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Chapter 1. Introduction 

1.1 Background and problem definition 
 

“Many the wonders but nothing walks stranger than man… the greatest of the gods, the 

earth –ageless she is, and unwearied — he wears her away…” Sophocles, Antigone, ca. 441 

BCE (278-281) (translation by Elizabeth Wyckoff) 

 

As Sophocles noted in the early days of Western civilization, we humans have the tremendous 

capability to manipulate our environment so as to survive and thrive. In reclaiming land from the 

sea, in the reversal of river flows, in the mass harvesting of forests, the construction of mega-cities 

and the production of food on demand, we can shape the natural surroundings for our benefit. In 

exercising this ability, we can inhabit almost any climatic region, from deserts, jungles and the artic, 

to outer space; there is effectively no place we cannot be – if at least temporarily, virtually or in 

person. This faculty comes from our individual and collective ability to adapt, over time and across 

space. The power to adjust ourselves and our environment to varying conditions is by far our 

greatest asset as a species. Nevertheless, this asset is also, potentially, our greatest liability. Through 

our adaptations, specifically  through greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions that result, we are radically 

altering earth’s climactic system in such a way that if uncontrolled, average global temperatures 

could rise by several degrees (IPCC, 2014). The impacts of this temperature rise on human (as well as 

ecological) systems could be damaging or potentially catastrophic.   

 

In response, countries have been struggling to agree to curb their GHG emissions through national 

action and a series of negotiated international climate mitigation conventions, these agreements 

however have been met with limited success. As such countries, governments and societies are now 

being asked to adapt to a changing climate (IPCC, 2001; UNFCCC, 1994). Adaptation in this context 

differs from the above concept which can be attributed to driving the evolution of human societies. 

Here adaptation is to be seen as a coordinated response to climate impacts, or an “adjustment in 

natural or human systems in response to actual or expected climatic stimuli or their effects, which 

moderates harm or exploits beneficial opportunities” (IPCC, 2001). With this definition, adaptation 

as a practice, which was haphazard and a largely uncoordinated mechanism of survival, is 

transformed into an activity to be steered, controlled, managed or ultimately governed by 

governments and societies. 
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In practice, the governance of climate change adaptation is occurring. Since at least 2001, with the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s periodic pronouncements that climate change is 

happening and that even with the most stringent mitigation efforts, substantial climate impacts will 

occur (see IPCC, 2001; 2007; 2014), civil society at large and governments in particular are 

responding. From the local to the international level, adaptation policies – that is  policies that “deal 

intentionally with climate change impacts, and whose outcomes attempt to substantially impact 

actor groups, sectors, or geographical areas…vulnerable to climate change” (Dupuis & Biesbroek, 

2013: 1480) - are being developed, and at a rapid pace. Accompanying this rise in policy are also the 

creation of  institutions that specifically deal with adaptation.  

 

In Europe, at the EU level, there have been a series of particularly influential documents devoted to 

adaptation: a Green Paper in 2007, a White Paper in 2009, and comprehensive policy strategy in 

2013 (Massey, 2009; Massey et al, 2014). Additionally, in 2010 the European Commission created a 

new Directorate General for Climate Action, with an office devoted solely to adaptation policy. At 

the EU Member State Level, 2004 saw the creation of the first national level adaptation policy 

framework in Finland. By 2008,there were nine others and by 2013, fifteen (Biesbroek et al., 2010; 

EEA, 2013). At the sub-national level, by 2010 there were some 30 regional adaptation policy plans 

(Ribeiro et al., 2009). Overall, between the period 2005-2010, the number of individual adaptation 

policy measures at level of the EU member states grew by some 635% (Massey, 2010).  

 

The purpose of this thesis is to theoretically and empirically probe the booming growth of 

adaptation policy across Europe to discover if it is emerging into a new and distinct field of public 

policy. What are the factors driving the growth? Who are the agents behind it? Is that growth 

uniform across countries? Additionally, how do new policy fields come about? And more 

fundamentally, what exactly is a policy field? Within this theses I work in the context of policy 

studies, and explicitly through the lens of policy innovation and change. Parallel to the growth in 

adaptation policy, the past decades have also seen a growing interest in policy change and 

innovation. Understanding why governments initially choose to adopt certain policies or not and 

how those policies may develop and change over time is becoming a staple within the field of policy 

studies. And this work has produced many important theoretical frameworks such as the Advocacy 

Coalition Framework (Sabatier, 2007 ), the Punctuated Equilibrium Framework (Baumgartner & 

Jones, 2009), the Multiple Streams Framework (Kingdon, 1984). Yet despite the influence of these 

frameworks, the unit of analysis is never how entirely new domains of policy, or policy fields 
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develop. The context and unit of analysis of these frameworks deals with policy dynamics within any 

particular field, such as, inter alia, agriculture, healthcare, education or environment policy. What 

they do not reveal is how these or any other specific fields may indeed come into being. Policy fields 

however are a basic unit in the policy universe. This shortcoming is akin to only studying changes 

taking place in a galaxy but ignoring the larger question of how galaxies are created. If policy scholars 

wish to understand the full dynamics of the policy, we must also question the genesis of one of the 

most basic concepts in policy studies. It is precisely this shortcoming in policy studies that drives the 

main research questions of this thesis. 

 

1.2 Research questions 
The central research questions of this thesis is twofold in nature and reads as such: 

 

Is the rapid development of policies and institutions devoted towards climate change adaptation 

leading to the emergence and  development of adaptation as new, distinct policy field in European 

countries? And if so, how can we explain the emergence of new policy fields and in particular 

adaptation?  

 

The importance of answering these questions has implications for policy studies scholars as well as 

those interested in adaptation governance. For policy scholars, if adaptation can be seen to be 

emerging as a new policy field, it would represent a type of large-scale policy change rarely seen. It is 

not every day, year or even decade that new issues arise to be transformed into “established areas 

of policy that give meaning to common problems and have integrative properties” (May et al., 2006: 

382). Arguably, not since the emergence of environmental management in the 1970’s or climate 

change mitigation in the 1990’s have we seen the creation of a new policy field. The study then of 

adaptation’s emergence as a policy field (one not yet taken) offers a unique opportunity for 

understanding an exceptional component of policy innovation and change. Moreover, it may also 

raise fundamental questions on how scholars theorize policy change in general, from minor 

adjustments to large-scale transformations. For adaptation governance, the answers to these 

questions offer new insights into how, why and under what circumstances states choose to steer 

adaptation, a topic receiving much attention, see inter alia, Massey & Bergsma, 2008; Swart, 2009; 

Aakre & Rübbelke, 2010; Keskitalo, 2010; Rayner & Jordan, 2010; Bauer, Feichtinger, & Steurer,  

2011; Ford et al., 2011; Biesbroek et al., 2013; Dupuis& Biesbroek, 2013; Lesnikowski et al., 2013. 
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To begin to answer the main research questions of this thesis,  a series of sub-questions must first be 

elucidated and addressed. 

 

1. Initially the question is what is meant by the term “policy field”. How is it to be defined such 

that one knows whether a policy field exists or not? Policy fields form the contextual unit of 

analysis of many policy oriented studies with investigations occurring within fields such as 

agriculture policy, health policy, or environmental policy. Interestingly though, for such a 

common concept scant attention has been paid to what policy fields are in and of 

themselves and how they can be identified. Even basic policy studies and public 

administration text books (e.g. Dunn, 2004; Dye, 2010; Parsons, 1995; Shafritz et al., 2009) 

and the Encyclopedia of Public Administration and Public Policy (Rabin, 2004) do not proffer 

a definition. This very surprising finding means that if we are to understand if adaptation is 

becoming a policy field, a robust and quantifiable definition must be put forth.  

 

2. Following the question above is, how can a policy field be quantified and measured so as to 

empirically investigate the degree or scope of its emergence?  While scant attention has 

been paid to defining what policy fields are, a handful of rudimentary definitions do exist in 

the sociology and policy studies literature, see Laumann & Knoke, 1987;  Burstein, 1991; 

Knoke, 2004; May et al., 2006; Birkland, 2011. However, these are limited studies: at best 

they present elementary descriptions, or refer to policy fields in a tangential manner 

couched within the larger architecture of the policy landscape. While a structured definition 

of a policy field is called for, empirical study of the phenomenon calls for a definition that 

can be parsed so that its essential components can be identified and quantified.  

 

3. A third question that receives attention in this thesis is in which European countries can 

adaptation be seen as emerging into a policy field and what is the variation in development 

across countries? While almost every European country has implemented some form of 

adaptation policy (Ford et al., 2011; Massey, 2010) chances are that  their initiatives will not 

be forming into a policy field in every place. Some countries will invariably be more 

advanced than others (Biesbroek et al., 2010), with some maintaining that “mainstreaming” 

is sufficient for implementing adaptation and others creating entirely new programs, 

procedures and institutions. Applying the working definition of a policy field derived from 

the above questions to adaptation policy activity across a range of nations, the empirical 
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data offered in this thesis can be used to gauge where and to what degree policy field 

emergence is occurring. 

 

4. The fourth question this thesis addresses is, how can policy field emergence be generally 

conceptualized? What are the forces and dynamics propelling it and can they be theoretically 

mapped out? Given that current theoretical frameworks of policy innovation and change 

focus on the inner workings of policy fields, the answer to this question requires looking 

beyond them. It requires the construction of a new a set of factors and explanations – 

grounded in the political science literature that can be empirically tested so as to construct a 

novel framework explaining policy field emergence. 

 

5. Having developed a set of explanatory factors for policy field emergence it must next be 

asked: which of these factors played a role in adaptation’s emergence of a policy field in 

European countries? And to what degree were they influential? Answering these requires 

empirical testing across a range of countries where it has been shown a policy field is 

emerging. To be sure, while each country is unique, meaning that the degree each 

explanatory factor played a role in a particular country will in all likelihood differ. The 

ultimate goal then is to derive a pattern across the range of countries such that a general 

theory of policy field emergence can be formulated and subsequently a model for 

adaptation’s emergence constructed.  

 

6. The final question this thesis asks: what could a hypothesis and model for adaptation’s 

emergence as a policy field look like, and how can these be inductively validated?  In 

addressing this subject one of the central questions of the overall research can be answered 

thus contributing to the ongoing discussions of policy innovation and change and open 

discussion on the development and emergence of new policy fields.  

 

 

1.3 Research approach and methodology 
Given that each chapter of this thesis can be considered a stand-alone piece of research, each has 

their own distinct methodological outline. That said, the research approach for the entire thesis is 

primarily driven through inductive reasoning with the use of grounded theory: the analysis of data to 

generate hypotheses (Glaser & Strauss, 2012). The central research question evolves out of the 
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observation that climate change adaptation policies in Europe are dramatically increasing and asks if 

that dynamic can be put into the context of some form of theoretical and conceptual framework. 

