
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Regional Environmental Change (2023) 23:130 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10113-023-02110-6

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Diffusion of climate policy integration in adaptation strategies: 
translating the EU mandate into UK and Danish national contexts

Anne Jensen1   · Helle Ørsted Nielsen1 · Duncan Russel2

Received: 13 July 2022 / Accepted: 29 July 2023 / Published online: 6 October 2023 
© The Author(s) 2023

Abstract
In this paper, we examine how the EU Climate Adaptation Strategy and especially its pivotal principle of policy integration of 
climate adaptation has diffused into the climate adaptation strategies of Member States. We explore how this quest for climate 
adaptation policy integration (CPI) was pushed by vertical diffusion of the framing and policy mixes launched at the EU level. 
To do so, we analyse and compare national climate adaptation strategies in two EU Member States—the UK and Denmark—
during 2013–2021, which witnessed Brexit and increased attention to climate impacts. Conceptually and analytically, we draw 
on the policy diffusion literature centring on four potential drivers of vertical policy diffusion: interests, rights, ideology and 
recognition. Furthermore, to scrutinize what is diffused, we conceptualize climate policy integration including the rationale and 
policy instruments for climate policy integration. We find that both countries’ approaches to climate change adaptation have 
been shaped by rights-based diffusion in a mixture of shadow hierarchy, soft power and activation of other policy areas with 
binding directives and observe how what appears to be asymmetrical diffusion has strong elements of symmetrical diffusion. 
We further identify divergence between the cases before and after Brexit and in mandating local level actions.

Keywords  Policy diffusion · Drivers of policy diffusion · Climate policy integration/CPI · Climate adaptation · Multi-level 
governance · European adaptation policy · UK and Denmark national adaptation strategy

Introduction

The reality of climate change (IPCC 2022; Commission of 
the European Communities (CEC), 2013) is prompting Euro-
pean countries, sectors and cities to adapt to its impacts. Cli-
mate change adaptation decision-making occurs at multiple 
levels of policy-making, with overarching strategies crafted 
at the supra-national or national level, while concrete adap-
tation policies and strategies are adjusted to local priorities 
and challenges. With the impacts of climate change occur-
ring more often with mounting societal and political costs, 
polities are searching for approaches and instruments to adapt 

(Booth and Patt 2018) and to maintain legitimacy (Blatter 
et al. 2021:10-11). In this context, EU climate policy proposes 
substantial adaptation actions at a Member State level (Russel 
et al. 2020), which can be shaped by local contexts and the 
interdependent relationships of Member States and the Euro-
pean Commission EU through which the diffusion or transfer 
of policies, norms and approaches can occur between state 
administrations (polities) (Blatter et al. 2021; Gilardi et al. 
2021; Maggetti and Gilardi 2016; Berry and Berry 2014). 
Crucially, such diffusion concerns policy convergence rather 
than simply policy imitation. Thus, formal or informal inter-
dependencies across polities are critical for understanding 
policy diffusion (Wasserfallen 2018; Füglister 2012). The 
interdependency is formalized vertically through EU mem-
bership, the EC/EU treaties and national governance systems 
and their degree of Europeanisation (Börzel and Risse 2012b). 
Informal interdependencies exist within policy areas not cov-
ered in the treaties that transfer sovereignty to the EU, and in 
some areas between Member States and local governments.

In the EU polity, climate adaptation policy strategies con-
verge around central issues and principles that frame and 
inform policies and activities at other levels, coordinating 
policies to address adaptation in the situation where the 
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sectoral organisation of public policy continues to hamper 
coordination (Adelle and Russel 2013; Russel et al. 2020). 
To address these challenges, climate (adaptation) policy 
integration (CPI) stipulates wide recognition of adaptation 
policy objectives within (all) relevant policy institutions, 
sectors and governmental jurisdictions (Adelle and Russel 
2013; Mickwitz et al. 2009; Jensen et al. 2020; Nilsson and 
Persson 2003), and has been promoted as a fundamental 
policy principle that can change and align policy institu-
tions across levels of policy-making. It is however far from 
clear how and why fundamental principles such as CPI influ-
ence policy-making in other polities across levels of policy-
making, reflecting the gap in understanding of ‘the causal 
mechanisms involved in policy diffusion as well as how […] 
policies change as they diffuse from place to place’ (Motta 
2018:399). We thus focus on diffusion of the policy principle 
of CPI in adaptation policy and the vertical interdependen-
cies specifically linked to EU adaptation policy, which aimed 
‘to coordinate policy-making among the EU Member States 
by softer means…’ (Schoenefeld and Jordan 2020: 774).

In this paper, we thus examine if and how adoption of the 
principle of CPI as stipulated in EU 2013 and reinforced in 
the 2021 revision have trickled down into Member State 
adaptation strategies and further down to lower levels of 
government. We draw on the policy diffusion literature, 
focusing specifically on drivers of policy diffusion 
(Wasserfallen 2018; Blatter et  al. 2021), to establish 
whether and how the fundamental principle of CPI has been 
implemented into policies at different levels, supplemented 
by CPI literature stressing the framing of the CPI principle 
and linked substantive and procedural policy instruments 
(Adelle and Russel 2013; Brouwer et al. 2013; Russel et al. 
2020). We use Denmark and the United Kingdom (UK) as 
cases, looking at both the national and regional/local levels 
from the time of the first EU adaptation strategy and through 
the subsequent decade. Comparing these cases allows us to 
examine whether the diffusion of CPI occurred and, if so, 
by what mechanisms, in two cases with different governance 
systems (i.e. the specific context (Howlett and Rayner 
2008)) and different Member State status. It also allows us 
to explore the temporal processes of diffusion by comparing 
what happened in the two countries before and after Brexit.

Drivers stimulating diffusion of policy 
principles

The literature on policy diffusion constitutes the key concep-
tual framework for the analysis. This framework is further 
informed by a conceptualisation of adaptation CPI, which 
represents the object of study on drivers of policy diffusion 
in interdependent polities, thus avoiding the trap of neglect-
ing the ‘what’ of diffusion (Howlett and Rayner 2008).

Much of the policy diffusion literature has focused 
on the mechanisms through which diffusion occurs, e.g. 
learning, competition, emulation or coercion (Gilardi 
2012; Wasserfallen 2018), but recent attempts at theorizing 
policy diffusion emphasize the political aspects involving 
different power relations (Gilardi and Wasserfallen 2019). 
For Member State policies to converge with EU policies, or 
vice versa, the distribution of decision-making competencies 
among the EU, Member States and local levels is decisive 
for the types of diffusion that (may) happen (Richardson 
2005). Crucially, power a-/symmetries are a central aspect 
of the interdependency between the polities.1 Moreover, 
diffusion goes beyond the existence of similar policies across 
polities, leaning towards the policy institutional change that 
may follow from implementation in national governance 
systems. To capture the power aspects of policy diffusion, 
we use the approach of Blatter et al. (2021), that specifies 
drivers relative to the relationships of interdependencies.

Blatter et al. (2021) derive four distinct forms of diffu-
sion, defined by the main drivers of adopting policy from 
other polities or policy institutions. Two forms are based in 
symmetrical actor constellations between polities, and two 
are based in asymmetrical actor constellations. Furthermore, 
two types are framed within a rationalist paradigm, which 
focuses on interdependencies between polities, and two 
within a social constructivist paradigm, which focuses on 
interdependencies between policies. This leads to a 2-by-2 
matrix (see Table 1).

