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Abstract 
The paper presents a complementary approach to existing studies of Environmental 
Policy Integration (EPI). Reviewing existing approaches it argues that we need to 
include the sectors and interactions that shape the physical environment into the 
analysis of EPI. We need to reconstruct how they considered the environment for 
identifying gaps and breaking points of EPI. Usually the study of EPI only targets the 
politico-administrative sphere. The paper presents a scheme for positioning the 
activities and attitudes of actors in relation to procedural and stages of EPI. It develops a 
conception based on the strategic-relational-approach for reconstructing how the 
environment was considered in socio-ecological interactions. For advancing EPI it 
advocates research in the context of socio-ecological interactions in which 
implementation of environmental regulations failed.  

Introduction 
Environmental Policy Integration (EPI) is “undoubtedly the most far-reaching of all 
basic principles” of European Environmental Policy (EEP) along with well known 
principles such as the polluter pays principle, the precautionary principle and so forth 
(McCormick, 2001, p80). At the same time it is “ perhaps the most important general 
environmental policy axiom of the 1980s and 1990s and a central element of the 
concept of ‘sustainable development’” (Lafferty and Hovden, 2003, p1). It is not by 
accident that many units in the Directorate General Environment (DG ENV) were given 
the prefix Integration only few years ago resulting in names such as “Integration 
Industry” or “Integration Territorial Dimension”. Nonetheless the conceptual 
understanding lacked behind significantly until very recently several authors made 
efforts to clarify its meaning in the course of their research (e.g. Lafferty and Hovden, 
2003; Briassoulis, 2004; Russel, 2004; Hertin and Berkhout, 2003; Lenschow, 2002; 
Stead and Meijers, 2004). 

Lenschow (2002) detects the first written occurrence of EPI at the European level in the 
first Environmental Action Programme (EAP), where we can read “effective 
environmental protection requires the consideration of environmental consequences in 
all ‘technical planning and decision making processes’ at national and community 
level” (Official Journal of the European Communities (OJ), 1973, p6).  
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Describing EPI, the sixth EAP refers explicitly to the ‘integration principle’ requiring 
“all other policy areas to take full and proper consideration of the European 
Community’s environmental objectives when making policy decisions” (CEC, 2001, 
p65). However, when we try to apply this definition for evaluating scientifically to what 
extent EPI has been adhered to in decision-making processes we stumble across the 
usual ambiguities of concepts whose definition is the outcome of a political process. 
First of all environmental policy objectives can be conflicting among themselves only to 
mention conflicts between environmental conservation and its exploitation for the 
benefit of human survival, relying on an intact environment. Secondly, the definition 
leaves open what “full and proper” implies as well as consideration does not necessarily 
have any substantive effect on policy outcomes. In fact, as Lenschow (2002) suggests, 
many of the problems of the concept of EPI are rooted in its “mother concept” 
sustainable development. Similar to its “operational principle” EPI it does not deal with 
conflicts between policy objectives and how to resolve them besides giving priority to 
long term sustenance of societies and the environment through somehow balancing 
environmental, social and economic impacts.  

For example Baker et al. categorise at least three very different relations between the 
environment and the economy ranging from an anthropocentric attitude to the 
environment to an ecocentric one all of which could be pursued under the guise of 
sustainable development (Baker et al., 1997). In consequence, constructively interpreted 
we could assume that a judgement on tradeoffs between the environmental, economic 
and social implications of policies has deliberately been left to knowledge evolution and 
therefore scientific debate as well as democratic evaluation. On the other hand some 
scholars see the vagueness of the definition of sustainability and therefore implicitly 
also that of EPI as the result of the political function of the concept. It is “sufficiently 
vague to allow conflicting parties, factions and interests to adhere to it without loosing 
credibility” (Richardson, 1997 p43). This view seems to suggest that sustainable 
development deliberately does not help us on guiding how to achieve compromises on 
conflicting implications of policies. However, key to the implementation of sustainable 
development is EPI in all the varieties referred to by Liberatore, as otherwise “a new 
model of development that can be environmentally and socially sustained in the long 
term cannot be achieved” (Liberatore, 1997 p107). 

This paper aims to broaden the scope of research on EPI by connecting it to more 
general theoretical frameworks explaining the outcome of policy making. For this 
purpose firstly, the paper will briefly present existing research efforts on EPI and 
categorize them broadly in connection with the definitions of EPI they use. Following 
this discussion of existing approaches we will introduce a broader conception of EPI. 
Secondly, the paper will demonstrate how empirical work in the European Commission 
(EU COM) informed this definition before thirdly it will outline the philosophical and 
conceptual basis for approaching research on this conception and indicating steps 
towards its empirical application. Finally, we will reflect on the complementary 
approach/ conception of EPI that the paper presented, situate it in relation to the 
formerly presented research agendas and discuss the value-added it provides 
respectively its limitations.  

Research approaches to EPI 
In this section we want to briefly compare various approaches to the research of EPI. In 
this context we will find out that this paper starts from a much broader conception of 
EPI than existing research the author found. Scope for such varying research agendas is 
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ample given the variety of definitions that have been put forward for EPI by the 
European Union and elsewhere. Many of the differences in research approaches to EPI 
originate from the distinct definitions that researchers adopted. We will compare the 
approaches and definitions of five (groups of) authors: 

Box 1: Definitions guiding research on EPI: 

 
Hertin and Berkhout (2003, p41) EPI is “the inclusion of environmental concerns in processes and 
decisions of public policy making that are predominantly charged with issues other than the 
environment”.  

Lenschow (2002, p7): EPI is “procedural principle and political aspiration [according to which] 
policy makers in non environmental sectors recognize environmental repercussions of their decisions 
and adjust them when they undermine sustainable development”.  

Briassoulis (2004, p13): EPI is the “process of sewing together and coordinating various policies, 
both over (horizontally) and across (vertically) levels of governance…” assuming that integration is 
possible by balancing different claims.  
Lafferty and Hovden (2003, p9): EPI is the “incorporation of environmental objectives into all steps 
of policy making in non-environmental policy sectors, with a specific recognition of this goal as a 
guiding principle for the planning and execution of policy; accompanied by an attempt to aggregate 
presumed environmental consequences into an overall evaluation of policy and a commitment to 
minimise contradictions between environmental and sectoral policies by giving principled priority to 
the former over the latter”.  

