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The Responsibility of an Audience: Assessing the Legitimacy
of Non-elected Representatives in Governance Networks
Karin Fossheim

Institute of Transport Economics and Department of Political Science, University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT
Non-elected actors in governance networks are legitimate
representatives when the constituency accepts their claims of
representation. However, not all constituents have the resources
to approve or oppose this representation. Consequently, I argue
that the audience, often the decision-making authority, which
enables non-elected actors to act as representatives has a
responsibility to consider their legitimacy. Drawing on seven
business and urban development networks in Norway, this article
explores how the decision-making authority considers credibility,
qualifications and connectedness to legitimise non-elected
representatives in governance networks. Through interviews with
civil servants and politicians organising and participating in the
network, relevant documents and observations, this article
demonstrates that the decision-making authority legitimises non-
elected representatives based on credibility and qualifications
rather than connectedness with the constituency. The decision-
making authority believes that claims grounded in specialist
expertise, self-representation and shared experiences with the
constituency legitimise non-elected representatives. Similarly,
truthful representatives are considered legitimate. Finally, the
decision-making authority is divided with regards to how the
interactive process between the non-elected representative and
the constituency legitimises the content of the representation.
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Introduction

In representative democracies today, elected representatives are no longer the only actors
who speak on behalf of others (Knappe, 2017). Non-elected representatives are becoming
a supplement to the formally elected representatives. Several non-elected actors from
employers’ organisations, trade unions, NGOs, celebrities, businesses, activists, and vol-
unteer associations are taking a central role politically as representatives of affected
groups, interests, values or causes (Maia 2012; Montanaro, 2019). Representation is
more than territorial representation, and a representative is more than someone with a
mandate from voters (Montanaro, 2017).

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly
cited.

CONTACT Karin Fossheim karin.fossheim@toi.no

REPRESENTATION
https://doi.org/10.1080/00344893.2021.1933150

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00344893.2021.1933150&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-06-03
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4978-3670
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:karin.fossheim@toi.no
http://www.tandfonline.com


Involving these non-elected representatives in politics is considered a way of strength-
ening the representative democracy in crisis, beyond elections, political parties, voter
turnout, and governing institutions (de Wilde, 2019; van de Bovenkamp and Vollaard,
2018). The increasing use of participatory arrangements, direct participation, public
debates, and social movements in policymaking has created public spheres for non-
elected actors to behave as representatives although they are not democratically elected
(de Wilde, 2019; Guasti & Geissel, 2019a; Saward, 2010; van de Bovenkamp & Vollaard,
2018).

Non-elected representatives, who are exempt from electoral procedures, raise con-
cerns about democratic legitimacy (Maia, 2012). Saward’s (2010, p. 145) theory of repre-
sentative claims suggests that non-elected representatives are legitimate when the
constituency accepts the content of the representation. However, disadvantaged sub-
groups within the constituency may not have the resources to approve or oppose rep-
resentation. I therefore argue that the audience which claims of representation are
directed at, i.e. the decision-making authority, has a responsibility to consider the legiti-
macy of non-elected representatives (Chapman and Lowndes, 2014; de Wilde, 2019;
Guasti & Geissel, 2019a; Knappe, 2017). Building on Chapman and Lowndes (2014,
p. 288), the decision-making authority may ensure that accurate representation occurs
through paying attention to the non-elected representative’s credibility, qualifications
and connectedness. Without these considerations, some constituents’ interests might
go entirely unrepresented (Montanaro, 2017, Ch. 3).

In governance networks, which are described as ‘self-regulating horizontal articula-
tions of interdependent, but operationally autonomous, actors from the public and/or
private sectors’ (Sørensen & Torfing, 2018, p. 304), Chapman & Lowndes (2014) find
that non-elected actors function as representatives. Given that governance networks
struggle with inclusiveness, it becomes essential to understand the participating elite
or sub-elite in discussing networks as a supplement to representative democracy (Hen-
driks, 2008; Klinke, 2017; Sørensen & Torfing, 2018; Torfing et al., 2012). If these net-
works are without actors who are legitimate representatives, they might produce
undesirable ideas, solutions and even policies (Torfing et al., 2009). Having a decision-
making authority that assesses legitimacy of participating non-elected representatives
can ultimately reduce the democratic problem of governance networks. This paper there-
fore explores how the decision-making authority considers credibility, qualifications and
connectedness to legitimise non-elected representatives in governance networks.