Interest-driven diffusion occurs between polities with 
symmetrical power relations and is triggered by pressure 
from the public, business and external events within a pol-
ity to avoid the costs of climate impacts. It comprises ‘the 
exchange of information among state governments at the 
heart of the diffusion process’ (Blatter et al. 2021:12) and 
is based on public agencies selecting the adaptation policy 
approaches that best serve the interests of the Member State. 
With the focus on exchange of information, this track to dif-
fusion covers a broader notion of the learning mechanism 
highlighted by Wasserfallen (2018), Gilardi and Wasser-
fallen (2019) and Schoenefeld et al. (2022), who stress how 
critical events can stimulate learning (see also Hughes et al., 
2018). As countries or regions learn from best-case exam-
ples and adopt policies, national policies may go beyond the 
EU mandate. In some cases, Member States even inform 
the EU policy-making through their own policies that were 
in preparation or implementation prior to the EU policy 

1  In alignment with Europeanisation as a diffusion subcategory (Bör-
zel and Risse 2012a). In the EU-Member State polity, diffusion can 
occur vertically in both directions between the EU, national and local 
governments and horizontally across, e.g. Member States or local 
governments or non-state actors.
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(Wasserfallen 2018; Shipan and Volden 2008). Another path 
to interest-driven diffusion is externality based, implying 
competition between polities triggers diffusion. Thus, policy 
effectiveness in one polity is directly affected by policies 
implemented in another polity (Blatter et al. 2021).

The second type of diffusion is rights driven and is 
directly linked to the existence of asymmetrical relations 
between polities. Here, diffusion is linked to formalized 
rights, duties and obligations within specified policy areas. 
Diffusion is occurs ‘when governments on a lower level are 
faced with (or have to reckon with) a legally backed demand 
to adjust their policy to common standards’ (Blatter et al. 
2021:13), and thus involves mechanisms of coercion through 
legal frameworks and compliance. Another, less coercive, 
mechanism in asymmetrical relations is financial incentives 
offered from higher to lower-level polities, conditional on 
adoption of a policy (Schoenefeld et al. 2022).

The third type of diffusion is ideology driven and cov-
ers the cognitive and perceptual aspects of adopting new 
policy approaches, principles and instruments. Worldviews 
and beliefs underpinning policies are internalized in policy 
institutions/polities and where these are shared among inter-
dependent policy institutions, the flow of policy ideologies, 
including rationales and principles in policy design, may 
converge. Ideology-driven diffusion may pass through pol-
icy beliefs shared by political parties that transcend polity 
boundaries or principled beliefs centred on specific policy 
domains. Additionally, ideology-driven diffusion may be 
driven by civil servants in trans-polity networks. For this 
type of diffusion, the convergence of adaptation policy 
‘relies on a switch in the frame that dominates the discourse 
within a policy domain’ (Blatter et al. 2021:14). It may 
involve emulation or actual learning.

The fourth and final type is recognition-driven diffusion 
and is based on shared norms about the procedures of pol-
icy-making and implementation, including the role of pol-
icy expertise that is considered to provide authoritative and 
accepted knowledge among the interdependent polities/pol-
icy institutions. Alternatively, recognition-driven diffusion 

is based on shared expectations concerning particular policy 
instruments, promoted by policy coalitions and by popular 
attention to problems (Blatter et al. 2021).

Policy principles in drivers of climate policy 
diffusion

Policy integration presents a way to pursue recognition of 
climate adaptation policy objectives in all relevant sectors 
and in all stages of policy-making (Adelle and Russel 2013; 
Jordan and Lenshow 2010; Lafferty and Hovden 2003; 
Jensen et al. 2020). Policy principles are adopted if, firstly, 
they are framed within the policy strategies. The specific 
framing of CPI stipulates the scope of policy sectors into 
which adaptation should be integrated, the priority granted 
to the policy principle, resources allocated to its implemen-
tation and specifies the policy actors (Mickwitz et al. 2009).

Secondly, adoption of principles is reflected in the policy 
output, which obliges, enables or induces specific actors 
across policy sectors or specified policy levels to address 
climate policy objectives, and is mirrored in policy instru-
ments. Substantive policy instruments aim to regulate action 
on climate change adaptation (Howlett and Rayner 2008) 
and include classic policy tools such as rules and hierarchi-
cal orders, economic incentives, and information and com-
munication (see Vedung 1998). Studies of institutional inter-
play in international regimes (Young et al. 2008; Gehring 
and Oberthür 2008) and in multi-level governance (Nielsen 
et al. 2013; Moss 2004) show that such institutional mecha-
nisms targeting individual-level behaviour may also effec-
tively regulate action within and between intersecting policy 
frameworks and governing systems.

Procedural instruments aim to coordinate decision-making 
to enable policy integration (Howlett and Rayner 2008) and 
underpin the pivotal processes of integration of priorities 
across policy areas through facilitating joint policy-making 
and coordination are central (Peters 1998; Jordan and Len-
schow 2010:149; Russel et al. 2020). These include inter alia 
trans-sectoral and intergovernmental working groups, formal 

Table 1   Forms and drivers of 
policy diffusion

Adapted from Blatter et al. 2021 and Schoenefeld et al. 2022

Rationalist (focus: polities) Constructivist (focus: policies)

Symmetrical constel-
lations

Interest-driven Ideology-driven
Mechanisms:
Exchange of information (learning)
Externalities (competition)

Mechanisms:
Core beliefs
Policy beliefs
Emulation (or learning)

Asymmetrical constel-
lations

Rights driven Recognition driven
Mechanisms:
Hierarchy (coercion)
Conditionality (financial incentives)

Mechanisms:
Popular attention
Policy expertise
Emulation (or learning)
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coordination units, consultations across policy areas and lev-
els, policy documents, knowledge exchange and also more 
informal ways of policy-making, e.g. networks (Nilsson and 
Persson 2003).

An integrated framework for analysing the diffusion 
of climate policy integration among national 
adaptation strategies

Applying the policy diffusion framework, we analyse evi-
dence of drivers of the principle of CPI, indicating different 
diffusion types, and look for the following empirical mani-
festations of each:

•	 Interest-driven diffusion: strategies/policies refer to 
‘needs’/rationales for CPI and instruments within the 
self-interest of the polity, framing adaptation as an 
important policy problem or referring to externalities 
stemming from policies adopted in other polities. Men-
tion of information exchanged with other polities.

•	 Rights-driven diffusion: strategies/polices and instruments 
refer to EU mandate and is thus more top-down in orienta-
tion and should further mandate CPI in local adaptation, 
including regulatory policy instruments or CPI perceived 
within the framework of polity/Member State obligations 
or to qualify for funding or access to knowledge.

•	 Ideology-driven diffusion: strategies/policies make ideas-
based references to the principle of CPI, relate the adop-
tion of CPI to values or worldviews, reflecting the ideo-
logical beliefs of ruling political parties and/or apply the 
framing of CPI in the EU adaptation policy as evidence 
of emulation or refer to transnational networks as sources 
of learning in a therefore more top-down process.

•	 Recognition driven diffusion: strategies/policies legiti-
mize the adoption of CPI horizontally, and upwards and 
downwards between Member States and the EU with ref-
erence to expert knowledge and pan European epistemic 
communities, and often linked to the reputation or self-
image of the polity.

