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1 Introduction1  

We have witnessed an impressive expansion in empirical work on dom-

estic adaptation to EU policies during the past decade. These valuable 

contributions have increased our understanding of how EU policy 

constrains and enables the development of domestic policy. Still, as 

several scholars have recognised, improved theoretical frameworks and 

models are needed (Andersen 2004: 6; Featherstone and Radaelli 2003 

(eds); Kallestrup 2005; Olsen 2002). This paper examines the strengths 

and weaknesses in the literature and sketches a preliminary framework 

that may offer a pathway towards remedying this shortcoming.  

The EU is but one factor that affects national policy developments: the 

challenge is to identify the conditions under which the EU is most likely 

to induce change. The ‘goodness of fit’ or ‘match/mismatch’ approach 

dominates within the literature on Europeanisation, for explaining vari-

ation in the adaptation of EU policy between both nations and sectors 

(Börzel and Risse 2004; Cowles, et al. (eds) 2001; Knill and Lenschow 

(eds) 1998 and 2000; Radaelli 2000). Whereas it is evident that initial 

mismatch represents a potential for change, this is an over-simplification. 

A more solid theoretical foundation is needed in order for thoroughly 

understanding domestic adaptation processes. The current literature on 

Europeanisation of domestic policy is marred by three major weaknesses. 

Firstly, EU policy is often in focus, so domestic conditions may be under-

played. Secondly, assessments tend to concentrate on formal, regulative 

features in the policy adoption processes. Central effects of EU policy 

may be missed in overlooking the normative and cognitive mechanisms 

through which EU policy works. Lastly, the profound importance of 

institutional conditions, such as the degree of institutionalisation within 

the organisational field targeted, is seldom recognised. It is often assumed 

that adaptation processes are governed by political executives, whereas 

their room for action may in fact be constrained by the organisational and 

institutional environments in which they must operate.  

It is hoped that the framework sketched here may contribute to better 

understanding how and to what extent member states adapt to EU 

policies, and to explaining any variation. Specifically, the framework 

may answer these questions:  

a. What effects are caused by EU policy?  

b. What characteristics of EU policy increase the ability to induce 

changes into domestic policies and practices?  

c. What characteristics in domestic organisational fields make them 

malleable to EU policy?  

                                                      
1
 This article has been developed as part of a RENERGI research project 

(Norwegian energy technology innovation and diffusion in a global technology 

market with international commitment) funded by The Research Council of 

Norway. My thanks to Per Ove Eikeland, Kristine Offerdal, Jon Birger Skjærseth 

and Jørgen Wettestad for valuable comments on draft versions of this paper.  
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The next section elaborates a crude framework, building on findings from 

‘goodness of fit’-studies, organisational and regime theory. The concept 

of organisational fields is introduced and the degree of institutionalisation 

within the field is highlighted as important for understanding adaptation 

to EU policy. Further, the mechanisms through which EU policy may 

work are elaborated, and criteria are presented for assessing the strength 

of EU policies. The final part of the paper, section three, presents a 

fourfold typology of EU-induced effects, taking into account both the 

degree of institutionalisation within organisational fields and the strength 

of EU policy. Finally, some concluding remarks are offered.  

2 Towards a framework 

2.1 Building on the ‘goodness of fit’ approach 

The ‘goodness of fit’ approach holds that EU policy that diverges from 

the current domestic policy situation will provide a pressure for change. 

Several scholars have proposed that the size of the misfit between 

domestic policy and EU policy can be used to explain the level of change 

introduced by EU policy (see Knill and Lenschow 1998 (eds.); Knill and 

Lenschow 2001; Radaelli 2000). Some have concluded that medium-

sized discrepancy leads to the most change (Cowles et al. (eds) 2001). 

Work in line with this approach has contributed valuable insights. A 

central finding is that domestic institutional arrangements and traditions 

affect the ability of domestic organisational actors to change in accord-

ance with EU policy (Cowles and Risse 2001). Further, many of these 

scholars have noted that a given EU policy may represent varying 

potentials for change in different national contexts (Knill and Lenschow 

2001; Radaelli 2000; Schmidt 2001), and that different organisational 

fields within a country will respond differently to adaptation pressure 

from the EU (Cowles and Risse 2001). 

Despite of these valid conclusions, there are disadvantages to the sim-

plicity of the ‘goodness of fit’-approach and the tendency to focus on 

formal, regulative processes. Kallestrup (2002, 2005) has criticised the 

bulk of this literature for paying too little attention to the importance of 

domestic conditions and domestic political processes. He claims that this 

leads to overestimating the strength of EU policy and underestimating the 

importance of domestic conditions. Specifically, he highlights the role of 

domestic organisations in using EU policy to induce political changes, 

and convincingly shows how such organisations manage to strengthen 

their stand by creating the impression of strong EU pressure for change. 

Such tactics conceal domestic power struggles that must be made clear if 

we are to understand how EU policy affects developments within mem-

ber states. Kallestrup’s views find further support within the work of 

other students of Europeanisation, among them Radaelli (2000, 2003) and 

Bulmer and Radaelli (2004), who recommend that studies of EU policy 

should be conducted in parallel with investigations of endogenous 

domestic processes. Further, the need to link the study of domestic 

political and administrative organisations to developments within 

international organisations such as the EU is highlighted by scholars 

adhering to regime theory (see Skjærseth and Wettestad 2002: 113).  
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A focus on formal, regulative factors will be most fruitful within issue 

areas where EU institutions have been delegated considerable power, 

notably concerning single market issues (Bulmer and Radaelli 2004). 