The majority of studies on non-electoral representation are theoretical. The few
empirical studies focus on justifications for non-elected representatives from the perspec-
tive of certain actors such as civil society groups, social movements or faith representa-
tives. Empirical studies also investigate representatives surrounding elections and
political parties, or they focus on non-elected representatives within a given policy
area (de Wilde, 2019; Guasti & Almeida, 2019; Heinisch & Werner, 2019; van de Boven-
kamp & Vollaard, 2018). While the number of empirical studies is growing, the function
of the audience in legitimising non-elected representatives, which I intend to investigate
in this paper, is an area sparsely examined (Chapman & Lowndes, 2014; de Wilde, 2019;
Guasti & Geissel, 2019b). In the context of governance networks, empirical studies have
so far only considered non-electoral representation expressed by the network actors
themselves (Chapman & Lowndes, 2014; Derkzen & Bock, 2009; Hendriks, 2009;

2 K. FOSSHEIM



Torfing et al., 2009) or the democratic legitimacy of the entire network in terms of input,
throughput and output legitimacy (Ayres, 2020). In this paper, I add an audience’s per-
spective on non-electoral representatives in governance networks.

To understand how the decision-making authority legitimises non-elected represen-
tatives in governance networks, I explore seven networks associated with business and
urban development. This study focuses on the decision-making authority’s acknowledge-
ment of organised non-elected representatives, the reason for this being that they often
have more resources than individuals to influence policymaking (Montanaro, 2017). This
resource-rich economic sub-elite, highly present in business and urban development net-
works, may also be motivated to promote self-interests or the interests of advantaged
sub-groups (Dür & Mateo, 2014; Hendriks, 2009; Montanaro, 2017). To cover the diver-
sity of organised actors, the networks selected include different types of organisations,
e.g. labour unions, private businesses, non-profit foundations and employers’
organisations.

The paper proceeds as follows: in the next section, I introduce the theoretical frame-
work of representative claims, non-electoral representation and governance networks
before describing the methods used to answer my research question. After that, I
present the results of how decision-making authorities consider the credibility, qualifica-
tions and connectedness of organised non-elected representatives. Before concluding the
paper, I discuss how the decision-making authority considers the legitimacy of non-
elected representatives.

The Legitimacy of Non-electoral Representation in Governance Networks

The literature on representation often uses Pitkin’s (1972) concepts of formalistic,
descriptive, symbolic, and substantive representation originating from electoral pro-
cedures. These concepts are also used to study representation in governance networks
(Derkzen & Bock, 2009; Hendriks, 2009). Saward (2010, Ch. 2) in his recent theory
defines representation as the activity of making claims to represent someone. The
claims of representation are constructed in an interactive process between the represen-
tative and a constituency where organisations and individuals make, receive, accept, or
reject representative claims. This study is among the first to apply this theory to organised
interests in governance networks, describing representation in networks as the outcome
of the dynamic relationship between a governance network actor and the constituents
these actors portray.

Within this framework, individual or collective actors make claims that they them-
selves or their organisation (subject) represent affected groups, interests, or causes in
public through an event or a series of events in more or less formal political processes
(de Wilde, 2013; Saward, 2010; van de Bovenkamp & Vollaard, 2018, p.101). Elected
officials are therefore no longer the only actors who represent others (Knappe, 2017).
Non-elected representatives are taking this role, reducing unequal participation and
strengthening the representative democracy (van de Bovenkamp & Vollaard, 2019).
Building on Schlozman et al. (2015) this study focuses on organised non-elected repre-
sentatives (p. 1018). In the investigated networks, I distinguish between interest organ-
isations which represent their individual members and supporters, and politically
active businesses, universities or other institutions without a membership basis which
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represent any group or individuals affected (Berkhout, 2013; Binderkrantz, 2009; Schloz-
man et al., 2015). Using the theory of representative claim broadens the concept of rep-
resentation. The theory allows organisations without members to represent interests and
for membership groups to represent more broadly than their members (Berkhout, 2013;
Montanaro, 2017; Schlozman et al., 2015). A labour union participating in the network
may also represent non-unionised workers or those with membership in another organ-
isation. Thus, stakeholders or members of the network participants are internally
affected, while all those influenced by the network’s outputs are externally affected
(Knappe, 2017).

To function as a representative and potentially influence policy, one must be recog-
nised as such by the targets of representation, i.e. the audience. Thus, for a non-
elected representative to exist, the representative claim needs to be acknowledged by
the audience (de Wilde, 2013; 2019). To further specify, I will base my definition of
the audience on Guasti and Geissel (2019b) – as the decision-making authority which
listens to, includes and responds to representatives (p. 104). In a governance network,
the decision-making authority rests with the civil servants and politicians initiating
and organising the network, selecting participants and participating in the network.
The decision-making authority may recognise actors because of their ability to represent
others, but also due to their status, fame or position (Montanaro, 2017). Selecting partici-
pants for the governance network can indicate recognition of actors as representatives
(Berkhout, 2013; Knappe, 2017). Whether politicians and civil servants include actors
because of their representativeness and whether they have a responsibility to consider
the accuracy of representation is explored in this paper.