To identify evidence of (changes in) the adoption of the 
CPI principle, we examine these elements of CPI:

Framing: the priority granted to CPI; the scope of CPI, 
i.e. sectors assigned responsibility for integrating climate 
adaptation objectives in sector policies; and which roles 
and agency the policies allocate to different levels of 
policy-making for achieving CPI
Substantive instruments: rules or hierarchical orders; 
incentives, including funding and organisational 
resources; information, knowledge generation campaigns, 
advice, norms and ideas

Procedural measures: collaborative measures, for 
instance cross-sectoral working groups; strategic meas-
ures, for instance sectoral strategies; knowledge-building 
measures, for instance systematic reporting and evalua-
tion procedures.

Methodology

The time-period examined covers the era when adaptation 
became a European priority policy and reaches from the first 
EU adaptation policy in 2012 to the updated policy 2021. 
Furthermore, this period also contains major changes in the 
European polity with Brexit and new Member States.

Diffusion studies typically apply quantitative approaches, 
looking for patterns of policy change as evidence of a diffu-
sion effect (Starke 2013). However, an examination of how 
policies diffuse, i.e. through what processes, calls for broad-
ening this and applies, e.g. in-depth case study approaches 
based on qualitative data (Starke 2013; Howlett and Rayner 
2008).

We compare two cases of possible diffusion of the CPI 
policy principle from the EU to Member States, applying 
a diverse case selection strategy (Seawrigth and Gerring 
2008). The diverse case selection strategy allows variation 
on several theoretically relevant explanatory factors and is 
therefore appropriate for an examination of different mecha-
nisms of diffusion. Case selection should be representative 
of the theoretical universe to avoid sample bias, while the 
cases should also differ on core dimensions relative to our 
research objective (Seawright and Gerring 2008). The key 
objective here is to select cases that potentially represent 
different types of interdependencies, spatially and tempo-
rally. Case selection criteria are then firstly, Member States 
that around 2012 are advanced with adaptation policy, and 
further developed their adaptation policy in the 2012–2021 
period. Frontrunner status indicates a possible symmetrical 
interdependency between the member state and the EU. Sec-
ondly, cases are selected to represent divergent systems of 
governance and different trajectories of membership. This 
allows us to examine differences in context and interdepend-
ency relations.

We thus compare UK and Denmark because, firstly, both 
countries had launched comprehensive climate adaptation 
policies in the wake of the 2013 EU strategy and continue 
to have adaptation as priority. Secondly, they represent dif-
ferent governance systems, with the UK representing a more 
adversarial, hierarchical and centralized policy style with 
a significant regional level (Russel 2007), while Denmark 
represents a more consensual, negotiated and decentralized 
policy style with large implementation role for the local 
level (Toke and Nielsen 2015). Thus, asymmetrical inter-
dependencies may vary between the cases when it comes 
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to the entire multi-level governance system. Furthermore, 
Denmark continues as Member State, while the UK follow-
ing the 2016 Brexit referendum changed from Member State 
in 2012 to non-member in 2020. These two cases allow us 
to explore diffusion during a period of time, where Member 
State status—and thus the interdependencies—changed with 
Brexit for one of the cases, the UK, while the status of the 
other, Denmark, remained unaffected2.

Application of a joint analytical frameworks and data 
collection methodology ensured commensurability of data 
from the cases. To provide detailed and robust knowledge 
of the cases, data was produced through policy document 
analysis (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane 2006) of the national 
climate change adaptation strategies and sectoral adaptation 
strategies, producing an archive of policy documents where 
the core covered 2006–2021, and semi-structured qualita-
tive interviews, face-to-face or by telephone (Kvale and  
Brinkman 2008; Seidman 2013) conducted in 2014–2015 
with key policy-makers in national climate policy (6–7 for 
each case study). The analytical framework structured the 
selection and analysis of the policy documents, i.e. policy 
documents were selected to represent national or EU adap-
tation strategies or plans at general or sectoral level. The 
analysis of the policy documents followed a joint framework 
based on the analytical framework and was recorded in cod-
ing matrixes. Equally, the selection of interviewees followed 
the analytical framework, i.e. interviewees covered national 
and sectoral civil servants in state agencies and ministries 
that were targeted in national adaptation strategies/plans. 
Furthermore, the analytical framework guided the selection 
of topics in the joint, generic and thematic interview guide. 
The data from both were subjects to common thematic  
analysis through coding (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane 2006).

Diffusion of climate policy integration 
principle: two front runner national 
adaptation strategies

This section applies the conceptual framework specified 
above to analyse how adoption of the principle of CPI has 
trickled down into national adaptation strategies and lower 
levels of government. We examine evidence of the four types 
of drivers under the different constellations of interdepend-
encies, focusing on the framing of CPI and the instruments 
used to pursue CPI in the National Adaptation Strategies 
(NAS) and National Adaptation Plans (NAP). First, we 
briefly introduce the development of CPI in EU adaptation 
policy and in the NASs in the two case Member States.

The cross-cutting integration of climate adaptation was 
addressed in several EU documents in the 2000s (Commis-
sion of the European Communities (CEC), 2007; CEC 2009) 
and further incorporated as a fundamental principle in the 
EU Strategy on Adaptation to Climate Change (Commission 
of the European Communities (CEC) (2007), 2013) and in 
Forging a climate-resilient Europe - the new EU Strategy on 
Adaptation to Climate Change (Commission of the Euro-
pean Communities (CEC), 2021), which aimed to promote 
a climate-resilient Europe by ensuring that adaptation is 
considered in all Member States, and relevant EU policies. 
The 2013 EU Adaptation Strategy stated that climate adapta-
tion should be integrated into EU policies and programmes 
across policy areas (Commission of the European Communi-
ties (CEC), 2013:8) as a core principle, and listed a range of 
policy areas that had already incorporated adaptation, e.g. 
marine waters and forestry, as well as sectors yet to do so, 
e.g. agriculture and land use. It did however not specify hard 
targets but applied mostly soft and process-oriented policy 
integration instruments, set out general goals and action, and 
that sector policies incorporate climate adaptation objec-
tives (Hildén et al. 2013). In the recent 2021 EU Adaptation 
Strategy, the principle of CPI is one of three main objec-
tives, although the strategy still applies mostly soft instru-
ments such as capacity building assistance and monitoring, 
alongside economic incentives (Commission of the Euro-
pean Communities (CEC), 2021). Our primary focus is on 
the 2013 EU Adaptation Strategy as the end point of a first 
round of EU policy developments on climate adaptation, 
including the 2007 Green Paper outlining EU actions (Com-
mission of the European Communities (CEC), 2007) and 
the 2009 White Paper Towards a European Framework for 
Action (Commission of the European Communities (CEC), 
2009), appended by its follow up (CEC DG Climate 2017a; 
2017b) and the 2021 EU Adaptation Strategy (Commission 
of the European Communities (CEC), 2021).

