-
nificant effects on downstream river flow.

Data was collected using interviews, with a struc-
tured part to collect quantitative data for the social
network analysis and an unstructured part to collect
more qualitative data for the interpretative analysis.
Since many actors contributing to mitigating flood risk
were unknown from the outset, the respondents were

Figure 1. Location of the case study and sketch of the hydrological connectivity of Höje Å catchment area. Developed from
www.vattenatlas.se.
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selected by means of snowballing (Borgatti et al., 2018).
The snowballing started with 10 respondents within
each municipal administration identified as likely to con-
tribute to the mitigation of flood risk, using a name-
generating question concerning who each respondent
depends upon for input to be able to contribute to
mitigating flood risk. It continued until no more new
respondents were identified. This resulted in 217 respon-
dents contributing actively to flood risk mitigation in
the case study, interviewed between January 2017 and
October 2018. The respondents also identified 256 other
actors on whom they depend for some input, but who
are not contributing actively or cannot be interviewed;
i.e., deceased, quitted job, not considering themselves
contributing, or performing purely technical tasks (e.g.,
maintaining a pump, flushing a pipe, running a software).
This category also includes a few instances of respon-
dents referring to groups instead of an individual (e.g.,
a municipal call center, an organization). See Table 1 for
an overview of the types of actors these 217 actively con-
tributing actors and 256 supporting actors are, and what
types of organizations they represent.

The social network data was collected through struc-
tured interviews using a questionnaire with questions
about different attributes (organization, gender, age,
work experience, and education) and ties to the other
actors identified by each respondent. The dependence
between actors was operationalized as the importance
of the seven different types of input listed above, rated
on a five-point Likert scale fromnot at all (0) to extremely
important (4). The importance of the different inputswas
then aggregated and normalized (divided by the maxi-
mum possible sum of 28) to produce a scale between
zero (no importance) and one (maximum importance).
The participants were also asked to rate the level of trust
they have that they will be provided with the input they
need from each identified actor, the level of influence
these actors have over their ability to contribute to mit-
igate flood risk, and the type of relationship they have,
but these results are not used in this article. Qualitative
data was collected through an open qualitative question
during the interviews, asking the respondents who, what
organization, part of which organization, or type of actor
in the entire universe they consider having themost influ-

Table 1. Overview of the types of organizations and actors involved in governing flood risk mitigation.

Organization Types of actors

Staffanstorp municipal Politicians, senior managers, civil servants (water and sewage, planning, roads, land
administration and exploitation, environment, project management)

Lund municipal Politicians, senior managers, civil servants (planning, risk and vulnerability, park and nature,
administration children and education, roads and traffic, legal, strategic development, surveying, housing,

building permits, waste management, land and exploitation, environmental protection,
environmental strategy)

Lomma municipal Politicians, senior managers, civil servants (water and sewage, planning, risk and vulnerability,
administration building permits, finance, property management, roads, parks, GIS, land and exploitation,

environmental strategy, project management, surveying, service center)

VA SYD Senior managers, civil servants (water and sewage)

Other municipal Civil servants (representatives of the Fire and Rescue Services, the Erosion Damage Centre,
organizations a neighboring municipality outside the catchment area, and a municipality in another part

of Sweden)

County Administrative Senior managers, civil servants (planning, climate, environment, water, fishing and recovery,
Board GIS)

National authorities Politician, civil servants (planning, agriculture, climate and hydrology, risk and vulnerability,
environment, geology, oceans and water, surveying, traffic, enterprise and innovation,
government office)

Universities Researchers (representatives of Lund University and Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences)

Consultants Consultants (representatives of more than 30 companies spanning various fields)

Other companies Various contractors, construction companies, insurance companies, etc.

Landowners Large landowners

Citizens Particular groups of citizens mentioned as providing important input

Others Others
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ence over the mitigation of flood risk in the catchment
area. The question was probed until the respondents
could not list more (no rank), or a maximum of five had
been listed. Qualitative data was also collected through
the informal interviews ensuing from the conversations
around the formal interview parts.

Each interview took between 60 and 90 minutes,
with a few shorter interviews with actors less engaged
in flood risk mitigation. All interviews but six were done
face-to-face to minimize non-responses and to allow for
clarifications and probing (Borgatti et al., 2018) as well
as the informal interviews. The remaining interviews had
to be done over the phone for logistical reasons and
were all with peripheral actors (individual consultants or
representatives of national authorities). The social net-
work data was analyzed with the assistance of the soft-
ware UCINET (Borgatti, Everett, & Freeman, 2002) and
the qualitative data was analyzed using a series of cod-
ing and categorizations (Charmaz, 2006).