Studies of fields with more complex governance structures where 

member states have greater leeway, such as energy and environment 

policy, presume a broadening of scope (Skjærseth and Wettestad 2002: 

104). Applications of the ‘goodness of fit’-approach have been criticised 

for focusing too much on the formal rules and rational logic at work. The 

complexity of the adaptation can more easily be grasped by recognising 

that behavioural patterns are governed by a wide range of socially 

constructed rules, whose stringency may vary from formally defined 

routines and roles to mere conventions, beliefs, paradigms and cultures 

(Börzel and Risse 2004: 10; March and Olsen 1989: 22; 1998: 952; 

Radaelli 2003). Several empirical works indicate that even EU policies of 

a vague and unbinding character may lead to substantial domestic change 

(Bulmer and Radaelli 2004; Kallestrup 2005) 

The framework sketched here is based on Radaelli’s definition of Euro-

peanisation as ‘the process of a) construction b) diffusion and c) institu-

tionalisation of formal and informal rules, procedures, policy paradigms, 

styles, “ways of doing things” and shared beliefs and norms which are 

first defined and consolidated in the making of EU decisions and then 

incorporated in the logic of domestic discourse, identities, political 

structures and public policies’ (Radaelli 2000:4). This definition differs 

from the crude simplicity of the ‘goodness of fit’ approach in recognising 

the complexity of the processes at work. Moreover, it acknowledges the 

need for tracing actual changes in practices, as highlighted by the schools 

of organisational theory and regime theory (March and Olsen 1989; Scott 

1995; Wettestad 1999; Underdal 2002; Miles et al. 2002).  

I argue that even though the ‘goodness of fit’-approach has contributed 

significant insights, a wider range of factors must be taken into account in 

future assessments of how EU policy affects domestic developments. 

Figure 1 provides an overview of the mechanisms through which EU 

policy may work (regulative, normative, cognitive or material mechan-

isms) and the effects these may lead to within the domestic organisational 

field in question (intra-organisational, inter-organisational, inter-field and 

intra-field). Whether the organisational- or field-level effects are 

triggered directly by the EU or are translated by the political executives 

may vary. On the one hand, the leeway of political executives is affected 

by EU policy; on the other, these actors are constrained by conditions 

within the domestic organisational field in focus. External events and 

developments must also be taken into account. The various components 

of this rough framework, and their interrelationships, are elaborated in 

Figure 1.  
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Fig. 1 Pathways and mechanisms through which EU policy 

influences domestic organisational fields 

2.2 Institutionalisation within domestic organisational fields 

In exploring the mechanisms through which EU policy works, we will 

employ the concept of organisational fields developed within new organi-

sational theory (see DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Hoffmann 2001; Scott et 

al. 2000). By ‘organisational field’ is meant those organisations that, in 

the aggregate, constitute a recognised area of institutional life (DiMaggio 

and Powell 1983: 148). The existence of an organisational field will 

depend on the presence of inter-organisational relationships – either 

through social rules and practices, or functionally by material structures. 

Organisations may be key governmental bodies, suppliers, demanders, 

special interest groups or others active within the field in question 

(DiMaggio and Powell 1983: 148; Hoffmann 2001: 33–34). 

Policies are developed in a reciprocal process involving the organisation-

al actors within a field and democratically elected politicians. Substantial 

changes within a field may be introduced in a top–down fashion by 

politicians, or the converse: public policies may adjust to changes that 

have already occurred within the organisational field. Governmental 

organisations like ministries and agencies are often key organisational 

actors in the process of developing and implementing policies. Whether it 

is the organisations that control the political executives or the other way 

around is an empirical question. This applies to the process of adjusting 

to EU policy as well as in general processes of policy development. Over 

time, policy fields may emerge and disappear, grow out of existing fields 

or merge with other fields (Hoffmann 2001; Scott et al. 2000). The 
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boundaries between fields may be clearly defined, or have a blurry 

nature. The strength with which organisations are interconnected, and the 

degree to which the organisational actors act upon rules of a complement-

ary nature, will differ from field to field. Drawing on Scott (1995, 2001) 

and Scott et al. (2000), we will consider domestic organisational fields as 

being embedded within four structures – three of which are socially 

constructed and one consists of material resources. The social structures 

may be regulative, normative or cognitive in nature. 

The regulative structure of a policy field consists of formal rules and 

requirements. Control and sanctions have major importance here, and the 

mechanism of compliance will be coercive (Scott 1995:35, 2001:2). 

Regulative structures work through formal protocols, standards and 

procedures (Hoffmann 2001:37). The rules are founded in law, but the 

juridical stringency may vary somewhat. The more general and imprecise 

the formal rules are, the more leeway will be left to organisational actors 

within the field, thus weakening the regulative structure as such. Conflict 

between different rules is another factor that increases ambiguity and 

thereby reduces the strength of the formal regulative structure. Further, 

the government’s capacity to react to violations of formal rules through 

severe sanctions will contribute to strengthening the structure.  