The UK’s quasi-federal system (Russel 2007) devolves 
many powers to administrations in Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland. For the region of England however, power 
remains rather centralized and under the direct rule of the 
National Westminster Government, with some ad hoc devo-
lution to some regions (e.g. Manchester and London). The 
UK has often been regarded as a leader within the area of cli-
mate policy (Lockwood 2013), though whether this was the 
case by the end of the 2010s is questionable. There has been 
a NAS in the UK since the 2008 Climate Change Act (Her 
Majesty’s Government (HMG), 2008). As well as introducing 
some novel features, e.g. the Adaptation Sub-Committee of 
the Climate Change Committee, the NAS also consolidated 
existing adaptation activities, e.g. the UKCIP programme of 
information provision and adaptation priorities outlined in 
the UK 2005 Sustainable Development Strategy. Adaptation 
policy has now become more federalized with each region 

2  And was even strengthened in 2022 due to the Danish abolition of 
the 1993 defence clause to the Maastricht Treaty
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of the UK (England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland) 
being responsible for developing separate approaches. Wales 
integrated adaptation (resilience) in the Wellbeing of Future 
Generations Act (2015) and the Environment Act (2016), 
Northern Ireland in the Climate Adaptation Programme in 
2014 and Scotland in the Climate Adaptation Programme 
in 2014 (CEC DG Climate Action, 2017b). This analysis 
focuses primarily on the 2013 and 2018 National Adapta-
tion Programmes (Her Majesty's Government (HMG), 2013; 
Her Majesty’s Government (HMG) 2018) in England. A new 
adaptation programme is due to be produced in 2024, but at 
the time of writing it is unclear how this will develop.

Denmark has a decentralized system of government based 
on national framework laws and regulations in environmental 
(climate) and planning issues, a regional level which has no 
role as authority in climate adaptation, only regional devel-
opment tasks and considerable competencies allocated to 
the local level of government. In 2008, Denmark introduced 
climate adaptation on the national policy agendas (Jensen 
and Nielsen 2015) with its first NAS, Strategy for Adapt-
ing to Climate Changes in Denmark (Danish Government 
2008), emphasizing risk assessment and early action, though 
without committing to concrete actions. This was followed 
up in 2012 by an action plan, How We Manage Cloudbursts 
and Rains (Danish Government 2012). The NAP stressed 
water-related climate changes and required municipalities to 
present local climate adaptation plans by the end of 2013, not 
through a legal requirement but based on a joint agreement 
between the Ministry of Finance and Local Government Den-
mark3. The NAP also specified national support actions for 
local government. The development of a second-generation 

NAP was set in motion in late 2020 through a broad politi-
cal agreement (Ministry of the Environment [Denmark], 
2020), centring on the risks and costs of water-related cli-
mate impacts. Due to COVID and the Ukrainian conflict, the 
NAP has been delayed and by late 2022 only four preparatory 
actions to increase knowledge, specifically on coordinated 
actions, were launched. One of the objectives for the new 
plan is to develop an institutional framework for integrated 
and coordinated climate adaptation across climate change 
challenges, geographical and institutional boundaries (Min-
istry of the Environment [Denmark], 2020)

Scope and sectors in framing of climate adaptation 
policy integration

In both UK and Danish NAS, climate change adaptation was 
framed as a cross-sector issue with CPI as a policy princi-
ple. Both the UK and Danish NASs specified certain sectors 
as crucial for adaptation CPI, as listed in Table 2, identi-
fied through an assessment of vulnerabilities/risks related 
to climate change. In the UK, the 2013 and 2018 National 
Adaptation Programmes were based on addressing the high-
est risks, and the Danish 2012 NAP mandated that the 98 
local governments base their local adaptation plans on flood-
ing risks. The UK 2013 plan also stressed policies to pre-
vent flooding in the 2013, and the 2018 programme placed 
strong emphasis on the role of natural capital for adaptation. 
In Denmark, the number of sectors included was narrowed 
down between the 2008 NAS and the 2012 NAP, and further 
focussed in the draft 2021 NAP, reflecting the strong focus 
on water-related issues in the latter two. Sectoral adaptation 
strategies were also developed and/or mandated in 2008 for 
the transport sector, for coastal protection and for agriculture; 
by 2021, the focus was primarily on coastal areas, buildings, 

Table 2   Sectors, actors and policy instruments included in UK and Danish adaptation strategies

CPI element Time period UK DK

Sectors 2008/2013 2013: Health, Agriculture and Forestry, Built environ-
ment, Infrastructure, Natural environment, Business, 
Local government

2008: Broad
2012: Water, Coastal protection, Transport, Agriculture

2018/2021 2018: Built environment, Infrastructure, Natural envi-
ronment, Business, Local government

2021 (in preparation): Buildings, Infrastructure, Agricul-
ture, Coastal protection, Planning

Actors 2013 2013: National, regional, and local administrators, 
private sector and 3rd Sector

2012: National (ministries, agencies) and local govern-
ments, private sector

2018/2021 2018: National, regional, and local administrators, 
private sector and 3rd Sector

2021 (in preparation): National (ministries, agencies) and 
local governments, private sector

Instruments 2013 2013: Sector reporting, risk assessment, expert group, 
information provision

2012: Mandatory local adaptation plans, knowledge 
platform, task force, risk assessment, sectoral plans, 
coordinating networks and cross-ministerial committee

2018/2021 2018: Sector reporting, risk assessment, expert group, 
information provision, focus on measurable objec-
tives/actions, natural capital approach, specialist 
research programme

2021 (in preparation): NBS, information, social costs 
analysis, finance of synergy projects

3  The national association of Danish municipalities
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infrastructure, urban flood risks and agriculture. Other policy 
areas such as health were mentioned in the 2012 NAP, but 
not targeted, while these complementary policy areas were 
expanded in the preparation for the 2021 NAP.

Policy actors at multiple levels in framing of climate 
adaptation policy integration

The 2013 EU Strategy stated that adaptation measures were 
needed at all governance levels. Thus, one of the seven actions 
in the strategy pledges EU support for voluntary commitments 
to local adoption of adaptation plans through the Covenant of 
Mayors. The 2021 Adaptation Strategy lists ‘more systemic 
change’ as one of its four core principles, where the European 
Commission pledges to foster local, individual and just resil-
ience through increased support for local implementation using 
an adaptation support facility under the Covenant of Mayors 
(Commission of the European Communities (CEC), 2021:9).

The UK and DK NASs also frame climate adaptation as 
a multi-level governance issue, linking policy-making and 
policies across levels. The Danish NAS mandated local gov-
ernments to develop adaptation plans, including integration 
of adaptation issues into local land use planning and ena-
bling local governments to include binding local plans for 
adaptation in the municipal plans. Preparation for the 2021 
NAP specifically centred on coordinated action on water-
related adaptation. Equally, local government is articulated 
as a governing level for CPI through building pivotal link-
ages to multiple other policy areas, including climate mitiga-
tion, land use, transport infrastructure, urban regeneration, 
coastal protection and green spaces. In the preparation for 
the second-generation NAP, integration in the planning sec-
tor, the building sector, coastal and water, and agriculture 
was strengthened (Ministry of Environment 2020). In the 
UK, adaptation policy has been delegated to the regional 
level, with different policies developed for each of the four 
major regions (England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ire-
land). Thus, during the time from 2012 to 2021, the scope 
of sectors needing CPI was specified and to some extent nar-
rowed down in Denmark, while it was broadened in the UK.

In addition to government actors, both NASs stress the 
importance of stakeholders for CPI, which is reinforced in 
later adaptation policies. For UK, this in the later policies 
also included the 3rd sector, while the scope of actors in 
Denmark remained unchanged though stressing stronger 
inclusion of local level.

Policy instruments in national adaptation strategies 
to achieve adaptation and climate policy integration

The 2013 EU strategy, and in greater detail the 2009 white 
paper, included a number of policy instruments to pro-
mote CPI, both across EU policies and in Member States. 