4. Results

Regardless of how water flows in the landscape, the
Swedish legal framework concentrates the responsibil-
ity for flood risk mitigation on municipal administrations.
Even if the results demonstrate that a broad range of

actors are involved in the governing of flood risk miti-
gation in the studied case (Table 1), the network cen-
ters on the three municipal administrations (Figures 2
and 3). The legal framework confers sovereign right
to municipal administrations to adopt land use plans
(Swedish Parliament, 2010), explicitly pointing out con-
siderations for flood risk (Swedish Parliament, 2010,
Chapter 2, Section 5). It allocates to them the respon-
sibility for removing surface water from settled areas
(Swedish Parliament, 2006a). The legal framework fur-
ther stipulates that municipal administrations must have
an ‘action program’ to mitigate risk (Swedish Parliament,
2003) and regularly assess risk and vulnerability within
their jurisdiction (Swedish Parliament, 2006b). The for-
mal guidelines for municipal action programs and risk
and vulnerability analyses both highlight flood risk explic-
itly (MSB, 2011a, 2011b). Although the legal framework
started to explicitly demand considerations of flood risk
already in the mid-1980s (Swedish Government, 1985;
Swedish Parliament, 1986, 1987), it was not until the
floods of 2007 that flood risk started to become a pri-
ority issue in the catchment area: “Everything started
with the floods in 2007” (male head of department).
It is, however, important to note that water and sewage
is outsourced by Lund municipal administration to VA
SYD—a regional organization owned by a number of

Figure 2. The three municipal administrations and local importance of actors. Notes: Node size = local control of resources
(in-degree centrality). Line thickness = tie strength (total normalized input). Node color = Lomma municipal administra-
tion (dark blue), Lund municipal administration (middle blue), Staffanstorp municipal administration (light blue), VA SYD
(turquoise).
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Figure 3. Control over resource flows connecting the total network of actors. Notes: Node size = control over resource
flows (directional betweenness centrality). Line thickness = tie strength (total normalized input). Node color = Lomma
municipal administration (dark blue), Lund municipal administration (middle blue), Staffanstorp municipal administration
(light blue), other municipal organizations (purple), VA SYD (turquoise), County Administrative Board (orange), national
authorities (red), universities (yellow), consultants (light green), other companies (dark green), landowners (brown), citi-
zens (grey), others (white).

municipalities—and actors from both organizations are
needed for comparison with the other two municipal
administrations (Figure 2).

4.1. A Problem of Fit between Municipalities

Concentrating responsibility for mitigating flood risk to
municipal administrations would not necessarily lead to
a problem of fit on the catchment level, provided suf-
ficient coordination between municipalities. However,
the direct interaction between the municipal adminis-
trations suggests the opposite (Figure 2). The relatively
little interaction largely involves actors representing the
municipal administrations onHöje Å River Council, which
is a voluntary association of municipalities, industries,
water treatment companies, and others affected by the
water in the catchment area. While several of these
representatives have prominent appointments in the
bureaucratic hierarchies of each municipality, they are
relatively marginal in the networks of actors mitigating
flood risk within them. It is only in Lomma where a
representative is structurally important for the activities
within the municipal administration (Figure 2). However,
no actor in Lomma municipal administration declares

to receive any input from the municipal administrations
upstream, indicating negligible direct coordination con-
cerning flood risk mitigation between the three munici-
pal administrations.

When analyzing the entire network of actors, there
are indirect interactions between the municipal admin-
istrations through actors representing other organiza-
tions linking them to various degrees. Most notably a
central actor of the River Council (purple in Figure 3).
While the River Council is intended to have a coordinat-
ing role inwater related issues in the catchment area, it is
a voluntary association without decision-making power
and little influence over the three municipal adminis-
trations. It is as such mainly a platform for dialogue,
even if its driven staff has managed to attract funding
to implement a number of standalone projects along the
river concerning both water quantity and quality. Among
the representatives of the municipal administrations on
the River Council, it is only the representative from
Lomma who is important enough within her municipal
administration locally to assume that any input from the
River Council significantly influences flood riskmitigation
there (Figures 2 and 3). In addition to the representatives
of the municipal administrations to the River Council,
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there are only two other actors in Lomma and three in
Staffanstorp receiving input from the River Council, while
there are 16 in Lund and 8 at VA SYD. This stark differ-
ence is explained by the staff of the River Council not only
technically being employees of Lund municipal admin-
istration, but their office also being hosted in its main
building. Actors in Lund thus see them as colleagues to
ask water related questions, as evident in several inter-
views, for example: “When I have some water-related
issue related to a detailed development plan I am work-
ing on, I usually walk over and talk to [name]. He knows
a lot and takes his time to share his opinion” (male civil
servant). There is also one actor representing the County
Administrative Board with somewhat of a brokering posi-
tion (orange in Figure 3), but only providing input to four
actors in Lomma and one in Staffanstorp. The weak coor-
dinating role of the Country Administrative Board is also
evident in the qualitative part of the interviews, where
none of the respondents mentions anything about coor-
dination in relation to the regional authority.