The thesis then goes on to test the developed theory and framework. In addressing the particular 

research questions for each chapter multiple methodologies (qualitative and quantitative) have 

been employed. Specifically the work has relied upon literature reviews, content analysis, original 

surveys, and focused interviews. 

 

1.4 Outline of thesis 
The heart of this thesis consists of four peer-reviewed articles published or submitted to academic 

journals, each one seeking to answer one of  the above research questions. The following chapter, 

Chapter 2, tackles the problem of defining a policy field. Drawing on the policy studies and political 

sociology literature, it constructs a new, theoretical definition of a policy field. It then applies that 

definition to adaptation policy activity in England, as a case study, to see if adaptation can be seen as 

an emerging policy field there. Having shown that adaptation could be seen an emerging policy field 

based upon the new definition at least in England, Chapter 3 presents a model for measuring and 

quantifying policy field emergence. It then applies that model to 27 European countries revealing a 

broad range of policy field development. Chapter 4, begins to  take on the question of how policy 

fields themselves might emerge. Drawing from the political science literature, this chapter 

conceptually explores how three state-centered theories of governing might play a role in policy 

field development. Based upon these theories, it puts forth a set explanatory factors  for 

adaptation’s emergence which are then tested for in a survey of 27 countries. Working with the 

results of the previous chapter, Chapter 5 introduces a general hypothesis for policy field emergence 

and then applies it to England, a country showing a high degree of policy field emergence for 

adaptation. It then presents a conceptual model of how adaptation has evolved into its own distinct 

and unique policy field. The final chapter (Chapter 6) offers a distilled synthesis of this thesis, 

highlights the limitation of the work, and discusses its contribution to the policy studies and 

adaptation governance literature. 
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Chapter 2. The emergence of climate change adaptation as a policy 

field: The case of England2 

Abstract 
Attention toward climate adaptation has been growing among governments over the past decade. In 

the European Union (EU) alone, nine countries have national plans for adaptation (with more in 

preparation), there are some 30 sub-national plans, and every Member State has policies to address 

adaptation. Given the recent attention given toward this subject a question that arises is: can 

climate change adaptation be considered a policy field? As a unit of analysis, policy fields are widely 

studied in the social sciences. However, the definition of policy fields such as environmental policy or 

agricultural policy is taken for granted. Oddly for such a common concept, very little attention is paid 

to what policy fields are in and of themselves or how they can be identified. Given these short-

comings, this article first attempts to fill this gap by theoretically defining what a policy field is by 

identifying and assigning their characteristics and dynamics. Based upon a literature review, it shows 

that policy fields are three-dimensional entities comprised of substantive authority, institutional 

order, and substantive expertise. The second task of this article is to apply this definition to 

adaptation policy activity in England and determine whether adaptation can be considered a policy 

field there. What we find is that it would appear to be based upon our definition. 

 

2.1 Introduction 
Since the publication of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s 2001 report Impacts, 

Adaptation, and Vulnerability, adaptation as a policy subject has grown in popularity garnering 

significant policy attention from the local to international level, in both developed and developing 

countries but especially in Europe (Bauer et al., 2011; Berkhout, 2005; Biesbroek et al., 2010; Boyd et 

al., 2011; Ford et al., 2011; Orlove, 2009; Rayner & Jordan, 2009). At the European Union (EU) level, 

there are both a Green and White Paper on adaptation (COM (2007) 354, final; COM (2009) 147, 

final) and a new Directorate General for Climate Action with a unit solely devoted to adaptation. At 

the Member State level, since 2004, several countries have adopted national and/or regional 

adaptation policy plans and every country reports having implemented a profile of adaptation 

policies (Biesbroek et al., 2010; Massey & Bergsma, 2008; Ribeiro et al., 2009). Globally, it is 

estimated that over the next few decades, billions of dollars will be needed to ensure that effective 

                                                           
2 This chapter was published as: Massey, E., and Huitema, D. (2013) The emergence of climate change 
adaptation as a policy field: the case of England. Regional Environmental Change. 13:341-352. 
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adaptation takes place (Stern, 2007). Already, developed countries have committed hundreds of 

millions of dollars to implementing adaptation activities in the developing world (van Drunen et al., 

2009). Academically, the subject boasts a body of literature on the theory of adaptation, its 

governance, the science of recognizing adaptation opportunities, and practical guidance on 

implementing and/or mainstreaming adaptation policies (Burton et al., 2002; Adger et al., 2005; Lim 

et al., 2005; Berkhout et al., 2006). This recent and substantial activity proves interesting if seen in 

light of the 22 page United Nation’s Framework Convention on Climate Change, which only mentions 

adaptation in Article 4, three times, with fewer than six lines devoted to it. 

 

Given that adaptation is now widely recognized at all jurisdictional levels as one of the cornerstones 

of climate policy, a conceptually interesting question arises: can its emergence constitute the 

development of a new policy field? Is adaptation now a distinct policy field in the countries where 

adaptation policies and procedures are being developed or is it still simply a current policy issue or 

topic? Following this, a series of perhaps more theoretical and practical questions arise. Firstly, what 

exactly is a policy field? While public policy literature often employs the term, it is ill-defined such 

that one could not discern when a policy field existed and what its boundaries are. Secondly, what is 

the importance of studying an emerging policy field in relation to climate change adaptation and 

public policy analysis? And finally, what is the potential significance for adaptation if indeed it is a 

policy field? Will it be more effective as such? This article attempts to begin answering these 

questions. Its primary focus is on theoretically defining a policy field and testing that definition 

against climate adaptation activities in England as an illustrative case study. The layout is as follows. 

The paper begins with a theoretical exploration of what a policy field is, assigning characteristics and 

dynamics to it so that one could be identified. It also explores the relevance and dynamics of policy 

fields, especially in relation to climate change adaptation. In section III, the article turns toward 

England as a case country. The United Kingdom and specifically England is considered to be a leader 

in adaptation policy (Massey & Bergsma, 2008) and as such should provide for an adequate testing 

ground for the definition. Here, we briefly outline the history and features of adaptation in the 

country so as to provide a backdrop to Sect.  4. Section  4, based upon document analysis, 

systematically applies the definition of policy fields to English policy activity to determine whether 

that activity can be deemed a policy field. The final section discusses the analysis and pinpoints 

shortcomings and areas for further research. 
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2.2 Policy fields – definitions, dynamics and importance 

2.2.1 Background 

As a unit of analysis, policy fields have been widely studied in the social sciences. In general, though, 

it is not the ontological nature of the term itself that is covered but rather the actors, institutions, 

and dynamics in a particular field (Colebatch, 2009). The existence of the policy field itself is taken 

for granted, a tapestry to which social science theories can be applied. Definitionally, policy fields as 

an entity devoid of an adjectival prefix have not been treated with the same rigor. Common text 

books of public policy and public administration do not offer a definition for ‘‘policy field,’’ ‘‘policy 

domain,’’ or ‘‘policy area’’ (see for instance Dunn, 2004; Dye, 2010; Parsons, 1995; Shafritz et al., 

2009). And even the Encyclopedia of Public Administration and Public Policy (Rabin, 2003) has no 

listing for the above terms. This is surprising given that the term ‘‘policy’’ and ‘‘public policy’’ are 

widely defined and in textbooks, the term “ policy field”  is used extensively, and a range of distinct 

policy fields are discussed. 

 

While the concept of a policy field is thus largely left unpacked, providing a golden opportunity for 

other discussions, the term has not escaped the attention  of the political sociology scholarship of 

the 1980s and 1990s. In that discipline, attention was paid to actors and institutions both inside and 

outside government that influenced policy making in specific issue areas, what they called policy 

domains or policy fields (Burstein, 1991; Knoke & Laumann, 1983; Laumann & Knoke, 1987). Policy 

fields were seen as social constructs that could be defined by one of three perspectives: either by 

their substantive nature, the subject they covered; their institutional nature, the institutions that 

dealt with the substantive issue; or by their cultural nature, shared beliefs in problem definitions and 

policy solutions for a particular issue area (Burstein, 1991). The problem with this point of view is the 

divided nature of it; the dominant assumption of the sociologists is that they can only be substantive 

entities, or institutional entities, or cultural entities, but not all three at the same time. If, however, 

they were taken together, a richer understanding of what a policy is might be derived. 

 

Following the political sociologists, some policy scholars began addressing the term policy field or 

policy domain, again though the term is not treated in depth on its own but couched in treatments 

of the larger architecture of the policy landscape. May et al. (2006) define them as ‘‘more or less 

established areas of policy that give meaning to common problems and have integrative properties’’. 

Birkland (2005), writing on the role of actors in public policy making (sub-governments, issue 

networks, and domains), states that if we are to understand the influence these actors have, we 
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must begin with the idea of a policy domain. Borrowing from Laumann & Knoke (1987), he defines a 

domain as, ‘‘the substantive area of policy over which participants in policy making compete and 

compromise, such as the environmental policy domain or the health domain.’’ The only indication he 

offers on how a domain might be conceptualized is when he speaks to the characteristics of a 

domain, namely that they are made up of small communities of actors who have expertise in 

understanding, studying, and explaining a particular set of issues as well as actively negotiate on 

those issues. Arts et al. (2006), writing on ‘‘policy arrangements’’ offer no explicit definition of a 

policy domain, but they do state that their arrangements exist of ‘‘policy discourses, coalitions, rules 

of the game and resources’’ and thus implicitly offer some indications as to what a policy domain 

might be. Writing in the same vein, Howlett et al. (2009) allude to a policy domain as a policy 

subsystem that consists of actors, institutions, and ideas within a particular interest sector. While 

the authors do not directly employ the term policy field or domain, their discussion focuses on the 

role sub-governments and policy networks have in policy making and change, and their treatment of 

sub-governments is reminiscent of how Birkland and Arts et al. define and characterize a policy field 

thus offering more potential insight on how to define a policy field. 

2.2.2 Constructing a definition 

Keeping in mind what the literature has said on policy fields but noting that definitions are scant, it is 

perhaps worthwhile to dissect the word ‘‘field’’ from “policy field” and focus on the term policy. 

Colebatch (2009) takes this approach. He offers no explicit definition for a policy field but attempts 

to understand what the concept of policy itself is theoretically and practically, devoid of adjectival 

monikers or its place in the architecture of the policy landscape. His more generic concern is with 

the way the term or the idea of policy explains, shapes, and validates the ‘‘process of governing.’’ If 

policy can be understood in this dimension, on its own, then the addition of a domain name serves 

only as an indicator of how that field is governed. A policy field for him then is simply a functional 

area of policy. Policy itself, in essence, is the binding frame around governing, which provides order, 

authority, and expertise. Policy is the order of governing in that it provides a structure for and 

consistency to decision-making activities. Order can come in the form of fixed institutions or 

individuals that have authorized decision-making capabilities. Policy is authority in that decisions 

flow from legitimate authorities charged with governing and those decisions are endorsed and 

recognized as being legitimate. For example, a government minister, a ministerial office, or 

parliament, by virtue of their position, are recognized as being legitimate authoritative governing 

bodies whose decisions are seen as valid. Lastly, policy embodies expertise; by expertise he means 

specialized knowledge and interest. Governing decisions are not arbitrary or random but are applied 

to social problems that are seen as needed solving or issues that are in need of managing. Ideas of 
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both problems/issues and how to solve or manage them require an interest in governing an issue 

and specialized knowledge about the issue. This interest and knowledge can be both internal and 

external to authoritative decision-making bodies. For example, one can think of US Congressional 

committees and the interest groups that attempt to lobby them. 