Specifically, the commission suggested that Member States 
use financial incentives to promote integrated adaptation, 
encouraging Member States to develop synergies between 
funding streams, e.g. EU rural development and cohesions 
funds. The strategy also strongly endorsed information-
based instruments such as best practice sharing, and climate 
proofing of EU directives may also promote similar rule-
based CPI in Member States (Commission of the European 
Communities (CEC), 2018). The 2021 Action Plan further 
recommends approaches across policy levels, with emphasis 
on local action, and across all policies and actions at EU 
level, specifying economic instruments (especially adap-
tation integrated in the structural funds) knowledge (data, 
methodologies and approaches) generation/sharing, NBS 
and linkages to sectoral programmes and actions.

The NASs of Denmark and the UK were implemented 
by the use of policy instruments to support the integration 
of climate adaption priorities into sectoral and lower-level 
decision-making as detailed below.

Substantive policy instruments to achieve 
adaptation and policy integration

National hierarchical instruments have played a limited role 
in promotion of CPI in both countries. While the UK NASs 
included a requirement for Adaptation Reporting for key 
infrastructure organisations in England, legal provisions were 
not attached to the mandate (HMG 2013; HMG 2018). The 
2013 NAS does refer to other existing policy such as statu-
tory requirement of 2007 for water companies to prepare and 
maintain water resources management plans that look ahead 
25 years. Likewise, the 2018 Programme refers to existing 
policy that should be driving Adaptation, especially the 25 
Year Environmental Plan. For Denmark, the key hierarchi-
cal policy instrument required all 98 municipalities to adopt 
adaptation plans, sustained with revision by 2016 of munici-
pal plans, and supported by changes of the Planning Act in 
2018 (Housing and Planning Agency (HPA) [Bolig- og Plan-
styrelsen], 2022). The Danish national regulatory framework 
has also been adapted somewhat to allow for more integrated 
climate adaptation, specifically allowing water utilities to pur-
sue co-benefits in their climate adaptation approaches. Current 
work to develop a new national climate adaptation plan aims 
to remove regulatory barriers for more integrated solutions to 
climate adaptation.

Neither of the two countries included strong economic 
incentives in their policy portfolios, yet the UK strategy had 
a stronger emphasis on this category of instruments. The UK 
particularly focused on economic instruments to promote 
policy integration. For example, funding for local schemes 
to reduce the likelihood of flooding of homes was made avail-
able through the Flood Defence Grant in Aid in the 2013 
Adaptation programme and £2.6 billion in grants for peatland 
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restoration to reduce flood risks in the 2018 programme. In 
the Danish NAS, apart from a grant to local governments for 
improving wastewater infrastructure, the national government 
has offered limited direct economic incentives for integration 
of climate adaptation. However, the government has entered 
a partnership with RealDania, a self-endowed and member-
based association. The partnership financed development of 
innovative technical and policy solutions. Moreover, since 
2012, the government has increased the national funding for 
climate adaptation research and innovation (with a primary 
focus on technology, industry/business, governance and 
behavioural changes), underlining a focus on information and 
knowledge. Despite limited national funds, and in line with 
the EU adaptation strategy, both countries included climate 
adaptation as cross-cutting theme in the implementation of 
their respective Rural Development Programmes during the 
2014–2020 period. Since Brexit, the approach around Rural 
Development in the UK has been framed around payments 
for ecosystems services which include adaptation (Her Maj-
esty's Government (HMG), 2023).

Instead of rules and financial incentives, the national 
Danish adaptation policy has been strongly oriented towards 
information, knowledge sharing and ideas. A task force was 
established for 2 years to assist local governments in devel-
oping their mandatory adaptation plans, providing targeted 
knowledge and data, and promoting integration through the 
building and channeling of knowledge, skills and approaches 
for local adaptation. In the UK NASs, information tools 
included a project to develop the business case for taking 
action to adapt the built environment. The UK has also sup-
ported the building of networks of organisations that may 
share common knowledge and risks, for example the Infra-
structure Operators Adaptation Forum. Both Member States’ 
NASs/NAPs were directly or indirectly linked to adaptation 
information portals and expert groups, to disseminate infor-
mation on impacts, legislation, solutions, data and adapta-
tion appraisal methods. Interviewees stressed how the por-
tals provided an important platform for knowledge sharing 
among local and state, public and private actors, particularly 
when the portals are interactive. The Climate Adaptation 
Portal and others have been strengthened in the Danish 
policy through the 2010s, broadened with inclusion of local 
governments’ specified needs in the preparation of the 2020 
NAP (Danish Government 2020), while the UK has largely 
sustained its knowledge support through a dedicated Climate 
Adaptation Research Programme since the 2018 Strategy.

Procedural instruments to achieve adaptation 
and policy integration

The 2013 EU strategy promoted procedural instruments such 
as collaboration through networks that share best practice; 
strategic measures such as NASs and knowledge building 

through research and monitoring systems. The 2021 EU 
Strategy further solidified tackling the ‘knowledge gap’ in 
an integrated approach.

Collaborative measures were important in Denmark and 
the UK, particularly in the formative stages of policy-making, 
in the form of working groups at the national level. Cross-
sectoral fora, such as inter-ministerial working groups pro-
vided horizontal coordination of policies, aligning sectoral 
policies with adaptation policy objectives during strategy 
development phases. In Denmark, such fora included repre-
sentatives from local governments, therefore enabling coordi-
nation and integration of adaptation issues across policy lev-
els as well as across sectors. Following adoption of the 2012 
NAP, sector ministries appointed contact persons responsible 
for contributing to the climate adaptation portal, and while it 
has varied among ministries how actively they participated 
in this work, the scope of sectoral integration has grown over 
time (EPA 2022). By 2017, a cross-ministerial committee 
was established to manage flooding risks (CEC DG Climate 
Action 2017a). In the UK, the Climate Ready Support Ser-
vice served to enhance CPI both vertically and horizontally 
through information provision. However, the service was 
closed down in 2016, with a new less wide-ranging climate 
projections service being announced in the 2018 Programme 
(HMG 2018). Moreover, a number of regional climate part-
nerships have developed promoting horizontal CPI, e.g. the 
Climate South West Partnership, which link collaborative 
measures with knowledge building measures.

Both countries’ NASs served as strategic measures 
designed to pursue on CPI across sectors and levels of govern-
ment. In the UK, both the 2013 and 2018 Action Plans targeted 
local government alongside other sectors to promote adapta-
tion across levels of policy-making so-called vertical CPI. The 
Danish NAS served a similar role in vertical coordination.

Knowledge building measures have been key procedural 
instruments for the promotion of policy integration across 
policy-making levels and sectors. In Denmark, the 2012 
NAP was followed by research funding targeted towards 
adaptation research and innovation, including research on 
integrated planning and synergistic approaches. Networks 
involving both governmental and private actors have formed 
around adaptation projects, enabled in part by government 
funding and also the sharing of best practices on integrated 
policy adaptation. In the UK, the Committee on Climate 
Change, especially its Adaptation sub-Committee, brings 
together experts to provide information and advice to scru-
tinize the UK Government’s progress, thus representing a 
knowledge building policy instrument.