Russel similarly adheres to the first part of Lafferty and Hovden’s definition (Russel, 2004).  
 

In contrast we defined EPI as: ‘the process of improving the meaningful consideration 
of the physical implications of all policies and activities which impact on the physical 
environment, in sectoral policy or activity formulation, in subsequent decision making 
and their implementation’. The outcome of this meaningful consideration can be 
assessed in relation to the achievement of any stage of integration, depending upon 
which environmental legislation, objectives or values are explicitly referred to for 
judging it. ‘Meaningful’ means an active engagement in finding out about the 
implications of sectoral policies for non-human nature and a transparent process in 
which they are considered and weighed in relation to other policy objectives.’ 

For the purpose of relating approaches for researching EPI to each other we want to use 
4 categories: Firstly we want to identify the object that several definitions look at, 
basically, what EPI implies, secondly we want to look at the scope of its study or, in 
other words, where EPI is assumed to apply, thirdly we want to identify the indicators 
that were used by the various approaches to detect EPI and what status the environment 
is to have in decision making, fourthly, we want to describe the way studies evaluate 
performance in terms of EPI. 
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Table 1: Various approaches to the research of EPI 

 Object of 
research 

Scope of 
research 

Indicators of EPI Evaluation of 
EPI 

 

Hertin and 
Berkhout 
(2003) 

Environmental concerns in 
political agenda of 
sectoral agencies? 
Horizontal communication 
channels between units? 
How is environmental 
innovation capacity 
institutionalised in sectoral 
administrations? How far 
did policy learning occur? 

 
Lenschow 
(2002) 

Degree of active 
consideration of 
environmental implications 
in the decision and policy 
making process in other 
policy making sectors 

 
 
 
 
 
No stable 
measuring stick 
but flexible 
qualitative 
interpretation on 
case study basis 

 

 
Briassoulis 
(2004) 

Specific operationalisable 
criteria (objects, objectives 
and goals, structures and 
procedures, instruments 
across sectors) 

Ideal integration 
once all criteria 
are fulfilled 

 
Lafferty and 
Hovden 
(2003) 

List of disparate indicators 
characterising efforts of 
policy making to integrate 
environmental 
considerations into 
sectoral policies 

Baseline 
indicators for 
EPI, claim for 
principled 
environmental 
priority  

 
Russel(2004) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
How and to what 
extent is the 
environment 
considered in 
horizontally and 
vertically 
dispersed 
decision 
making?  
What is 
consideration? 
What is the 
underlying 
objective or 
relation to 
sustainable 
development? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Political 
administrative 
process and 
outcome of using 
coordination 
strategies and 
mechanisms 
aiming at an 
integrated policy 
making system 

Use and quality of e-
(nvironment) tests 

Stable evaluation 
of EPI on the 
Metcalfe scale of 
coordination 

 

Author 

Same as above/ 
yardstick 
physical 
implications of 
decisions 

Any interaction 
that shapes the 
physical 
environment, 
comprising 
societal sector or 
actors that 
political-
administrative 
sphere tries to 
shape intentionally 
or that it affects 
unintentionally 

Degree of meaningful 
consideration. 
Meaningful means an 
‘active engagement in 
finding out about the 
implications of sectoral 
policies for non-human 
nature and a transparent 
process in which they are 
considered and weighed 
in relation to other policy 
objectives’. 

Fixed standard 
(environmental 
objectives/ 
regulations) 
which is 
responsive to 
physical 
characteristics of 
socio-ecological 
interactions 
involving a piece 
of nature – 
Contradicting/ 
Respecting/ 
Complementary 

Table assembled by the author 

The principal difference between the approach suggested here and that of other authors 
is that we endeavour to evaluate EPI in the overall socio-ecological interactions that 
shape physical environment as policy outcome. Furthermore, we introduce a flexible 
yardstick for its evaluation. We suggest to relate actors’s activities and attitudes to either 
environmental policies, policy objectives or regulations that are invoked by a certain 
socio-ecological interaction. We therefore understand EPI as means to change the way 
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people relate to their physical environment. Several supranational documents share such 
an understanding.  

Brundtland’s report of 1987 phrases the concern as “changing the quality of growth” 
(WCED, 1987, p52). In its terms “[S]ustainability requires views of human needs and 
well-being that incorporate such non-economic variables as education and health 
enjoyed for their own sake, clean air and water, and the protection of natural beauty” 
(WCED, 1987, p53). The Agenda 21 reiterates and details these claims and specifically 
addresses the need to view environmental protection as and integral part of the 
development process (United Nations, 1993, principle 4) and to oblige states to reduce 
and eliminate unsustainable patterns of consumption and production (United Nations, 
1993, principle 8). Both principles are detailed in Annexe 2 of the Agenda envisioning 
the role state-driven EPI is to play in the sustainable development of the relation 
between humanity and the physical environment. (Add 6th EAP or OECD, 2001 or 
so..). 

The other authors approaches either do not introduce any stable measuring stick at all or 
define criteria that only characterise the politico administrative sphere. They 
accordingly do not evaluate the success of EPI in terms of overall societal consideration 
of the environment and its impact on the physical policy outcome. In the opinion of the 
author on the other hand this is what really matters to the evaluation of EPI.  

For illustrating the relation between the way a piece of nature is shaped and the 
prescription of a policy or regulation we developed the following graph. It introduces a 
socially constructed middle ground ‘respecting’ relationship in-between either a 
contradictory or a complementary relation between the development of a piece of 
nature, the socio-ecological interactions that shape it and the standard against which EPI 
is evaluated. Basically it describes the case where an action systematically contradicts 
an environmental regulation or objective but varies its intensity in order to comply with 
a threshold prescribed by the regulation(stage of ‘implementation’) The diagram focuses 
EPI on the consideration of the environment by certain activities or sectoral policy 
fields with an impact on the environment. It asks to what extent they ‘integrate’ 
environmental considerations throughout their formulation and implementation. In 
empirical work the schema enables us to locate various policies, statements and 
measures in relation to each other and to judge or translate them into the “stages of 
integration” they achieve in physical terms. It clarifies the need to distinguish between 
the process of integration as moving from contradictory (stage of contradiction) to 
mutually respecting (stage of implementation) to complementary policies, objectives or 
measures (stage of integration - equated with integratedness) that necessarily implies 
complementary policies. It leaves scope for measuring integration against a clarified 
yardstick of environmental regulations, policies or policy objectives which have to be 
defined in relation to the characteristics of the specific socio-ecological interaction that 
a piece of nature is involved in.  
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Figure 1: Stages of EPI, the relation between policies and the process of EPI 