 

Working with the above conceptualizations, the question remains as to what definition can be 

derived for a policy field and subsequently what indicators or empirics can be identified? As we have 

seen from Burstein above, the sociologists portray a policy field as being substantive, institutional, or 

cultural. Colebatch in a similar tripartite manner sates that policy itself is order, authority, and 

expertise. If we combine how the sociologists portray policy fields with how Colebatch defines 

policy, a picture of what a policy field is begins to emerge. 

 

For the sociologists, a policy field is substantive, meaning it revolves around a particular issue or set 

of related issues. Appending this to the idea of authority, we might portray a policy field as an entity 

having substantive authority or the authority to make decisions over an issue or problem so as to 

produce legitimate policy outputs. Examples of products of substantive authority would be 

legislation, regulations, rules, policy programs, judicial rulings, government expenditure all related to 

a particular issue. The presence of substantive authority implies that some form of organizational or 

institutional order exists. Authority sits in government institutions and it is the institutions which 

legitimize the products of substantive authority. Thus, a policy field must have organizations or 

institutions with power vested in them; devoted to a topic that give it order and structure. Examples 

of such would be ministries or ministerial offices, parliamentary committees, government agencies, 

etc. Lastly, the notion of expertise can be coupled with substantive to yield the criteria of substantive 

expertise; expert knowledge on an issue. Institutional order and substantive authority relies on a 

shared normative belief that government should be involved in the process of managing an issue 

and the existence of some specialized knowledge and interest in managing an issue (see 

Gusfield,1984). Substantive expertise would manifest itself both inside and outside of government 

organizationally as well as rhetorically. Reflecting back on the work the policy scholars above 

(Birkland, Arts et al., Howlett et al.), we might place their ideas of policy arrangements and sub-

governments under the heading of substantive expertise. Organizational examples would include 

governmental steering groups and task forces; policy networks and citizen interest groups; think 

tanks and NGOs: all the formal and informal arrangement of actors that have interest and expertise 

in an issue. Rhetorical examples are the products from the organizational such as policy papers and 

proposals, issue papers, studies, reports, and academic articles that study an issue and/or call for 
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government action. In sum, it is the existence of this substantive expertise, the actors and their 

products that steer authority and shape the order of a policy field. With this understanding, we may 

define a policy field as a unit of governing within the socio-political system of a country where there 

exists three pillars working in tandem to support each other in the management of a public issue or 

set of issues: substantive authority, institutional order, and substantive expertise. Indicators for the 

three pillars are listed in Table  2.1 below. If then we were to attempt to identify a policy field, we 

would expect to find objective empirical indicators of all three. 

 
     

Substantive authority Institutional order Substantive expertise  

 

    
 

 Public laws/legislation Ministry Policy proposals 
 

 Policy measures and programs Ministerial office Policy papers 
 

 Regulations/rules Agencies Issue papers 
 

 Procedures/plans Parliamentary Research programs 
 

  committees  
 

 Judicial rulings 
Special 
departments Reports and studies 

 

 Resources/government  Academic articles 
 

 expenditure   
 

 Hearings and official inquiries  Non-governmental advisory 
 

   bodies 
 

   Steering groups 
 

   Task forces 
 

   Interest/lobby groups 
 

   Policy/issue networks 
 

   Academic courses 
 

   Experts 
 

   Think tanks 
 

   NGOs 
 

   Unions 
 

     

 
Table 2.1. Indicators for policy fields 

 

2.2.3 Studying policy fields 

Having defined a policy field, three important issues that need addressing are: (a) why one would 

study the emergence of development of policy fields; (b) what is the relative importance of the 

emergence of a policy field; and (c) whether it might hold significance for adaptation if indeed it can 

be deemed a policy field? 

 

Speaking to the first point requires looking at the nature of public policy and policy analysis. 

Public policy can be defined as an effort by governments and civil society ‘‘to define and structure a 

rational basis for action or inaction’’ on societal problems and issues (Parsons, 1995: 14). It can be 
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characterized as decisions by government, specific proposals, programs, government outputs, and 

outcomes (Hogwood & Gunn, 1984). In practice, public policy and policy making are organized 

around particular subject fields such as agriculture, health, and environment (Parsons, 1995). Policy 

analysis, as a field of academia, studies the actors, institutions, dynamics, and discourses associated 

with policy making. In particular, it attempts to understand how issues enter into the public sphere 

and why policy develops and changes over time. However, analysts like their practitioner 

counterparts, bind their study to the developments and dynamics of proposals, programs outputs, 

and outcomes within a specific policy fields, often specializing in policy at certain jurisdictional levels 

(i.e., international relations and local government studies). It is notable that analysts take policy 

fields as given. When theories such as Multiple Streams (Kingdon, 1984), Advocacy Coalitions 

(Sabatier, 2007), or Punctuated Equilibrium (Baumgartner & Jones, 2009) are used to explain policy 

development and change, their interest is on how transformations (even changes in deep core 

beliefs (Sabatier, 2007) and paradigms (Hall, 1993) occur within existing examples of institutional 

order, substantive authority, and substantive expertise, and not how they come about. As a result, 

the literature is scant on how policy fields themselves develop. If adaptation can be defined as a new 

policy field, then it might provide policy theorists the incentive to step outside the classical lines of 

policy analysis, thereby opening the black box on how fields emerge. 

 

Speaking to the second issue, even with the limited scholarship on the emergence of new policy 

fields that currently exists, there are signs that the creation of new fields can foster and engender 

new policy instruments and modes of governance. That their genesis might be seen, harkening back 

to Hall (1993), as an extreme ‘‘paradigm shift’’ in governance where by new ‘‘overarching goals’’ are 

formulated, innovative instruments developed, and new settings constructed. Since the emergence 

of ‘‘environ-mental management’’ as a policy field some 40 years ago, and the consolidation of 

climate change mitigation in the last few decades, there has been a significant shift in thinking on 

how to tackle these problems and much creation of new or innovative instruments to address the 

problems (Jordan et al., 2003).3 The application of payment for environmental/ecosystem services, 

voluntary agreements, eco-taxes, eco-labels, and emission trading schemes can be seen as 

outgrowths from new policy fields and have generated fruitful scholarly debates in the area of 

environmental and climate governance (e.g., Brouwer et al., 2011; Asselt & Gupta, 2010; Jordan et 

al., 2003). Thus, indeed, if adaptation is developing into a new field, then we might expect to find in 

the future, if not already, new ways of dealing with this new problem as well as the emergence of 

new scholarly debates. 
                                                           
3 This is not to suggest, however, that new instruments cannot emerge from existing policy fields. 
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In regard to the third issue, a poignant question that arises is over policy effectiveness: is pursuing 

policy goals within the framework of a policy field more likely to yield effective results and solutions 

to the problems that the field deals with—will adaptation be more effective because it is a field? 

Given the definition of a policy field and the fact that unlike policy issues, it has an institutional 

setting surrounded by embedded authority and expertise, a normative response to the question 

would be yes. Indeed, it might be argued (at least from the state’s perspective) that a policy field 

represents the highest form of state regulatory and governing capacity over a particular topic. This 

implies that the problems/issues dealt with under the field will be addressed in a systematic and 

structured manner by the state and its citizens rather than in an ad hoc way. In particular, this may 

have important implications for the effectiveness of adaptation. The main argument the EU puts 

forward, for example, for the development of a unified policy for adaptation rests on the notion that 

‘‘uncertainty, imperfect information or indeed financial constraints’’ will lead to sub-optimal 

adaptation i.e. less effective if left to individuals and businesses alone (COM (2007) 354, final: 6). 

Therefore, to increase the effectiveness of adaptation, it requires some form of order, authority, or 

expertise (see Berkhout, 2005). Yet, given the uncertainty over where and if adaptation is a policy 

field and the fact that a policy field is just being defined, further inquiry into the effectiveness of 

policy fields versus policy issues will have to wait. For the moment it is enough to conclude that  

questioning the existence of policy fields (adaptation in particular) as well as the outputs and 

outcomes they generate strikes to the heart of the conceptual debate about environmental 

governance and the broader study of policy analysis and change. 

2.2.4  Adaptation as a policy field and mainstreaming 

One of the most common words  in the discourse surrounding adaptation policy is the term 

‘‘mainstreaming,’’ the integration of adaptation activities into various socioeconomic sectors. From 

the EU perspective and for many Member States, in order for adaptation efforts to be successful, it 

must be mainstreamed. The logic being that climate change will impact most, if not all sectors. 

Therefore, as the EU White paper states, ‘‘In each policy area there should be a review of how 

policies could be re-focused or amended to facilitate adaptation’’ (COM (2007) 354, final: 8); and as 

Biesbroek et al. (2010) note, this is indeed the path many countries are following. 

 

Given that this paper looks into the question of adaptation as a unique and distinguishable policy 

field, that it has its own institutional order, substantive authority, and substantive expertise, some 

logical disquietude may arise over how something that could be its own policy field be integrated 

into already existing policy fields. This disquietude, however, can be quickly quelled through a look 
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back at the growth of environmental management as a policy field and the concept of 

Environmental Policy Integration (EPI) that flowed with it. Beginning in the 1970s, it was 

acknowledged that for environmental management to be successful, environmental concerns 

needed to be integrated (or mainstreamed) into existing areas of policy, a concept and a practice 

that is still carried out to this day (Hertin & Berkhout, 2003; Lafferty & Hovden, 2003; Nilsson & 

Persson, 2003). Nevertheless, it cannot be denied that environmental management is a policy field 

by the definition above. Similarly, just because mainstreaming exists in the realm of adaptation does 

not negate the possibility that adaptation could be a policy field. Additionally, a critical review of the 

adaptation mainstreaming literature and the scholarly works on EPI argue that for any policy 

integration to be effective, it requires, at the minimum, strong institutional capacity possibly backed 

by authority and expertise (Biesbroek et al.  2010; Hertin & Berkhout, 2003; Lafferty & Hovden , 

2003; Nilsson & Persson , 2003). The question that remains: how should mainstreaming be viewed if 

indeed adaptation is a policy field? The answer is much the same as EPI, mainstreaming is a mode or 

a means of implementing adaptation policies and activities (Juhola, 2010). It is a mode of policy 

implementation (see Birkland, 2011) that neither denies nor confirms a policy field’s existence. 