With slight nuances, the UK and Denmark employ 
largely similar portfolios of policy instruments to promote 
CPI, with both countries focusing on information-based, 
collaborative and knowledge-building instruments under-
pinned by research funding. As such, the NASs appear 



Regional Environmental Change (2023) 23:130	

1 3

Page 9 of 15  130

to mirror the instruments suggested in the EU adaptation 
policies, although diffusion may be two-way considering 
the advanced state of adaptation policy in both countries. 
Moreover, the two NASs followed the suggestion of the 
EU Strategy to integrate climate adaption into the national 
implementation of EU funding instruments (e.g. Cohesion 
Funds), to incentivize sectoral climate integration. The UK 
largely built upon its existing approach in its 2018 NAP with 
little direct recourse to the revised EU strategy in the time 
following Brexit, while the preparation for the Danish 2021 
NAP strengthened the coordinative measures.

From late 2000s to early 2020s, while both the framing 
of adaption policy and the policy instruments for pursuing 
CPI in UK’s and Denmark’s adaptation strategies had simi-
larities, they also developed in different ways and at varying 
pace, as summed up in Table 2.

Analysis and discussion of the climate policy 
diffusion of climate policy integration

In the analysis of climate adaptation policies in the multi-
level interdependencies of the EU and Member States, it is 
important to recognize that the introduction of climate adap-
tation policy as a pertinent policy field to be addressed at 
Member State and local levels encounters different political 
levels of commitment and attention. By 2013, this commit-
ment ranged from addressing existing and established poli-
cies such as in the Netherlands and in Finland, to Member 
States that did not have climate adaptation high on the politi-
cal agendas such as Italy and Spain (Russel et al. 2020). The 
very requisite to formulate a NAS in the 2013 EU Strategy 
placed climate adaptation on the agenda and prompted the 
formulation of a NAS and aligned with the idea that ‘the 
most powerful way in which diffusion can shape policy-mak-
ing is by changing the terms of the political debate, mak-
ing some ideas taboo or, on the contrary, increasing their 
acceptance in the mainstream political discourse’ (Gilardi 
and Wasserfallen 2019:1250). Yet, the concept of policy 
integration had already been addressed in previous EU pol-
icy documents leading up to the 2013 Strategy.

Interest‑driven diffusion of climate policy 
integration for adaptation in the UK and Denmark

The notion of interest-driven diffusion assumes that govern-
ments make policy choices in accordance with their self-
interest. This implies looking to other polities for successful 
examples of policy and learning from them in response to an 
emergent or recognized policy problem.

Bodies working for Member States such as the Euro-
pean Environment Agency have long been advocating 
approaches to environmental policy integration based on 

best practice from across the EU and beyond. Moreover, 
prior to the development of the 2013 Strategy, the EU had 
been active in adaptation for some time with for instance a 
Green Paper published in the mid-2000s (CEC 2007). All 
of these developments helped advocate an early instrument-
based approach to policy integration (e.g. EEA 2005) very 
much akin to the UK’s approach to climate adaptation, rep-
resenting a type of vertical diffusion that lies somewhere 
between bottom-up and top-down drivers. The Danish NAS 
emphasizes co-benefits and cost-avoidance as rationales 
for adaptation policy integration which suggest an interest-
driven policy. Yet, Denmark was, like the UK, a frontrunner 
in climate adaptation policies.

The UK’s 2013 and 2018 NAPs are, in parallel to the 
Danish case, very much framed in relation to economic 
risk-based rational for action, with a strong emphasis on 
cost-benefit analysis within critical, at-risk sector decision-
making. This approach therefore builds on a strong tradition 
of the use of economic instruments to support environmental 
decision-making framed within the context of economics. It 
also aligns with a wider policy discourse on limiting regu-
latory burden and thus follows a soft approach to climate 
adaptation action plans and reporting within critical sectors, 
but little in the way of concrete policy actions and financial 
incentives and obligations to support sectoral adaption. Our 
data does not show direct instances of learning from best 
practice in other states. The Danish 2012 NAP outlined how 
Denmark as part of its adaptation policy would work to influ-
ence the EU adaptation strategy, paying special attention to 
promotion of coherence between the adaptation strategy and 
EU water policies (Danish Government 2012). Likewise, 
the 2012 Climate Adaptation Plan highlighted possibili-
ties that the EU Strategy would provide opportunities for 
green jobs in Denmark, suggesting again that Denmark saw 
itself more as a climate adaptation leader than a learner. No 
major initiatives have been adopted at the national level in 
the wake of the EUs 2013 adaptation strategy, suggesting 
that the Danish strategy was not the result of interest-driven 
diffusion. During the latter half of the 2010s, UK’s attentions 
were focused elsewhere as the political debates over Brexit 
unfolded which were interrupted by the COVID response. 
This has meant a somewhat declining attention to adaptation 
policy with only small Brexit-related changes in the relation 
to the policy levers used to promote adaptation

At the local level, diffusion of CPI was partly interest 
driven. Danish municipalities that have experienced signifi-
cant flooding problems have searched out examples to tackle 
adaptation and to integrate adaptation into sectoral initia-
tives in, e.g. planning, transportation and nature protection. 
Thus, some municipalities have participated in international 
networks on climate adaptation such as Resilient Cities Net-
works, ICLEI or Danish networks that promote integrated 
climate planning. Likewise, Danish municipalities have 
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visited, e.g. Dutch, French and UK cities to learn from their 
approaches to climate adaptation, including how to integrate 
climate adaptation more broadly into all aspects of plan-
ning (e.g. REGREEN 2022; Coast2coast Climate Challenge 
2022). EU funded R&D projects (e.g. FP7, Horizon 2020, 
Interreg) emphasize platforms for exchange of best practices 
and local governments in UK and Denmark increased par-
ticipation during the 2010s. Furthermore, participation in 
high profile networks such as DK2020, which aims to help 
Danish municipalities develop integrated climate planning, 
indicates how adoption of CPI was informed and driven by 
externalities linked to adaptation, as municipalities become 
mindful of co-benefits, mounting costs of non-adaptation 
and of branding themselves on climate initiatives (Tubridy 
2021; City of Aarhus 2020; Randers 2021)

Rights‑driven diffusion of climate policy integration 
for adaptation in the UK and Denmark

Action 1 of the 2013 EU adaptation strategy is to ‘encour-
age all Member States to adopt comprehensive adaptation 
strategies’; hence, it is a soft policy instrument, although it 
also states that insufficient progress may prompt a legally 
binding EU instrument. The binding nature of rights-
driven diffusion in the UK and Danish context is limited 
in the case of CPI because both countries are front runners 
who have developed and advanced climate change ahead 
or at the most in parallel to the EU (Russel et al. 2020; den 
Uyl and Russel 2018). Moreover, because the Danish Gov-
ernment 2008 NAS addressed adaptation mainstreaming 
in a wide range of sectors prior to the 2013 EU Strategy, 
rights-based diffusion also does not seem to be a strong 
driver in the Danish case.

Thus, there is limited case for direct hard power-based 
rights, duties and obligations stemming from the EU Strat-
egy with front running Member States like the UK or Den-
mark. The UK, for example, was able to bring in its own 
experience of early CPI approaches to the shaping of the 
EU’s strategy in a form of bottom-up (vertical) integration. 
However, the reporting mechanism in the 2017 EU Adap-
tation Preparedness Scoreboard stresses key indicators 
of compliance with the strategy, and both countries have 
reported advances in national adaptation policy (DG Climate 
Action, 2017a; DG Climate Action, 2017b). Also, the EU 
2021 Strategy’s reference to the coming EU Climate Law 
also indicates activation of soft power-based compliance.

