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Within policy literature, policy integration usually refers to the integration and coordination 

between policy levels (vertical) and sectors (horizontal). At the same time, transitions scholars 

have shown the complexity and uncertainty of sustainable transitions challenge the usual linear 

and rationalist governance approach (Voss et al., 2006). Ambiguity of social goals, uncertainty 

about causes and effects relations, and constant feedback between decision-making and social, 

ecological, and technological developments highlights the limits of rigid analysis, and linear 

approaches that link predetermined outcomes with planning (Newig et al., 2013). The specific 

features of these problems call for replacing traditional, hierarchical, and deterministic 

governance approaches with more flexible and interactive ones labelled as reflexive (Voss et 

al., 2006) or experimentalist (Sabel & Victor, 2022) governance models. That reflexive turn 

within governance calls for extending decision-making and consultation processes beyond the 

usual policy domain to include representatives of businesses, civil society, citizens, and other 

stakeholders.  

Interested in the efficacy of policies, public policy scholars have stressed the importance of 

policy coherence and integration (Candel, 2021; Cejudo & Michel, 2017; Howlett & Rayner, 

2007). The assumption of policy integration proponents is that concerted policy efforts, across 

sectors (horizontal) and levels of government (vertical), are more effective in achieving desired 

outcomes than fragmented approaches.  

Integration challenges arise when transversal and complex issues are confronted with hierarchic 

and siloed governance systems with stable actors and associated interests and understandings 

of the problem. Policy integration has primarily been used in the context of environmental 

policy, with the aim to incorporate and prioritize environmental issues in non-environmental 

policy sectors (Lafferty & Hovden, 2003).  

Rather than seeing policy integration as a desired state - from which the desirability can also be 

questioned (Candel, 2021)  we follow authors that conceptualize it as an ongoing process 

(Candel & Biesbroek, 2016; Cejudo & Michel, 2021). Candel & Biesbroek (2016) developed a 



 

4 

conceptual framework of policy integration as a multi-dimensional and ongoing process. Their 

conceptual framework suggests analyzing policy integration along four dimensions: (1) policy 

frame, (2) subsystem involvement, (3) policy goals, and (4) policy instruments. 

The policy frame dimension deals with the cognitive and normative perception of a particular 

problem within a governance system. The integration level in this dimension assesses to what 

extent a cross-cutting issue is perceived as such and requires a coordinated or integrated 

governance approach.  

The policy goals dimension refers to explicit policy objectives (short and long-term) which 

impact or are impacted by the cross-cutting policy problem at hand. It covers the range of 

policies which refers to the cross-cutting problem and the coherence between policy goals. 

Coherence can be improved by attenuating policy externalities on the cross-cutting issue and/or 

building synergies between policy domains that address this issue.  

The sub-system involvement dimension deals with the range of actors and institutions in the 

governance of the defined policy problem. This dimension captures several elements: 1) which 

subsystems are explicitly making policy efforts in terms of the problem (agenda-setting, 

debates, communication, etc. 2) the density of interactions between various subsystems to 

address the policy problem through procedural instruments such as invitation to develop 

legislation proposals, impact assessments, inter-service consultations, etc. 

The policy instruments dimension refers to methods through which collective action is 

structured to address the cross-cutting problem. Substantive instruments allocate resources and 

authority to directly affect the distribution of the goods and services provided in society. 

policy outcomes. Policy integration in policy instruments refers to 1) the deployment of policy 

instruments addressing the cross-cutting issue in the various policy sub-systems (2) procedural 

instruments at system-level (overarching plans and strategies, legislative and constitutional 

provisions, consultation mechanisms, impact assessments, etc. And (3) the consistency of the 

instrument mix (from weak consistency to negative coordination i.e., mitigating the 

between instruments). 
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1. Policy 
Frame & 
Goals 

Focuses on how a crosscutting 
issue is understood (framed) and 
how widely and coherently it is 
addressed in policies. 

From narrow, siloed definitions and 
isolated policy goals to broad, 
system-wide recognition and 
coherent, integrated goals. 

2. Subsystem 
Involvement 

Refers to the inclusion and 
coordination of various actor 
networks and institutional 
subsystems in addressing the 
issue. 

From isolated efforts by a single 
subsystem to full involvement and 
interaction across all relevant 
subsystems. 

3. Policy 
Instruments 

Examines the tools used to 
address the issue, including their 
alignment, coordination 
mechanisms, and overall 
consistency. 

From a few uncoordinated tools with 
low coherence to a well-aligned, 
system-wide instrument mix 
supported by coordination tools. 

 

Beyond the need for policy integration for governing complex problems, transition scholars and 

other political scientists have highlighted that the complexity and uncertainty of sustainability 

issues also challenges linear and rationalist governance approaches (Newig et al., 2013; Sabel 

& Victor, 2022; Voss et al., 2006). Governance models that tackle wide and cross-cutting issues 

therefore must cope with three fundamental issues that stretch across the definition and analysis 

of collective problems (policy frame), the definition of solutions and goals, and the elaboration 

of action strategies and/or instruments (Voss et al., 2006): 

Ambivalence: Integrating decarbonization of the economy with social and employment 

policies is a political and normative exercise that requires trading off different social goals 

against each other. The ambivalence of goals can manifest itself in acute and clear conflict of 

goals among actors with different values, interests, and contexts. In addition, the ambivalence 

of goals might emerge when collectively agreed goals are vaguely defined in terms of focus, 

quantification, and timescale. In this case, the goals might carry unresolved disputes (Newig et 

al., 2013). 