 

The relation between (sectoral) 
policy and …environmental 
regulation, …policy 
objectives,…  

The stage of integration process 
of the environment into another 
sectoral policies  

Contradicting 

 

“Non-integratedness” 

 

Respecting 

 

“Implementation” 

Complementary “Integration” = “Integratedness” 

Source: author 

The link between policy measures and concrete policy outcomes is very often difficult 
to establish (Carter et al., 1992; pp14ff; Pressman and Wildavsky, 1973). Nonetheless 
our research approach and the theoretical conception intends to reconstruct the socio-
ecological interactions shaping a specific piece of nature (a specific policy outcome) 
EPI intends to shape. It therefore tries to tackle the complexity and multifarious nature 
of concrete policy implementation processes for evaluating EPI identifying gaps, and 
breakdown points as well as incalculable paths implementation takes in interaction with 
contingent dynamics determining the overall effectiveness of EPI on the ground. At the 
same time such an analysis puts the hypothesis of ecological modernisation to the test, 
advocating institutional and technological fixes to deficiencies in the environmental 
performance of current socio-ecological interactions (see also Hajer, 1998; Jähnicke, 
1992; Mol, 1999).  

EPI and implementation in the European Commission 
In fact the “stage of implementation” is of great empirical importance as concrete 
research work has shown and thinking about the systematic contradictions between 
conservationist and development policies shows. In this context research work in the 
EU COM and participation in its activities aiming at EPI was highly instructive as 
showing the tight constraints which EPI in the Commission is supposed to push. Here 
we want to briefly present the understanding of EPI that the author came across in the 
EU COM while working there in 2002. In fact from an academic’s point of view much 
scepticism about the vague meaning of the use of the concept in the EU COM emerged.  

Often the interpretation of EPI in the EU COM seemed to depend on the concreteness of 
the involvement a civil servant had with policy making. DG ENV’s water unit for 
example elaborated two working papers on integration between 2002 and 2003 as part 
of the Common Implementation Strategy (CIS) (CEC, 2001a) of the WFD, one on the 
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integration of the WFD with the EU’s Common Agriculture Policy (CAP) and another 
one on the integration of the WFD and Regional policy1. Basically three ways of 
thinking about integration guided the efforts by the water unit to implement EPI. They 
illustrate well the learning process that many see as being associated with EPI.  

For the water unit EPI was about informing the respective other services about the 
substantive issues regulated in the WFD and to understand the conflicting policies, 
improve communication and to pre-empt potential contradictions originating from the 
lack of knowledge of the other services. Secondly, a question was how the CAP and 
Regional policy could actively support the achievement of the goals of the WFD. 
Attempts were made to define concrete measures that it wanted to be supported 
financially by the respective other policies, implementing the WFD. The respective 
services should adopt and implement these measures. Thirdly issues were identified that 
were to be raised in the future in the course of renegotiations of the regulations 
governing the CAP and Regional policy.  

Additionally, other units elaborated internal working documents developing guidelines 
on possible compromises needed to overcome contradictions between EU development 
policies and European environmental policy. These were often targeting European 
Regional policies and issues such as the treatment of the Polluter Pays Principle (PPP), 
the question of how to define environmental projects that could be co-funded as such by 
Regional policy as for example in the case of dams2. While they were drafted at the 
same time negotiations on fixing concretely how to strike trade offs between EEP and 
other EU Policies took place. They confirm that abstract high-level policy making 
postpones difficult conflict about its concretisation to later stages in policy making. 

Talk about the issue of EPI at the level of operational units of the EU COM implies a 
different message than that spread by the leadership. Illustrating the ease with which 
high-ranking officials or policy-makers sign up to the ideals of sustainable development 
and EPI was a statement by the Commissioner herself. She confirmed, “the achievement 
of integratedness would be the ultimate aim of European Environmental Policy”. 
“When we accomplish this”, she added, “DG ENV could almost be abolished. When 
this would occur”, she continued, “she did not know but certainly not in the near future” 
3. On the other hand she did not give any indications on how to weigh between the 
inherently conflicting aims of sustainable development or what exactly the relation 
between the development and the environment should be or at least how exactly EPI 
was to be operationalised. In fact the mission statement of DG ENV aiming at “growth 
in the EU that takes account of the economic, social and environmental needs both of 
our citizens and of future generations” (EU COM, 2002) points towards another priority 
as growth is still economically oriented. On another occasion, the Commissioner 
expressed that she would much prefer to become a body that advises member states than 
being the “policewoman” trying to implement and enforce environmental regulation, as 
she was at the time (European Voice, 1999, 10-17 November, p2). This second quote 

                                                 
1 Regional policy and Cohesion policy in the following will be used as synonyms for the EU’s policy 
undertaken by DG Regio (REGIO). 
2 The author had access to some of these documents throughout a traineeship in EU COM, DG ENV 
between 3.2002 and 8.2002. He was collaborating on a version of a document on the integration of water 
policy and regional and agriculture policy. 
3 These are not the exact words of Ms Wallström but the reproduction of what the author recalled from 
the meeting on Monday, 15. July 2002 in DG ENV in Brussels, and what the author took note of just 
afterwards. 
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illustrates that the EU COM has little more leverage to implement EPI on member state 
level and often even among its services than to enforce the correct implementation of 
European environmental legislation, which in itself would be a significant success, as a 
variety of EU documents confirm. On the other hand, implementation leaves some 
scope for strengthening or weakening the consideration of the environment in policy 
decisions, as scope for interpretation of directives and regulations remains.  

For realising integration the Commissioner makes vague suggestions of increasing 
“transparency” regarding the effects of other sectoral policies on the environment; she 
wants to promote “responsibility” for making these sectors accountable for their impact 
on the environment, and she wants to enhance “co-operation”, standing for the 
assistance of DG ENV to other DGs on “how to assess the environmental impacts of 
policies”. This could be called a soft approach to policing other sectoral policies 
(Speech by Commissioner Margot Wallström on Thursday, 19 September 2002, in 
Aalborg, Denmark). Using the graph introduced above we assess the inconsistent way 
the EU COM applies environmental objectives, which could be used to physically 
measure integration against.  