A non-elected representative is successful when the audience considers the act of rep-
resentation positively, but they are only democratically legitimate when accepted by the
constituency of affected or potentially affected interests (Disch, 2015; Montanaro, 2017;
Saward, 2010). Legitimacy also says something about the quality of representative claims.
A good claim enables the constituency to be in favour of or opposed to the non-elected
representative (de Wilde, 2019). To determine whether one supports the representatives,
claims of representation must be explicit and rich in information. The necessary infor-
mation consists of clarifications on accountability, justifications as to why the claim-
maker represents a particular group or interest, and statements which create a collective
political identity (Arnesen & Peters, 2018; de Wilde, 2019). Studying faith representatives
in urban governance partnerships, Chapman and Lowndes (2014) suggest four indicators
to determine the quality of non-electoral claims: added contribution of claims, authen-
ticity, horizontal connectedness, and attributes and skills of the representative. Added
contribution of claims refers to considerations regarding whether claims provide
specific specialist knowledge, are dynamic over time, fluid without spatial boundaries,
explicit for new audiences, and share values with constituents (Chapman & Lowndes,
2014, p. 286). Claims with these characteristics contain information on justification
(de Wilde, 2019). Authenticity means how genuine the claimants are, the credibility of
what is claimed, and whether the claims are made independently of formal electoral pro-
cesses. Horizontal connectedness concerns the representatives’ visibility towards, and
their dialogue with, the constituency of affected groups, interests, communities, and
organisations (Chapman & Lowndes, 2014, p. 286). Representative claims may include
information on accountability to ensure horizontal connectedness (de Wilde, 2019). In

4 K. FOSSHEIM



other words, the representatives’ responsiveness to feedback when formulating, explain-
ing, and justifying claims (Maia, 2012). Finally, the skills and attributes of the representa-
tives mean their communication skills, knowledge of and matching values with the
constituency, openness, and their ability to accommodate input (Chapman &
Lowndes, 2014, p. 286). In governance networks, as investigated in this article, legitimacy
therefore refers to whether the constituency accepts individual network participants
making claims and the content of their spoken claims.

Although representative claims must have a certain quality for the constituency to
determine the legitimacy of the representative, not all constituents have the opportunity
to voice their opinion when they decide the representative’s legitimacy (Montanaro,
2012; van de Bovenkamp & Vollaard, 2018). Disadvantaged sub-groups in the constitu-
ency may not have the resources to express agreement or disagreement with the non-
elected representative (Montanaro, 2017). Less privileged groups are also more unlikely
to use organisational mechanisms such as leadership elections, withdrawal of member-
ship or followership, meeting attendance and donations to control organised non-
elected representatives (Fraussen & Halpin, 2018; Montanaro, 2017; Schlozman et al.,
2015). Consequently, the disparity in power may result in non-electoral representation
which is biased towards the most powerful in the constituency (Chapman & Lowndes,
2014; Knappe, 2017). Following Chapman and Lowndes (2014, p. 287), I, therefore,
argue that responsibility to interpret the legitimacy of non-electoral representatives is
placed on the targets of representation, i.e. the decision-making authority. This
decision-making authority can, when paying attention to what is represented, secure
that representation is accurate (Fraussen & Halpin, 2018).

Although Chapman and Lowndes (2014, p. 286-287) emphasise that decision-makers
have a responsibility to recognise legitimate non-elected representatives, they do not
develop their indicators with the audience in mind. Neither does de Wilde (2019). Build-
ing on this work, but adjusting it to the audience’s determining the legitimacy in the field
of business and urban development, I suggest that non-elected representatives are legit-
imate if representative claims are credible and the representative is qualified and con-
nected to a constituency. These three factors are arguments that the decision-making
authority may use to legitimise network actors as representatives. Credibility is defined
as justifications of representation referred to in representative claims. It is operationalised
using non-elected representatives’ explanations of why they represent what they do. This
argument is similar to Chapman and Lowndes’ (2014, p. 286) indicator of the added con-
tribution of claims. Representative claims are justified on the grounds of i) position in the
society; ii) tradition and standing on moral issues; iii) specialist expertise; iv) shared
experiences, values and identity; v) self-representation or vi) popular support and
unheard perspectives (Saward, 2010, Ch. 4; van de Bovenkamp & Vollaard, 2018,
p. 101). Position, expertise, competence or status are found to be reasons why
decision-makers include non-elected actors in networks (Hendriks, 2008; 2009).
Decision-makers ascribe legitimacy to interest organisations because of their expertise
and information about public preferences (Flöthe, 2019). Altogether, information is a
valued resource among all network actors (Torfing et al., 2012). Qualifications legitimise
non-elected representatives based on their attributes and skills. A representative with a
character and representative claims that ‘ring true’ can qualify representatives and
make them legitimate (Saward, 2010, p. 103-104). Decision-makers’ trust in network
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actors is crucial for a functioning governance network (Klijn & Koppenjan, 2012).
Studies show that decision-makers also acknowledge non-elected representatives who
are truthful, charismatic, well networked and with good communication skills
(Chapman, 2012; Chapman & Lowndes, 2014). Thus, qualification is operationalised
as the network actor’s truthfulness and collaborative character. The argument combines
Chapman and Lowndes’ (2014, p. 286) indicators of authenticity with the skills and attri-
butes of the representative. Finally, connectedness is the relationship between the repre-
sentative and the constituency. An important part of this relationship is the
representatives’ visibility, responsiveness to feedback and that claims contain clarifica-
tions on accountability. Non-elected representatives are responsive when they explain
their behaviour to the constituency and adjust it in line with the views of the constituency
(de Wilde, 2019; van de Bovenkamp & Vollaard, 2018). Connectedness is operationalised
as the network actors’ perceived interaction with the constituency and how this inter-
action affects what is represented in the network. This argument shares characteristics
with Chapman and Lowndes’ (2014, p. 286) indicator of horizontal connectedness. Gov-
ernance networks, interest organisations and private businesses are all found to struggle
with accountability (Aarsæther et al., 2009; Hendriks, 2008; Schlozman et al., 2015).
However, decision-makers use high membership, supporter or even subscriber density,
which indicates a large constituency, to legitimise organised actors. Internal democratic
processes in interest groups signal accurate representation which may also have a legit-
imising function (Binderkrantz, 2009; Fraussen et al., 2015; Fraussen & Halpin, 2018). In
sum, I have applied general arguments on the legitimacy of non-elected representatives
to explore how the decision-making authority might use credibility, qualifications, and
connectedness to legitimise actors in governance networks as non-elected
representatives.