2.3 Adaptation policy in England 
As a signatory to the 1992 United Nations’ Framework Convention on Climate Change, under Article 

4.1, the United Kingdom in general and England is required to, ‘‘Formulate, implement, publish and 

regularly update…measures to facilitate adequate adaptation to climate change; (UNFCCC, 1992).’’ 

Shortly after entering into force in 1996, the country took its first steps toward implementing actions 

on adaptation. In 1997, the UK Climate Impacts Programme (UKCIP) was established at the behest of 

the government and charged with coordinating research on how climate change might impact the 

country. Being an island nation with some 130 thousand km2, England is vulnerable to range of 

climate impacts most notably sea level rise and coastal erosion; inland and coastal flooding; 

heatwaves and droughts; as well as increased loss in biodiversity (DEFRA, 2008). In 2003, a heatwave 

across South East England killed some 2,000 people (an excess of 17 %) and caused major 

disruptions to road, rail, and electricity generation infrastructure (Johnson et al., 2005; DEFRA, 

2008). Between 2004 and 2006, the United Kingdom as a whole, including England experienced one 

of its driest periods in the past 30 years resulting in a prolonged drought that negatively affected 

ground water supply, agriculture, and commercial activity (NERC, 2007). During the summer of 2007, 

severe flooding affected 48,000 homes and 7,000 businesses, leaving nearly half a million people 

without water or electricity and 13 people dead (Pitt, 2008). 
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More than a decade later, UKCIP, apart from coordinating climate impact research, was one of the 

main government-funded institutions that aided communities, businesses and individuals plan, and 

implement adaptation strategies via a series of tools and services. In March 2011, the Department 

for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA, 2008), the lead ministerial body coordinating 

adaptation action in England and the United Kingdom, announced that the Environment Agency 

would take over UKCIP’s role as the lead advisory organization on climate impacts and adaptation 

with an additional budget of £2 m per annum (DEFRA, 2011). 

 

The second major phase for the development of adaptation came in 2006 with the UK Climate 

Change Programme’s (UKCCP) call for the creation of an Adaptation Policy Framework. Originally 

established in 2000, the UKCCP was the flagship mitigation institution in the country. The Adaptation 

Policy Framework was to ‘‘set out the appropriate responsibilities and activities [for adaptation] 

across a range of organizations in a sector by sector approach (DEFRA, 2008; 131)’’. Undertaken 

through an extensive two-year consultative process (2006–2008) led by DEFRA, the development of 

the framework was organized into three stages. In the first, the primary task was to gauge the level 

of adaptation taking place in the country at the time, focusing on the most vulnerable sectors. Stage 

two provided an assessment on the success and failure of adaptation across sectors, while the final 

stage looked at how to best incentivize adaptation in those areas where it was ‘‘under-performing’’ 

or not occurring. The final result of the APF exercise was the 2008 National Adaptation Strategy, 

‘‘Adapting to Climate Change: A Framework for Action’’ (DEFRA, 2008). 

 

While the strategy was a large undertaking on behalf of the national government and in particular 

DEFRA, which pieced together a variety of multi-level governance activities and provided 

prescriptive policy actions for adaptation from local to national, inside and outside government, the 

strategy itself was never implemented (personal correspondence). During the same period as the 

consultation for the APF, the Department of Energy and Climate Change was spearheading an effort 

to create a UK Climate Bill for the mitigation of greenhouse gasses. Adaptation, as was covered in 

the original draft piece of legislation, was only a ‘‘miscellaneous provision’’ (Boyd et al., 2011). 

Following a public consultation period for the draft act which found inter alia adaptation to be 

seriously lacking and by a concerted effort by DEFRA, UKCIP, and the Environment Agency to include 

adaptation, much of the work from the National Adaptation Strategy was incorporated into the 

revised legislation (Keskitalo, 2010). The Climate Change Act 2008 was formally approved in 

November of that year. 
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The Act, apart from setting legally binding actions to cut carbon emissions, was the first in the world 

to create a statutory framework that covers adaptation actions. Over-seen and implemented by 

DEFRA’s ‘‘Adapting to Climate Change Programme (ACC)’’,4 it requires the establishment of UK-wide 

climate change risk assessment procedure (including cost-benefit analysis) with mandatory reports 

every 5 years. The first assessment report was delivered in January 2012. The Act gives DEFRA’s 

Secretary of State the authority to demand climate change risk assessments and responses from 

public sector bodies, local governments, and statutory undertakers.5 91 organizations thus far must 

comply with this new rule (DEFRA, 2011). The Act also calls for the creation of a National Adaptation 

Programme (largely based on the previous work from the NAS), which will address the most urgent 

climate impacts. It is to be reviewed and updated every five years. Additionally, the Programme will 

submit biannual progress reports to Parliament. Lastly, the Act stipulates the creation of the 

‘‘Adaptation Sub-Committee’’ (ASC). A subcommittee to the ‘‘Committee on Climate Change’’, the 

ASC is an independent advisory body for the government, comprised of university and industry 

experts whose job it is to provide guidance, analysis, information, and advice on the implementation 

of adaptation activities. 

 

While the Act is still in its infancy, some progress has been made on its implementation and the 

furthering of adaptation efforts within government. In 2009, the eight- member ASC was established 

and has since published a handful of comprehensive reports. A cross-governmental working group 

was established on the need and means of embedding adaptation measures into the government 

spending and investment proposals. Results were published in the 2009 Treasury Green Book. In 

2010, DEFRA delivered its first progress report Climate Change: Taking Action. Also by 2011, all 

government departments (ministries) had published their own adaptation plans detailing how they 

will incorporate adaptation activities into their work and their relation to the NAP. 

 

Apart from DEFRA and UKCIP, the Environment Agency is also taking a leading role in adaptation. 

The Environment Agency is statutory Non-Departmental Public Body responsible for regulating 

industry and managing water quality, floods and coastal zones, fisheries, inland navigation, 

agriculture, waste, conservation issues, and contaminated lands (Boyd et al., 2011). In relation to cli-

mate change adaptation, apart from their own adaptation management plan, the Agency has a new 

programme, Climate Ready, which provides guidance to organizations on how to assess present and 

                                                           
4 DEFRA’s Adapting to Climate Change Programme established in 2007 can be considered an office within the 
Ministry. The Ministry is no longer organized by directorates or offices but by ‘‘programmes’’. 
5 Statutory undertakers are public and private entities that provide essential public services. for example, 
utility companies. 
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future climate risks, implement measures, and fulfill statutory reporting procedures on adaptation 

under the Climate Act. They specifically focus on issues regarding flooding, drought, water 

management, and coastal change. In 2012, the Agency took over UKCIPs portfolio on adaptation. 

 

At the regional and local levels, there are a number of institutions and procedures that address 

adaptation. Each region in England has (Regional) Climate Change Partner-ships. The partnerships 

which are comprised of a range of regional stakeholders (pubic, private, and charitable 

organizations) work together to assess, prepare, and implement adaptation projects in their locales 

(Swart  2009). In 2005, three regions in particular drafted a so-called ‘‘Adaptation Checklist’’ a 

guidance document aimed toward those in the building and construction community incorporate 

adaptation into their work (Three regions climate change group, 2005). The partnerships work 

closely with the regional councils and leadership boards and are linked nationwide through the 

network ‘‘Climate UK,’’ which is facilitated by the Environment Agency. They are also partially 

supported financially by DEFRA. Additionally, a ‘‘Local and Regional Adaptation Partnership Board’’ 

was established in 2008 with a three-year mandate to facilitate action on adaptation at the local and 

regional level. The Board which is chaired by Government Office for London and made up of various 

local, regional, and national authorities works to promote interaction between various agencies and 

provides toolkits and guidance. In 2011, the Board was re-authorized with a new focus on increasing 

the representation of local authorities as well as the development of adaptation policy at local levels 

(DEFRA, 2011). 

 

Locally, the Nottingham Declaration has been the primary instrument promoting adaptation in cities 

and towns. Established in 2000, the Declaration is a voluntary pledge taken by local governments to 

create climate change action plans. While the original version focused only on reducing carbon 

emissions, an updated 2005 version of the pledge included committing actions toward adaptation. 

To date, some 380 local authorities and city councils have signed the declaration (Local Government 

Association website). The Nottingham Declaration Partnership, which administrates the Declaration, 

has also created an ‘‘Action Pack,’’ a guidance document for the creation of climate action plans. 

 

The Local Government Association (LGA), the largest lobbying organization for local governments, is 

also active in promoting adaptation. In 2007, they undertook a review of activities taking place 

concluding that local governments are ‘‘uniquely placed to tackle climate change’’ and ‘‘the most 

important player in adaptation’’ but recommending more action to be taken (Local Government 

Association2007,  2011b). In 2008, they launched a national campaign ‘‘Small change, Big 
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Difference’’ to highlight the increased need for both adaptation and mitigation with a focus on 

presenting best practices, and in 2011, they released an additional study on adaptation measures 

(Local Government Association 2008,  2011b). The LGA also credits the work by local authorities for 

an additional 300,000 homes that have been protected from flooding since the year 2003 (Local 

Government Association, 2011a). 

 

Interactions between local governments and national level policy makers are also well established. 

In 2011, DEFRA helped to create a ‘‘Local Adaptation Advisory Panel’’ (LAAP). The Panel, which is 

comprised of and led by local governments, will serve as a means of communication and advice 

between local authorities and central government. The Environment Agency also assists local 

governments to carry out Local Climate Impacts Profiles (LCLIP) (see above); over 100 have been 

done so far (personal communication.). Under the Department for Communities and Local 

Government’s performance monitoring programme of 2008, local authorities were required to 

report on their work in preparing for climate change: National Indicator 188-NI188 Planning to Adapt 

to Climate Change. As of 2011, mandatory reporting on this indicator has been phased out; however, 

it has proved instrumental in encouraging and promoting the uptake of adaptation actions at the 

local level (Boyd et al., 2011; DEFRA, 2010). 

2.4 Applying the definition to the case of England 
It should be recalled that for a policy field to be extant, there must be three elements present 

working in tandem: substantive authority, institutional order, and substantive expertise. The 

question remains is can these elements be discerned within the existing framework of English 

adaptation policy activity? Below, we take each element in turn overlaying them with the 

information detailed in the section above. 
  
