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ABSTRACT 

The evolving socio-political, economic, and technological landscapes of the 21st 

century demand a critical reassessment of governance theory to ensure its 

relevance in addressing complex and dynamic challenges. This study aims to 

revisit classical and contemporary approaches by examining their strengths, 
limitations, and applicability to modern public administration. Employing an 

integrative literature review, the research synthesizes conceptual and empirical 

insights from governance paradigms including network governance, collaborative 

governance, and adaptive governance sourced from leading academic databases. 

The analysis reveals that while classical hierarchical models provide structural 

stability and clear authority, they are increasingly inadequate for responding to 
transnational issues such as climate change, pandemics, technological disruption, 

and global inequality. Conversely, contemporary paradigms highlight the 

importance of flexibility, stakeholder collaboration, and evidence-based decision-

making supported by digital transformation. The findings indicate that effective 

governance in the 21st century requires an integrated framework that balances 

normative ideals of transparency, accountability, and inclusivity with practical 

imperatives of responsiveness, resilience, and innovation. This synthesis 
underscores the necessity of feedback mechanisms, organizational learning, and 

multi-level coordination to navigate uncertainty and create sustainable public 

value. The study concludes that the future of governance lies not in discarding 

classical theories entirely, but in reconfiguring them through a comprehensive 

model that harmonizes structural order with adaptability, thus equipping 

institutions to manage global complexities while preserving legitimacy and public 
trust. 
 

Keyword: Public Administration, Adaptive Governance, Multi-Level Governance, 

Institutional Resilience 

 
INTRODUCTION 

The changes in the global environment in the 21st century are marked by 
the acceleration of globalization that strengthens interconnections between 
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countries in the economic, political, social, and cultural fields. Free trade flows, 

human mobility, information exchange, and market integration have created new 
opportunities for growth and innovation, but at the same time pose challenges in 

governance (Syarifudin et al., 2025; Salazar et al., 2025). 

These global dynamics require governments to be able to respond to 

transnational issues such as migration, cybersecurity, and economic inequality 

with a cross-sectoral and cross-border approach. On the other hand, the digital 

revolution has changed the way public organizations and society interact, where 
information technology, big data, and artificial intelligence are essential 

components of decision-making. This transformation requires the bureaucracy to 

adapt to a more participatory, transparent, and data-based governance model 

(Kumar Singh Asst Professor & Kumar Singh, 2025; Vlahos, 2025)(Komarudin et 

al., 2025; Rintia et al., 2025). 

In addition, the complexity of public policy is increasing due to the overlap 
of global and local problems, which are often multidimensional and interrelated 

(Romualdo & Wilkins, 2025). The climate crisis demands comprehensive 

mitigation and adaptation policies, while global health pandemics, such as COVID-

19, demonstrate the limited capacity of public institutions to respond effectively 

to emergencies. 

Geopolitical conflicts and tensions between countries also complicate 

political stability and economic resilience, requiring flexible governance while 
adhering to the principles of justice, accountability, and sustainability (Michaud, 

2025). In this context, public administration functions not only as a service 

provider, but also as a strategic actor capable of coordinating various stakeholders 

to meet the challenges of the 21st century collaboratively and adaptively 

(Richardson, 2004; Ćorović et al., 2025). 

The need for an adaptive, inclusive, and evidence-based governance 
system is becoming increasingly urgent amid uncertain and rapidly changing 

global environmental dynamics (Hind, 2025). Adaptive governance systems allow 

governments to respond to changing social, economic, and political conditions with 

high flexibility, as well as leverage continuous learning from previous policy 

experiences (Folke et al., 2005). 

This adaptivity also plays an important role in anticipating long-term risks, 

such as the impact of climate change and technological disruption, through 
dynamically adjustable policy mechanisms (Binza et al., 2012). On the other hand, 

inclusivity in governance ensures that decision-making processes involve diverse 

actors including marginalized groups in order to strengthen policy legitimacy and 

prevent social inequality (Ansell & Gash, 2008). 

The evidence-based governance approach is increasingly recognized as an 

essential strategy in producing effective and accountable policies. The use of 
empirical data, scientific analysis, and performance indicator-based evaluations 

can minimize political bias as well as improve policy accuracy (Nutley et al., 2007). 

In practice, the integration of evidence into governance processes requires 

adequate institutional capacity, including data infrastructure, competent human 

resources, and an organizational culture that supports rational decision-making 

(Ramaul et al., 2025). 
By combining the principles of adaptivity, inclusivity, and the use of 

evidence, public governance can become more responsive to contemporary 

challenges while also being oriented towards sustainable public value creation. 

