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aPublic Administration and Policy group, Wageningen University (NL), Wageningen, the
Netherlands; bSchool of Governance, Utrecht University (NL), Utrecht, the Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Organising effective policy coordination has become a key principle of EU
policymaking in recent decades. Within the European Commission,
interservice consultations (ISCs) play an important role to coordinate
between the different directorate-generals. In spite of this importance, ISCs
have so far not been analysed in a systematic way. This paper addresses this
gap by systematically analysing the numbers, types and content of
comments made in ISCs around climate change adaptation. Our analysis
shows that ISCs were primarily used to provide substantive comments,
related to problem analyses, objectives or instruments, as well as to
strengthen or weaken connections with policy efforts in adjacent domains.
Institutional comments, related to mandates or resources, proved rare.
Moreover, we find that the types of comments given in ISCs are mediated by
institutional factors that shape the temporal dynamics of policy processes.
Rather than reflecting the ideal types of ‘negative’ and ‘positive’ coordination,
the overall pattern of policy coordination in the ISCs typifies an in-between
form of ‘incremental policy coordination.’

KEYWORDS Coordination; European Commission; climate change adaptation; interservice
consultations; policy formulation; policy cycles

Introduction

Due to the increased complexity of many of today’s societal problems, organ-
ising effective policy coordination has become a key challenge to policy-
makers across the globe. Coordination is particularly needed for issues that
are affected by policy efforts that originate from across different compart-
mentalised policy domains. In these cases, some form of coordination is
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needed to make sure the efforts under one policy programme do not cancel
out the efforts under another policy programme (‘negative coordination’), or,
more ambitiously, to create synergies between policies (‘positive coordi-
nation’) (Scharpf, 1994).

In the context of the European Union (EU), policy coordination and policy
coherence have become subject to a distinct body of literature (Candel &
Biesbroek, 2018; Egenhofer et al., 2006; Hartlapp et al., 2014; Hustedt & Sey-
fried, 2016; Kassim et al., 2017; Selianko & Lenschow, 2015; Stroß, 2017;
Trondal, 2011). Because of its central role in policy formation, these studies
usually focus on coordination processes within the European Commission.
This literature has used a range of sources to study coordination, predomi-
nantly interviews. Few studies have looked at the formal stage of coordi-
nation within the Commission: the interservice consultation (ISC).

The ISC is a formalised procedure in which a Directorate General (DG) that
is in charge of developing a given Commission proposal (the ‘lead DG’)
receives input from other DGs. Because of its set-up as a consultation
process between DGs, the ISC is a central arrangement for the formal coordi-
nation of policies that affect multiple DGs. Although informal and formal
forms of exchange occur both before and after ISCs, the latter play a
pivotal role within this entire process, as they focus on concrete draft propo-
sals and allow interested DGs to give specific, written input. ISCs therefore
offer an excellent opportunity to study coordination within the Commission.
To date, however, the input given in ISCs has not been analysed in a systema-
tic way and both the type and substance of policy coordination within ISCs
largely remain unexplored (although some studies have used it as supportive
evidence; see e.g., Hartlapp et al., 2014).

This paper aims to identify the patterns of positive and negative coordi-
nation within the Commission, specifically looking at the different types of
coordination processes, and how these patterns of coordination may have
shifted over time. Moreover, we aim to explore the potential of using the
internal documents produced during ISCs as a new data source for studying
coordination within the Commission. In doing so, our paper seeks to develop
and apply a systematic approach to analysing the comments in ISCs. This
creates possibilities for future studies into the policy formation process
within the Commission, alongside existing approaches such as interviews
and surveys.

Empirically, we use the documents submitted by DGs in four ISCs around
climate change adaptation policy, as well as supportive evidence from quali-
tative interviews, to map the types of comments given and what they reveal
about patterns of coordination in the Commission. Climate change adap-
tation offers a useful case for such an analysis because of its crosscutting
nature and increasing social and political attention in Europe. Climate
change adaptation revolves around the actions to manage the impact of
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climate change, reduce vulnerability or enhance adaptive capacity (IPCC,
2018). As such, it complements efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions
(climate mitigation). Climate change adaptation is a crosscutting issue in
that it concerns a range of societal and economic activities and policies,
including agriculture, biodiversity, human health, and water management.
The Commission can only rely on soft legislation to steer climate change
adaptation actions, which requires the mainstreaming of climate change
adaptation objectives into domains where the EU has a stronger competence
(Biesbroek & Swart, 2019).

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. In the next section, we
outline our theoretical framework for studying policy coordination in the
European Commission. In section 3 we concisely set out the development
of EU climate change adaptation policy over time. In section 4, we present
our systematic approach to analysing the ISCs around climate change adap-
tation policy, followed by the results of our empirical analysis in section 5. The
paper ends with a concluding section, in which we discuss the main findings,
identify the implications from our analysis, and propose pathways forwards.

Understanding patterns of coordination in ISCs

Fragmentation and coordination in the European Commission

In the academic literature on the internal working of the European Commis-
sion, the Commission is often portrayed as a relatively fragmented institution,
in which DGs mainly work in isolated ‘silos’ and are eager to protect their turf
against other DGs (Hartlapp et al., 2014; Kassim, 2018; Stroß, 2017). Over the
past 10–15 years, several scholars have noted a tendency towards greater
central coordination, in particular through the stronger and more active
roles of the Commission President, Vice-Presidents and the Secretariat
General (SG) (Jordan and Schout, 2006; Kassim, 2018; Kassim et al., 2017).
Trondal (2011) observes a dual logic in this regard: whereas a ‘logic of hierar-
chy’, which relies on top-down coordination, has taken hold at the top of the
Commission, individual DGs still largely operate along the lines of a ‘logic of
portfolio’, which emphasises divergent agendas and loyalty to DGs rather
than the Commission as a whole.