   

Substantive authority Institutional order Substantive expertise 
   
2008 Climate Change Act DEFRA’s Adapting to Climate 

Change Programme 
Adaptation Sub-Committee 

   
Adaptation Policy Framework UKCIP Cross-Governmental Working 

Group on Adaptation 
   
National Adaptation Programme Environment Agency’s Climate 

Ready office 
(Regional) Climate Change 
Partnerships 

   
Government Department Adaptation 
Plans 

UKCCP Climate UK 

DCL 2008 Performance Monitoring 
Programme 

Local and Regional Adaptation 
Partnership Board 

Nottingham Declaration 
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National Indicator 188: Planning to 
adapt to climate change  

Local Government Association 

   
  Local Adaptation Advisory Panel 
   

Table 2.2.  Outstanding examples of SA, IO, and SE for adaptation in England 

 

2.4.1 Substantive authority of adaptation in England 

Substantive authority consists of the policy products that give the policy field a structure for 

governing. Such products authorize a particular course or courses of action for governing an issue 

giving those actions intention, meaning, and legitimacy. Examples of substantive authority would be 

the existence of legislation, regulations, rules, policy programs, and/or judicial rulings, all related to 

adaptation. From our review, above six major examples of SA can be identified. The first and most 

significant is the 2008 Climate Change Act and in particular Part 4 of the Act ‘‘Impact of and 

Adaptation to Climate Change.’’ This piece of legislation creates a broad framework for direct 

government intervention and involvement in the issue of adaptation. Through its mandate for the 

creation of a National Adaptation Programme (also an instance of SA), the establishment of the 

Adaptation Sub-Committee (SE), a statutory nation-wide risk assessment procedure, as well as 

granting power to DEFRA to demand risk assessments and adaptation progress reports, the Act is a 

major example of the Government’s authority over adaptation. Additionally, the Act, given its 

structure and prominence, fosters further examples of substantive authority and establishes forms 

of institutional order (see below). 

 

The second major example of SA comes in the form of the National Adaptation Programme 

established under the Climate Act. The Programme is the government’s flagship policy initiative to 

directly respond to the impacts of cli-mate change. When fully implemented in 2013, it will establish 

a system of what must be done by whom and by when for adaptation to occur. The adaptation plans 

of the Government Departments also constitute examples of substantive authority. These plans not 

only set the rules and procedures for implementing adaptation within each office of government, 

giving them authoritative power over the issue within their own domain, they also link in directly to 

the National Adaptation Programme. 

 

Further instances of substantive authority surrounding adaptation can be seen in the expired 

Adaptation Policy Framework, the National Indicator 188: Planning to adapt to climate change (NI 

188), and the DCL’s performance monitoring programme: the APF as it was the government’s first 

initiative of applying their authority over how to develop and implement responses to climate 
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impacts; NI188 as it was a mandatory action aimed at integrating adaptation into local government 

processes; and the performance monitoring programme as it was an obligatory action created by the 

national government so that local authorities could demonstrate actions taken on adaptation. 

 

Apart from the major instances listed above, Tompkins et al. (2010) have identified further examples 

of what could be deemed substantive authority of adaptation. Based upon a study of government 

and non-government adaptation initiatives, the authors found 59 policy plans and strategies for 

adaptation at the local and regional level and 21 pieces of legislation that covered adaptation in 

some form (Tompkins et al. 2010). 

2.4.2 Institutional order of adaptation in England 

The creation of substantive authority (legislation, policy programmes etc.) must stem from 

legitimate and properly authorized government institutions, institutions that have the power (and 

expertise) to govern an issue. This is what we call institutional order. Therefore, if adaptation was to 

be considered a policy field, there must be associated with it government institutions dedicated to 

ordering and structuring substantive policy responses. Examples of institutional order would come in 

the form of ministries or ministerial offices; parliamentary committees or subcommittees; 

government agencies or offices that have a man-date to govern adaptation. From the review of 

adaptation activity, five discernible examples of past and current institutional order can be 

identified. These are DEFRA’s Adapting to Climate Change Programme (ACC), UKCIP, the 

Environment Agency’s Climate Ready programme, the Local and Regional Adaptation Partnership 

Board, and the 2006 UKCCP. 

 

The most important example of institutional order is the Adapting to Climate Change Programme. As 

an office with its own director and housed within DEFRA, the ACC is the primary ministerial office 

that manages adaptation policy. The role of the programme is to oversee implementation of the 

adaptation provision in the Climate Act; additionally, the ACC provides guidance and support for 

adaptation implementation as well as coordinating research activities. The UK Climate Impacts 

Programme (UKCIP) was per-haps the second major institution that dealt with adaptation. From 

1997 until 2011 (as of 2011, the majority of UKCIP’s responsibilities were transferred to the 

Environment Agency), they were the primary body charged with implementing adaptation support 

measures, coordinating climate impact research, and providing substantive guidance across sectors 

and administrative levels. As the main environmental regulatory organization for England, the 

Environment Agency is an example of IO in that their Climate Ready unit oversees compliance with 

the reporting of adaptation procedures under the Climate Act and helps organizations assess climate 
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risks and implement measures. The 2006 UK Climate Change Programme is evidence of institutional 

order in that they were the first government organization charged with the development of the 

Adaptation Policy Framework that set out the original responsibilities, activities, and polices for 

adaptation across the country. Finally, the Local and Regional Adaptation Partnership Board is an 

example of IO at the local and regional level in that their mandate is to develop adaptation policy at 

the sub-national level. 

2.4.3 Substantive expertise of adaptation in England 

While substantive authority and institutional order form two cornerstones of a policy field, a field 

cannot exist without a shared normative belief that government should be managing a particular 

issue. Without this belief, there would be no impetus to craft policy responses. Linked to the 

normative belief that an issue should be governed is specialized knowledge on how it could be 

governed. It is this specialized knowledge which forms and crafts both substantive authority and 

institutional order. If a policy field exists, there will be specialized knowledge clustered in formal and 

informal arrangements of people and products, which inform how an issue is to be governed: what 

we call substantive expertise. Examples of substantive expertise can range from governmental 

steering groups and task forces; policy networks and citizen interest groups; think tanks and NGOs to 

policy papers and proposals; issue papers; studies; reports; and academic articles all concerned with 

a particular issue. 

 

Turning toward the example from the review above, seven prominent examples of substantive 

expertise can be identified: the Adaptation Sub-Committee, the Cross-governmental working group 

on adaptation, the regional Climate Change Partnerships, Climate UK, the Nottingham Declaration, 

the Local Government Association, and the Local Adaptation Advisory Panel. 

 

As an independent advisory body, the Adaptation Sub-Committee and their reports can be 

characterized as an example of SE in that it is a group of experts on adaptation, which serves to 

provide policy guidance, advice, and information to government solely on adaptation. The cross-

governmental working group on adaptation, which looked at ways to embed adaptation activities 

into government spending, can also be seen as a form high level substantive expertise. The regional 

Climate Change Partnerships and their reports are SE in that they are organized groups of public and 

private stakeholders who work to assess, pre-pare, and implement adaptation projects. The 

umbrella partnership Climate UK which serves as a forum for the regional partnerships to discuss 

adaptation is also SE. The Nottingham Declaration and their ‘‘Action Pack’’ are SE at the local level in 

that it informs and aids some 380 municipalities implement adaptation. The Local Government 
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Association is SE in that it lobbies national government on issues of adaptation, advises local 

governments on how to undertake adaptation, and provides an impetus for local activities. Lastly, 

the Local Adaptation Advisory Panel, made up of local government officials serves as a 

communication and advisory device on adaptation issues between local and national government. In 

all cases, these are groups that possess specialized knowledge on adaptation and work toward 

steering its governance. 

 

To be sure because substantive expertise comes in both organization forms, such as those listed 

above, and rhetorical forms, such as reports, papers, plans, research pro-grams, academic articles, 

there is the potential for many more examples to exist; too many for us to survey in this article. 

Tompkins et al. ( 2010) through their survey identify many more indices of what can be considered 

SE. In the arena of networks (organizational SE), they identify some 19 groups, forums and 

committees devoted to adaptation. In the arena of scientific research activities such as reports, 

models, and maps (rhetorical SE), they count some 161 from a variety of different sources. 

Additionally, an ‘‘Abstract, Title, Keywords’’ search of the terms ‘‘Climate Change Adaptation’’ and 

‘‘United Kingdom’’ via Science-Direct_ for the period 2001–2011 reveals 170 academic journal 

articles (Table 2.2). 

2.5 Discussion and conclusions 
Climate change adaptation is quickly rising on the public agendas of developed and developing 

countries. The current amount of policy activity surrounding it has led to the question, is adaptation 

a policy field? And furthermore if so, what is the significance of a policy field for adaptation and the 

study of public policy? 

 

Looking at the broader issue of the significance of policy fields, this paper postulates that policy 

fields represent the highest form of state regulatory and governing capacity over a particular topic, 

be it agriculture, education, or adaptation. This implies that the presence and combination of 

institutional order, substantive authority, and substantive expertise would be more effective in 

managing a public than in their absence. Thus, we might hypothesize that in countries where 

adaptation is a policy field, it will be more effective in delivering adaptation actions than in countries 

where it is not. Additionally, we argue that the emergence of new policy fields can lead to the 

development of new policy instruments and modes of governance, evidence of which can be found 

with growth of environmental management and climate mitigation. For adaptation, we might argue 

that where it is a policy field, there will also be innovations in governance not noted before. This 
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then can lead to new scholarly inquiries into how governments and societies choose to solve public 

problems and manage public issues. Finally, we argue that the study on the emergence of policy 

fields requires scholarly attention. Public policy theorists we find confine themselves to the change 

and development within already existing fields and do not discuss how new fields come about. For 

the authors of this paper, this poses a significant gap in the public policy literature. Indeed, though, 

before this new line of inquiry can be opened up, a robust definition on exactly what a policy field is 

needed to be established and preliminary tested. A task this paper set out to do. 

 

This brief study of adaptation in the England does indeed reveal multiple, clear examples of 

substantive authority, institutional order, and substantive expertise relating to adaptation, which 

suggests that it could be considered a policy field. We could even go so far as to claim that it is. 

However, such a conclusion in the context of this paper could be interpreted more as intuitive rather 

than empirical. The primary purpose of this paper was to first establish a working definition for the 

term policy field, a task that has been neglected in the literature, and second to apply this definition 

to an active arena of adaptation to determine whether a policy field could be detected. 

 

What it did not do within the definition of a policy field is set a threshold level for the presence of 

substantive authority, institutional order, and substantive expertise so that a positive determination 

of a policy field could be confirmed. While each element must be present, the degree to which they 

are has not been specified. This poses a major challenge in determining the existence of a policy 

field, adaptation in particular, in other countries. In some ways, England could be seen as an “ ideal 

case”  given the variety of examples of each element. Nevertheless, further research and refinement 

should be undertaken to identify the ‘‘critical mass’’ of each element. Using a purely numeric metric 

might not be so suitable across the board as examples of institutional order, given their 

administrative nature and operational costs, would be far less than that of substantive expertise. 