Classical governance theories rooted in traditional public administration paradigms 

often emphasize hierarchical structures, rigid bureaucratic procedures, and 
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centralized lines of command. Although this approach provides clarity of authority 

and organizational stability, it tends to be less responsive to rapid and complex 
environmental changes (Weber, 2017). 

The hierarchical-bureaucratic model also often hinders innovation because 

it prioritizes procedural compliance over adaptation to social and technological 

dynamics (Peters, 2010). In the context of globalization and the digital revolution, 

this approach has become less relevant because it is unable to accommodate 

multi-stakeholder engagement and collaborative decision-making across sectors 
(Alibašić, 2025; Al-Thani, 2025). 

In addition, the limitations of classical governance theory can be seen in its 

tendency to strictly separate policy-makers and policy implementers, which often 

results in gaps in communication and ineffective implementation (Hughes, 2012). 

Overly centralistic structures can also ignore local knowledge and public 

participation, thereby undermining policy legitimacy. As the complexity of public 
issues increases such as the climate crisis, global pandemics, and technological 

disruption rigid bureaucratic approaches face the major challenge of delivering a 

rapid, adaptive, and inclusive response. 

This condition encourages the need to reconstruct governance theory 

towards a more flexible, participatory, and evidence-based model, in order to be 

able to respond to the demands of 21st-century public administration. The 

paradigms of network governance, collaborative governance, and adaptive 
governance emerged in response to the limitations of the classical governance 

model that tends to be hierarchical and centralized (Rubaii, 2016). 

Network governance emphasizes the importance of horizontal relationships 

between organizations, both in the public, private, and civil society sectors, to 

achieve common goals through coordination and exchange of resources (Rhodes, 

2007). This approach recognizes that many public issues are cross-institutional 
and require synergy between actors who have different authorities and interests. 

Meanwhile, collaborative governance focuses on a deliberative process that 

involves various stakeholders in joint decision-making, with the aim of building 

consensus, strengthening policy legitimacy, and increasing the effectiveness of 

implementation (Ansell & Gash, 2008). 

On the other hand, adaptive governance is evolving as a framework that 

emphasizes the capacity of institutions to respond to uncertainty and rapid change 
through continuous learning, policy experimentation, and feedback mechanisms 

(Folke et al., 2005). This paradigm is particularly relevant in the face of global 

challenges such as climate change, health crises, and technological disruption, 

where uncertainty is an inevitable element (Testa et al., 2025). The development 

of these three paradigms demands the establishment of a new governance 

conceptual framework that is able to integrate cross-sectoral networks, inclusive 
collaborative processes, and evidence-based adaptivity. 

Thus, public governance can be more responsive, participatory, and 

sustainable in the face of the complexities of the 21st century (Jalonen, 2025). 

emphasized that network governance is one of the relevant models to overcome 

the limitations of traditional bureaucratic systems, especially in the context of 

cross-sector and cross-organizational relationships. Research by Ansell and Gash 
(2008) shows that collaborative governance can increase policy legitimacy and 

strengthen public trust through the active involvement of stakeholders(Runya et 

al., 2015). 

They emphasized the need for feedback mechanisms, collective learning, and 

the ability to innovate in designing public policies. This study is relevant because 
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it underscores that the challenges of the 21st century such as climate change, 

global pandemics, and technological disruption require governance models that 
are not only responsive, but also flexible and oriented towards long-term 

sustainability (Elatmani & El, 2025;Hergüner, 2024). By combining the findings of 

these various studies, the development of a comprehensive governance 

conceptual framework can have a strong theoretical foundation as well as be 

applicable to public administration in the modern era. 

 
RESEARCH METHOD 

 This study uses an integrative literature review approach  to examine, 

compare, and synthesize theories of public governance that have developed from 

classical to contemporary paradigms. This method was chosen because it is able 

to combine conceptual and empirical findings from various disciplines, resulting in 

a more comprehensive conceptual framework (Snyder, 2019). The data collection 
process is carried out through literature search on reputable scientific databases, 

such as Scopus, Web of Science, and ScienceDirect, using the keywords 

"governance theory," "public administration," "network governance," 

"collaborative governance," and "adaptive governance." The inclusion criteria 

include articles published in the last 20 years, in English, and discussing the 

conceptual framework or application of governance models in the context of public 

administration. 
Literature analysis is carried out through a thematic analysis process  to 

identify patterns, gaps, and theoretical integration from various sources. Each 

article that meets the inclusion criteria is coded based on key themes, such as the 

principles of adaptivity, multi-stakeholder collaboration, and the use of evidence 

in policymaking. The results of the analysis are then synthesized to formulate a 

conceptual framework for public governance that integrates the advantages of the 
network governance paradigm, collaborative governance, and adaptive 

governance. This approach allows research to produce powerful theoretical 

contributions while also providing practical implications for policy makers and 

public administration practitioners in the 21st century. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

1. Characteristics and Relevance of the Contemporary Paradigm 
Network governance emerged as one of the contemporary paradigms that 

offers solutions to the limitations of the classical hierarchical governance 

approach. In the context of cross-institutional issues, such as climate change, 

cybersecurity, and natural resource management, cross-sectoral networks enable 

the exchange of information, resources, and capacity between actors from various 

domains, including government, the private sector, and civil society (Rhodes, 
2007). 