Methods

This study investigates business and urban development networks in Norway organised
around the functioning of commercial and social activities in city areas. The networks
located in Oslo, Kristiansand and Tromsø touch upon issues such as climate and
environment, transportation, retail, tourism and liveability. Thus, they are essential in
dealing with the conditions for how industry, tourists and citizens use urban areas.
These complex cross-sectional issues are dependent on the coordination of public and
private resources (Pierre, 2005, 2016). In this context, the cities of Oslo, Kristiansand
and Tromsø organise governance networks to facilitate collaboration between public
and private actors. These cities are selected because of their richness in available infor-
mation, although all are regional centres in the northern, southern and eastern part of
Norway, respectively.

In this study, I explore how the decision-making authority argues to legitimise organ-
ised non-elected representatives in governance networks. Thus, I aim to contribute to a
theory of audience acknowledgement of non-elected representatives. To cover the diver-
sity of organised non-elected representatives, I study three types of governance networks
which include different organised actors. The organised actors can be split into two
groups: interest organisations with a membership basis and politically active organis-
ations without members. The latter are private businesses, public entities such as
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universities or hospitals, business clusters and non-profit foundations. Organisations
with individual members are mainly economic interest organisations such as employers’
organisations, trade unions, chambers of commerce, real estate associations, and city-
centre, retail, business and residents’ associations (Castiglione andWarren, 2019; Schloz-
man et al., 2015). One of the networks includes organisations without members, another
includes primarily membership organisations, and the third consists of a combination of
organisations with and without members. The first network, which I have labelled the
inclusive informational network, is comprised of businesses, non-profit foundations, hos-
pitals and universities, the exception being an employer organisation and city-centre
association. The second network named the qualified consensus network restricts partici-
pation to selected interest organisations. Finally, the third network, which I have called
the professional action network, includes a mix of interest organisations and businesses.
All three networks are present in Oslo. The two networks in Kristiansand take the form of
inclusive informational networks, while a qualified consensus network and a professional
action network are present in Tromsø. In summary, the seven business and urban devel-
opment networks selected operate within the same context, that is they are organised
around issues which affect the same group of people and similar departments and
municipal agencies govern them. They are different in terms of types of organised
non-elected representatives included.

Data is collected from multiple sources: interviews with decision-making authorities,
relevant documents from the networks, and observations from network meetings. Inter-
view data were collected between December 2019 and November 2020 from 26 semi-
structured interviews with actors from the decision-making authorities in Oslo, Kristian-
sand and Tromsø. The respondents are the civil servants and politicians who have
initiated, organised, and, on several occasions, participated in the business and urban
development networks I have investigated. They have had a say in the final decisions
on the content of the networks, who has been invited to participate, the function of
the networks, and how network discussions have been used in local policymaking. The
respondents are four actors from national government agencies (directorates), one poli-
tician and twenty-one civil servants. The interviewed respondents were identified
through established professional contacts, minutes from network meetings, searches
on the municipal website, and through snowballing. Using semi-structured interviews
allows me to investigate individual attitudes towards the concept of legitimacy in
detail and to explore the reasons behind the respondents’ views. The flexibility to
adjust and add questions as the interview progresses is valuable to capture these theor-
etical concepts (Mosley, 2013). The decision-making authority was asked for its response
on network actors’ behaviour such as their actions, spoken arguments, opinion and com-
ments expressed in the network. The interviews lasted for approximately 45 min. To sup-
plement what several of the respondents already had explained in the interviews, I
analysed relevant publicly available documents from 2015 to 2020. These 69 documents
include meeting minutes, agendas, presentations held at the meetings and external semi-
nars, and evaluation reports. The documents are listed in Appendix A. To enrich the data
further, I participated in and observed two network meetings in February and March
2020. The sessions lasted between two and three hours and were organised as a combi-
nation of presentations and group discussions. The number of network members present
varied from around 30 participants in the first meeting to 70 participants in the second.
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Using NVivo, all the data sources have been coded according to the three arguments of
legitimacy, i.e. credibility, qualifications, and connectedness.