Prior to the publication of the EU Strategy, adaptation had 
become increasingly part of EU sectoral policies, e.g. the 
Water Framework Directive, which indicates that hard power 
is indirectly at play. In the UK’s NAP (Her Majesty's Govern-
ment (HMG), 2013), which implicitly hints at the influence 
of EU sectoral integration of adaptation policy objectives, 
some influence is implied. In addition, the UK’s 2013 NAP 

(HMG 2013) also acknowledges the importance of the EU 
strategy in supplementing National Action and asserted that 
the UK’s approach would broadly align with EU despite its 
non-legally binding nature. Not surprisingly following the 
2016 referendum, the 2018 NAP made no reference to EU 
policy beyond saying the UK would introduce new forestry 
and agricultural policy post-Brexit. Preparation for the Dan-
ish NAP in 2021 explicitly emphasizes the binding Floods 
Directive and its integration in Danish legal frameworks 
(Environmental Protection Agency [Miljøstyrelsen), 2023).

The 2013 EU strategy also involved climate proofing 
of other EU policies, including the Common Agricultural 
Policy and the Cohesion Policy as well industry standards 
in areas including energy and buildings (Actions 6 and 7). 
Some of these policies do present obligations on Member 
States or include strong economic incentives to implement 
CPI for adaptation, e.g. through inclusion into the CAP, the 
Rural Development Programme. This approach gained a 
more prominent position the 2021 Adaptation Strategy with 
explicit linkage to a wide array of EU level programmes 
and funds. Climate adaptation was integrated into Rural 
District Programmes of both countries for the 2014–2020 
period, although since Brexit the UK can no longer partake 
in EU schemes. Likewise, the Floods Directive (EC 2007) 
imposed certain obligations on Member States. While this 
directive has contributed to development and implementa-
tion of climate adaptation in Denmark, especially in the 10 
municipalities that were identified as at risk, it is not clear 
that it has driven cross-sectoral policy integration. While 
the UK is no longer part of the EU, policy principles from 
the Floods Directive remained on its statutes at the time 
of writing.

Implementation at the local level of the Flood Directive, 
and the Natura 2000 and Habitats Directive also prompt CPI 
for adaptation and suggest that diffusion of the CPI principle 
is partly rights-driven at the local level. The local level in 
the UK runs in parallel with this. While the requirement for 
critical sectors to produce action plans have promoted the 
need to have more integrated policy-making beyond central 
government, some studies have shown that the reach of this 
process has been hampered by fragmented local decision-
making (e.g. den Uyl and Russel 2018). At the local level in 
Denmark, mandatory adaptation plans suggest rights-driven 
diffusion kick-started adaptation planning in many munici-
palities and constituted a top-down policy. The plans were 
framed around risk and vulnerability and analyses. In their 
plans, municipalities tended to focus on integration of adap-
tation into planning documents, flood avoidance and water 
protection (Jensen and Nielsen 2015) while a few munici-
palities had a broader approach to adaptation mainstream-
ing. By 2021, mandatory assessment of social costs related 
to flooding measures were additionally imposed on local 
governments (EPA 2023).
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Ideology‑driven diffusion of climate policy 
integration in the UK and Denmark

To address the role of ideological diffusion in the case stud-
ies, we look for signs of political divergence in terms of 
the CPI approach. In this respect, the UK has had broad 
cross-party consensus on the need to address climate related 
problems as exemplified in the cross-party support for the 
2008 Climate Change Act (HMG 2008), which give cli-
mate change adaptation legal status and paved the way for 
the National Adaptation Plan (DEFRA 2013). While the 
UK’s approach has at times been criticized for its weak 
ambition and implementation (Climate Change Committee 
2016), there have been few calls to emulate practice from 
elsewhere, and little overt political conflict over the UK’s 
approach to adaptation, suggesting little ideological driven 
diffusion on what is largely seen as a technical rather than 
political activity. The approach taken to climate adaptation 
in Denmark likewise has sparked little debate at the politi-
cal level, and the idea of climate proofing sectoral policies 
is uncontroversial (Ministry of Environment 2020). Policy 
instruments adopted to promote CPI for adaptation, primar-
ily information-based and procedural, do not align with spe-
cific ideologies, although the relative absence of economic 
instruments in the national policy signals the idea that cli-
mate adaptation should be paid for by those who benefit.

Learning associated with ideology-driven diffusion can 
become an objective specified at higher levels of governance, 
as demonstrated in the 2021 EU Adaptation Strategy. The 
2021 Strategy targets sharing of best practice (CEC 2021; 
Schoenefeld et al. 2022) through explicit linkage to the EU 
Mission Adaptation to Climate Change, the Horizon 2020 
research programmes and through strengthening the Climate-
ADAPT (European Union 2022), i.e. at higher levels of gov-
ernance. The Missions targets creation of a community of 
practice with sub-national policy institutions4 as members 
that promote adaptation knowledge, data and methodologies 
across sectors and levels. The UK only has Glasgow as asso-
ciated member while Denmark has 7 regional/local govern-
ments as member (European Union 2022).

Climate adaptation in itself aligns with the interests of 
broad coalitions and, by extension, so does the integration of 
climate adaptation into other policy areas, especially where 
it confers co-benefits. In both cases, we did see national level 
authorities urging local policy-makers to look for co-benefits 
within climate adaptation which could therefore promote 
CPI for adaptation. However, local level policy-makers often 
complain that national politicians adopt policies without 
adequate funding, leaving the political costs of prioritizing 
between needs to local level decision-makers. This choice of 

policy instruments therefore reflects perhaps a national-local 
conflict of interest about who bears the (political) burden of 
financing rather than a clear ideological divide.

Recognition‑driven diffusion of climate policy 
integration in the UK and Denmark

To understand whether recognition-driven diffusion has had 
a role to play in the UK and DK’s CPI approaches to adapta-
tion, we look at the CPI framing of experts in a position as 
policy actors (informing policy development) and the mix of 
policy instruments in their respective strategies and explore 
the extent to which they align to policy advice and recom-
mendations provided by operating across national borders.

The principle of CPI and its embedded ideas have been 
distributed through the Danish information initiatives and 
procedural instruments, the core policy instruments for CPI, 
and therefore has contributed to the diffusion of CPI for 
adaptation over time. The 2012 NAP was followed by the 
evidence-based taskforce, which was deemed necessary to 
help the local governments to draft the adaptation plans and 
provided—supported by the KFT—a channel for epistemic 
interpretation of CPI implementation. At the same time, CPI 
aligns well with both socio-economic assessments and ideas 
of ecological modernisation, which were prevalent in expert 
communities in Denmark and beyond in the 1990s and the 
2000s. They reflected the value-for-money principle favoured 
in environmental policy by the liberal government of the 
2000s (Andersen & Nielsen 2016). During the next decade, 
biologists and urban planners strongly promoted ideas related 
to blue-green infrastructures and co-benefits (Kirsop-Taylor 
et al. 2021). Thus, there is some evidence that diffusion of 
CPI has been recognition driven at both the national and local 
levels, also because it aligned well with policy-makers’ inter-
est (Zandersen et al. 2014; Klimakvarter 2013).