This approach promotes flexible horizontal coordination, so that it can 

accelerate responses to complex problems that cannot be solved by one institution 

alone. By building relationships based on trust and interdependence, network 

governance expands the capacity of public governance to reach resources and 

knowledge beyond traditional institutional boundaries (Júnior, 2025). In its 
implementation, network governance requires intensive communication 

mechanisms and an effective coordination system (Bobkier et al., 2025). 

This is important to avoid policy overlap or conflicts of interest between the 

actors involved. Information disclosure and shared accountability are prerequisites 

for the success of cross-sectoral networks, especially in issues involving global 
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and local interests at the same time. Meanwhile, collaborative governance focuses 

on the effectiveness of deliberative processes involving various stakeholders in 
decision-making. This paradigm departs from the understanding that the 

complexity of public problems requires contributions from various perspectives, 

including from groups of people directly affected by policies (Ansell & Gash, 2008).  

Through collaborative forums, stakeholders can build common 

understanding, align goals, and formulate more inclusive solutions. The advantage 

of collaborative governance lies in its ability to strengthen the legitimacy of 
policies, because the decisions taken reflect the aspirations and interests of 

various parties. The success of collaborative governance relies heavily on factors 

such as facilitative leadership, clarity of the rules of the game, and trust between 

actors (Emerson et al., 2012). 

A transparent, consensus-oriented deliberative process can minimize 

resistance to policy implementation (Syarifudin et al., 2025). In addition, 
collaborative governance also has a strategic role in building social capacity, where 

intensive interaction among stakeholders can create valuable social capital for the 

sustainability of cooperation in the future. In the context of public governance, 

this paradigm has become increasingly relevant in the era of information 

disclosure, where public participation is seen as an essential component of a 

healthy democracy. 

Adaptive governance is a paradigm that emphasizes the capacity of 
institutions to learn, innovate, and respond dynamically to uncertainty. This 

approach is particularly relevant in dealing with the challenges of the 21st century 

characterized by high uncertainty, such as natural disasters, global pandemics, 

and disruptive technological changes (Folke et al., 2005). Adaptive governance 

encourages feedback mechanisms that allow for continuous evaluation and 

adjustment of policies. Thus, public policy is not only reactive to emerging 
problems, but also proactive in anticipating future changes and risks. 

The key to the success of adaptive governance is the ability to integrate 

learnings from a variety of policy experiences into the process of formulating and 

implementing new strategies. This requires an openness to innovation, the 

courage to experiment, and a willingness to admit and correct mistakes. 

Emphasizes that adaptive governance must involve a wide range of actors from 

the local to global levels to ensure a contextual and effective response (Michaud, 
2025). By combining the principles of adaptivity with cross-sector collaboration 

and networking, adaptive governance can be an important foundation for the 

construction of a responsive, inclusive, and sustainable public governance 

framework in the 21st century. 

 

2. Synthesis of 21st Century Governance Principles 
The principles of governance in the 21st century demand an integration 

between the normative values that are the moral foundation of government and 

practical demands that are directly related to the effectiveness of policies. 

Normative values such as transparency, accountability, and public participation 

are the main pillars of good governance that ensure public legitimacy and trust in 

the government (UNDP, 1997). 
However, in the contemporary context, these principles must be 

harmonized with practical needs such as responsiveness to crises and institutional 

resilience in the face of disruption(Romualdo & Wilkins, 2025). This integration is 

important because normative values without practical capabilities will result in 
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governance that is ideal in theory but weak in implementation, while practical 

demands without normative values risk giving birth to effective but unjust policies. 
The role of digital technology is a crucial element in accelerating the policy 

process in the information age. Digital transformation allows governments to 

access, process, and analyze large amounts of data in real-time, so that decision-

making can be faster and more accurate (Mergel et al., 2019). Technologies such 

as big data analytics, artificial intelligence, and geographic information systems 

open up opportunities to formulate evidence-based policies, while improving the 
efficiency of public services. The integration of digital technology also strengthens 

the principle of transparency through open government data that makes it easier 

for the public to access information and monitor government performance. 

The concept of data-driven decision-making is an integral part of modern 

results-oriented governance. By utilizing valid and verified data, the government 

can formulate policies that are in accordance with field conditions and measure 
their effectiveness objectively (Janssen & van der Voort, 2016). This approach not 

only increases accountability, but also reduces political bias in decision-making. 