Within this context, ISCs are meant to function as a means of policy coordi-
nation among the various DGs. An ISC is a formalised procedure in which the
DG that is in charge of developing a given Commission proposal (the ‘lead
DG’) receives input from other interested DGs (Nugent & Rhinard, 2015).
Although the formal requirements for ISCs (e.g., which other DGs need to
be consulted) have been strengthened in recent decades, the lead DG still
has some leeway in determining the precise set-up of the ISC (Hartlapp
et al., 2014; Nugent & Rhinard, 2015).

106 J. J. L. CANDEL ET AL.



ISCs are not the only coordination mechanism in place within the Commis-
sion. Preceding a formal ISC, DGs often engage in informal exchanges of
viewpoints, which may affect the content of proposed policies (Nugent &
Rhinard, 2015). Moreover, for many issues, permanent Interservice Groups
exist, which bring together officials from different DGs on a regular basis (Har-
tlapp et al., 2014). In addition, after an ISC has taken place, draft proposals are
discussed among the cabinets of commissioners and eventually in the
College of Commissioners. Within this entire process, however, ISCs play a
pivotal role, as they focus on concrete draft proposals and allow interested
DGs to give specific, written input.

Observers differ in their assessment of the impact ISCs have on policy
coordination. On the positive side, Candel et al. (2016) claim that ISCs lead
to greater reflexivity and compromise on the part of DGs, because they
‘stimulate approaching issues from various perspectives and thus enhance
mutual understandings’ (Ibid., p. 798) and ‘forc[e] units [and] services to
reach agreements’ (Ibid., p. 804). By contrast, Hustedt and Seyfried (2016)
argue that coordination within the Commission is characterised by ‘negative
coordination’, a term they borrow from Fritz Scharpf (1994). Under negative
coordination, ‘the formal responsible organisational unit initiates the co-ordi-
nation process by providing a draft, which is sent to the other affected units
for comments and amendments. Those affected units check the draft exclu-
sively for the negative effects on their own area of competence’ (Hustedt &
Seyfried, 2016, p. 892; references omitted). The central purpose of negative
coordination, so Scharpf (1994, p. 39) explains, is ‘to ensure that any new
policy initiative designed by a specialised subunit within the ministerial
organisation will not interfere with the established policies and the interests
of other ministerial units.’ This stands in contrast to positive coordination,
which ‘is an attempt to maximise the overall effectiveness and efficiency of
government policy by exploring and utilising the joint strategy options of
several ministerial portfolios’ (Scharpf, 1994, p. 38). According to Hustedt
and Seyfried (2016, p. 892), this implies that ‘all affected units are involved
from the very beginning by discussing all policy alternatives jointly across
all actors, and the effects of all alternatives are simultaneously checked for
all affected units.’

Types of issues in coordination processes within the European
Commission

Coordination is meant to align DGs that (potentially) differ on a Commission
policy initiative. Two main types of issues may come up in this regard: insti-
tutional and substantive issues (cf. the typology of conflicts within the Com-
mission in Nugent & Rhinard, 2015).
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Institutional issues concern the scope of DGs’ responsibilities. Institutional
issues may emerge when a DG attempts to acquire additional tasks and lea-
dership within policy areas (Stevens & Stevens, 2001). Other DGs may then
challenge that DG’s remit over these issues, as well as its claim over the
resources associated with the new task. This type of issue is particularly
likely to come up when it concerns ‘high profile areas which bring increased
influence or prestige’ (Ibid.). Institutional issues are even more likely to arise
when these high-profile areas concern relatively new issues, which potentially
affect multiple DGs – as in the case of climate change adaptation.

Substantive issues relate to the range of possible framings and associated
policy approaches surrounding a policy issue (Dupuis & Biesbroek, 2013).
Because DGs have different remits and responsibilities, are part of different
policy communities and (therefore) also attract people with different types
of backgrounds, considerable differences may exist between DGs over
problem definitions, objectives to be prioritised and the instruments to be
used in a domain. To the extent that these substantive approaches are
affected or challenged by an initiative from another DG, they may trigger
calls for reformulating that initiative.

Explaining patterns of coordination: stakes and policy cycles

The existence of (potential) institutional and substantive issues may be a
reason for a DG to give input into another DG’s policy initiative. However,
whether or not a DG decides to participate in an ISC and to give comments
also depends on whether it is willing (or feels pressed) to become active. In
this way, latent sources of participation are turned into actual patterns of
coordination. Arguably, several types of institutional dynamics shape this
participation.

First, one may expect that the stakes in a given policy proposal are impor-
tant. These stakes are not only determined by the content of the proposal,
but also by the status of the proposal within the entire policy-making
process. For instance, it may be assumed that more is at stake in a proposal
for binding legislation (a directive or regulation) than in a Green Paper or
other document that merely explores an issue. Although it is important for
actors to be involved from the beginning, when initial decisions are made,
such initial decisions are less likely to trigger concrete interests than propo-
sals for more specific and potentially binding decisions. This means that
one may expect, first, participation in ISCs to increase and, second, conflicts
to become more pronounced, as the stakes in the proposal rise (cf.
Stokman et al., 2000). Stakes can also be affected by the perceived urgency
or the political salience of an issue. When an issue is perceived to be more
pressing and becomes subject to ‘high politics’ between political leaders,
this is likely to raise attention and stakes at lower levels of decision-making
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(Princen & Rhinard, 2006). In a recent study, Senninger et al. (2020) found that
leading civil servants in the Commission indeed use highly salient policies to
boost their DG’s profile.