The results of the open qualitative question about
influence over the mitigation of flood risk in the catch-
ment area are informative for grasping this problem
of fit, indicating the prevalence of different modes of
thinking about flood risk mitigation among the involved
actors. The results demonstrate that a municipal per-
spective is completely dominant, with almost all partic-
ipants including municipal actors in their modes of think-
ing about the most influential actors; in contrast to only
one in five including actors influencing upstream hydrol-
ogy (Figure 4). Almost half include either only municipal
actors—indicating pure municipal modes of thinking—
or also actors on other administrative levels—indicating
hierarchicalmodes of thinking. This is in sharp contrast to
only one actor voicing an equally pure hydrologicalmode
of thinking. The hydrological perspective is more often
mixed with municipal or hierarchical modes of thinking,

with local modes of thinking stressing the importance of
citizens and property owners, or with several other per-
spectives composing mixed modes of thinking without a
discernible core (Figure 4).

These diverse modes of thinking about flood risk mit-
igation are also clearly visible in the results from the qual-
itative part of the interviews, with different actors voic-
ing different and often conflicting views on both issues
and solutions. Although municipal or hierarchical modes
of thinking are dominant also among actors in Lomma
municipal administration downstream, the most influen-
tial actors there grasp the hydrological basis of the prob-
lem and see increased retention of water upstream as a
fundamental part of the solution. For instance: “It is nei-
ther possible or fair for us to fix future floods in Lomma
by ourselves. The solutionmust include substantial reten-
tion of water upstream” (female civil servant). This is in
sharp contrast to the modes of thinking about flood risk
mitigation voiced by most upstream actors, who see the
solution as more effective drainage of water from their
areas. For instance:

The politicians got caught completely off guard by the
flood in 2007. Before they didn’t do anything. Then
they multiplied the investment budget for water and
sewage, and we continue to improve [the drainage
system] as we go.….We have also invested in large
pumps to speed up the removal of water from our
system to allow for efficient drainage [of Staffanstorp]
even under intense rainfall. (Male civil servant)

Flooded fields are problematic for agriculture. Most
of the agricultural drainage we had for our fields were
getting too old and not working properly. We recently
renovated several of the most problematic areas, so
we hope that they will have the right capacity to drain
the fields quickly in the future. (Male landowner)

Mass media perspec�ve

Perspec�ves
Pure municipal 21%
Pure hierarchical 22%

Pure hydrological 0.5%
Mixed 56%

Pure na�onal 0.5%

Mun+reg+nat 6%
Mun+nat+int 1%
Mun+reg+nat+int 1%

Mun+reg 8%
Mun+nat 6%

Hierarchical/hydrological 5%
Municipal/hydrological 3%

Hierarchical/market 7%
Municipal/river council 2%
Hierarchical/river council 5%
Hierarchical/mass media 0.5%
Hydrological/local 0.5%
Other mix (≥3 perspec�ves) 15%

Municipal/market 5%
Hierarchical/local 6%
Municipal/local 7%

Modes of thinking
Include municipal 95%
Include na�onal 32%
Include regional 30%

Include mass media 1%
Include interna�onal 6%

Include hydrological 21%

Include river council 17%
Include market 18%
Include local 21%

Interna�onal perspec�ve

River perspec�ve

Market perspec�ve

Local perspec�ve

Hydrological perspec�ve

Regional perspec�ve

Na�onal perspec�ve

Municipal perspec�ve

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Referring to own organiza�on

Figure 4. Elicited distribution of perspectives and associated modes of thinking in actors’ accounts of influence over flood
risk mitigation in the selected case.
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It is important to note that the present study does not
provide any data for evaluating which course of action
to take; between increasing upstream retention of flood-
water to reduce flood risk downstream and increasing
upstream drainage capacity to reduce flood risk locally.
What is important here is that these two opinions are
both locally rational, but contradictory in the governing
of flood risk mitigation.