Uncertainty: Socio-ecological interactions and many cross-cutting policy problems are 

complex in nature, transgresses traditional scientific disciplines and cognitive models. This is 

due to the heterogeneity of interacting factors from the nature, society and technology, to the 

density of interconnections between these various elements and to the considerable amount and 

various types of feedback loops it generates (time lags, indirect effects, path dependencies, etc.) 

(Newig et al., 2013) 

Distributed power: Whether goals are coherent and clearly formulated and whether the 

knowledge of the policy problem and system is well developed, the question of implementing 

policy solutions through strategies and instruments remains difficult. First, such strategies 
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might require radical change within social, economic and technical structures. Second, the 

capacities to influence the socio-economic and technical structures are distributed among a wide 

range of heterogeneous actors that do not share the same perceptions, values, and interests 

(Meadowcroft, 2007, 2011).  

To address complexity in governance, Newig & al. (2013) developed a typology of measures 

to cope with complexity in the ambivalence of goals, uncertainty of knowledge, and distribution 

of power. The typology structures around five levels of reflexivity: 1) map out complexity; 2) 

harness complexity; 3) accommodate complexity; 4) contain complexity; 5) overcome 

complexity. Explored simultaneously, policy integration and reflexive governance approaches 

provide strategies to tackle complexity that stretch along a continuum from no integration to 

full integration and correspond to different levels of efficiency and resource use. Mapping the 

diversity of goals doesn't eliminate ambivalence but helps make it more intelligible. Opening 

up public and political debate can harness this ambivalence by sustaining collective reflection 

on differing values and trade-offs. Ambivalence can also be accommodated by pursuing 

multiple policy options simultaneously, each reflecting different trade-offs, with periodic 

revision through renewed debate. Alternatively, it can be pragmatically contained through 

legitimate political procedures such as majority voting or overcome through processes of 

mediation and deliberation that foster consensus on shared goals. 
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Belgium's federal system of social and civil dialogue is therefore highly institutionalized and 

multi-dimensional. It operates across different levels of intensity (information, consultation, 

and collective bargaining) and can take the form of bipartite relations between employers and 

trade unions, and tripartite relations involving government participation. 

Federal level social and civil dialogue bodies include:   
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 The Group of Ten (Groupe des Dix / Groep van Tien): A negotiation platform bringing 

together the largest employer organizations and trade union confederations. It primarily 

deals with collective bargaining, notably on interprofessional agreements (IPA). 

 The National Labour Council (Conseil National du Travail / Nationale Arbeidsraad, 

CNT/NAR): A permanent bipartite advisory body. It issues consultative opinions on 

labor law reforms and can conclude collective labor agreements (conventions collectives 

de travail / collectieve arbeidsovereenkomsten, CCT/CAO). 

 The Central Economic Council (Conseil Central de l'Économie / Centrale Raad voor 

het Bedrijfsleven, CCE/CRB): A bipartite institution that provides information and 

consultative advice on economic competitiveness, productivity, wage evolution, and 

price trends. It is key in establishing the wage norm for collective bargaining rounds. 

Beyond these institutions, the rise of environmental concern and the emergence of the concept 

of sustainable development in the 1990s led to the foundation of a Federal Council for 

Sustainable Development in 1997 (Conseil Fédéral du Développement Durable / Federale 

Raad voor Duurzame Ontwikkeling CFDD/FRDO). It is a broader tripartite and civil dialogue 

forum, bringing together employer and worker representatives alongside representatives of 

environmental organizations, development cooperation organizations, consumer, youth 

organizations and the scientific community. It primarily fulfils an informative and consultative 

role on various aspects of sustainable development policy and acts as a forum for policy 

dialogue between civil society groups and the government. Additionally, ad hoc tripartite 

consultation or negotiations processes may occur. This can happen when the government 

directly involves social partners in key policymaking decisions (e.g., pension reforms, labor 

market reforms).  
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Dimension Description  Degrees (Range) 
1. Policy 
Frame & 
Goals 

Focuses on how a crosscutting 
issue is understood (framed) and 
how widely and coherently it is 
addressed in policies. 

From narrow, siloed definitions and 
isolated policy goals to broad, 
system-wide recognition and 
coherent, integrated goals. 

2. Subsystem 
Involvement 

Refers to the inclusion and 
coordination of various actor 
networks and institutional 

From isolated efforts by a single 
subsystem to full involvement and 
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subsystems in addressing the 
issue. 

interaction across all relevant 
subsystems. 

3. Policy 
Instruments 

Examines the tools used to 
address the issue, including their 
alignment, coordination 
mechanisms, and overall 
consistency. 

From a few uncoordinated tools with 
low coherence to a well-aligned, 
system-wide instrument mix 
supported by coordination tools. 
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