Second, coordination dynamics may change over time, as a policy
matures. Partly, this overlaps with the previous factor, as the stakes in the
policy process increase as the policy develops from initial idea to concrete
proposals. However, the maturation of policies may partly also have an
effect independent from what is at stake in a specific proposal. The policy
studies literature has identified a pattern in which policies tend to crystallize
and become more firmly established after their initial creation, only to be dis-
rupted at specific moments of more fundamental debate (Baumgartner &
Jones, 1993; Sabatier, 1998). Institutionally, this pattern is underpinned by
the fact that established policies are usually monopolised by (relatively
closed) policy communities, in which actors agree on the basic policy
approach and attention focuses on the specifics of policies. Therefore, we
may expect policy development around EU climate change adaptation
policy to undergo a gradual development from initial exploration of the
issue to the development of specific policies.

This line of argument has two implications. To begin with, one may expect
issues of authority and remit to become clearer over time.Whereas in the initial
stages, the authority of the lead DG to deal with a new issue may be contested
(particularly when that issue affects other, already established issue areas), this
authority is likely to becomemore firmly established as the lead DG becomes a
more credible participant on the issue. In that case, the focus in ISCs should
move from institutional to substantive issues. In addition, with the maturation
of a policy, discussions are likely to focus more on the specifics of that policy.
Whereas initially, it needs to be established what the nature of the issue is and
what objectives should be formulated, as time progresses one may expect
debates to shift from a focus on policy objectives to the specific instruments
that are being used and their calibrations (cf. Hall, 1993).

Third, the timing of a policy proposal in relation to other policy cycles may
affect the patterns of coordination that occur. Developments in other policy
cycles may highlight certain issues, while suppressing others. Moreover,
when choices made in the policy proposal under discussion affect choices
made elsewhere, the timing of decision-making may either block or facilitate
those choices. This point ties in with the recent literature on the role of time
and timing in (EU) policy processes. This literature has shown that policy (as
well as political) processes are deeply influenced by the way they are tem-
porally organised through formal and informal rules on what can or should
be done when. Within the Commission, this is exemplified by its institutiona-
lised planning and programming cycle for the definition of policy priorities on
an annual basis (Tholoniat, 2009) as well as the multi-annual financial frame-
works. However, policy domains also have institutionalised multiannual time
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cycles. Examples of these include the adoption of multi-annual Environ-
mental Action Programmes, Framework Programmes for Research, and the
evaluation or revision of policies at set points in time.

These cycles do not run in parallel. As Goetz (2009, p. 203) has observed, in
the Commission ‘different policy fields are characterised by (…) distinct tem-
poral frameworks’. As a result, policy processes in the European Commission
are not subject to one overarching timeframe, but show ‘temporal plurality’
(Ibid., p. 206), making the Commission a ‘heterotemporal organisation’
(Goetz, 2014). This is complicated even further by the timing of policy
cycles outside of the Commission and the EU, for instance in the series of
global negotiations following the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC). Within these overlapping and interacting
policy cycles, some actors may act as ‘time-setters’, who can influence the
timing of certain decision, while others are ‘time-takers’, who are constrained
by the time frameworks set elsewhere (Goetz, 2014). Particularly in an issue
area such as climate change adaptation, which relies heavily on policies
adopted in other, longer-established issue areas, we may expect the temporal
decisions taken elsewhere to have a clear effect. As a consequence, the
dynamics of climate change adaptation policy coordination is likely to be
strongly affected by the timing of other, related policy cycles. Budgetary
cycles are particularly influential in this respect, as these more or less set in
stone the budgetary allocations to a domain for a certain period of time
and therefore hamper possibilities for intermediate reforms. In addition,
the tedious and long-lasting European Council negotiations on the multi-
annual financial frameworks have been shown to cause delays and decreased
ambition levels in sectoral policy reforms, such as that of the Common Agri-
cultural Policy (Candel, 2019).

Fourth, coordination dynamics may change as a result of institutional
reform. In a recent study, Finke (2019) showed that considerable competition
over administrative turf takes place within the Commission. The creation of
new services, such as DG CLIMA (out of DG Environment) and the European
External Action Service (EEAS) in 2010, generally involves a reshuffling of such
turf, including mandates and resources. As DGs that ‘lose out’ in such reforms
may experience their core competences to be at stake, we expect that
reforms increase the likelihood of institutional conflict in ISCs.

In summary, the literature yields a range of possible expectations regard-
ing coordination dynamics in ISCs. These theoretical expectations are sum-
marised in Table 1.

Climate change adaptation policy at EU-level

The EU has for a long time played a leadership role in international nego-
tiations on climate change mitigation (i.e., reducing greenhouse gas
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emissions), but arrived relatively late in discussions on climate change adap-
tation (Biesbroek & Swart, 2019). Climate change adaptation refers to the
process of adjustment to actual or expected climate and its effects in order
to moderate harm or exploit opportunities (IPCC, 2014). Adaptation has
been on the European Commission’s radar since the early 2000s, when the
Second European Climate Change programme reported on the potential
impacts of climate change on the ambitions formulated in the EU’s Lisbon
Strategy. Its Communication ‘Winning the battle against Climate Change’
marked a key moment, as it explicitly called for improved adaptation
across the EU (COM(2005)35 final). Until then, the Commission had largely
avoided references to adaptation, out of fear that this would give the
impression that mitigation policies had failed.