The normative structure of an organisational field sets out the values to 

be pursued. Actors adhering to normative rules act on the basis of ethical 

norms, moral views and expectations. Whereas the regulative structure is 

defined by the government, the normative structure will be shaped by the 

views of a range of organisational actors. Normative structures are 

complied with and upheld through social obligation, fear of being 

regarded as unethical, as a result of social pressure and through mechan-

isms like ‘naming and shaming’ (Scott 1995). A clearly defined 

normative structure will be characterised by a low level of conflict as to 

values and ethical norms. As noted by regime theorists, normative issues 

of saliency will attract attention and energy that strengthens the action-

guiding effect of normative rules (Wettestad 1999:16). Such a situation 

may stem from either consensus or the overwhelming dominance of 

certain actors. Within every field, some organisational actors are likely to 

pursue diverging normative views. If such groups manage to create strong 

discourses supporting their arguments, new values and norms may gain 

importance (Kallestrup 2002).  

The cognitive structure of a policy field constitutes the nature of reality 

and provides frameworks through which meaning is created (Scott 

1995:40). Bodies of knowledge, models of reality and classifications 

created through modes of education, learning systems and imitation all 

create constitutive rules (Scott 1995:44). The cognitive structures point 

out appropriate actions, strategies and methodologies to be pursued, 

whether in general or in order to achieve certain normative ends. 

Cognitively unacceptable actions may be framed as taboos, dismissed as 

simply unachievable, or just not considered by the actors. Actors that 

violate cognitive structures are punished by being seen as being more or 

less ‘out of their minds’. As political processes are marked by high 

complexity and opacity, the actors are likely to be heavily biased when 

filtering information through the cognitive frameworks they employ to 
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view the world (Pierson 2004: 38). A high degree of uncertainty and lack 

of consensus concerning cause–effect relationships will weaken the 

cognitive structure (Miles et al. 2002: 469; Wettestad 1999: 15). In 

general, the more coherent and the less flexible a cognitive structure is, 

the stronger it will be (Brunsson 1993: 494–96). An action guiding 

cognitive structure will emerge in situations where major organisational 

actors share views on how the world is to be understood, what actions can 

be carried out, and what means may be employed in order to reach certain 

ends. Organisational actors may, in a more or less deliberate manner, 

affect the orthodoxy that emerges within a field (Hoffmann 2001). 

The material structure of a policy field represents the availability and dis-

tribution of physical, technical and economic resources rather than rules 

as within the other structures (Scott et al. 2000: 18–19). Both human-

made features and nature itself are encompassed by this structure. Also 

humans are included, to the degree they represent highly specialised 

competences. The material structure enables and restricts actions, al-

though its impact is mediated by socially defined structures (Hoffmann 

2001: 30). Governments may directly target this structure by employing 

economical instruments, such as taxes and state aid. Scott et al. (2001:18–

20) refer to these as material-resource environments that comprise 

demand-side factors, supply-side factors, technological hardware and 

industry structure. To this we may add the responses from and 

vulnerability of the eco-systems in which the physical activities take 

place. Both supply and demand factors will be affected by human needs, 

as well as natural resources like the availability of energy sources, 

climate conditions, etc. The technological hardware refers to infrastruc-

ture requirements, technical equipment and technically skilled staff that 

facilitate the production, transmission and use of resources The industry 

structure describes the geographical distribution of providers and 

demanders within a certain field. The strength of the material structure 

will depend on the magnitude of economic investments made and the 

costs involved in changing the existing structure. 

The four structures exist in interrelated and mutual dependence and 

constantly develop and adjust through dynamic processes. The three 

social structures will always be present, but their primacy may vary over 

time (Hoffman 2001: 27,173). The degree to which the structures enable 

or constrain the actions of the organisational actors will depend on the 

degree of institutionalisation within the field. Institutionalisation pro-

cesses lead to the development of common action, guiding rules and 

practices. The more institutionalised a field is, the more resistant it will 

be to externally introduced policies. Hence, we must assess whether the 

organisational field in question is strongly or weakly institutionalised, if 

we are to understand how it may be affected by EU policy. An 

organisational field can be said to be highly institutionalised if it meets 

the following criteria: a) the regulative, normative and cognitive rules 

within the field are compatible and coherent; b) the organisations are 

connected to each other by a range of ties, whether socially and 

physically (cf horizontal institutionalisation, Krasner 1988); c) the 

cognitive structure is the most important structure that guides action (cf 

vertical institutionalisation, Krasner 1988). 
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Highly institutionalised organisational fields tend to reject external policy 

elements that do not reinforce internal processes. They may not 

necessarily be marked by stability, but can evolve incrementally, driven 

by path-dependent positive feedbacks. In such fields, the policy process 

will tend to be rather depoliticised, with a low level of conflict (Boasson 

2005). Such situations may reflect earlier power struggles and the fact 

that former strategic choices over time have been institutionalised 

(Pfeffer 1981). Path dependence in the sense of ‘social processes that 

exhibit positive feedback and thus generate branching patterns of 

historical development’ will strengthen institutionalisation processes 

within a field over time (Pierson 2004:21). In such circumstances, a set of 

organisational actors will gradually become increasing able to determine 

the rules and aims that prevail in all the social structures (Pfeffer 1981; 

Pierson 2004: 36–37). Accordingly, power imbalances may be magnified 

over time, even as those imbalances become less visible (Pierson 

2004:48). Few if any organisations within highly institutionalised fields 

will welcome an EU policy that contrasts with the situation existing 

within the field; and those few who might be positively inclined will not, 

at least not at the outset, be strong enough to challenge the powers of the 

dominant coalition. 