Most studies on sectoral policies do not address at which level of policymaking, efforts 
had to be concentrated to achieve better EPI. It assumes that EPI in the administrative-
political sphere automatically avoids conflicts at later stages of implementation. As 
described above we do not make this connection but suggest to evaluate the physical 
policy outcome and the way EPI has contributed to it. We find it misleading that most 
research does not clarify the systematic limitations to EPI and that environmental 
objectives at best act as bottom lines to be respected in implementation. We propose to 
be concerned about the concrete effectiveness of EPI in terms of policy outcome. This 
approach has been informed by the preoccupations of DG ENV officials some of which 
fight about every little bit of respect for environmental objectives throughout the 
implementation of contradicting policies. 
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Figure 2: Location of attitudes to integration in the European Commission 

Relation between sectoral 
policy and …  

…Environmenta
l regulation 

…Environmenta
l policy 

objectives 

…Environmenta
l values 

The Stage of integration of 
the environment into another 

sectoral policies 

Contradicting 

 

   “Non-
integratedness” 

Respecting 

 

   “Implementation
”

Complementar
y 

   “Integration”=
“Integratedness”

Explanation of Figure 2: 

Sustainable development as formulated in the Amsterdam Treaty, aims at sustainable growth, a rather unrealistic goal omitting 
conflicts of aims inherent to sustainable development that potentially sideline other than anthropocentric environmental values. 

The Water unit’s initiative to integrate WFD with CAP and Regional policy is to inform about he WFD to avoid 
contradictions, to create respect for the WFD and use other policies to implement the WFD, hence make them complementary.  

The sixth EAP wants all other sectoral policies to respect and therefore not counteract “our” environmental policy objectives 
as laid out in the same programme. However often these objectives remain just as vague. 

Commissioner Wallström wants to make environmental policing redundant by implementing integration. 

EPI as formulated in Article 6 of the Amsterdam Treaty aims at making policy objectives and implementation “integrated”, in 
order to deliver sustainable development. 

For the purpose of treating integration we will be defined as the process of relatively more considering environmental 
objectives no matter what their “source” was (legislations, objectives, values).  

◘ The Commissioner as quoted in EWWE (1999) referring to the learning process of EPI.  
           Source: author 

Researching EPI and its role in socio-ecological interactions 
Our conception of EPI has implications for research. The approach asks basically what 
role EPI plays in the socio-ecological interactions shaping a specific piece of nature. 
Such research has to cover a considerable time span as the effect of many human 
activities only unfold after considerable time lags. Preliminary to answering the research 
question the approach requires an identification and reconstruction of the multi-level, 
multi-scale and multi-sphere socio-ecological dynamics that actually interfered with a 
specific piece of nature. In doing so a conception of society is needed that relates 
different types of actors, their specific properties and capacities and underlying 
considerations to other actors and social and physical structures in which they are 
embedded. In other words the preliminary question has to be answered: who and what 
shaped a specific piece of nature, how and why? Following a critical realist philosophy 
of social science research the ontological and epistemological presumptions are that 
such underlying invisible structures exist and the objective is to reveal the workings of 
reality in order to emancipate ourselves from current societal practices and improve 
them (see also Collier, 1994 and Sayer, 1992 and 2000).  

Methodologically it goes without saying that undertaking such research requires a thick 
and comprehensive description or deep understanding of all the elements referred to in 
an empirical case shaping physical environment. It has proven most appropriate to 
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gather the empirical data starting out with the changing shape of a specific piece of 
nature. From there we go on to identifying which elements constitute the socio-
ecological interaction this piece of nature is subject to. We reconstruct in a bottom-up, 
network fashion which actors, sectors and dynamics contributed to the specific shape of 
the elements constituting the socio-ecological interactions the explanandum is subject 
to. Clearly it would hereby make such a study easier to focus on one medium such as 
for example water or air in a specific areas, instead of looking at the way for example a 
specific landscape constituted of various media and interactions is shaped. No matter if 
we take the more focussed approach at one medium or not it will remain impossible to 
disclose all the necessary data. Certain interpretations and assumptions will have to be 
made based on described deep understanding.  

Our conception of necessary tradeoffs between environmental and development goals 
and policies and the socially constructed stage of EPI “respect for the environment” 
places the research on EPI in close relation to implementation theories which try to 
explain the success or failure, the effects or the process of implementation of 
substantive policies and policy objectives (see for example Knill and Lenschow, 2000; 
Sabatier, 1986; Sabatier and Mazmanian, 1980; Hjern and Hull, 1982; Hjern and Porter, 
1981). However, their object of analysis is not the consideration that underlies the 
behaviour of actors shaping socio-ecological interactions. Also, it does not help to 
simply frame the analysis of EPI as the question for its implementation as EPI in itself 
is a procedural goal and moving target.  

The top-down approach to implementation for example equates it with the achievement 
of the desired substantive policy outcome, hence its match with the policy objective. It 
asks for the principal factors4 that affected policy outputs and impacts (Sabatier, 1986, 
p22; Sabatier and Mazmanian, 1980, p542).  

Alternatively Hjern and Hull (1982) propose a bottom-up approach which judges 
successful implementation in a process-related fashion “by the extent to which the 
perceived outcome corresponds with the preferences of the actors involved in the 
implementation process” (Knill and Lenschow, 2000, p12). It therefore distances itself 
from substantive top-down policy objectives and makes them quasi-moving targets. 
Hjern and Hull’s preoccupation to understand the interaction of actors in a specific 
policy sector and their network-technique for moving from the bottom level of 
implementation to top policy makers involving all main actors is probably closest to the 
bottom-up reconstruction of what shaped the physical environment that we propose 
(Hjern and Porter, 1981; Sabatier 1981, p36).  