Moreover, academic and policy communities promote 
CPI as a crucial policy approach for tackling environmental 
issues such as adaptation (see Adelle and Russel 2013; EEA 
2005), and the UK’s and DK’s approaches as outlined above 
(also see Russel et al. 2020), draws on array of different 
instruments—often more generally around the environment 
and sustainable development in the UK—discussed in aca-
demic studies (e.g. Jordan and Lenshow, 2010), and syn-
thesized and promoted by expertise-oriented trans national 
policy organisations such as the European Environment 
Agency (EEA 2006), ICLEI and the OECD (e.g. OECD 
2013). Research funding has been a key policy instrument in 
the Danish NAS and NAP, and is emphasized in the outline 
for the 2024 NAP. Moreover, Danish research institutions 
have participated very actively in European research pro-
grammes on Mission driven integrated adaptation, on Clime-
Adapt, Horizon 2020, Horizon Europe and FP7 research 
programmes on climate adaptation. These activities have 4  Businesses and associations
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over time built up knowledge on CPI adaptation which has 
contributed to implementation of the principle nationally 
and locally. Drawing on international research networks, 
including the IPCC, has added legitimacy to the principle 
in public policy-making.

Across the four types of drivers, we thus see common as 
well as diverging processes of diffusion in the two Member 
States, as summarized in Table 3.

Conclusion

We have investigated a pertinent example of policy diffusion 
and its drivers through the close examination of the principle 
of CPI in climate adaptation policy of two Member States 
that have different systems of governance and divergent 
interdependencies in the EU polity during the years before 
and after Brexit.

The first generation of NASs in both Member States ini-
tially framed adaptation policy around CPI and employed 
a wide range of policy instruments to implement CPI, thus 
broadly aligning with the general approaches promoted 
in the EU 2013 Strategy. This suggests that diffusion was 
present and affected the design of the national policies in 
adoption of the CPI adaptation strategies. It was moreover 
clear that the UK and Denmark differed with regards to the 
framing and the dominant policy instrument choices. That 
said, the divergence was not especially strong with a lot of 
similarity in both the deployment of instruments and the 
general normative shaping of the approaches. During the 
following decade, the divergence grew, as national UK atten-
tion to institutionalisation of CPI declined, while it became 
more specified in Denmark.

We have identified indications that three types of diffusion 
in our framework can help to explain this pattern, namely 
interest driven, rights driven and recognition driven, and we 
found that the principle of CPI as stipulated in EU 2012 has 
trickled down into Member State adaptation strategies and 
further down to local government. Crucially, we observe that 
the direction of diffusion is quite nuanced and may not just be 
one way, with bottom-up and top-down diffusion seemingly 
occurring between the two studied Member States and the 
EU. Our studies show the existence of some interest-driven 
diffusion, with little initial divergence between the two Mem-
ber States, while the later 2010s show more divergence as the 
UK prepared for its exit from the EU. In the aftermath of the 
referendum in 2015, the access to consultation forums and 
knowledge sharing in the EU drastically reduced for the UK, 
while Denmark continued to be involved. On the other hand, 
both UK and Denmark had initiated adaptation policy prior 
to the 2012 EU Strategy that broadly aligned with the policy 
integration principles, they drew on the policy integration 
state-of-the-art, including from other Member States, and 
were, through consultations and research, involved in the for-
mulation of the EU policy. This aligns with how uploading of 
approaches and policy principles have been observed in EU 
environmental policy-making (Börzel 2008). This would sug-
gest that the EU was playing catch up with the 2013 Strategy, 
and the diffusion of the CPI principle was more symmetrical 
than one would think in an EU context, especially concern-
ing rights-driven and interest-driven diffusion. Together, 
this suggests that what seems to be asymmetrically based 
diffusion may actually lean more towards symmetrical for 
frontrunner Member States.

The soft character of the EU strategy mandates limited 
rights-based diffusion from the EU to the Member State 

Table 3   Drivers in the UK and Danish cases

Driver UK Denmark

2013 2018 2012 2021 (in preparation)

Interest driven 
Symmetrical

Strong emphasis on cost-
benefit analysis

Strong emphasis on 
cost-benefit analysis

Emphasizes co-benefits and  
cost-avoidance

Local government participation 
in high profile networks

Costs of flooding
Rights driven
Asymmetrical

EU strategy a shadow  
hierarchical instrument

Via sectoral directives  
(the Floods Directive, 
the Habitat Directive, 
Natura 2000)

(EU reporting  
mechanism)

EU strategy a shadow hierarchical 
instrument

Via sectoral directives (the Floods 
Directive, the Habitat Directive, 
Natura 2000)

Mandatory local adaptation plans

EU strategy a shadow hierarchi-
cal instrument

EU reporting mechanism
Mandatory assessment of social 

costs of flooding risks for local 
governments

Ideology driven
Symmetrical

(Deregulation) (Deregulation)
Not politically charged 

nationally

National task force for local govern-
ments (i.e. learning mechanism)

National consensus on new 
Climate Adaptation Plan

Recognition driven
Asymmetrical

Systematic national 
assessment by academ-
ics and practitioners

Assessment in EU 
2017 score board

National evidence-based task force Assessment in EU 2017 score 
board

New NAP initiated with cross-
ministerial analysis + new 
evidence
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level. However, through formulating an adaptation strategy, 
the EU has established itself as a credible policy actor in 
the adaptation field which has been further strengthened 
with the rolling out of the recently launched 2021 Adapta-
tion Strategy and the explicit linkages to sectoral directives 
and programmes. Interventions like this enhances the EU’s 
authority in this area which has been argued to be an impor-
tant lever through which it can start setting the agenda and 
exert influence over policy direction (e.g. see Princen 2011). 
As the 2021 Strategy starts to have an impact on CPI in EU 
policy-making through mainstreaming into EU legislation, it 
is therefore likely that it translates into rights-based diffusion 
in a top-down manner, just as the EU financial instruments 
offer incentives to promote CPI. The UK’s focus on Brexit 
at national level following the referendum in 2016 was mir-
rored in an increased focus on potentially softer domestic 
policy instruments. Thus, the rights-driven diffusion ten-
dentially decreased in the UK while it was maintained and 
even strengthened in Denmark, revealing the most visible 
shift during our studied time period.

For ideology-driven diffusion, the common use of eco-
nomic assessments and sporadic economic instruments 
aligns the two case Member States, while the deregulation 
favoured by UK and the regulation (mandatory actions) 
within a framework of high decentralisation in Denmark 
produced divergent adoption of the CPI principle. More 
generally, with CPI serving broad societal interests, it is not 
an ideologically charged issue, where the framing of CPI as 
a procedural approach and the strong endorsement of CPI 
as a policy approach by a broad epistemic community may 
also have contributed to a common ideology in this field.

In both Member States, recognition-driven diffusion of 
CPI was shown to centre on learning, and both the UK and 
Denmark were also well plugged into domestic expert com-
munities and trans-European epistemic communities who 
have advocated a fairly consistent approach to adaptation 
through CPI. The advantage of being a first mover in the 
EU political system has been shown to be important for set-
ting the general policy agenda beyond the field of climate 
change adaptation (Blom-Hansen and Senniger 2020) and 
suggests diffusion that changes policy approaches and ideas. 
However, learning appeared more between local levels, and 
from national to regional/local levels, except from the EU 
funded R&I programmes and the ClimateAdapt platform.

All in all, we have shown a nuanced picture of drivers of 
CPI diffusion over time, levels of policy-making and across 
polities. Yet, more process-tracing studies are required to 
ascertain whether self-interest has driven diffusion, and 
while our research illuminates multi-level dynamics nota-
bly, future research is needed that examines the longer-term 
impact of Brexit and/or the implementation of the EU 2021 
EU Strategy on Member State policies and policy institu-
tions, where it would be useful to blend the deep case study 

methods with longitudinal approaches to fully understand 
the relations and the drivers across different policy fields.
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