Moreover, a ministry devoted to a particular topic would leave no doubt as to the existence of a 

policy field. But if there were no ministry, as is the case for adaptation, how many government 

offices are needed to determine if institutional order exists in the magnitude required to form a 

policy field? The same might be asked of substantive authority, should the number of examples 

serve as a valid indicator, or the range of the intent of the policy products and the amount of money 

invested in them? Should or can substantive authority in one existing field serve as a benchmark for 

SA in an area under consideration? Looking at substantive expertise, given not only the diverse 

nature of it but its duality, organizational, and rhetorical, one might expect this element to be most 

prevalent. Still, what metric should be used to determine its validity for the existence of a field? The 
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number of reports, policy proposals, and research activities undertaken over a particular time 

period? The number or size or longevity of organizations devoted to working a particular issue? 
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Chapter 3. Climate policy innovation: The adoption and diffusion of 

adaptation policies across Europe6 

Abstract 
Climate change adaptation governance is in flux. Adaptation policies are being adopted by 

governments at a rapid pace, particularly in Europe. In the period 2005–2010, the total number of 

recorded adaptation policy measures in the EU grew by some 635%. Despite the plethora of work on 

adaptation governance, few if any empirical studies have been conducted that explore the driving 

forces behind the rapid adoption and diffusion of adaptation policies. Working within the theoretical 

framework of national policy innovation, we draw on a uniquely systematic database of national 

climate polices to develop a set of hypotheses on the drivers and barriers surrounding the adoption 

and diffusion of climate change adaptation policies across 29 European countries. Using an 

internal/external model we postulate that adaptation is largely being driven by internal factors. 

Additionally, we look to the possible effects of this policy adoption and diffusion to see if adaptation 

is emerging into a new and distinct policy field. What we find is that indeed it could be in a handful 

of countries. 

3.1 Introduction 
Climate change adaptation policies are being adopted by most European governments at a rapid 

pace (Biesbroek et al., 2010; Ford  et al., 2011). This apparent transformation in policy has 

accelerated especially since the European Climate Change Adaptation Strategy was adopted in April 

2013 (COM (2013)216 final). The term adaptation policy encompasses the ‘‘. . .activities and 

decisions taken by purposeful public and private actors at different administrative levels and in 

different sectors, which deals intentionally with climate change impacts, and whose outcomes 

attempt to substantially impact actor groups, sectors, or geo-graphical areas that are vulnerable to 

climate change’’ (Dupuis and  Biesbroek, 2013, p. 1480). Accordingly, the total number of recorded 

adaptation policy measures in the EU grew explosively between 2005 and 2010 – by some 635% 

(Massey, 2010). This article seeks to understand this rapid growth by making new connections with 

an emerging body of theoretical and empirical work on policy innovation (for a review, see  Jordan 

and Huitema, 2014a,b). We do so with two objectives in mind. The first is to deepen our 

understanding of current policy development in the adaptation domain by drawing on an 

established theoretical framework. For the most part, the existing literature on climate policy 

                                                           
6 This chapter was published as: Massey, E., Biesbroek, R., Huitema, D., Jordan, A. (2014) Climate policy 
innovation: The adoption and diffusion of adaptation policies across Europe. Global Environmental Change. 
23:434-443 
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innovation has a distinctive bias toward mitigation (Jordan & Huitema, 2014a,b). The second in turn, 

is to contribute to the policy innovation literature by exploring the effects adaptation policy 

adoption and diffusion is having on countries. As Schaffrin et al. (2014) note, it is also important to 

understand how changes in policy impact existing policy landscapes, an oft overlooked task. 

 

Why are these objectives important and how do they take us beyond the current state of art? In a 

survey of the literature, we find several reasons for the rapid growth in adaptation policies have 

been suggested but not systematically tested. Some attribute the growth to the work of 

international bodies such as the UNFCCC, the IPCC and the European Commission, which have 

provided evidence and guidance and called for greater attention for the need to adapt (Massey, 

2010; Schipper, 2006). Others argue that climate problem pressures over the past decade, such as 

severe floods, heat waves and damaging storms, are the primary driver (Field et al., 2012; IPCC, 

2014). Finally, still others highlight the role of economic growth (GDP), with authors suggesting that 

adaptation policies are mainly being introduced by countries that have the resources to do so (Adger 

et al., 2009; Swart, 2009; Lesnikowski  et al., 2013). 

 

Most of these accounts draw on disparate sources, appear as footnotes in articles about other topics 

and lack an adequate grounding in an appropriate theoretical framework. As such, a comprehensive 

and structured assessment of the potential drivers (and barriers) of adoption and diffusion is lacking. 

Here we employ the classic definition of a policy adoption as the first time introduction of a policy or 

set of policies in a given country (Walker, 1969), and diffusion as the process through which a 

previously adopted policy or set of policies spreads across jurisdictions over time and through 

certain channels (Berry &  Berry, 2007). 

 

We address our first objective by developing and testing a set of potential variables linked to the 

drivers of and obstacles to policy adoption and diffusion across countries. Starting from the basic but 

important distinction that is often found in the innovation literature (see e.g. Berry & Berry, 2007) 

between internal vs. external determinants, we identify a number of potential internal and external 

determinants. We then test their relevance through the use of an original and systematic survey of 

29 European countries to develop our own hypotheses for adaptation policy adoption and diffusion. 

 

As stated, our second objective for this article is to advance the inquiry into a greatly neglected topic 

of the effects of adaptation policy adoption and diffusion. The climate policy innovation literature 

(see e.g. Biesenbender &  Tosun, 2014; Schaffrin et al.,  2014; Voss & Simmons, 2014; Jordan & 
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Huitema, 2014a,b), tends to treat the objects that are diffused as fixed entities, whereas it is getting 

known that in reality that what is diffused (the innovation in question) is often highly different per 

country, and therefore that the diffusion of innovations potentially creates highly divergent effects. 

There are very few publications on ‘post adoption’ phase, and those that do exist tend to focus on 

the tweaking and fitting to local context that takes place after initial adoption and not the degree of 

impact of the adoption (Biesenbender & Tosun,  2014). Here we take the analysis a few steps further 

by focusing on one particular effect and the degree of that effect on the socio-political system of a 

country: namely the possible emergence of adaptation as a new policy field (see Massey & Huitema, 

2013). 

 

Our argument is that even if climate change adaptation policies are rapidly diffusing, and a rapidly 

increasing number of EU countries have now adopted adaptation policy frameworks, it does not 

mean the effects have been uniform. In some countries, radical policy change may be taking place as 

the new policies take root and produce long lasting effects, such as the emergence of adaptation as 

an entirely new field of national policy, whereas in others the effects are less profound. In this article 

we propose indicators and scales for measuring the degree to which the introduction of new 

adaptation policies is leading to a new policy field. We define a policy field as a state sanctioned unit 

of governing within the socio-political system of a country where there exist substantive authority, 

institutional order, and substantive expertise working in tandem to support each other in the 

management of substantively related public issues e.g. agriculture, defense, health care (Massey & 

Huitema, 2013). Policy fields arguably represent the highest form of authority over a particular topic, 

tend to be the relatively stable focal points of government action, have the attention of the highest 

levels of government (e.g. in a Council of Ministers), and command scare resources such as 

government funds and authority (see  Downs, 1972). In other words, if the adoption and diffusion of 

adaptation policies has indeed led to the formation of a field, this potentially means impactful 

innovation has occurred. 

 

The remainder of the article unfolds as follows. In the next section we briefly introduce the literature 

on policy innovation and present a set of explanatory variables relating to the facilitators of and 

barriers of adaptation policy. These explanatory variables inform our hypotheses. Section  3 explains 

our methods, survey design, data collection, and analysis. In Section  4 we present and discuss the 

results of the survey as well as outline our hypotheses. In Section  5 we take on the treatment of 

adaptation as an emerging policy field, explaining further their importance as well as how we 
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attempted to measure adaptation as a policy field. In Section  6 we conclude our article with 

reflections and directions for future research. 

 

3.2 Climate policy innovation: Theoretical foundations 

3.2.1 Literature overview 

Scholars of public policy have long been interested in the topic of policy diffusion and several 

theories and models have been developed (for an overview see  Jordan & Huitema, 2014a; Graham, 

2008). While there is a plethora of different approaches (see  Marsh & Sharman, 2009; Gilardi, 2010) 

we build on the seminal works of  Walker (1969), Gray (1973) and  Berry & Berry  (2007). 

 

Walker’s regional diffusion model postulates that certain jurisdictions with similar socio-economic 

and political profiles tend to emulate and or imitate each other, with certain leader jurisdictions 

within these blocks acting as first-movers for the adoption of particular laws and policies. The 

process by which such emulation/imitation takes place is premised on open lines of communication 

between policy makers in various locales (and closed lines with others). Similarly,  Gray (1973) 

suggests inter-actions among state officials serve as a key driver for diffusion through policy 

learning, showing that a higher number of encounters between policy makers of non-adopted states 

with those from adopted states are proportional to the adoption of polices. In addition to emulation 

and learning, it has also been shown that politicians and public officials can come under pressure 

from their constituencies, other countries or supra-national authorities, effectively being coerced 

into adopting new polices (Walker, 2006; Berry & Berry, 2007). Another driver for policy adoption 

and diffusion is the notion that states compete with each other for the most innovative policies in 

order to achieve some form of economic advantage (Shipan & Volden, 2008; Berry &  Berry, 2007). 

 

Expanding on these dynamics,  Berry & Berry (2007) argue that depending on the issue in question, 

policy uptake can be driven by either internal or external determinants. In other words, in some 

cases internal drivers coupled with the socio-economic and political make up of a state can cause it 

to adopt new policies, for example, a decline in tax revenue. In others, the adoption of new policies 

and programs can be driven by external factors unrelated to the states own structure or make up, 

such as a neighboring state increasing tariffs. 

 

Working within the internal/external framework of Berry &  Berry (2007), we developed a list of 

individual but interrelated explanatory variables that are often mentioned in both the policy 
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innovation and adaptation literatures as means for explaining the adoption and diffusion of 

adaptation polices. For an overview see Table 3.1 below. 