The attention to adaptation was partly driven by the growing scientific
consensus that, even with strict emission reductions, some climate impacts
would be unavoidable (IPCC, 2020). Several impacts that were observed,
such as the 2003 heat wave in most of Europe, raised climate change on
the political agenda (EEA, 2017). DG Environment started an EU-wide
public debate and consultation through its Green Paper (COM/2007/0354
final) in 2007 to identify priority areas and options, including intensifying
climate research, mainstreaming adaptation across existing EU external
actions, and exploring the role of Community funds.

The first EU policy ambitions were formulated in the EU White Paper (COM
(2009)147 final), in which the contours of an EU-wide adaptation framework
were proposed. The strategy aimed to improve the EU’s resilience to deal with
the impacts of climate change, recognising that most of the adaptation
actions would have to take place at national and local levels. Following the
principle of subsidiarity, the EU envisioned its role as supporting and empow-
ering member states through an integrated and coordinated approach at EU
level.

Shortly after the White Paper was launched, a new DG, DG CLIMA, was
established (2010), which led the development of the EU Adaptation Strategy
Package (COM (2013) 216). Adopted in 2013, the EU strategy centred around

Table 1. Theoretical expectations.
Factor Expectations

Status of policy
proposal

As the stakes in a proposal rise, the participation in an ISC will increase
As the stakes in a proposal rise, conflict will become more pronounced

Policy maturation As a policy matures, the focus in ISCs will shift from institutional to substantive
issues

As a policy matures, the focus in ISCs will shift from objectives and underlying
problem definitions to policy instruments and their calibration

Policy cycles Temporal dynamics in other, related policy cycles will affect the types of issues
raised in ISCs on climate change adaptation

Institutional reform The creation of new directorate-generals will lead to an increase of institutional
conflict.
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three objectives: strengthening responses of member states, ‘climate
proofing’ policy efforts at EU level, and better-informed decision making.
The package contained multiple impact assessments and sectoral guidance
documents to support the strategy. The strategy emphasised the facilitative
role of the Commission, noting its limited set of tools to formulate new legis-
lation, and stressed the importance of mainstreaming adaptation into areas in
which the EU has formal competences.

With the adoption of the Paris Agreement (2015), and further evidence on
increased climate impacts across Europe, climate change adaptation in the
Commission continued to grow in importance. The period after the adoption
of the strategy was important for adaptation as several actions were
implemented at EU-level, including information portals such as Climate
Adapt, innovative financing schemes such as the Natural Capital Funding
Facility, and new collaborative networks such as the Mayors Adapt initiative.
Five years after the strategy was adopted, a formal evaluation showed the
strategy had played an important role in mobilising adaptation responses
within Europe. Still, it also argued that additional efforts were needed to
strengthen Europe’s internal and external responses to climate impacts and
to strengthen links with sustainable development and disaster risk reduction
(COM(2018)738).

The current Von der Leyen Commission (2019-) has further raised the ambi-
tions, resulting in various new policy developments. For example, the new
European Green Deal includes a proposal for a European Climate Law
(COM/2020/80 final) which focusses primarily on emission reduction, but
also captures adaptation in Article 4 to ensure that member states ‘develop
and implement adaptation strategies and plans that include comprehensive
risk management frameworks, based on robust climate and vulnerability base-
lines and progress assessments’. Moreover, ‘Adaptation to climate change
including societal transformation’ is one of the five Mission Areas in the EU’s
research and innovation framework programme ‘Horizon Europe’. The Euro-
pean Climate Pact aims to promote broad social mobilisation to reduce
climate change impacts beyond governmental responses. Finally, the Com-
mission developed a new, more comprehensive European Climate Change
adaptation strategy which was published in early 2021 (COM(2021) 82 final).

Studying coordination in ISCs on climate change adaptation

To identify patterns of coordination in ISCs, we developed a systematic
approach to analyse the type and substance of the comments given by
DGs which participated in four ISCs on EU climate change adaptation policies.
All documents related to these ISCs were obtained through an official request
to Commission documents (on the basis of Regulation 1049/201). These
documents were subsequently coded using a standardised coding scheme.
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In addition, we conducted five interviews with key participants in the ISCs
around climate change adaptation policy to interpret and verify our results.
Below, we will discuss these steps in greater detail.

Operationalisation and codebook

In order to map patterns of negative and positive coordination in ISCs, a
coding scheme was developed that distinguishes between various types
of comments. The two main categories in the coding scheme build on
the two types of issues that were discussed above. For the purposes of
our coding scheme, these types needed to be operationalised more
precisely, as it is more difficult to discern them empirically than
conceptually.

Within the two main categories of comments relating to substantive and
institutional issues, further distinctions can be made. First, substantive com-
ments may focus on various elements of the proposed policy, relating to
problem definitions, objectives, the choice of instruments or the specifica-
tion/calibration of those instruments (for the latter three categories, see
Hall, 1993). Second, institutional and substantive comments may support a
policy proposal, criticise it or be neutral. If a comment is critical of a proposal,
a further question is whether the comment seeks to expand or limit the pos-
ition taken in the document. This ties in with Knill et al.’s (2012) distinction
between ‘expansion’ (i.e., expanding the proposal by making it more ambi-
tious or broader, by including more and stricter or more generous instru-
ments, or explicitly calling for the integration of objectives or instruments
in different policy programmes) and ‘dismantling’ (i.e., limiting the proposal,
for example by relaxing ambitions, narrowing objectives or limiting the
scope or ambit of instruments, with ‘dismantling’ being the extreme
version of this).