Findings

The primary purpose of this empirical analysis is to understand how credibility, qualifi-
cations, and connectedness legitimise governance network actors as non-elected repre-
sentatives. The results revealed that the decision-making authority believes network
actors make representative claims. Thus, the network actors are non-elected representa-
tives. This recognition applies regardless of whether the network actor is an organisation
with or without members. However, there is a tendency among the respondents that
organisations which do not have members to a lesser degree are acknowledged as repre-
sentatives compared to membership organisations.

Furthermore, the decision-making authority does not view individual network partici-
pants as the representative. Instead, it is the whole organisation which is acknowledged as
a non-elected representative; thus, what the individual participant communicates is con-
sidered the content of what the organisation represents. Therefore, the findings present
how the decision-making authority legitimises organisations as non-elected representa-
tives, although the respondents were asked about individual network participants. All
network minutes present the network or the private actors in the network as unitary
in their view on particular issues. However, when references to individual statements
are made, the minutes emphasise the organisation the individual is affiliated with,
rather than the person. In general, I find that public documents concerning governance
networks are objective. The content therefore rarely reveals the decision-making author-
ity’s response to non-elected representatives.

Credibility

Credibility is the decision-making authorities’ understanding of how representation is
explained in claims of representation. The representative claims may contain references
to organisational position, tradition and standing on moral issues, specialist expertise,
shared experiences, values and identity, self-representation, or popular support and
unheard perspectives for the decision-making authority to legitimise non-elected
representatives.

First, the decision-making authority legitimises non-elected representatives in govern-
ance networks because they have specialist expertise. The respondents explain that this
means they believe the representative’s opinions or arguments contain relevant knowl-
edge they themselves do not hold. The interviews and documents show that specialist
expertise is most often used to legitimise non-elected representatives. Organisations
with no members offer their expertise by describing employees’, students’ or customers’
typical workdays. Membership organisations have access to their expertise indirectly
through their members. Interaction with employees, customers, students or members
gives the non-elected representatives an understanding of the needs of those affected
by network outcomes. As the senior advisor in a municipal agency described, the repre-
sentatives deliver
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first and foremost local expertise, they represent others that report back to them when things
don’t work. They also have knowledge about the industry, what trends occur, changes that
happen – valuable information for the decision-makers.

The decision-making authority emphasises that it cannot handle the professional exper-
tise required within business and urban development in terms of complex issues such as
transport, logistics, retail, tourism and real-estate development by itself. The respondents
agree that they need experienced private actors to provide them with insights into the
challenges they might face as a result of existing policy. Network minutes and reports
show that the non-elected representatives repeatedly are encouraged to present their
experiences in the network as input to policy.

Secondly, the interviewees legitimised organisations without members as representa-
tives based on self-representation. These non-membership organisations are seen as non-
elected representatives of their own interests, which are not heard elsewhere. Using
stories from employees’, students’ or customers’ workdays to justify why they oppose
or support an issue discussed in the network also contains an element of self-represen-
tation. In a policy area such as business and urban development, which is often driven by
economic interests, it would be strange if one did not self-represent. Among several other
respondents, a senior advisor in a municipal agency with several years of experience
within business development opined,

of course, the advantaged [private business] see opportunities for their own business, to pos-
ition themselves in the market and represent their interests. Still, my experience is that many
of the issues that emerge, also those promoted by a particular company, apply to several of
the others.

The respondents further mentioned that self-representation in itself is not sufficient to
legitimise non-elected representatives. In combination with specialist expertise, self-rep-
resentation becomes a reason to legitimise representatives.