Non-institutionalised policy fields will be characterised by widespread 

confusion, tension, or paradigmatic uncertainty (Hoffmann 2001: 194; 

Pfeffer 1992: 327). The organisational actors will engage in either 

bargaining processes or more consensus-like search processes. Such 

fields ensure latitude and stimulate autonomy and innovation (Scott et al. 

2001: 362). Merging organisational fields and fields with blurred 

boundaries will probably be weakly institutionalised. Internal and 

external pressure will affect which factors are institutionalised and the 

degree of institutionalisation that emerges (Selzik 1957). In targeting 

non-institutionalised organisational fields, politicians have greater leeway 

to affect field developments independently. Moreover, such fields tend to 

be prone to adapt to EU policies.  

There is no such thing as absolute or permanent stability; thus it will 

never be totally impossible to induce political changes within highly 

institutionalised organisational fields (Pierson 2004:53). Even though a 

field is institutionalised, it will contain the seeds of change (Hoffman 

2001:202). Aggrieved and not co-opted actors can be important sources 

of political and institutional change; here their power (in social and 

material terms) is crucial to their ability to induce changes (Pierson 

2004:138, 155). Organisational actors may exist within multiple fields, 

and their ability to affect developments may vary between fields (Hoff-

mann 2001: 35; Scott 2001: 75). The power of organisational actors in 

terms of their ability to trigger mechanisms within the four structures of a 

field may vary between the fields in which they participate (cf Pierson 

2004:73). Inconsistencies between and within structures will become 

especially severe when conflicts follow organisational boundaries. EU 

policies ought to have a destabilisation potential in order to change highly 

institutionalised policy fields. As de-institutionalisation opens the field to 

external pressure in general, unintended consequences may occur as a 

result of such processes. 



8 Elin Lerum Boasson 

 

2.3 Strength of EU policy  

Politics are inherently ambiguous, due to the complexity of goals, diffuse 

and often poorly understood links between actions and outcomes (Pierson 

2004:114). The very nature of policy development within the EU is likely 

to increase the severity of these characteristics. EU  policies are devel-

oped in constant contest between a wide range of actors with vastly 

differing points of view (Olsen 1997). The institutions of the EU, its 

member states and diverse interest organisations all participate in the 

complex processes of bargaining, imitation and diffusion (Radaelli 

2000:6). This may give rise to a patchwork of normative, cognitive, and 

regulative rules and material resources that may resemble and reinforce 

each other, or be diverging and contradictory (Börzel and Risse 2004: 6). 

Considerable social and cultural differences and the often long time 

horizon from policy-making to actual implementation increase the am-

biguities of EU policies (Sverdrup 2005:22).  

The European Union may target the four structures through its political 

agenda, policy-initiating processes, policy signals in written documents, 

in follow-up activities and the conduct of its officials. The process of 

policy development within the EU contributes in itself to the spreading of 

new rules and practices to domestic policy fields. Historically, the EU has 

first and foremost targeted the regulative structure through binding 

requirements (Sverdrup 2005: 4; Laffan 2001: 713; Skjærseth and 

Wettestad 2002). Member states are obliged to follow regulative rules 

such as treaty provisions, regulations, decisions, directives and Court of 

Justice rulings. In most instances, EU legislation is implemented and 

enforced domestically. Various forms of coercive mechanisms are 

employed, including formal infringement procedures and the imposition 

of fines (Sverdrup 2005:8). With the increasing scope and geographical 

range of EU policies has come enlargement also in the scope of means 

applied to influence domestic policy developments, working as supple-

ments or substitutes to targeting regulative structures.  

The EU targets normative domestic structures by promoting certain 

norms and values in its action plans, green books, white books, minimum 

directives and non-compulsory regulations – sometimes backed by formal 

regulation, sometimes not. Its normative follow-up activities, which are 

softer and more subtle than formal infringement procedures,  encompass 

the monitoring of national performance in relation to aims and values, 

benchmarking national achievements, and promoting certain values 

through policy networks or the conduct of EU  officials. 

The EU targets domestic cognitive structures by imposing cognitive 

discourses as to what is possible to do and to achieve, and – in the 

extreme – introducing options to which there is no alternative (Cowles 

and Risse 2001: 219). These EU-induced cognitive elements can be said 

to be fully internalised in domestic cognitive structures when they are 

taken for granted and not questioned by actors within the domestic 

organisational field (Scott 1995: 44). The EU presents cognitive rules by 

describing and recommending certain methodologies, procedures or 

classification schemes, through policy documents and more informal 

publications. In the recent past, the Commission has greatly expanded its 
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modes of cognitive follow-up activities – appointing technical expert 

groups of various kinds, participating in administrative and policy 

networks, setting up high-level forums and arranging conferences for 

information sharing. Also of importance is the personal conduct of EU 

officials. With both cognitive mechanisms as well as other social rules, 

the strength of the message will depend not only on the clarity of the rule 

but also on the range and force of follow-up activities. 