Based on these distinctions, we defined a range of codes to capture
different types of institutional and substantive comments. In addition to
the two main categories of institutional and substantive issues, we defined
codes for comments that urged the lead DG to include, take out or clarify
references to existing policy initiatives. Finally, we included codes for com-
ments that contained a more general endorsement or rejection of the propo-
sal or the procedure taken in relation to the document. The online
supplementary material provides an overview of our codebook.

Organisation of coding

All three authors were involved in two rounds of test coding, which included
three and four documents from various ISCs, respectively. Based on these
rounds, the coding scheme was modified and a common interpretation of
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each code was established. After that, the lead author coded all documents in
all ISCs, with the exception of comments that raised doubts as to the correct
code. These ‘hard’ cases were discussed and resolved between the three
authors.

Cases and documents

The analysis focuses on the ISCs about proposals for four key documents in
the development of the EU’s climate change adaptation policy: the Green
Paper ‘Adapting to climate change in Europe’ (COM2007 354), which aimed
to stimulate discussions on the need for EU level action on climate change
adaptation; the White Paper ‘Adapting to climate change: Towards a Euro-
pean framework for action’ (COM2009 147), which presents the outline for
a European wide framework to reduce the EU’s vulnerability to the impacts
of climate change; the Communication ‘An EU Strategy on adaptation to
climate change’ (COM2013 216), which presents how the EU will promote
actions by Member States, their efforts of climate proofing EU actions, and
stimulate better informed decisionmaking; and the Report ‘on the implemen-
tation of the EU Strategy on adaptation to climate change’ (COM2018 738),
which evaluates the progress in achieving these objectives (Biesbroek &
Swart, 2019; Dreyfus & Patt, 2012; Remling, 2018). The Commission’s new
strategy (2021) was published after data collection and analysis had taken
place and is not included in the current study.

Each ISC contains various types of documents: i) the draft proposal and
accompanying documents, such as draft staff working documents or docu-
ments related to the impact assessment, ii) DGs’ opinion letters in which
they indicate whether they are supportive of the proposal, and iii) the propo-
sal and accompanying documents with individual DGs’ track changes (see the
online appendix for a full overview of documents). There is a large variety
between DGs, or even individual officers, in what types of documents they
submit to the ISC and how they structure their remarks. For example, some
DGs include most of their comments in the opinion letter, while others
provide detailed track changes in the proposal. Comments entail remarks
relating to the status of the document or procedure, a text block, or the inser-
tion or deletion of a word, phrase, sentence, bullet point or paragraph.

Interviews

After coding and analysing the documents, we conducted five interviews
with (former) Commission officials from various DGs who had been involved
in the ISCs around climate change adaptation. These interviews provided
further background and context to our findings and allowed us to better
put our findings into perspective. The interviews were semi-structured,
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generally took 60 min, and were all recorded with consent of the intervie-
wees. The main topics discussed included: their own experience with coordi-
nation in the Commission around climate change adaptation; reflection on
our findings; and specific clarifying questions emerging from our initial
round of data analysis.

Results

General patterns

Our results show that the numbers of comments made differ between the
four ISCs. Figure 1 shows the total numbers of comments made during
each of the interservice consultation rounds. The figure shows that in 2009
and 2013 the proposals received more than double the number of comments
compared to the 2007 and 2018 ISC rounds.

When looking at the total numbers of comments per DG, major differ-
ences can be observed between services (see Figure 2). As with total
numbers, these frequencies provide some indication of DGs’ activity, but
should be treated with caution due to differences in ISC response styles.
Moreover, as is shown in the online appendix, considerable differences
can be observed across years. With the exception of the SG and DGs
AGRI, RTD and REGIO, most DGs’ comments show clear peaks in one or
two of the ISC rounds. DG ENVI’s comments are limited to 2013 and
2018, since DG ENVI was the lead DG until 2010. Similarly, the DG for Exter-
nal Relations (RELEX) only gave inputs in 2007 and 2009, as it lost its
climate mandate to the new DG for Climate Action (CLIMA) in 2010 and
was embedded in the European External Action Service (EEAS), which is
not involved in Commission ISCs (Figure 2).

Figure 1. Number of comments per Interservice consultation.
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Based on these data we can distinguish between three groups of DGs in
terms of participation: (i) persistent players, which were significantly active
in (almost) every ISC (AGRI, MARE, REGIO, RTD, SG); (ii) occasional players,
which were active in one or two ISCs (BUDG, DEV, EAC, ECHO, EMPL,
ENER/TREN, GROW, RELEX) and (iii) background players, which only
offered a few comments in one or more ISCs. Respondents indicated that
the SG is a persistent player in every ISC, due to its formal mandate to coor-
dinate policy initiatives across sectors. One respondent, for example,
stated:

The SG is the watchdog of the Commission, they need to keep the equilibrium.
So normally they are quite tough in their comments, because they make very
procedural and institutional kinds of comments.