         Internal        External 

Drivers • Extreme weather events • Efforts by international organization 

 • Increased public awareness • Efforts by European Union 

 • Recognizing the benefits of 

policy 

• Financial support from international 

funds 

 • Domestic political pressure  • Pressure from NGOs 

 • Scientific research • Motivated by progress in other 

countries 

Barriers • Lack of political awareness • Neighboring countries not adapting 

 • Lack of institutional capacity • Lack of transnational networks 

 • Lack of financial resources • Lack of guidance by European Union 

 • Lack of time and human 

resources 

• Communication/language barriers 

Table 3.1. Internal and external drivers and barriers for adaptation 

3.2.2 Potential drivers 

Internal drivers 

In the last few decades the costs and the damages associated with extreme weather events and 

natural disasters have been steadily increasing (MunichRe, 2011; UN-ISDR, 2011). So far 2011 was 

the most expensive year on record for natural disasters with economic losses worldwide totaling 

some 380 billion USD (MunichRe, 2011). In Europe alone, the years between 2000 and 2010 saw a 

series high profile floods, heatwaves and storms (Rayner & Jordan, 2010). These extreme events 

have been attributed to a changing climate (Field et al., 2012; IPCC, 2014). Therefore, since countries 

have begun to adopt adaptation policies one variable might be problem pressure, i.e. past extreme 

weather events such as storms, floods, droughts, fires, and weather related deaths that have 

affected the country. 
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Even if a country has or has not experienced severe weather events, the uptake of new policies is 

dependent upon a common acknowledgment of a collective problem that those polices could 

potentially address and some level of convergence on the framing of the problem (Parsons, 1995). In 

relation to climate change, this would entail an understanding of the potential harmful (or positive) 

impacts it could have on socio-economic and ecological systems. Thus an increase in public 

awareness and attention to climate change impacts might serve as a significant potential driver of 

adaptation policies (Lorenzoni & Hulme, 2009; Wolf & Moser, 2011). While awareness to climate 

impacts may indeed spur policy uptake, for adaptation policies to be considered a viable solution to 

the problem, there must also be an understanding of the potential benefits that adaptation policies 

can offer. Indeed, in the adaptation policy literature a clear distinction is made between drawing 

attention to climate impacts and increasing awareness as to the benefits of adaptation (see  Lim et 

al., 2005; Moss et al., 2013). Thus policy makers recognizing the benefits of adaptation to climate 

change may also serve as an explanatory variable (Stern, 2006). 

 

Even if awareness to the impacts of climate change and the benefits that policies addressing the 

issue may bring are understood, ultimately it is the role of governments to enact policy ( Smith et al., 

2009). It has been well documented that the choice of action or inaction on an issue can be driven by 

forces outside the government sphere, either by firms seeking government privilege or organized 

citizens demanding the introduction or removal of government oversight (Parsons, 1995; Tompkins 

& Eakin, 2013). Given that climate change has the potential to disrupt a wide array of socio-

economic activities both private and public, we might say that domestic political pressure on 

governments from firms and/or citizens to respond to that threat could be a potential driver for the 

adoption of adaptation policies (Dupuis & Knoepfel, 2011). 

 

A potential driver for adaptation that sits in a gray area between internal and external factors is the 

role scientific research on projected climate change impacts, vulnerability and adaptation is playing 

(Moss et al., 2010; Dessai & Hulme, 2004; Swart, 2009). Scientific research could be driven by 

internal factors or external but given the interconnectedness of the EU, especially with its 

framework projects, it would be hard to determine what research originated strictly within national 

jurisdictions. The potential for this to be a driver stems from the fact that the concept of adaptation 

is couched in the scientific understanding that the climate is changing and that there will be impacts 

that will have potentially harmful effects (see  IPCC, 2014). Arguably, without an understanding of 

climate science and adaptation science, adaptation would be a moot point (see  Moss et al., 2013). 
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External drivers 

As the core international document calling for adaptation policies, Article 4 of the 1997 UNFCCC 

states (rather limitedly) that signatory countries shall ‘‘implement and publish programs that 

facilitate adequate adaptation. . .’’ and that they should, ‘‘cooperate in preparing for adaptation.’’ 

Additionally, the OECD has been an avid promoter of adaptation policy in the past decade, 

publishing numerous books, reports and working papers as well as holding several meetings and 

workshops on the topic.7 Given the high-profile nature of both the UNFCCC and the OECD we might 

expect that a key variable fueling policy growth could be the result of international efforts by these 

two institutions to promote actions at the national level. Looking specifically to Europe; since 2005 

the EU, with their first Communication of the issue, ‘‘Winning the Battle Against Climate Change’’, 

has been actively promoting the uptake of adaptation policy in its Member States ( Rayner and  

Jordan, 2010). Arguing that a coordinated response to climate impacts would in the long run be 

more effective both cost and policy wise, they attempted to put the issue of adaptation on national 

agendas beginning with the working group of the second European Climate Change Program (ECCP). 

Following the ECCP, in 2007, they released a Green Paper on adaptation and a White Paper in 2009. 

In 2012, they created a new Directorate General for climate change issues with a unit solely devoted 

to adaptation and in 2013 released an EU-wide adaptation strategy. Given that environmental policy 

in the EU has been converging and given that it has been suggested that the EU has the ability to 

push policy uptake (Liefferink & Jordan, 2005), we might expect that EU efforts on adaptation could 

serve as a potential driver. In addition, we can expect that, because the direct connection of the EU 

to its Member States and their more recent efforts on adaptation policy, this driver might be more 

important in the formation of national adaptation policy than the international driver mentioned 

above. While international organizations may act as a stimulus for policy uptake, as  Berry & Berry 

(2007) state, that push may be accompanied by financial incentives. In Europe there exist a handful 

of funds that actively support adaptation, most notably EU Structural Funds, the EU’s Solidarity 

Fund, EU’s LIFE program, the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, and the Global 

Facility for Disaster Reduction and Recovery (Biagini et al., 2014). Therefore we might say that 

financial support from international grants or funds can serve as an explanatory variable for 

adaptation policy uptake. In the realm of environmental politics and in particular climate change, 

international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have shown themselves to be influential when 

it comes to pushing for policy change (Rowlands, 1995; Wapner, 1996). Indeed, given their 

international reach they can act as a promoter across a variety of countries influencing national level 

                                                           
7 A search of the OCED’s electronic library,  http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org, returned 119 publications (last 
accessed 17.09.12). 
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policies (Simmons et al., 2006). Organizations – inter alia – such as Greenpeace, the World Resources 

Institute and WWF are all active in adaptation, hence pressure from NGOs could also serve as a 

driver. 

 

A final potential external driver for adaptation to be mentioned is the role other countries may be 

playing in triggering the uptake of adaptation policies. Given that previous work by  Biesbroek et al.  

(2010),  Massey (2010), and  Rayner & Jordan (2010) show that only a select few countries were 

early leaders/innovators on adaptation (UK, Germany and Finland) and that early adopters can 

influence other countries in adopting similar policies (Graham  et al., 2012) it might be assumed that 

(a) countries are being motivated by the progress of other countries and (b) that to some degree 

countries are modeling other countries’ adaptation polices, practices and institutions. 

3.2.3 Potential barriers8 

Internal barriers 

The adaptation literature increasingly recognizes the political nature of adopting adaptation policies 

and many internal barriers to adaptation have been reported since, see for a systematic synthesis of 

the barriers to adaptation literature  Biesbroek et al. (2013), Moser & Ekstrom (2012), Spires et al. 

(2014) and  Vink  et al. (2013). Internal barriers reported include, for example, the conscious decision 

not to adopt a stand-alone adaptation policy, to follow a wait and see approach, political opposition 

and controversies that prevent consensus. An important barrier is the lack of political awareness and 

sense of urgency, resulting in limited political motivation to act (Dupuis & Knoepfel, 2011;  Biesbroek 

et al., 2013; Eriksen & Lind, 2009; Eisenack &  Stecker, 2012). Others have suggested that countries 

with weak institutional capacities are less likely to adopt policy than countries with strong capacities 

as institutional capacities enable the development of legislature that provides resource capacities, 

and create greater tolerance for policy innovation. The lack of institutional capacity may also be a 

barrier to adaptation (Jantarasami et al., 2010; Matthews, 2013; Lebel et al., 2011;  Storbjörk & 

Hedrén, 2011). Following from the above, new policies require substantial investment of 

governmental resources. Policy theory suggests that countries with greater economic development 

have a higher probability of adopting policies (Peters,  1997). Similar observations are found in 

adaptation scholarship (Lesnikowski et al., 2013). Surveying Dutch experts on climate change 

adaptation,  Biesbroek et al. (2011) found that, of the 67 possible barriers to adaptation, the lack of 

financial resources was perceived as the third most important barrier to adaptation, see also  

Mozumder et al. (2011) and Tribbia & Moser (2008). Others found that lack of time and human 

                                                           
8 Credits for this sub-section on Barriers go to Dr. Robbert Biesbroek (WUR) 
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resources to invest on adaptation greatly hampered policy uptake (Moser & Luers, 2008; Biesbroek  

et al., 2013; Burch, 2010). 

External barriers 

Many classical policy diffusion studies (e.g.  Berry & Berry,  2007) have tested the geographical 

proximity hypothesis, which suggests that policies are most likely to diffuse to countries which are in 

relative close proximity to one another. The same might be said for climate change adaptation 

policy, where close countries might share similar impacts and vulnerabilities. However, countries in 

close geographical proximity might not always be engaging in adaptation policy, which might be a 

barrier. Second, network externalities play an important role in the policy diffusion process. 

Networking of potential adopters significantly influences policy choice and plays a pivotal role to 

restrict policy adoption (Gray, 1973). Countries with strong transnational network ties, particularly 

with pioneering countries on adaptation policies (Swart, 2009), could benefit from the information 

about the policy, as a form of social learning. Vice versa, we might say that countries with weak or 

no transnational networks ties could potentially restrict policy adoption. Despite the EU’s concerted 

effort to put adaptation on the agendas of its Member States (see above) it might be said that some 

countries feel the EU could be doing more support them in their efforts to adopt policy. Additionally, 

coercive mechanisms for the adoption of adaptation policies are non-existent and are not likely to 

be implemented any time soon (Rayner & Jordan, 2013). Thus the lack of support and guidance by 

the EU could be considered as a potential barrier to the diffusion and adoption of adaptation policy 

(Hanger et al., 2012). Within countries, relevant knowledge on adaptation is often fragmented and 

dispersed across ministries, institutes and universities. Practices and experiences are hardly captured 

and stored systematically at least not for the purpose of diffusion. Lack of access to and distribution 

of these sources of knowledge has been an often-mentioned barrier to adaptation (Biesbroek et al., 

2013). Following from the above, diffusion of ideas can also be hampered by language barriers as 

early adopting countries such as the Netherlands in 2007 have mostly communicated about their 

national policies in their native language (see e.g.  VROM, 2007) and provided only abstracts in 

English, thereby potentially hampering the spreading of their ideas toward other countries. 

3.2.4 GDP as a variable 

A final explanatory variable may also be the GDP of the adopting country. As Lesnikowski et al. 

(2013) show, this can be an important factor in the decision and ability to uptake adaptation policy; 

where richer countries have more resources to invest on new policy than those less affluent (Peters, 

1997). Considering however, that the level of GDP is not a primary driver – richer countries may 

simply choose to ignore climate change, while less affluent ones still choose to invest in adaptation 
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policy – it will be used as a meta variable in our study. It should be mentioned however, that the lack 

of (financial) resources can also be seen as a barrier to adaptation (Biesbroek et al., 2013) (see 

above). 

3.3 Methodology 
To explore the potential influence of these variables, we designed and implemented an online 

survey to collect a comprehensive dataset. We then used the results to form hypotheses on the 

adoption and diffusion of adaptation policies (see Mintrom & Vergati, 1998 for a similar approach). 