Thirdly, the respondents use membership organisations’ references to shared experiences,
values, and identity to legitimise them as non-elected representatives. Interest organisations
are legitimised as non-elected representatives who act for those with material stakes in
network discussions, i.e. their members or at least a majority of their members. The
decision-making authority believes membership organisations’ speech acts are on behalf of
those who work in transportation, retail, restaurants, hotels and tourism. All of these entities
have a stake in business and urban development. City council minutes refer to organisations
with individual members as representatives of ‘the industry’. A senior advisor in a municipal
agency explained that they, as the decision-making authority, challenge membership organ-
isations to not only be available to their members. Thus, membership organisations may be
expected to represent more broadly than their membership basis. Several respondents also
acknowledge non-elected representatives in networks based on them sharing identity with
the constituency. Previous work experience, within for example transport of goods and ser-
vices, indicates a shared identity with these members. In combination, the interviews and
documents show that shared experiences also justify claims of representation by organis-
ations without members. The organisations without members represent business compa-
nions with coinciding interests as themselves. A director of a municipal agency
emphasised that ‘the organisations I talk about are competent, advantaged industry organis-
ations, which are sort of trusted by the industry itself as their representatives’.
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Finally, respondents from the inclusive informational network legitimise non-elected
representatives in networks because their representation contains recognition of popular
support and unheard perspectives. In their view, the representatives represent important
issues that have broad popular support, but are not voiced elsewhere. Climate, environ-
ment, the greening of industry, circular economy, liveable cities and end-user experi-
ences, in other words sustainable development, are causes which according to the
respondents require additional representation, thereby legitimising non-elected
representatives.

Qualifications

Qualifications refer to the perceived attributes and skills of non-elected representatives.
Hence, qualifications legitimise the makers of the representative claims. Since the
decision-making authority considers the organisation the non-elected representative,
charisma, personal communication and networking skills rarely legitimise non-elected
representatives. Nonetheless, some respondents value confident and enthusiastic
network participants, a clear organisational mandate, and the individual’s position
within the organisation. Having the head of an organisation present is perceived to
increase the legitimacy of the representative because the head makes final decisions.

Findings reveal that truthful arguments, stories and assertions presented in the
network are a qualification which legitimises organised actors as non-elected representa-
tives. When asked, the respondents considered both organisation with and without
members to be truthful non-elected representatives in issues related to the sector they
operate in, their mandate and the expertise they hold, e.g. transport, real estate, or
retail. A senior advisor in the municipality commented that ‘they are truthful in the
sense that they have expert knowledge’. Two senior advisors with several years of experi-
ence within urban development found the non-elected representatives in governance
networks to be trustworthy when: i) they adjust their views as additional knowledge is
produced, ii) it is known who they represent, and iii) they make it clear if they are expres-
sing something mainly for their personal advantage.

The interviews uncover that trust is constructed through previous positive collabora-
tive experiences. Thus, previous collaboration with public authorities is indirectly a qua-
lification which may legitimise non-elected representatives. In presentations held in the
network, participating organisations are encouraged to engage in other areas in local
politics, e.g. in consultations and workshops. Previous collaborative experiences as a
legitimising quality apply to both organisations with and without membership.

Although there is a general perception of the organisations being truthful non-elected
representatives, the respondents are unsure of the degree to which they can be trusted.
The respondents have experienced that especially organisations without members some-
times portray the situation worse than necessary. In general, private businesses are less
trusted when discussing society as a whole. A director of a municipal agency said that
‘they are somewhat blind to general societal perspectives, more focused on their own
interests’. The respondents also say that they have to pay attention to whether the organ-
ised non-elected representatives express self-interests. As one director of a municipal
agency described, ‘truthfulness is a tough question. They [the non-elected representa-
tives] use arguments which they cannot document to influence the outcome for what
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it is worth’. Decision-making authorities find promotions of self-interest relatively easy
to detect. Undocumented statements, statistics or documented arguments which
benefit individual needs are often provided by the most active or economically well-off
actors. To avoid such biased information, the decision-making authority orders research
and consultancy reports and has the findings presented and discussed at meetings. The
decision-making authority therefore emphasises the importance of interpreting what is
being said and by whom to reduce the effect of self-interest. A few respondents empha-
sised that the willingness to practice this behaviour depends on whether the individual
participant is perceived as trustworthy, rather than on the organisation.

Connectedness

Connectedness refers to the decision-making authority legitimising non-elected repre-
sentatives because they interact with the constituency to negotiate what is represented.
What became evident when interviewing respondents about the relationship between
non-elected representatives and their constituency was that the respondents primarily
considered membership organisations to have a constituency which needed to be
engaged in constructing representation. The constituency is the membership basis of
the organisation. The decision-making authority does not reflect upon if and how organ-
isations without members interact with their constituency.

The findings, which apply to membership organisations, indicate that the decision-
making authority responds to connectedness in two ways. One group of respondents
gives this issue little thought, while the other group is more conscious. Thus, decision-
making authorities do not necessarily legitimise non-elected representatives because
they negotiate the content of representation with the constituency.

The first group of respondents take it for granted that membership organisations
explain their actions to their members. The respondents assume that network actors
actively inform and get feedback from their members about the discussions, conclusions
and work conducted in the network. A senior advisor in a government agency with
several years of experience working with private organisations said that

I take it for granted that they have meetings with their membership basis or boards. Or some
kind of internal newsletter – what do I know. […] I assume that they do not participate
without telling someone.