Effects of stakes in the proposal

The first set of explanatory factors concerned the stakes in a proposal. As the
stakes in a proposal rise, both participation and conflict were expected to
increase. In terms of participation, we find mixed evidence. On the one
hand, the number of DGs participating in the ISCs declined from 23 in
2007–19 in 2009, 17 in 2003 and 13 in 2018. This is contrary to what one
would expect given the higher political weight of the 2013 Strategy vis-à-
vis the 2007 Green Paper (and also the growth of the overall number of Com-
mission DGs). On the other hand, as Figure 1 above showed, the numbers of
comments were greatest for the two ISCs in which arguably most was at stake
(the 2009 ISC on the White Paper and the 2013 ISC on the Strategy). The two
ISCs in which least was at stake (the 2007 ISC on the Green Paper and the
2018 ISC on the evaluation of the Strategy) drew about half as many com-
ments. At the same time, based on this logic, one would perhaps have

Figure 2. Total number of comments per DG for all ISCs. DGs Taxud, Trade and Trans-
lation gave their approval without substantive comments.
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expected higher numbers of comments in the 2013 than in the 2009 ISC,
whereas both attracted exactly the same number of comments.

We obtain a proxy for the level of conflict by focusing at comments that ask
for more and less ambition, respectively. More ambition is indicated by com-
ments asking for making problem definitions broader or more severe, objec-
tives more ambitious, adding instruments, or increasing the intensity of
instruments. Less ambition is indicated by their negative counterparts.
Overall, comments asking for more ambition (287) are more frequent than
comments asking for a lower ambition (182), although in the ISC of 2009
numbers are almost equal (104 more ambition, 101 less).

Figure 3 shows the numbers of comments calling for more and less ambi-
tion in each ISC. The data show clear peaks in calls for more ambition in 2009
and 2013. Calls for less ambition were voiced most often in 2009. Combining
the two categories, the 2009 ISC clearly stands out with 205 comments asking
for a different level of ambition. The 2013 ISC comes in second with 150 com-
ments, while the 2007 and 2018 ISCs score considerably lower at 68 and 46
comments, respectively. Percentage-wise, the 2009 ISC also stands out,
with 53% of all comments asking for a different level of ambition. The 2013
ISC comes in second with 39%, but is closely followed by the 2007 ISC with
a combined total of 38%. In the 2018 ISC, only 31% of all comments called
for a different level of ambition.

The peaks in comments calling for a different level of ambition in 2009 and
2013 suggest a relation between increasing stakes and levels of conflict,
although the lower number of comments asking for less ambition in 2013
does not conform to our expectation. From a qualitative angle, respondents

Figure 3. Comments calling for more and less ambition per ISC (total numbers).
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indicated that there was considerable debate about the level of ambition in
the 2013 Strategy. One respondent indicated that the SG ‘sometimes pushed
us to be more down to earth’, as a too ambitious policy would imply consider-
able commitments at international level and for member states. Additionally,
various respondents indicated that in the period before the 2015 Paris Agree-
ment, investments in adaptation were considered to result in trade-offs with
resources available for climate change mitigation, which received priority.
The low numbers in the 2018 evaluation, in which the stakes were arguably
lower than in the previous two ISCs, support the notion that the level of
conflict is at least partly driven by the stakes involved in the ISC.

Based on our current data it is difficult to distinguish between the influence
of increasing stakes following from the status of the proposal or from broader
political and societal salience, which also increased over the period of analysis
(see e.g., Ovádek et al., 2020 on EU issue attention). Still, the relatively lower
level of conflict in the (relatively less consequential) 2018 ISC suggests that
the stakes in a proposal do play a role in their own right.

Effects of policy maturation

The second set of explanatory factors was related to the possible effects of
policy maturation. As a policy matures, one may expect the emphasis to
shift from institutional to substantive comments and, within the category
of substantive comments, from objectives and underlying problem
definitions to policy instruments and their calibration.

Starting with main types of comments, Figure 4 shows the number of com-
ments by main coding category for each ISC. Across all ISCs, a large majority
of comments concern substantive matters (63% of the total) and, to a lesser
extent, references to other policy efforts (27%). By contrast, comments about

Figure 4. Number of comments by main category per ISC.
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institutional matters (4%), such as turf or control over material resources, and
more general comments about the documents or procedure (6%) proved to
be rare.

The pattern over time does not show strong support for the expectation
that emphasis would shift from institutional to substantive comments. The
number of institutional comments does indeed decrease, but was already
low in 2007 and 2009. The relative number of substantive comments does
not increase. Instead, the category of codes showing most growth involves
references to other, existing policy initiatives, suggesting an increase of
coordination between climate change adaptation policy and sectoral efforts.

Figure 5 zooms in more closely on the types of comments made within the
main category of substantive comments. It shows that, in all ISCs, a relatively
large part of these comments relate to either the problem definition (39%
average across all years) or objectives (32%) in the proposals (or accompany-
ing documents). Comments about types of instruments (12%) or calibrations
of instruments (17%) are less frequent. The following comment illustrates a
call for broadening objectives:

Although it is accepted that themain focus of thisWhite Paper is on EUDomestic
policy, an External Dimension section is also important when considering the EU
response to the global threat of climate change (which knows no borders).

DG RELEX, 2009

Comparing ISCs, we do not observe a shift from objectives and underlying
problem definitions to policy instruments and their calibration. On the con-
trary, the data show that the relative share of comments about problem ana-
lyses and policy objectives even increases. This can perhaps be explained by

Figure 5. Types of substantive comments per ISC (percentages).
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the fact that EU climate change adaptation policy contains relatively few
instruments of its own, instead relying on the integration of climate
change adaptation objectives across sectoral policies where the EU has stron-
ger competences. Even then, it does not conform to the expected dynamic
surrounding policy maturation. An important nuance is that the 2018 evalu-
ation differed from the previous ISCs in that it reflected on previous years
instead of future policy directions, leaving little space for proposing new
instruments or calibrations.