As a response to the drawbacks of the top-down and the bottom-up approach, Sabatier 
proposes a synthesis, the “advocacy coalition framework”. It combines the bottom 
uppers unit of analysis with the top downers concern for the influence of socio-
economic conditions and legal instruments constraining behaviour (Sabatier, 1986 & 
1998). Sabatier shifts the analysis from policy implementation to policy change over a 
longer period of time, in which he groups actors actively concerned with a policy 
problem around a shared belief system5. The main concern of the approach is the 
explanation of a “complex situation involving ..[a multitude of].. actors …seeking to 
influence the overall policy process over periods of a decade  or more …” (Sabatier, 
1998, p102). As important elements of policy change the approach emphasises policy 
                                                 
4 E.g. tractability of the problem, the ability of the statute structure to structure implementation, non-
statutory variables. 
5 The advocacy coalition. 



11 

learning and refers to elements external to the dominant core belief system such as 
large-scale socio-economic perturbations or changes in the system-wide governing 
coalition (see Sabatier, 1986, p42-3)6. The approach is often used to conceptualise EPI 
in the politico-administrative sphere as “learning” (Lenschow, 2002; Hertin and 
Berkhout, 2003; Briassoulis, 2004). However, it does not lend itself to reconstructing 
the detailed analysis of actors in their involvement in socio-ecological interactions 
shaping a piece of nature. How specific capacities influence the way actors shape socio-
ecological interactions as well as wider context issues seem to be undertheorized in it 
(see also Hajer, 1995).  

Although we considered to use implementation theories or the advocacy framework for 
researching EPI in socio-ecological interactions we decided to develop a different 
approach due to the reasons presented above. However, in the previous section we 
derived implementation success as minimum but often best possible relation among 
various environmental goals or between environmental and development goals. 
Furthermore, we concluded that it best describes the policy objective that EU COM 
officials hold in relation to EPI. Therefore, we suggest that an analysis of socio-
ecological interactions as conceptualised here should specifically look at those 
interactions where implementation fails. Hence we argue that the identification of gaps 
and breakdown points in EPI will be most valuable throughout those processes of 
shaping pieces of nature where implementation failure is the result.  

In the next section we will present a conceptual framework based on critical realism 
drawing on the Strategic Relational Approach (SRA) developed by Jessop and Hay that 
has been used for this type of study. It provides a specific conception of the relation of 
structure and agency. For a variety of reasons principally to do with internal consistency 
and practicality for empirical research it has been considered more adequate for the task 
in hand than either implementation theory or a variety of alternative conceptions of the 
relation between structure and agency (Giddens, 1984; Archer, 1995).  

The conceptualisation of socio-ecological interactions  

EPI is a vital element for achieving sustainable development. It aims at changing the 
relation between development and environment or, more abstractly depicted, the way 
human beings relate to non-human nature. To narrow this aim, our approach starts from 
the premise that greater knowledge of what concretely determines the development of 
the relation between society and non-human nature is needed in contemporary Europe 
for either applying EPI more successfully or, if this were to be impossible, appreciating 
its limitations more realistically.  

For the purpose of this work we adopt an anti-reductionist, and dualistic critical realist7 

stance on the relation between humans and their physical environment (see also: May 
and Williams, 1996; Benton and Craib, 2001; Sayer, 1992; Collier, 1994; Soper, 1995).  

                                                 
6 The refinement of the approach due to its application is ongoing as hypotheses are still drawn up about 
the interactions in the model, which determine policy change. 
7 Critical Realism was originally denominated critical naturalism by Bhaskar. It is meant in the sense that 
all reality can be object of scientific enquiry but not all reality can be understood in the same way as the 
natural science (therefore and for its emancipatory objective: critical). Knowledge is a product of skilled 
mental labour, and treats the various strata of nature as irreducibly emergent (Collier, 1994, p237). 
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Figure 3: Relation between nature (as order of nature), physical non-human (rest of) 
nature and society 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   Source: author 
Change in the non-human sphere or in the human sphere can be explained by causes 
rooted in inter- or intra-strata relations between real objects, whether observable or not. 
Concrete change in fact results from the contingent articulation of causal mechanisms 
evoked by all the relations of the object of study. These relations may be internal (or 
necessary), meaning that the character of the aspect of the element depends on the other 
for its existence, resulting in a necessary change of both internally related elements once 
one of them is transformed. Also, they can be contingent (or external), meaning that 
change in the object of study does not necessarily occur, but can happen, when change 
occurs in an externally related object. For explaining change of an object we have to 
identify the intra- and inter-strata structure, which exposes its causal powers and 
liabilities and the contingent conditions imposed on it by other objects and their causal 
powers and liabilities. Here the structural configuration of an object of study is defined 
as the combination of elements which constitute the object of study and which are 
internally related to it. Contingent conditions are imposed on the object of study by 
elements externally linked to it. This process of formation of contingent causal powers 
across various strata is termed “emergence” (Collier, 1994). Contingently emerging 
powers make the world what realists call an “open system”, resulting in the irregularity 
of change and the impossibility of controlling the system, as closure is unachievable.  

The approach is open and multi-faceted at the outset, not privileging one structural 
power over the other. By tracing out the various contingently articulated naturalist, 
culturalist and materialist moments of the interrelation of the objects which create 
physical nature, our approach aspires to achieve a better understanding of what these 
multifaceted inter and intra-sphere relations are and how they contingently produce 
unified pieces of physical nature. It is to be used to reconstruct socio-ecological 
interactions and the consideration of the environment within them. 

Critical realism entails emancipatory critique, claiming “that it is better, other things 
being equal, to have true rather than false beliefs…” (Benton and Craib, 2001, p137). 
Concretely we strive to dismantle ‘illusion’ or false beliefs regarding the potentials of 
EPI and identify what promotes outcomes potentially working against it.  

Society in socio-ecological interactions 

In order to carry out research on EPI in terms outlined above and establish what in 
society produced a specific physical manifestation in nature, we need a more detailed 
conceptualisation of society and the dynamics and relations that govern it. The 
conceptualisation of society and the relation between structure and agency that was 
chosen is Jessop’s strategic-relational approach, which has also been adopted by Hay. 