The EU influences the domestic material structure by project funding 

affecting the technological hardware or industry structure. Through such 

means the EU may influence which kinds of infrastructure and 

production facilities will be improved, or conversely, which will lose 

importance over time. In addition, the EU may more directly bring about 

change in the market conditions affecting both supply and demand, by 

using its power to interfere in various markets directly. This will often be 

related to what is commonly termed ‘negative integration’ (Bulmer and 

Radaelli 2004).  

In taking into account the broad range of rules pursued by the EU, the 

strength of the policy will be assessed in accordance with the traditional 

regime-theory approach that underlines the importance of coherence and 

specificity (Krasner 1982: 189; Wettestad 1999: 9). The stronger EU 

policy, the more likely will it be to succeed in penetrating domestic 

systems of governance. EU policy will be strong if it a) contains 

coherent, specific and consistent rules targeting several structures within 

a domestic policy field; and b) includes follow-up activities in accord-

ance with these.  

The term ‘EU policy’ covers all the political agreements, EU activities 

and initiatives which target the domestic organisational field in focus. 

Thus various directives or other kinds of EU documents and activities 

may be regarded as part of a policy. It may be difficult to implement 

policies with no clear cognitive and normative dimensions, as these will 

often lack the potential to create strong public discourses capable of 

convincing the public of the necessity for change (Schmidt 2001: 8). This 

may lead to de-coupling: the formal requirements are implemented but it 

does not lead to actual changes in practice. On the other hand, a policy 

dominated by normative and cognitive rules while lacking regulative and 

material features may lead to symbolic changes while the actual practices 

stay unaffected. 

2.4 EU policy may spur effects at four levels 

When targeting the four structures, EU policy may trigger mechanism 

within one or more of the structures; thus regulative, normative, cognitive 

or material mechanisms within the domestic organisational field in focus 

may be set at work. As will be elaborated in part three of this paper, these 

mechanisms will not necessarily work in line with the content of EU 

policy; misinterpretations or counter-reactions to the policy presented by 

the EU may occur. Nonetheless, mechanisms set at work by EU policy 

potentially spur effects at four levels: intra-organisational, inter-

organisational, intra-field and inter-field. The ramification of EU policy 

will depend on the number of effects it spurs and the level of these 

effects.  
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Intra-organisational effects are changes in the prevalent social rules at 

work within single organisations in a field or the material resources the 

organisation act upon. The effects may stem from introduction of new 

rules, alternation of values, changes in cognitive perceptions or physical 

changes of some kind. These effects may take various forms, such as 

creation of a new department wherein the members act on the basis of 

other rules than the rest of the organisation, elimination of departments in 

which certain specific rules or practices had prevalence or changes in the 

action guiding rules affecting all or specific members of the organisation. 

Intra-organisational effects relates to what is required of the organisa-

tional members, what they perceive as doable or desirable, or the actions 

actually achievable in economic or practical terms. Intra-organisational 

effects may substantially change performance and behaviour of the 

organisations they target, and over time they may trigger effects at other 

levels. In situations where all organisations within a field are affected we 

are witnessing a field level effect and not merely an intra-organisational 

effect.  

Interconnectedness between organisations defines which organisations 

that are regarded as part of the field. Thus, Inter-organisational effects 

relates to the number and kind of connections between organisations and 

the kind of organisations included in the field. Organisations may be 

connected through hierarchical arrangements or diverse kind of juridical 

agreements, be joined up in normative initiatives, participate in common 

efforts of improving knowledge and methodologies, be interlinked 

through marked arrangements or use of the same physical research base. 

As a result of ties that are removed, introduced strengthened or weakened 

the organisations present within the field may be altered. New 

organisations may be introduced (that may be old but did not exist within 

the field previously), organisations may exit the field or be eliminated as 

such. Inter-organisational effects have the potential of changing the field 

development processes and the internal power distribution. Further, it 

may spur effects at other organisational and field level over time.  

Intra-field effects refer to institutional changes affecting all the organisa-

tions within a field. Both changes in the degree of institutionalisation and 

alternations in the cognitive, normative or regulative rules or material 

structures within the field have to be taken in to account. Introduction of 

new social rules, exit of rules or merely changes in the prevalence of 

rules, diversification or unification of rules will affect the institutional-

isation process. In addition, material effects will be important at this level 

as well; when the economic or physical development contrasts with the 

prevailing rules and practices within the field, the institutionalisation 

process will be hampered. Intra-field level effects relates to what is 

required of all the organisational actors within the field, what is perceived 

as doable or desirable by all organisations, or the actions that is actually 

achievable within the material system of the field. Intra-field effects are 

of major importance when it comes to both political and actual 

development within the field in question. In particular, such effects are of 

importance when it comes to how the field will react to future pressure 

from external events and developments. 
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Inter-field effects are changes in the boundaries between fields, 

emergence of new organisational fields, merging of fields or extinction of 

fields. The existence of an organisational field is a precondition for EU 

policy to lead to major domestic consequences; if no field is constructed 

around a political issue, the political signals from Brussels will probably 

not be received. On the other hand, firm boundaries between fields work 

as obstacles to regarding developments within the fields in conjunction 

with each other. Inter-field level effects will have consequences for all 

the fields involved. Moreover, such effects are those with the largest 

potential for spurring major social, environmental and political changes 

beyond the boundaries of the fields in question.  