4.2. A Problem of Fit within Municipalities

Water is not only flowing from upstream to downstream
across municipal borders but along sub-catchments in
the landscape in general. Although included as a plan-
ning assumption in the comprehensive plans for all three
municipalities, it is in the detailed development plan-
ning for specific areas that the mitigation of flood risk
is addressed in practice (Figure 5). However, the issue
here is that flood risk is addressed for each planning area
in isolation:

Floods are a priority in the building of new areas, but
it is taken care of in the projects. Water and sewage
expertise is always involved in the planning to make
sure the drainage system for the new area is correct.
(Female civil servant)

Water has always been considered, but when floods
became a higher priority we had to try new ways of
working together. Also now, with the project ’Lund’s
Water.’ We find a way that works, and stick to it. This
is how we do it. (Male civil servant)

The developer requesting the detailed development plan
(including the municipality) is legally required to provide
the necessary assessments of flood risk for that specific
area. The borders of the area therefore usually follow
land ownership, without any hydrological significance,
and the assessments only focus on the planning area as
such and based on the planned situation within the area
and the current situation of the areas around. This prac-
tice ignores not only the potential impacts of the planned
development on other planning areas today, but also
tomorrow. This is recognized as potentially problematic
by some planners:

Yes, it is perhaps problematic, but that is how plan-
ningmust be done. How should flood risk be assessed
otherwise? The law says that it is the landowner who
must show that flood risk is taken into account and
they pay for the necessary assessments. They cannot
be forced to pay for assessments of flood risk for areas
bigger than the area they own and have requested a
detailed development plan for. Who should pay for it
then? This is how planners in Sweden do it. (Female
civil servant).

The resulting plan is a comprehensive document, span-
ning myriad sectors and interests, based on a complex
set of planning specifications. However, many such spec-
ifications cannot be regulated after the plan has been
approved and the area developed, while the municipal
administration is solely responsible for urban drainage
and flood risk mitigation regardless: “We who work with
water and sewage are, of course, very dependent ofwhat

Figure 5. Planning areas in the three municipalities. Developed from www.vattenatlas.se.
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they [planners] do….I trust them fully, but there are dif-
ficulties in the contribution of planning to [flood] mitiga-
tion in the legislation” (female civil servant).

5. Discussion

The results suggest an evident problemof fit between the
hydrology of the catchment area and the regime of prac-
tices of individual actors governing flood risk mitigation
within it. Even when it is obvious that water flows down-
wards in the landscape, across whatever borders, there
is a problem of fit both between the municipalities con-
stituting Höje Å catchment area and within each munic-
ipality itself. This problem of fit emerges in the ‘govern-
mentalization’ of flood risk mitigation; in the particular
processes of institutionalization that turn flood risk mit-
igation into something requiring governing on a societal
level. It is a result of regulative, normative, and cultural-
cognitive demands under overwhelming complexity.

The institutionalization of flood risk mitigation is nei-
ther detached from the past, nor unfolding in a vac-
uum. Understanding the decoupling between organiza-
tions within an organizational field, as well as between
different planning areas of each organization, entails pay-
ing attention to the many micro-level events in which
actors faced with a new situation co-invent ways to deal
with it. When flood risk mitigation started to attract
increasing attention after the floods in 2007, which were
not catastrophic on any international scale but enough
to call attention to the issue, it was the actors ensur-
ing sufficient urban drainage for more everyday rain-
fall who got involved first. The already established prac-
tices of these actors, mainly focusing on water and
sewage or planning within each of the three municipal-
ities, provided initial patterns of activities from which
the regime of practices of flood risk mitigation evolved.
As the legal requirements for urban drainage of these
two policy areas (Swedish Parliament, 2006a, 2010) had
been regarded as met by piecemeal attention to it ever
since flood risk was first considered in the Swedish
legal framework in themid-1980s (Swedish Government,
1985; Swedish Parliament, 1987), the same decoupled
practices were initially applied and rather rapidly becom-
ing the established practice also for flood risk mitiga-
tion. Hence, resulting in mere ceremonial compliance
(cf. Meyer & Rowan, 1977). This corresponds well to
Van de Ven and Garud’s (1994) suggestion that after
a period of events with actors testing and adjusting
activities as they go along, particular patterns of activ-
ities begin to be selected more and more often (rule-
making events) until they dominate and become the con-
vention (rule-following events). It is then of particular
importance to understand why these decoupled prac-
tices are continuously reproduced, even when increas-
ingly evident for certain actors that such practices are
fundamentally flawed when governing flood risk mitiga-
tion. North’s (1990) explanation resonates particularly
well with the results, emphasizing increasing costs of

changing to an alternative practice over time, while fur-
ther work in the same direction is still rewarded. Such
problems of ‘increasing returns’ are particularly com-
mon when feedback is fuzzy and evaluations subjective
(North, 1990), such as in the mitigation of flood risk, and
organizational decoupling more likely when there are
high costs associatedwith closer integration (Scott, 2014,
p. 187). Status quo is then maintained through a combi-
nation of actors being reluctant to consider alternatives
after having invested time and energy to learn the cur-
rent practices (learning effects), the contribution of each
actor being facilitated by others following the same prac-
tices (coordination effects), and new actors being moti-
vated to adopt the current practices as they appear com-
monly accepted (adaptive expectations; North, 1990).