Some of these respondents consider maintaining the relationship between the non-
elected representative and a constituency to be the responsibility of the representatives
themselves. The non-elected representatives’ stories from members’ workdays are
sufficient evidence that a dynamic relationship between the representative and the con-
stituency exists.

The second group of respondents, although significantly fewer, are conscious of the
content of representation emerging through interaction between membership organis-
ations and the constituency. The interviews reveal that it is the membership organis-
ations’ internal elections that make the decision-making authority rely on them being
responsive to a constituency, thus legitimising them as representatives. Also, having
membership organisations which include members in network meetings reinforces the
perception of responsive representatives. Furthermore, these respondents also express
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the dangers of relying on membership organisations. As outsiders, the interviewed
decision-making authorities acknowledge that they do not know whether the organis-
ation equally presents the opinions of all their members. Hence, the process of negotiat-
ing the content of representation is unknown to the decision-making authority. At the
same time, the respondents comment that some members may not find it necessary to
interact with the representative on what needs representation. With experience from
the private sector, a senior municipal advisor expressed that

it may be difficult for the membership organisations to engage their members to continually
get their input because the members might think that [knowing what to represent] is what
they [organisations] are paid to do. This [interaction] can be demanding, but in my experi-
ence they bring outcomes back and if necessary get input in advance [of network meetings].

Although the decision-making authority is divided on whether the representative’s inter-
action with the constituency is legitimising, several respondents believe there are
arrangements to ensure the representative relationship. The director of a government
agency commented that

I know [from participating] that this [network] is regularly on the agenda at general assem-
blies in the organisation, that their members are informed about ongoing activities in the
network, and their feedback [from the members] is returned [to the network].

In addition, the interviewees identify membership meetings, individual contact, social
media channels, newsletters, board meetings, websites, breakfast meetings and member-
ship magazines as alternative arenas. The respondents found it difficult to provide an
answer to whether these arrangements result in the representatives adjusting their per-
spectives, opinions and arguments. Some respondents had not participated in the
network long enough to see adjustments happening, and those who did recognise
changes in what was represented could not identify whether this was a result of the com-
munication with the constituency, changing situations, societal trends or new knowledge.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings from this study first of all support the theoretical assumption that actors in
governance network function as non-elected representatives and that the decision-
making authority, i.e. the audience, must recognise representatives and their claim-
making for representatives to have an impact on politics. What further emerged was
that the respondents in all seven networks acknowledge the organisation and not the
individual network participant as the representative of a constituency. From the perspec-
tive of the audience, the individual participant making claims and the organisation they
present as the representative is the same. This echoes studies which argue that a distinc-
tion between the individual claim-maker and the subject, i.e. movement or organisation
does not make sense (de Wilde, 2013).

In exploring how the audience acknowledges non-elected representatives as legitimate
representatives in the field of business and urban development policy, the empirical
analysis revealed that credibility in connection with qualifications, rather than connect-
edness, legitimises non-elected representatives. Among credibility and qualification, the
first is considered to be the most influential. I find that organisations with individual
members are considered credible representatives when they explain how they represent

12 K. FOSSHEIM



using specialist expertise and shared experiences of their members. Organisations
without members are justified as credible representatives when they claim to represent
on the basis of self-representing their specialist expertise. Thus, the decision-makers
do not only ascribe legitimacy to interest organisations because of their expertise
(Flöthe, 2019), but also to private businesses, universities and non-profit foundations.
What also became evident was that considerations regarding the non-elected representa-
tives’ credibility often are the same as the reasons why some non-elected actors are
included in the network at the expense of others (Hendriks, 2008; 2009).

Contrary to what others have found, individual participants’ qualifications such as
charisma, communication skills or their professional network rarely legitimise organised
non-elected representatives in business and urban development networks (Chapman &
Lowndes, 2014). However, similar to other studies (Chapman & Lowndes, 2014;
Saward, 2010) truthfulness qualifies non-elected representatives. There are no differences
between organisations with and without members in the degree to which they are per-
ceived as truthful non-elected representatives. Thus, one may argue that the audience
legitimises organised non-elected representatives who they experience as truthful in
claiming to represent others. Indeed, the decision-makers’ trust in participating non-
elected representatives is important for a functioning governance network (Klijn & Kop-
penjan, 2012).

Qualifications and credibility refer, albeit in different ways, to the information con-
tained in claims the representatives present in the network and whether or not this infor-
mation can be trusted. Findings show that through previous experience in collaborating
with the representatives, the decision-making authority considers the representatives’
information on their own or shared experiences and specialist expertise trustworthy.
Information which the decision-making authority itself does not hold is a valued
resource among non-elected representatives in governance networks. The relevant docu-
ments support this and show that several non-elected representatives in meetings present
their experiences, current work or ongoing struggles related to issues discussed in the
network. Hence, they provide the decision-making authority with information about,
for instance, implemented policies, regulations or conflicts. Therefore, the information
gained through representation legitimises non-elected representatives in governance net-
works. This finding supports deWilde’s (2019, p. 6) argument that legitimate non-elected
representatives provide high-quality claims which are rich and detailed in information.