EU policy initiatives, development, implementation, revision and addi-

tional follow ups, will all potentially affect domestic organisational fields. 

The effects may occur early – prior to final agreements within the EU, or 

later – after substantial follow ups from the EU organisations. The effects 

may be triggered directly by the organisational actors or be induced 

hierarchically by the political executives. In the latter case, the politicians 

are in chare of interpreting the EU policy, whereas in the latter the 

organisational actors interpret the EU policy themselves. Organisational 

actors can receive information of the EU policy as a result of their 

participation in the policy development process at EU level or because 

the EU have targeted them directly. The question of whether the 

organisational actors or the politicians lead the process of adaptation 

makes out a research question in the study of adaptation to EU policy. 

The extent to which politicians are able to interpret EU policy without 

being affected by field dynamics may differ from field to field, and from 

one EU policy to another. 

EU induced effects at one level will probably trigger effects at higher or 

lower levels or both. Effects at all four levels may alter the power 

distribution within the field substantially, in the meaning of which 

organisations that determine the rules which the others act upon. In some 

instances initial effects of adaptation to EU policy may create positive 

feedback by repeatedly causing the same effect at the same level or by 

spurring effects at other levels (Pierson 2004:147–53). Reinforcing 

processes will enlarge the effect of the EU policy substantially over time. 

When the value of assets and procedures within an organisation or a field 

have come to depend on the rules or resources introduced as a result of 

adaptation to EU policy, the field will be difficult to change in other 

directions later.  

2.5 External events/developments 

In assessments of EU policy adaptation, it ought to be taken into account 

that external developments, such as policies developed in interlinking 

international regimes, or external events, such as rapid changes in the 

demand or supply of a commodity or a major energy-related crisis, may 

affect both the mechanisms at work and the effect they have. Such factors 

must be noted, but will not be elaborated further in this paper. 
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3 A fourfold typology of EU-induced effects 

The theoretical outline may guide our understanding of the structures and 

mechanisms that EU policy works through, but additional clarification is 

needed in order to find answers to the questions referring to how EU 

policy and domestic policy fields interact. Roughly four kinds of situa-

tions may result from introduction of EU policy (see Table 1). 

Subsequently, I will elaborate this fourfold typology of change in which 

both the strength of EU policy and the degree if institutionalisation within 

the domestic policy fields is taken into account. It is presupposed that 

when domestic policy is poorly institutionalised, the EU policy is likely 

to affect national policy field developments be it weak or strong. 

Conversely, only strong EU policy will affect highly institutional national 

policy fields, although these changes may be difficult to outline in a 

straight forward fashion. 

Table 1 Changes in the domestic organisational fields as a result of 

introduced EU policies 

 Weakly institutionalised 

domestic organisational field 

Highly institutionalised domestic 

organisational field 

Strong EU 

policy 

1) Changes in line with EU 

policy 

2) Strengthening of existing 

characteristics/Emergence of EU-

induced policy layers 

Weak  

EU policy 

3) Fragmented adjustments to 

EU policy 

4) Minor changes  

3.1 From descriptive to explanatory typologies of change 

Radaelli (2000) has proposed a classification of domestic policy change 

resulting from Europeanisation. He describes four outcomes. The first is 

‘inertia’, which he describes as lack of change. He emphasises that inertia 

can be impossible to sustain in the long term. Second, ‘absorption’ 

indicates change as adaptation. This is change in the ‘logic’ of political 

behaviour without real modification of the essential structure. Third, 

‘transformation’ is third-level paradigmatic change; and fourth, ‘retrench-

ment’ is the paradoxical situation where EU policy is counterproductive 

by strengthening the existing domestic policy. As the typology of Rad-

aelli makes clear that EU policies will affect domestic policies in varying 

ways and degrees, it provides a good starting point for assessing EU 

policies. On the other hand, its strength is descriptive, not explanatory. 

Neither does it have a clearly defined time span for the pattern of changes 

observed. Because it does not take slow-moving processes of change 

within the domestic fields into account, one risks both over and under-

estimating the effect of EU policies (cf. Pierson 2004:99). Hence, it needs 

further refinement. 

Whether EU policy affects the factors it aims to change directly, or 

through long causal chains, must be taken into account. In the latter case, 

there is likely to be a substantial time lag between the introduction of the 
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policy and the effects occurring (Pierson 2004:87). Moreover, whether or 

not EU policy is introduced at a time when the domestic policy field has 

become institutionalised will be of utmost importance to the kind and 

degree of change it will cause. This is in line with Pierson’s (2004: 54–

78) arguments about the importance of sequencing. EU policy may either 

reinforce existing trajectories within a policy field, or challenge them. 