Sphere of Nature – material being and structure of permanent natural laws 

human beings – 
society –  

social science 
non-human nature- 

natural science 
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Characterising the main elements of the approach, Hay and Jessop also call it a 
“structure, strategy, agency approach” (Hay and Jessop, 1995, p15). This qualifies 
structure and agency with regard to how they strategically condition and transform each 
other. Jessop and Hay argue for the ontological unity of structure and agency or for their 
dialectical relation as “society [and social structure] is the ever present condition and 
continually reproduced outcome of human agency” (Bhaskar, 1979 quoted in Hay, 
1995), but at the same time they desire to separate the two for analytical reasons 
(Jessop, 2001, p1225). The strategic-relational approach provides an adequate 
vocabulary for relating structure and agency to each other in a specific situation, by 
introducing strategy as intentional conduct oriented towards the environment and action 
motivated by the intention to realise certain outcomes, objectives and goals (Hay, 2002, 
p129). Agency, in relational terms, becomes strategic action, and structure becomes 
strategically selective context, combining the ‘doubled’ dualism of structured context 
(or action setting) and situated agent (or contextualised actor) (Hay, 2002).  

Structure has what Jessop and Hay call structurally and discursively inscribed strategic 
selectivity. This means that a spatially and temporally specified structure or 
configuration of internal relations that an actor’s object is situated in, favours certain 
strategies for its transformation over others. Actors perceive this strategic selectivity of 
structure through mediating discursive paradigms, modes of calculation, ideas which 
shape and distort this very same structure but which create certain cognitive maps of 
structure. They are bound by their experiences of the strategically selective structure 
they are situated in.  

Actors are conceptualised as differentially capable of the reflexive orientation of their 
strategies for transforming an object according to their goals. Their strategies are 
assumed to be the result of a combination of (1) practical consciousness based on 
intuitive, routine and / or institutionally inscribed strategies and practices. Furthermore 
they possess (2) strategic reflexiveness based on strategic actions deliberately oriented 
towards the achievement of specific objectives or goals based on an analysis of strategic 
context, capacities and the availability of resources over different time horizons and 
spatial scales (Hay and Jessop, 1995, p5). 

Strategies are contingent on the situation of the actor in relation to the resources 
available to the actor over different time horizons and spatial scales. Also they are 
contingent on the strategic selectivity that the pre-existing hierarchy of levels of 
physical (spatial and temporal properties) and social (consequence of human action) 
structures of the object that one wants to act upon, and on the discursively selected way 
the actor perceives that structure (see also Hay and Jessop, 1995, pp8-11). The 
contingent relation of the actor to his context and to the structural context of the object 
he acts upon determines the success of an actor’s strategy. Therefore the approach was 
named the “relational approach” and its emphasis on “strategic-context-analysis”8. The 
interaction depends on the actor’s ability to access the appropriate levels of structure. 
Structures are determined by specific “time–space envelopes”. Actors have to gain 
control over the corresponding level of time and space to shape the physical and social 
structural selectivity in favour of their goals. Otherwise the structural constraints in 
question are imposed on the actor by the actions of the more powerful. Still, some 

                                                 
8 The term strategic-context-analysis was introduced by Stones (1991). He named the analysis of agency 
evoked by Giddens’s structuration theory strategic-conduct-analysis and claims the need to complement it 
with strategic-context-analysis, or in Giddens’s terminology the analysis of what frames conduct which in 
his approach is “knowledgeability” (Giddens, 1984, p21-22). 
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structures may only be open to change over a longer period of time, or new trajectories 
may be attained through the impact of external social forces.  

Independent of the degree of success that actors have with their strategy-based action 
they will transform the context of future strategies, in other words the strategic 
selectivity of structure will change. Furthermore, actors will learn from their action 
experience, which again will inform their future strategic actions. Their actions have 
intended and unintended outcomes so that the “recursively selected strategies” used by 
the actors and “reflexively reorganized structural configurations” as subsequent action-
settings remain unpredictable (Jessop, 2001). 

Several features of this approach should be emphasised. (1) Through selectivity 
structures reinforce certain strategies and configurations and therefore lead to path-
dependency and path-shaping. (2) When actors lack access to a specific “time-space 
envelope” by which a structure is bound, or are unconscious of it, relative structural 
stability can be the result, as they reflexively reconstitute the institutional matrix and 
uphold what Jessop calls “spatio-temporal fixes”. Nevertheless this “structural 
coherence”9 can involve structural contradictions and strategic dilemmas (Jessop, 2001, 
p1228). (3) Jessop and Hay define power as “the ability of actors (whether individually 
or collectively) to have an effect upon contexts which define the range of possibilities of 
others” (Hay, 2002, p185). Furthermore Hay distinguishes between direct coercive 
power and indirect context or conduct shaping power. The strategic-relational approach 
has a wide conception of power, describing it as a relational concept whose attribution 
depends upon the “context being interrogated, the form of that interrogation (the nature 
of the problematic), the vantage point from which the context is viewed and the time 
frame considered” (Hay and Jessop, 1995, p12). 

The key relations of the strategic relational approach have been neatly summarised in 
two complementary figures. 

                                                 
9 A term used by Jessop (2001) in recognition of Harvey (1982).  
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Figure 4: Structure, agency and power 

 
   Source: Hay and Jessop, 1995 

Figure 5: Structure, strategy and agency in the strategic-relational approach 

 
        source: Hay, 2002, p131 
The application of the structure, strategy, agency approach for the analysis of the 
transformation of the relation between society and non-human nature is to be coupled 
with a view of societal change as punctuated evolution (Hay, 2002, p162). This 
combines aspects of evolutionary and revolutionary change allowing for discontinuous 
differential change, which is either “modest” or “intense”. It requires more accurate and 
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descriptively richer accounts of reality, which on the other hand necessarily results in 
theoretical/ explanatory complexity.  

Research on socio-ecological transactions and EPI 

For concrete research we need to transpose the conceptual framework described above 
to a specific case study situation based on the understanding of what we aim to explain 
(explanandum). In this section we will outline in general terms how this can be 
achieved. It is based on the ontological and epistemological underpinnings of critical 
realism. Therefore the configuration of internal and external relations needs to be 
explored which constitute the objects of research, a specific piece of nature and of 
which it is part. Above, we already dealt with the explanans, our conception of society 
and the position of the consideration of the environment in it as well as other factors 
that shape socio-ecological interactions. In an exemplary fashion below we will expose, 
define and justify the conception of a structural configuration of a piece of nature and 
we will describe how we use this structural configuration of the explanandum for 
research. 