Effects of policy cycles

In our theoretical section, we expected to find a link between the ISCs on
climate change adaptation and other policy cycles. To explore possible
links, Figure 6 shows the balance between comments urging for more and
less ambition for the ten DGs that made most comments in the four ISCs.
Some DGs consistently give comments urging for more or less ambition in
most ISCs (DG Research being an example of the former, DG Agriculture of
the latter). However, most DGs are particularly active in some years. For
instance, DG Budget only participated in the 2007 and 2009 ISCs, DG ECHO
made almost all of its comments in 2013, DG REGIO was both more active
and pressed strongly for less ambition in 2009, while the Secretariat
General became more active in 2013 and 2018.

When looking into the reasons for DGs to urge for more or less ambition,
this often relates to developments in other policy cycles. Most of the com-
ments requiring lower levels of ambition in 2007 and 2009 involved argu-
ments that no new budgetary commitments or allocations should be made
under the current 2007–2013 multi-annual financial framework. This was
the reason for DG BUDGET to reject the 2009 proposal.

Similarly, various DGs objected to introducing new objectives or financial
commitments to ongoing multi-annual sectoral policies. All of our respon-
dents confirmed this to be a key motivation behind requests for lowering
ambition levels. This applies to DG AGRI (Common Agricultural Policy, 2007

Figure 6. Comments urging for more minus comments urging for less ambition by DG.
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and 2009), DG TREN (Trans-European Transport Network, 2009) and DG REGIO
(structural funds guidelines, 2009). DG TREN, for example, stated:

It is easy to associate financial mechanisms with financial means, and it risks
raising expectations that TEN-T support will be available to support this activity
when in fact much of the 2007–2013 budget is already earmarked as a result of
the multi-annual commitments made at the start of the current Financing
Period (FP). DG TREN would ask that the paper avoid any implication that
TEN-T funds will be available – at least in the short term – especially when press-
ures on the budget are already so great.

DG TREN, 2009

On the contrary, DG ECHO, especially in 2013, used the parallel development
of its Risk Disaster Management policy to call for more ambition by strength-
ening the linkages between both policies.

Respondents indicated that the new Green Deal proposed by the Von der
Leyen presidency has provided momentum to more ambitious climate
change adaptation objectives in the new adaptation strategy that is expected
in 2021, by increasing the willingness of other DGs to integrate climate
change adaptation concerns in their sectoral policies. Although we cannot
(yet) substantiate this with quantitative data, this suggests a further confir-
mation of the expectation.

Effects of institutional reform

Our final expectation was that the creation of new DGs would lead to an
increase in institutional conflict. As institutional conflict was very low and
even decreased, we do not find evidence for this expectation. During the
period of analysis, two new relevant services were founded, DG CLIMA and
the EEAS, while DG TREN was split up in DG ENER and DG MOVE. As the
EEAS’ mandate on international climate negotiations was transferred to DG
CLIMA, the DG for external action (previously RELEX) was no longer involved.
DG ENVI lost its status as lead DG due to the creation of CLIMA, but none of
the DG’s comments in 2013 and 2018 related to institutional matters. We do,
however, observe considerable comments about substantive issues by DG
ENVI after it lost its climate action mandate to CLIMA. Various respondents
confirmed that the relationship between both DGs started off unaccustom-
edly, as ENVI lost people, resources and mandates, and had to reposition
itself with respect to climate change efforts.

Discussion and conclusions

In this paper, we analysed the patterns of coordination within the European
Commission using the ISCs around climate change adaptation policy. Our
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analysis allows for a number of conclusions and reflections. To start with, we
observed that ISCs were primarily used to provide substantive comments,
related to problem analyses, objectives or instruments, as well as to
strengthen or weaken connections with policy efforts in adjacent domains.
Institutional comments, related to mandates or resources, proved rare.

Of the theoretical factors we considered, the dynamics of other policy
cycles seems to have had the largest impact on the types of comments
made in ISCs. The dominant external cycle for climate change adaptation
policy seems to be the financial (MFF) cycle, which also has a large impact
on a number of other policy cycles (e.g., regarding the CAP and structural
funds). The evidence regarding the creation of new DGs and the stakes
involved is mixed, with the data providing partial support for our
expectations.

We found little support for an impact of policy maturation. Apparently,
processes in which a policy gradually crystallises around a shared set of
ideas and moves to more specific, instrument-related debates did not
occur in this case. The reason for this may be that all ISCs still belonged to
the stage of policy development. In addition, dynamics of policy maturation
are closely linked with the existence of (relatively closed) policy communities,
whereas EU climate change adaptation policy primarily relies on instruments
in other issue areas and therefore is not determined by a single policy
community.

Our findings suggest that the underlying question on ‘positive’ and ‘nega-
tive’ coordination in the Commission requires nuance as we find a combi-
nation of two main forms of coordination in the ISCs we studied. On the
one hand, we see elements of negative coordination, where DGs try to
shield policy processes in their own domain from commitments made (or
implicit) in climate change adaptation documents. Examples of this can be
found in the comments made by DG Agriculture and DG Budget in 2007
and 2009 to the effect that the climate change adaptation documents
should not introduce new budgetary commitments.