Any EU policy will probably be far more important in the stage of field 

formation, than later on when the process of institutionalisation has got 

underway. Nonetheless, it is important to assess whether EU policy has a 

potential to reinforce the social processes in a path-dependent way or 

pose a challenge to these, especially if the domestic policy field in focus 

is highly institutionalised. In such instances, reinforcing elements are 

likely to affect the field by empowering the existing processes, whereas 

EU policies with a diverging content are likely to be rejected. In the 

former case, the EU will act more as a facilitator than an actual source of 

change.  

With its focus on match and mismatch, the ‘goodness of fit’ approach 

risks directing our attention towards the dramatic and away from the 

important. It is reasonable to assume that an EU policy closely in line 

with the existing situation within the domestic organisational field may 

reinforce the institutionalisation process within a field and subsequently 

strengthen the power basis of the organisations that stand to gain most 

from the present situation. As noted by Pierson (2004: 166): ‘Policies that 

start small may, if conditions are right for self-reinforcement or if un-

intended consequences are large, end up being extremely significant’. 

Hence, both policies which are close to domestic policies, as well as 

vague, ambiguous or contested EU policies may potentially induce ef-

fects. 

3.2 EU policy is strong, policy field is weakly institutionalised 

When the EU policy is strong, the organisational field is likely to change 

in line with it. At the outset, the domestic situation will be somewhat in 

flux. Either it will be marked by continuous negotiations among organisa-

tional actors, open search process for new problems, solutions or decision 

possibilities, or a combination. If search processes dominate, many of the 

organisational actors may be receptive to external proposals. If the situa-

tion is marked by negotiations, some organisations may be more reluctant 

towards policies introduced externally, but no coalitions will be strong 

enough to oppose changes. Neither will they join forces in order to avoid 

change. Thus, the EU policy is likely to lead to transformation in line 

with the inherent potential for change. 

Regardless of the discussions that may arise, EU policies are most likely 

to lead to changes. One exceptional circumstance thus ought to be 

mentioned. Whereas the social rules and processes will be somewhat 

malleable, the material structure may severely constrain the process of 

change. If the physical distribution of resources diverges substantially 

from the EU policy, or if the resource base is scarce, this may profoundly 

obstruct the adaptation process. In general however, the speed and force 

of the process will depend on the features of the EU policy in question. 

EU policies will work through intra and/or inter-organisational mechan-

isms at first. In every instance, the effects may become augmented in the 
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longer run because the policy will work to empower organisational actors 

in favour of it, and subsequently perhaps spur effects at the field level. 

When the EU policy is strong, it may potentially interfere with 

institutionalisation processes within the field. The important of this will 

depend on the content of the specific policy and other external events. If 

the policy introduced differs vastly from the current functioning of the 

domestic field, the field may be transformed. 

3.3 EU policy is strong, national policy field is highly 

institutionalised 

Such situations will either spur the institutionalisation process and thus 

strengthen the existing institutionalisation process, or lead to the emer-

gence of EU-induced policy layers. The former will occur if the EU 

policy works to fuel existing mechanisms at the organisational or field 

level. More complex political processes are likely to emerge if EU policy 

challenges the current characteristics of the organisational field. Whether 

as a result of widespread support for the established situation, or the 

existence of a strong winning coalition, major protests will arise. The 

defence of the existing situation will be forceful and usually prolonged. 

Lack of acceptance will impede changes from being realised. In the short 

term the introduction of the EU policy may seem counterproductive. The 

very strength of the EU policy will, however, preclude its being totally 

ignored. Power struggles between EU institutions on the one hand and the 

governmental organisations aligned with other major organisational 

actors on the other may prove long-lasting.  

As the EU will keep pressing for change, domestic actors will not be 

powerful enough to win these power struggles in the long run. Event-

ually, continuous pressure for change from the EU will lead to some 

degree of destabilisation within the field (Börzel 2000; Cowles and Risse 

2001: 229; Haverland 2000 and 2003). This may happen incrementally, 

or emerge abruptly if the equilibrium within the field is disturbed. The 

former is likely to occur through an accumulation of effects induced at 

organisational levels which over time spur field-level effects, whereas the 

causal chains in the latter situation are the other way around. Destabilisa-

tion will lead the features of the organisational field to be changed, but 

probably not in perfect alignment with EU policy. Due to substantial 

initial resistance, some of the original elements of the former policy are 

likely to remain. Whether the EU policy introduces minor changes or 

revolutionary shifts, adaptation will still be founded on the building 

blocks of the institutional structures as they existed at the outset (Hoff-

man 2001: 194). The introduction of EU policy will result in layering, a 

process which involves the partial renegotiation of some elements while 

leaving others in place (Thelen 2003: 225). Parallel or potentially sub-

versive institutional tracks and policy features may thus be created 

(Pierson 2004: 137). This will probably increase the complexity of dom-

estic governance structures, and, in the long run, such layered arrange-

ments may present a successful challenge to the institutional status quo.
2
  

                                                      
2
 It may be that the EU policy initially targeted an organisational field that did not exist 

within the country in question. In such cases, a process somewhat similar to that described 

above will occur, leading to the emergence of a new organisational field. 
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3.4 EU policy is weak, national policy field is weakly 