The structural configuration of socio-ecological interactions 

According to critical realism we need to define in abstract terms what elements 
constitute the socio-ecological interactions to which the piece of nature whose 
development we want to reconstruct is internally related. As Sayer (1992) points out, for 
transposing critical theory to a conceptual framework it is crucial to abstract accurately 
from observation, in order to subsume internally consistent and meaningful categories. 
Such a delimitation of elements constituting the socio-ecological interaction shaping the 
explanandum (the shape of the piece of nature) has to be informed by the fieldwork 
throughout which they emerged as most appropriate for analysing the processes and 
causal tendencies underlying the development of a specific piece of nature.  

Below we provide a graphical example of the abstracted elements to which such a 
socio-ecological interaction may be related: 
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Figure 6: The structural configuration of socio-ecological interactions 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Source: author 

In this example the ‘objective of interaction’ specifies the use to which a piece of nature 
is put. It is specific in time, space, quantity and quality. It is asymmetrically, internally 
related to the underlying purpose of the interaction10. Secondly, ‘technologies’ are 
distinguished as mechanisms / systems for realising the socio-ecological transaction. 
They are strongly dependent on the objective of the interaction and necessary for 
realising it.  

Thirdly, the ‘available piece of nature’ is distinguished, which is defined through its 
natural configuration, and to the extent that people know of it. It is the origin of what we 
consider a resource necessary for the interaction to occur. However, the available ‘piece 
of nature’ is not equivalent to the way it is perceived by society.  

Moreover, ‘further resources’ are distinguished such as, for example, capital, labour and 
land for producing and supporting the knowledge and technologies needed for 
undertaking the interaction. They are internally related to the underlying purpose of the 
interaction and they cut across the other elements constituting it given that further 
resources are indispensable for procuring technologies, as well as for providing 
knowledge of available pieces of nature, creating the objective of the interaction and 
elaborating a conception of how to combine the elements constituting the interaction 
(rules). These further resources include the physical labour necessary for bringing about 
the interaction.  

                                                 
10 An asymmetrical internal relation is a relation in which only one of the two related elements depends 
on the other for its existence (Sayer, 1992). 
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Finally, ‘rules’ are singled out. Rules include knowledge about how an interaction can 
be provided for, the technologies needed, the dimensions to consider for producing an 
interaction, and how further resources can be provided for bringing it about. Therefore, 
rules cut across all other elements as well as further resources cut across all elements 
and enable the physical realisation the interaction enacting rules. Put illustratively, rules 
describe or prescribe ‘how to put a piece of nature to people’s service’ or how to 
combine the other elements constituting an interaction aimed at a certain objective for 
satisfying an underlying purpose. Further resources enable the ‘physical manifestation 
of the interaction’ and rules as they imply the physical labour required to bring about 
the interaction.  

Overall rules prescribe or describe how to combine the elements constituting the 
interaction. Hence they prescribe how to apply physical labour. They underlie the 
conceptions that people have of all other elements constituting the interaction in the 
sence of a ‘reaction’ to a specific situation. They describe or prescribe a specific 
combination of the other elements linking the various elements to each other for 
bringing about the interaction. As a consequence rules are described as conceptions of 
the combination of elements constituting a socio-ecological interaction. In fact therefore 
these descriptions are equivalent to how the various elements combine and therefore 
how the interaction developed and changed over time. 

They can be explicit and implicit rules governing elements constituting the interaction, 
Therefore potentially any action shaping physical reality can be described as a rule or, 
in other words, as a description / prescription of people’s behaviour. In consequence the 
concept of rules easily becomes absurd. Therefore, what we should look at are 
institutionalised11 rules which are characterised by their temporarily unquestioned and 
re-iterated validity by a number of actors in a case study. Through this reiteration they 
advanced from a description of how elements constituting an interaction are formed into 
a prescription of how elements are to be combined. As such, they gain intersubjective 
validity across certain groups of actors in specified periods. They could also be equated 
with changing principles and paradigms that guide an interaction. They may be 
sanctioned informally or formally for example through the activities of the state. Rules 
often describe a reality so that we easily confuse them with the physical manifestation 
of an interaction. In fact their existence as rules is merely the precondition for a physical 
manifestation.  

As already noted for the various elements, rules are linked to the occurrence of an 
interaction. Also, the technologies as well as availability of a piece of nature are 
independent of it (externally/ contingently related). They are all asymmetrically 
internally related to the interaction. The objective of the interaction on the other hand is 
(obviously) internally related (necessary) to the interaction. It depends on the 
availability of the piece of nature for the occurrence of the interaction.  

Interactions serve an underlying purpose of interaction. Underlying purposes of the 
interaction could for example be economic benefit, (personal or) public health or 
aesthetic satisfaction (e. g. protection of biodiversity or designing of attractive 
surroundings) (borrowing from Goldblatt, 1996, pp28-29). 

                                                 
11 In this definition of institutions as regularly re-applied rules becoming customs we follow Jepperson 
(1991a). It is distinct from a definition that approximates institutions with organisations. 
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Finally, all elements are asymmetrically internally related (necessary) to the availability 
of further resources and rules. This means that all other elements cannot exist without 
these elements but their existence depends on further resources and rules. This gives 
both a crucial role for how the interaction is brought about and how it develops, as can 
be seen in empirical work.  

All elements constituting the interaction including its underlying purposes are internally 
related to, and the result of, the existence of human beings. Therefore, they are also the 
result of social construction mediated through physical experience which expresses 
culture, the laws of nature and material reality. They are the object of strategically 
interacting actors embedded in structures mediated by perceptions about structural and 
discursive selectivity.  

By drawing up this structural configuration we begin to imagine boundaries between the 
elements. However, as shown above, the elements are all internally related and the 
boundaries of the elements can be flexibly adapted. Each element necessarily shapes all 
other elements as much as it is itself shaped by all other elements. In consequence, if 
one element changes all the other elements experience change. Stasis of the elements is 
only relative in time and space.  

These multi-faceted mutual relations between the elements constituting an interaction 
make it difficult to identify causal relations or direction of influence between them. 
However, as the elements have differential permanence in time and space certain causal 
links and trends can be singled out. Each of the elements are linked to structures and 
strategic interactions, which are suspected to operate on different and complex 
interacting layers of the physical and social environment. Each of them, including 
underlying purposes of the interaction (e. g. economic benefit, personal or public health 
or aesthetic satisfaction) are themselves related to elements constituting them given 
their internal relation.  