What further emerged is that the decision-making authority is divided when it comes
to considering the relationship between the representative and the constituency when
legitimising non-elected representatives in governance networks. Connectedness has
the most variation in its use to legitimise non-elected representatives. The decision-
making authority does not recognise organisations without members to interact with a
constituency, which may be due to the fact that these organisations are found to self-rep-
resent. The decision-making authority does not automatically think of employees, custo-
mers or students as a constituency. Without questioning current practices, one group of
respondents takes for granted that membership organisations explain their opinions,
arguments and comments to a constituency, i.e. members. Interacting with the constitu-
ency to construct representative claims is deemed the responsibility of the representative.
The other group of respondents expresses that internal democratic processes and
inclusion of members in network meetings have a legitimising function of membership
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organisations as non-elected representatives. Altogether, this finding aligns with previous
studies which suggest that governance networks and network actors struggle with their
accountability to those outside the networks (Aars & Fimreite, 2005; Aarsæther et al.,
2009). Signals from the constituency to the audience that non-elected representation is
based upon constant consent are theoretically crucial for the legitimacy of a non-
elected representative (Saward, 2010). This study indicates that this is not necessarily
the case empirically. Accountability may not provide the audience with an argument
to legitimise the non-elected representatives in governance networks. The information
non-elected representatives bring to the network is the primary reason for an audience
to legitimise non-elected representatives. Again, this raises questions about the transpar-
ency of governance networks, the opportunity of constituents to express judgement, and
even networks’ contribution to representative democracy.

Given these findings, future research should focus on whether the arguments that
legitimise organised non-electoral representatives also apply to other types of non-
elected, and even elected, representatives in governance networks. Activists, celebrities
and experts as non-elected representatives might require different audience acknowl-
edgement than organised non-elected representatives, and thus the results might differ
elsewhere. Valuable insights can also be expected from a comparative study, on
whether the findings apply to the audience of organised non-elected representatives in
connection with, for example, elections, social movements, and political parties. These
representatives have a different audience which might, in turn, legitimise non-elected
representatives differently.
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Appendix

Relevant documents from the inclusive informational network:

. Byrådssak Oslo 1098/19, 1097/19 and 17/2019

. Presentation held at the February 5, 2020 Oslo network meeting: Climate accounts and climate
budget

. Annual report Oslo 2018

. Field notes Oslo February 5, 2020 and March 3, 2020

. Bystyresak Kristiansand 46/17, 201513219–523 and 201513219–540

. Strategisk næringsplan for Kristiansandsregionen 2015–2018 and Handlingsprogram 2018–
2021

. Note on ‘Organising business development in Kristiansand’ March 2, 2017 and ‘Agreement
Business Region Kristiansand’ September 7, 2017.

. Report: ‘Industry needs and consultation of Kommunedelplan havneområde nord, Kongsgård-
Vige’

Relevant documents from the qualified consensus network:

. Byrådssak Oslo 1185/05

. Project plan Oslo 2016

. Agenda Oslo meetings: September 9, 2016, February 9, 2018, September 21, 2018, November
11, 2018, December 7, 2018, June 14, 2019, and November 29, 2019

. Minutes Oslo meetings: June 24, 2016, March 2, 2017, November 3, 2017, March 2, 2017, April
6, 2018, December 7, 2018, June 8, 2018, February 8, 2019, June 14, 2019, and January 31, 2020.

. Reports: ‘Evaluation of the Qualified Consensus Network Oslo 2016, 2017, 2018, and 2019’ and
‘Summary of excursion April 2019’.

. Minutes Tromsø meetings: March 13, 2017, September 15, 2017, November 10, 2017, February
2, 2018, April 4, 2018, September 7, 2018, October 12, 2018, February, 18, 2019 and September
23, 2019.

. Note on election of members May, 2, 2018.

Relevant documents from the professional action network:

. Agenda Oslo meetings: September 3, 2018 and March 8, 2019.

. Minutes Oslo meetings: March 3, 2016, June 16, 2016, September 1, 2016, September 9, 2016,
November 29, 2016, December 1, 2017, March 7, 2018, July 1, 2018, September 3, 2018, Novem-
ber 11, 2018 and March 8, 2019.

. Report: ‘More efficient and climate-friendly city logistics: Second package of measures’ Oslo.

. Note on Oslo workshop May 5, 2017 and the Car-free City Life Project Oslo November 21,
2016.

. Invitation and minutes Tromsø meetings: October 30, 2017 and March 9, 2020.

. Presentation held at Tromsø meeting March 9, 2020 and at external seminar October 15, 2018.

. Consultation draft ‘Urban freight plan 2020-2024’ and response from interest organisation
January 31, 2020.
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