The challenge is to ensure data quality, maintain information security, and protect 

citizens' privacy so that public trust is maintained. 

Feedback mechanisms and continuous learning are at the heart of policy 

sustainability in the 21st century. A systematic evaluation process allows the 

government to identify policy weaknesses early and make necessary adjustments. 
The adaptive governance model encourages continuous organizational learning, 

where each policy cycle becomes a source of knowledge for future improvement 

(Argyris & Schön, 1996). 

Thus, policies are not static, but continue to evolve according to changes in 

the environment and societal needs(Hind, 2025). The integration of normative 

values, practical demands, the use of digital technology, and continuous learning 
creates a more responsive, inclusive, and sustainability-oriented public 

governance framework. This framework is not only relevant for dealing with short-

term challenges such as health crises or natural disasters, but also for building 

long-term resilience in the face of uncertain global dynamics. By combining all 

these elements, 21st-century governance can optimally realize public value, while 

maintaining public legitimacy and trust in public institutions (Binza et al., 2012; 

Ramaul et al., 2025). 
 

3. Criticism of Classical Governance Theory 

The classical governance model that is hierarchical and bureaucratic does 

have the main strength in providing a clear structure, a firm division of authority, 

and a defined chain of command (Weber, 1947). This approach allows public 

organizations to operate with discipline, order, and procedural certainty, thereby 
minimizing the risk of abuse of authority. However, in the context of rapid socio-

political change, this model tends to show rigidity in adapting to external 

dynamics. The inability to respond quickly to complex and unexpected situations 

is one of the fundamental obstacles in its relevance in the 21st century (Peters, 

2019). 

In addition, classical governance often places decision-making exclusively 
at the top level, with minimal public participation. This structure assumes that the 

highest authorities have the best information and capacity to make decisions, so 

that the contributions of non-governmental actors are less taken into account 

(Osborne, 2006). As a result, the resulting policies have the potential to be less 

responsive to the needs of the community and do not reflect the diversity of 
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perspectives on the ground. This is inversely proportional to the demands of 

modern governance that emphasizes openness and inclusivity of processes 
(Alibašić, 2025). 

Another significant criticism is the limitations of the bureaucratic model in 

accommodating policy flexibility. Rigid procedures, overly detailed operational 

standards, and a focus on formal compliance make bureaucracies often slow to 

adopt innovation (Kettunen & Kallio, 2020). In crisis situations, such as pandemics 

or natural disasters, the inability to improvise policies quickly can have serious 
consequences for the effectiveness of public services. Therefore, an approach that 

relies solely on classical governance risks hampering the adaptive capabilities of 

institutions (Vlahos, 2025; Kumar & Kumar, 2025). 

The gap between policy makers and policy implementers is also a major 

highlight. In many cases, strategic decisions are made without considering the 

technical and operational realities on the ground (Hill & Hupe, 2014). This causes 
policy implementation to often be hampered by mismatches between design and 

actual conditions. Such communication and coordination gaps can reduce the 

effectiveness of policies and even create distortions in the achievement of 

goals(Al-Thani, 2025). Overall, while classical governance theory remains relevant 

in providing a structural foundation and formal accountability, its limitations in 

terms of flexibility, public participation, and adaptability demand a paradigm shift. 

The shift towards a more collaborative, network-based, and adaptive approach is 
an urgent need for governance to be able to respond to the complex challenges 

of the current era of globalization and digitalization (Ansell & Torfing, 2021). 

 

CONCLUSION 

The results of this study conclude that contemporary governance paradigms 

including network governance, collaborative governance, and adaptive 
governance offer a more responsive, inclusive, and flexible approach than classical 

governance theories that tend to be hierarchical and bureaucratic. This 

development is in line with the increasing complexity of public problems that are 

cross-sectoral, multi-actor, and dynamic, thus requiring a new conceptual 

framework that integrates normative values such as transparency, accountability, 

and participation with practical demands such as responsiveness and institutional 

resilience. The use of digital technology and data-driven approaches further 
strengthens governance's capacity to formulate policies that are fast, adaptive, 

and evidence-based. 

In addition, this research shows that the effectiveness of 21st century 

governance relies heavily on the ability of institutions to facilitate collaboration 

between stakeholders, develop sustainable feedback mechanisms, and build 

organizational learning cultures. Although classical governance theory still has an 
important role to play in maintaining structure, clarity of authority, and stability, 

its weaknesses in dealing with uncertainty and its limitations in accommodating 

public participation make it necessary to be complemented by a more adaptive 

paradigm. Thus, the ideal governance in the modern era is not a total replacement 

of the classical model, but a synthesis that combines structural stability with 

innovation, collaboration and a high capacity for adaptation. 
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