institutionalised 

The organisational field will probably fragmentally adjust to the EU 

policy. The amount of force needed to trigger effects within weakly 

institutionalised fields may be remarkably small. The crucial condition 

for change to occur is the existence of national organisational actors able 

to exploit the opportunities provided by the introduction of EU policy, 

and the existence of an organisational field to receive the policy (Pierson 

2004: 72–73). Organisational actors may use EU policies in order to 

develop discourses working to legitimate changes by creating intra-field 

level changes (Kallestrup 2002). Experience has shown that weak EU 

policy can strengthen domestic organisational actors by enabling them to 

institutionalise discourses at field level, explained as ‘Europe made me do 

it’, or that there is no alternative tothe EU policy (Cowles and Risse 

2001; Kallestrup 2002; Radaelli 2000: 18). If the organisational field as 

such is not characterised by a cacophony of diverging views but by 

widespread search processes, EU-introduced elements may fuel learning 

processes. In that case, intra-field mechanisms may enlarge the pool of 

ideas and/or change the direction of search (Levitt and March 1988).  

As the organisational actors will have major leeway to adjust the EU 

policy, they will probably select those elements of the EU policy that best 

fit their interests. Also other kinds of input to the domestic organisational 

field arriving simultaneously may affect the development of policy. Event 

though national actors will enjoy significant leeway in adjusting to the 

EU policy, the long-term effects may nonetheless be substantial. Here we 

must bear in mind that large effects do not necessarily have large causes 

(Levitt and March 1988: 323; Pierson 2004: 51).  

3.5 EU policy is weak, national policy is highly 

institutionalised 

In such situations, EU policy will at most introduce minor changes. Even 

when EU policy reflects the views of strong organisations, it may be too 

weak to strengthen the institutionalisation process within the field. 

Elements diverging from the present situations will be regarded as 

interruptions to well-functioning processes, unsuitable for the current 

situation, morally inappropriate, utopian, unrealistic or perhaps merely 

unachievable. Accordingly, few actors will engage in defence of the EU 

policy. Any that might try to defend it will probably have a weak power 

basis, and their positions will not be substantially strengthened by 

introduction of the EU policy. And this means that they are unlikely to 

succeed in promoting change. As a result, EU policy will be rejected or 

disregarded, without causing major political controversies. Further, EU 

policy will probably attract scant attention over time, and many organisa-

tions within a field may never even hear about it. If minor adjustments 

are carried out, they will tend to be symbolic, or practices and behaviours 

will be decoupled from formal requirements. In the long run, such 

adjustments may result in some minor changes, but it will be hard to say 

whether they stem from implementation of the EU policy or other causes. 
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4 Conclusions 

The dominant ‘goodness of fit’ approach within studies of domestic 

adaptation to EU policy is overly simplistic: thus it may fail to detect all 

the mechanisms at work, and the range of effects involved. Nonetheless, 

scholars who applying this approach have provided valuable insights 

upon which the framework sketched out here has been based. EU policy 

may target one or all of the four structures which underpin a domestic 

policy field: regulative, normative,  cognitive or material. Mechanisms 

within one or more of the structures may work to induce effects at 

different levels within the domestic organisational field targeted by a 

given EU policy. Such effects may occur at the intra-organisational, inter-

organisational, intra-field or inter-field levels. Even though an EU policy 

triggers effects at only one or two levels initially, these may affect social 

or material processes within the field and thus produce feedback which 

enlarges the effect of the policy over time. If the causal chains are long, 

the effects of EU policy may be hard to track immediately.  

Strong EU policies are more likely to induce changes within domestic 

organisational fields than weak ones. An EU policy is ‘strong’ if it EU 

policy will be strong if it contains coherent, specific and consistent rules 

targeting several structures within a domestic policy fiel and includes 

follow-up activities in accordance with these.. On the other hand, highly 

institutionalised organisational fields will be less malleable to EU policy 

than weakly institutionalised ones. The less compatible the regulative, 

normative and cognitive rules within the field are, and the more loosely 

the organisations within the field are connected to each other, the less 

institutionalised will the field be. Simply put, the conditions resulting 

from adoption of EU policy may be characterised through a fourfold 

typology:  

1. strong EU policy encountering a weakly institutionalised organisa-

tional field will result in changes in line with the EU policy;  

2. strong EU policy encountering a highly institutionalised organisa-

tional field will result in strengthening of existing characteristics 

or emergence of EU-induced policy layers;  

3. weak EU policy encountering a weakly institutionalised organisa-

tional field will result in fragmented adjustments to EU policy; and  

4. weak EU policy encountering a highly institutionalised organisa-

tional field will result in minor changes.  

This fourfold typology of EU-induced change takes into account pro-

cesses that work over time, sequencing, and the dynamic relation between 

the characteristics of policy and the EU policy. Discontinuous change – 

in the sense of fundamental, radical change – will be rare, and it may not 

be evident immediately after the cause is introduced (Pierson 2004; Scott 

et al. 2001: 24, 346). It may occur as a result of all the three first 

categories of change, but it is only in categories one and two that the EU 

policy will actually introduce change in its own right: within the others, it 

merely works as a catalyst or facilitator for change. 
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