On the other hand, we see an ‘in-between’ form of coordination, in which
DGs try to contribute to the overall outcome, but (only) from the point of view
of their own policy responsibilities. Examples of this include DG ECHO calling
for the mainstreaming of climate change adaptation policies with ongoing
disaster risk reduction efforts, and various DGs highlighting initiatives taken
in their own domains. Some of these contributions can be interpreted as
‘defensive’ (or: ‘negative’), in the sense that by highlighting initiatives taken
under their responsibility, DGs may want to ward off pressure to do more.
However, others can also be seen as attempts to strengthen the overall
approach, by adding elements that were missing or underestimated.

This ‘in-between’ form of coordination includes elements of negative
coordination, as DGs focus almost exclusively on the effects a proposal has
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on their own remit and do not engage in joint problem-solving (cf. the
definitions of negative and positive coordination in Hustedt & Seyfried,
2016). However, it goes beyond merely ‘check[ing] the draft for the negative
effects on their own area of competence’ (Ibid.) and is aimed at combining
the insights and approaches of various DGs (cf. the description of positive
coordination by Scharpf, 1994). Overall, then, the type of coordination we
find resembles less the synoptic/rational ideal of integrated policy coordi-
nation, but more Lindblom’s (1959, 1979) notion of piecemeal ‘muddling
through’, in which each actor contributes from its own, limited, remit. In
the end, this type of ‘incremental coordination’ may be a more realistic
ideal than ‘pure’ positive coordination, but also a more pro-active and joint
enterprise than the rather defensive negative coordination.

Our results also speak to the debate on fragmentation and hierarchy in the
European Commission and, more specifically, the role of the SG in the ISC
process. A ‘logic of portfolio’ (Trondal, 2011) still underlies much of the
input of DGs, as may be expected in a relatively large and complex organis-
ation. However, the role of the SG in the ISCs we studied also shows a clear
role for top-down coordination. This role seems to have become stronger
over time in the four ISCs, with the SG more actively guarding the coherence
of proposals with other areas of EU policy-making. We would expect this role
to have become even more pronounced under the Von der Leyen (2019–
2024) Commission and its overarching ambitions for a European Green
Deal (cf. Brooks & Bürgin, 2020).

In terms of generalisability to other issue areas, a number of key character-
istics of climate change adaptation policies should be noted. Foremost
among these is the relatively low salience of the issue of climate change
adaptation in the period we studied. This affects the stakes that DGs have
in an ISC. As noted in this study, lower stakes may reduce the level of
conflict in ISCs. If so, we would expect higher overall levels of conflict in
other issue areas that are (politically) more salient. This may even the case
for climate change adaptation policies in recent years, as the issue has
become more prominent under the Von der Leyen Commission.

Another important factor inour study is the linkbetweenpolicydevelopment
on climate change adaptation policy and policy cycles in other issue areas, in
particular the MFF. These links are likely also to occur in other issue areas. An
important distinction here may be between dominant policy cycles, which
shape the timing of developments elsewhere, and policy cycles that follow
developments elsewhere (Goetz’s (2014) ‘time-setters’ and ‘time-takers’). The
development of climate change adaptation policy is a clear example of ‘time-
taking,’ which is likely to affect the dynamics we observe in this regard.

As a final note on generalisability, climate change adaptation is an issue
area with relatively few policy instruments of its own. Rather, it relies to a
great extent on existing policy instruments in other issue areas, which fall
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under the remit of other DGs than the lead DG. This leads to particular pat-
terns of interservice coordination, as climate change adaptation policy is
almost intrinsically about coordinating initiatives in other areas. This may
be different in issue areas in which coordination primarily takes the form of
other DGs commenting on the instruments the lead DG wants to put in place.

In addition to these substantive conclusions, our study also allows for
conclusions about the use of ISC documents to study coordination in the
Commission. Although ISCs offer a good opportunity to study coordination
processes, the relationship to other stages in the coordination process is not
fixed. Broadly speaking, ISCs are used for three types of comments. The first
type concerns issues that were raised before but were not taken up by the
lead DG. The second concerns the formalisation of points that were agreed
upon with the lead DG earlier but need to go ‘on the record’. The third type
of comments relates to new issues that have come up as a result of changes
made in earlier rounds of redrafting or due to policy developments in adja-
cent domains. Which types of comments are made depends on the way the
prior (informal) consultation processes went and the extent to which
specific DGs were active in them. Although it is generally considered bad
form for a DG to come up with major comments at the ISC stage without
having raised them before, the extent to which DGs have the capacity
and interest to be involved throughout the entire coordination process
varies. This prior involvement is reflected in the document that becomes
the starting point of the ISC and the comments made by various DGs. There-
fore, ISCs need to be seen within the larger context of coordination pro-
cesses, especially those preceding the ISC. Interviews are an important
complement to the data that can be derived from ISC submissions, in
order to obtain more insight into the context and background of these
submissions.

Future research on this topic could advance along three routes. The first is
to combine data from ISCs with more in-depth qualitative data about coordi-
nation within the Commission. This would also lead to a better understanding
of how ISCs relate to other stages in the coordination process. The second
route is to compare our findings around climate change adaptation with
other issue areas. In terms of our findings and the theoretical background
to our study, the issue areas in these comparative studies should vary in par-
ticular in terms of the salience of issues and the stakes that are involved in the
policy proposals. This would show to what extent certain patterns of coordi-
nation hold across issue areas and what factors are important determinants in
that respect. Finally, comparing ISC documents with final legislative output
could provide a deeper insight into the impacts of comments made during
coordination phases. Ultimately, coordination ought to improve the quality
of policy outputs, but the extent to which this is the case remains
underexplored.
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