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Absorbing, Articulating, and Leveraging:

—A Study of the Compound Environmental Governance Model

Li Yang'”’
(1. School of Sociology, Beijing University of Technology, Beijing 100124, P. R. China;
2. Beijing Social Governance Research Center, Beijing 100124, P. R. China)

Abstract: Since the 18th National Congress of the Communist Party of China, China’ s
environmental protection efforts have undergone historic, transformative, and comprehensive
changes. Consequently, environmental protection is evolving from a passive and dependent domain
under the traditional “growth logic” into a core mechanism that reshapes the logic of socioeconomic
operation. This elevation of strategic importance, coupled with the complex governance challenges
has driven a systematic shift in the environmental governance model—f{rom the traditional
government-controlled approach to a compound model characterized by multi-stakeholder
participation, oriented toward the holistic environment, dependent upon it, and aimed at its
preservation.

Although practical explorations in compound environmental governance have been vigorously
pursued, existing research still lacks sufficient explanatory power. Theoretically, analyses often
describe the governance process through a static lens focused on subjects, failing to adequately address
the uniqueness of China’s local practices. It is therefore necessary to move beyond static descriptions
of governance subjects and turn to a systematic and dynamic analysis of governance structures.

Based on the social embeddedness, social constructiveness, and economic externalities of
environmental problems, the structure of environmental governance can be analyzed along four
interconnected dimensions: the composition of governance subjects, the social construction of
problems, the allocation of costs and responsibilities, and the selection of policy instruments.
Grounded in this framework, the compound governance model operates in marked contrast to the
traditional state-led regulatory approach, which often relies on the inward-driven, target-based “self-
ratcheting” of environmental agencies. Instead, the compound model advances a more open and
institutionalized mode of engagement across these dimensions.

In the phase of problem construction, it establishes structured channels to systematically gather
and incorporate environmental propositions from diverse actors, including the media, the public,
enterprises, and social organizations. In policy formulation and implementation, it emphasizes the
integration of economic and incentive-based instruments alongside voluntary measures, fostering
broad stakeholder alignment through the cultivation of green economic actors and the “greening” of
local power networks. Regarding cost allocation, the model leverages market mechanisms to
compensate for livelihood impacts resulting from pollution control measures, while also reducing
governmental monitoring costs by actively engaging public stakeholders in oversight and
implementation.

Through this multidimensional and dynamic process, relevant actors gradually form a more
coherent power structure and coordination mechanism. This enables the sequential realization of the
three tiers of compound environmental governance: coordinated action across government agencies,
collaborative participation of multiple societal actors, and the functional coupling of institutional,
economic, and social elements.

Keywords: Compound environmental management; Governance subjects; Problem framing;
Cost allocation; Policy instruments
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