However, it is not only through incentives that insti-
tutions are holding actors hostage to their own history,
but also through their normative order that is both
constituting and being constituted by actors over time
(Selznick, 1992, p. 232). This is clear in the empirical
material, with respondents expressing in different ways
that ‘this is the way we do it’ and giving references
to the common practices of their different professional
groups (cf. Scott, 2014). Although closely related to coor-
dination effects (North, 1990), such normative expecta-
tions are invaluable as they “reduce the need for con-
stant negotiation of expectations and behavioural con-
tracts” (Handmer & Dovers, 2007, p. 30), but can clearly
also bind actors to flawed practices. The empirical mate-
rial is also rife with examples of respondents express-
ing that ‘this is how it is done,’ which is a usual indica-
tor of more cultural-cognitive elements of institutional-
ization (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 77; Scott, 2014,
p. 148). Here it is not about incentives or identity, but
about the objectification of shared ideas about central
aspects of flood risk mitigation. This also includes the
taken for granted; most clearly visible in the pervasive
but tacit influence of the municipal borders, which are
still largely delineated by themedieval parishes originally
formed to provide viable congregations to already con-
structed churches and could have been drawn in very
different ways. Such objectification involves the develop-
ment and diffusion of some degree of consensus among
actors concerning the meaning and value of the ideas,
where the diffusion shifts from mere imitation to being
increasingly normative with less and less room for alter-
native views (Tolbert & Zucker, 1996). These shared ideas
thus “thicken” and “harden” when diffused (Berger &
Luckmann, 1966, p. 76); not only for the newly incorpo-
rated actors, but also for the actors already subscribing
to the particular understanding.

The problem of fit in flood risk mitigation is the
combined result of regulative, normative, and cultural-
cognitive elements, and it has been shown that it is
when such different elements align that their combined
force is most formidable (cf. Scott, 2014, pp. 70–71).
However, the ‘governmentalization’ of flood risk mitiga-
tion is not determined by the processes of institution-
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alization in isolation. It is also influenced by the com-
plexity of the environment they are operating in. While
many organizational theorists have focused mainly on
the institutional environment as such (see Scott, 2014,
pp. 196–198), the complexity of the issue requiring gov-
erning is also important (Berardo & Scholz, 2010). It is
when the complexity of the issue of flood risk mitigation,
in termsof both hydrology and institutional environment,
overwhelms actors involved in governing it, that decou-
pling provides ameans to reduce the issue into parts that
can be addressed one by one to comply with detailed
legal requirements. However, such rationalization under-
mines effective governing of flood risk mitigation, since
the law of requisite variety stipulates that any system
governing another larger complex system must have a
degree of complexity comparable to the system it is gov-
erning (Ashby, 1957).

Finally, it is important to note that the identified prob-
lem of fit would not necessarily have been visible in
more conventional studies of institutional fit focusing on
the institutional level as such (macro) or on the interac-
tion between organizations (meso). Although immensely
time-consuming, individual level (micro) studies are thus
likely to be needed to provide perspectives necessary for
increased understanding of the complexities of risk gov-
ernance in general.

6. Conclusions

There is a distinct problem of fit between the hydrol-
ogy of Höje Å catchment area and the regime of prac-
tices of individual actors governing flood risk mitigation
in it, which is likely to be a common feature across
Sweden due to the shared institutional environment but
might have been invisible to more conventional macro-
or meso-level studies. This problem of fit emerges in
the ‘governmentalization’ of flood risk mitigation, with
actors responding to and reproducing new institutional
demands in a context of overwhelming complexity. It can
be explained by attention to incentives, identities, and
ideas that align to effectively decouple the regime of
practices of flood risk mitigation both between and
within municipalities. Although there are different ways
to interpret the legal framework for flood risk mitiga-
tion, it is being implemented with the focus on compli-
ance to details and not on its overall purpose. However,
the resulting decoupled practices are not only cemented
through the continual application of the emphasized reg-
ulative requirements, but also through normative and
cultural-cognitive backings emerging in their repetition
and making them influential, indisputable, or even invis-
ible to the involved actors.
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