The strategic relational perspective on the research question 

The structural configurations of the socio-ecological interactions to which pieces of 
nature are subject together with values, knowledge and belief systems underpinning the 
goals of actors are part of the structure in which strategic agency develops. According to 
the strategic-relational approach, actors base their choice of strategy on practical 
consciousness and strategic reflexiveness. Their strategy is the result of the contingent 
confluence of the range of factors described above. It comprises the specific capacities 
in time and space that an actor has in relation to other actors and the elements 
constituting a socio-ecological interaction. Furthermore, it pursues the selected goal 
held by an actor for realising a socio-ecologic interaction, and reflects the specific 
configuration of the elements constituting it and the way other actors interact with and 
establish the structure in which the actor enacts strategic action. 

According to the strategic-relational approach it has to be understood how the actions of 
strategically acting agents interact with the elements making up the structural 
configuration of an interaction and other externally related structures, how they are 
strategically selected and how they result in water use decisions in the period under 
investigation. The various actors adjust their actions strategically by pursuing their 
goals for realising the envisaged water use purpose. Their capacity for doing so depends 
on access to the time-space envelope that a specific structure is set in and the means 
they have to shape this context. As different actors have different abilities to shape 
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structures set in different time-space envelopes, an individual actor has to accept as 
given what another actor may be responsible for, intentionally or unintentionally. Actors 
will try to shape water use and the structural circumstances of other actors according to 
their goals. Further explanatory power may be provided by distinguishing between 
purposes underlying specific socio-ecologic interactions that an actor pursues and the 
specific goal in pursuing this purpose. While the former characterises the actor as a 
functional entity in society as for example private economic actor, public actor or 
citizen, the latter defines the options the actor considers for pursuing a purpose in a 
specific configuration. For example, while an actor pursues a public health purpose he 
may do so by advocating various goals to meet it.  

Using their spatially and temporally defined powers and the discursively mediated 
perception of the structure that they are set in, collective and individual actors 
intentionally or unintentionally transform socio-ecological interactions and the elements 
internally and externally related to them. The exact content of the structure that 
confronts the actors, the strategic selectivity that it exercises on the aims of the various 
actors, their strategic conduct when seeking to realise these aims and their powers to act 
are contingent. Change of structures is path-dependent. The contingent articulation of 
elements in a specific situation transforms or maintains a socio-ecological intreraction 
and grants a specific role to the consideration of the environment.  

However only on the basis of empirical data it can be understood how, by means of 
which capacities actors strategically influence socio-ecological transactions, why they 
developed in a certain way and what role consideration of the environment had in the 
process. We advocate that such an approach to understanding EPI is most fruitful in 
cases where socio-ecological interactions imply an implementation failure of written 
regulations. Focussing case studies in that way makes them relevant to improve EPI and 
it focuses painstaking work of reconstructing the considerations of actors to those case 
where the minimum outcome of EPI has not been achieved. Such extreme case studies 
are assumed to be most insightful and fruitful for the improvement of EPI. 

Conclusions 
In this paper we have reviewed various approaches to the research of EPI. We noted that 
none of them evaluates EPI in terms of the outcome it shapes in the physical 
environment. Nonetheless several supranational entities call for enhanced consideration 
of the environment in socio-ecological interactions. We furthermore derived from the 
understanding of European policy making that EPI is principally to contribute to 
implementation. Therefore we proposed to research cases where environmental 
regulations failed to be implemented with regard to the role the consideration of the 
environment played for the various actors that shaped a piece of nature in question. We 
presented a conceptual approach to this task, based on critical realism and the strategic 
relational approach. It asks us to reconstruct the interaction of strategically reflexive and 
practically conscious actors with the selective structures constituting the object they act 
upon. Structures are time and space dependent. So are the capacities of specific actors to 
intervene. Structures contingently vary with regard to the object of research, the 
structural configuration. Therefore, we need to gain a deep understanding of empirical 
situations and we need to identify the internal and external relations that constitute the 
interaction of a piece of nature and an actor acting upon it. We need to answer the 
question for the role the consideration of the environment played for actors shaping a 
piece of nature and how they considered the environment. The purpose of such critical 
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realist research into what and who shapes the physical environment how and why is 
emancipatory critique.  

For concluding the paper we now briefly discuss the potential and limitations of the 
approach. The approach exposed here is to complement the approaches described for 
researching EPI. Obviously, it is unlikely to achieve comparably deep insights into EPI 
in the politico-administrative sphere as the alternative approaches presented above. On 
the other hand it endeavours to link the policy outputs to actual policy outcome and that 
way analyses what the ‘implementation’ phase actually does with EPI. Furthermore, it 
problematizes the fact that policy phases are actually interlinked and interacting 
(Sabatier, 1999). The approach is open to identifying bottlenecks in changing socio-
ecological interactions emergent from the multiplicity of spheres, scales, sectors, actors 
and structural dynamics for improving compliance with environmental objectives on the 
ground. On the other hand, this type of study will always remain more interpretative 
requiring in depth fieldwork founding understanding. Even then, given that the flexibly 
framed indicator, ‘consideration of the environment or physical implications’, is rather 
vague the outcome will always be somehow subjective. To overcome this deep 
understanding, analysis and presentation of data is necessary, disclosing all the points 
where assumptions were made and actors’ involvement had to be interpreted. It entails 
or possibly even reinforces the problem of researching considerations in what shapes 
socio-ecological interactions. Also, throughout such a case study researchers are 
dependent on the knowledge they can acquire about the actual environmental effects 
measures have. Usually for such studies researchers have to rely on existing studies of 
environmental impacts. Unfortunately their quality and availability often varies not least 
with the degree of conflict that surrounded specific socio-ecological interactions.  

Any social science research struggles with these issues to different extents. Still, the 
reconstruction and judgement of EPI through the conceptual lens described above has 
proved feasible and fruitful (Thiel, 2005). It proved to be useful to complement EPI 
research taking a more narrow focus not least in questioning the ambitious hypothesis 
put forward by ecological modernisation and to which EPI is instrumental.  
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