This section describes the survey design, selection of respondents, collection of data and method of 

analysis. 

3.3.1 Survey design, sampling of respondents, and survey implementation 

The survey consisted of a mix of 25 open and closed questions regarding adaptation, which were 

divided into five discrete sections. The first looked into the development of national level adaptation 

policies and practices, focusing on the primary motivation for taking up adaptation as well as the 

role other countries may have played. The second section contained questions regarding the main 

barriers concerning the uptake and diffusion of adaptation. In both cases, respondents were asked 

about their attitude toward the drivers/barriers. The third section identified the existence and 

coverage of national level adaptation policy documents, such as plans, strategies and laws and the 

socio-economic sectors  they covered. The fourth section aimed to identify the government 

structure that worked on adaptation. These results were triangulated against relevant national 

documents. The fifth section of the survey identified non-governmental institutions working on 

adaptation. The survey was pretested with a small sample (n = 5) and feedback was provided which 

resulted in a slight rephrasing of questions and score scales. The final version of the survey can be 

found in Appendix 1. 

 

The survey aimed to collect information and opinions elite policy makers working first-hand on 

national level adaptation policy making. The respondents were identified from existing databases, 

contact lists of European research programs, workshop and meeting lists, and through personal 

contacts. For each country, we aimed to select between two and five respondents to prevent 

response bias. In total, 200 respondents from 36 European countries were invited to participate in 

the online survey. 69 completed surveys were collected (response rate of 35%) from 29 countries 

(coverage of 80%). Appendix 2 provides a list of country respondents. A first round of the survey ran 

from May to September, 2012. Due to the difficulty in accessing respondents, the survey was 

subsequently reopened in 2014 from March to June to gather additional responses. 
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3.3.2 Methods of data analysis 

To test the importance of the drivers and barriers for the uptake of adaptation activities and 

determine which may have played a role, the survey respondents were asked to rate a predefined 

list of 10 different motivations (see Sections  3.2 and 3.3) on a scale of 1–5 with 1 being ‘‘not 

important at all’’ and 5 being ‘‘very important’’. The aggregate of the responses were then scored 

and ranked. 

 

Working under the assumption that countries influenced each other, a series of questions was asked 

on the role other countries had played in their own decision making. The first simply asked; have you 

modeled your country’s adaptation policies, practices and institutions on other countries? 

Responses were then scored from 0 to 3, with 0 being, ‘‘no’’; 1 – yes, but only very little; 2 – yes, we 

modeled some; and 3 – yes we modeled a majority. Respondents were also asked to rate eight 

various reasons other countries had influenced them on a scale of 1–5 with 1 being ‘‘not important 

at all’’ and 5 being ‘‘very important’’. The aggregate of the responses were then scored and ranked. 

 

In analyzing GDP, we used the 2012 International Monetary Fund’s (IMF, 2013) ranking of nominal 

GDP of European countries as our data source. We divided our sample of counties into to three 

groups, High Ranked GDP, Middle Ranked GDP, and Lower Ranked GDP: with High representing the 

first top 10 ranked countries; Middle representing countries ranked 11–22 on the IMF list; and Lower 

representing all those below 22.9  

3.4 Results and discussion 

3.4.1 Internal and external drivers 

Of the ten motivations presented to respondents, for the entire group of 29 countries ‘‘past extreme 

weather events’’ was the ranked the number one in the list with a score of 4.35 out of 5, well above 

the mean of 3.45. Following in terms of importance were scientific research on climate impacts, 

efforts by the European Union, international efforts and increasing public awareness to climate 

impacts. Interestingly scoring only 3.07 and below the mean was ‘‘motivated by progress in other 

countries’’. These results suggest that while the primary driver for adaptation policy could be 

internal, the effects of extreme weather, external determinants, three in number, played a strong 

                                                           
9 High nominal GDP countries in order of IMF ranking: Germany (1), France (2), UK (3), Italy (5), Spain (6), 
Netherlands (7), Switzerland (8), Sweden (9), and Norway (10). Medium nominal GDP: Poland (11), Belgium 
(12), Austria (13), Denmark (14), Finland (15), Greece (16), Portugal (17), Ireland (18), Czech Republic (19), and 
Hungary (22). Lower nominal GDP: Slovakia (23), Bulgaria (27), Slovenia (28), Lithuania (29), Latvia (31), Cyprus 
(32) Estonia (33) Bosnia Herzegovina (34) and Albania (35). 
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supporting role scoring above the mean. Table 3.2 below shows the aggregate average rating score 

of all countries primary motivation for taking up adaptation activities. 

 

When looking at the countries based upon their GDP, a slightly different picture emerges. For the 

group High GDP and Middle GDP, we again see that extreme weather and scientific research score as 

the top two reasons and that the majority of the potential drivers above the mean are external. For 

Lower GDP countries however, it would appear that the most important driver was EU efforts to put 

adaptation on the agenda (score 4.21). This was followed closely (with respective scores of 4.07) by 

financial support for adaptation and past extreme weather events. Early adaptation policy studies 

note that that without concerted EU efforts in Lower GDP countries, most of which are in Central 

and Eastern Europe, these countries would be doing little to address climate change impacts 

(Massey, 2009). 

 

 

 

Explanatory variable   Driver type All Countries High GDP Middle GDP Lower GDP 

Past extreme weather events in the country (e.g. 

storms, floods, droughts, fires, weather related 

deaths) Internal 4,35 4,53 4,36 4,07 

Scientific research on projected climate change 

impacts, vulnerabilities and adaptation (e.g. IPCC, 

European projects, national research programs) External 4,12 4,25 4,32 3,64 

International efforts on adaptation (e.g. 

UNFCCC/OECD) External 3,62 3,47 3,73 3,86 

European efforts on adaptation (e.g. EU White 

Paper, ECCP) External 3,8 3,53 3,95 4,21 

Domestic political pressure Internal 3,38 3,66 3,57 2,64 

Recognizing the benefits of adaptation to climate 

change Internal 3,25 3,28 3,33 3,21 

Motivated by the progress in other countries External 3,07 3,13 2,91 3,21 

Increasing public awareness and attention to 

climate change impacts Internal 3,53 3,56 3,55 3,54 

NGO activity External 2,87 2,74 2,86 3,14 

Financial support from international grants or 

funding for adaptation External 2,55 1,97 2,45 4,07 

 

Mean 

 

3,45 3,41 3,50 3,56 

  Response rate   69 32 20 14 
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Table 3.2. Scores for Drivers of adaptation policy uptake 

3.4.2 Internal and external barriers 

The three highest ranked barriers to adaptation for the entire group and across different levels of 

GDP were internal, namely ‘‘lack of resources;’’ ‘‘lack of political awareness’’; ‘‘lack of institutional 

capacity’’, respectively (see Table 3.3). This suggests that transnational activities have been of 

limited influence preventing the diffusion of adaptation policy. When looking at the group as a 

whole and the High and Medium GDP country groups, the scores are above the calculated mean but 

below 4.00, which corresponds to ‘important barriers’ (on a scale of 1–5) suggesting that while they 

are seen as barriers they are not so important as to inhibit the undertaking of adaptation policies in 

general. For the Lower GDP countries, while the ranking of the three most important barriers is the 

same, the scores are much higher, all above 4.00, especially lack of resources. This suggests that 

these are to be considered important barriers for these countries. 

 

Explanatory variable   Barrier type All Countries High GDP Middle GDP Lower GDP 

Lack of access to adaptation knowledge and 

information from other countries External 2,63 2,66 2,55 2,71 

Lack of support and guidance from the EU External 2,67 2,41 3,00 2,86 

Lack of political awareness and urgency to adapt Internal 3,56 3,22 3,55 4,31 

Lack of network ties with (other) leading 

countries on adaptation External 2,88 2,91 2,75 3,07 

Lack of institutional capacity to incorporate 

adaptation Internal 3,51 3,03 3,55 4,50 

Lack of resources to invest on adaptation Internal 3,85 3,56 3,75 4,62 

Communication/language barriers External 2,65 2,39 2,95 2,86 

Countries in close proximity are not leaders on 

adaptation External 2,58 2,59 2,70 2,50 

 

Mean 

 

3,04 2,85 3,10 3,43 

  Response rate   69 32 20 14 

Table 3.3. Scores for Barriers to adaptation policy uptake 

3.4.3 Role of other countries 

Despite the fact that actions in other countries did not serve as a significant primary driver for 

initiating adaptation policy uptake (see  Table 3.2 above) we do find that activities in other countries 

were not without influence. As  Table 3.4 shows, 56.5% of respondents said that their country did 

model their own adaptation polices, practices and institutions on other countries, with the majority 

(31.9%) saying ‘‘we modeled some’’. Respondents were also asked the reason as to why other 
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countries had influenced them. As Table 3.5 illustrates, it would appear that the primary reason was 

out of emulating what other countries had done. Scoring at 4.24 and 4.09 respectively, the number 

one and number two reasons for influence were that other countries were seen to have good 

institutions for adaptation and that they were leaders on adaptation. 

Survey question - Have you modeled any of your country’s adaptation polices, practices and 

institutions on other countries? 

 

Answer Options 
Response 

Percent 
Response Count 

Yes, we modeled a majority of it on other 

countries 
1,4% 1 

Yes, we modeled some of it on other 

countries 
31,9% 22 

Yes, but only very little 
23,2% 16 

No, we did not for the most part model 

ourselves after other countries 

17,4% 12 

Don't know 26,2% 18 

Answered question 69 

Table 3.4. Modelling other countries 

 

 

 

Influence of other countries 

Why other countries influenced adaptation Score Mean 3,61 

MAXIMUM VALUE 5,00 Median 3 

They have good institutions or organizations for 

adaptation 

4,24 

 They are a leader on adaptation 4,09 

 Personal contacts or networks 3,76 

 Similar impact and vulnerability profile 3,76 

 Geographical proximity 3,67  

MEAN 3,61 

 They are a traditional environmental policy 3,39 
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leader 

Similar political system 3,04 

 To remain competitive with other countries 2,94 

 Response rate  
57 

 Table 3.5. Influence of other countries 

3.4.4 Drivers of adoption and diffusion: A discussion 

When looking at the declared motivations behind adopting adaptation policies for the entire set of 

countries, three external drivers score well above the mean (scientific research, EU efforts and 

efforts by the UNFCCC and OECD). However, the internal driver of past impacts of extreme weather 

events tops the list as the most important. Another internal driver scoring above the mean is the 

perceived increase in public awareness to climate change impacts. Scoring below the mean was 

progress made by other countries. When looking at the results based on GDP, again we see that 

external drivers figure more prominently than internal but for different reasons. For Middle and 

Lower GDP countries, European efforts to promote adaptation, was ranked as important and 

significantly important (respectively). For Lower GDP countries, financial support for adaptation was 

ranked as being significantly important. 

 

Based on these results we hypothesize that a country’s motivation to develop adaptation policy is 

largely, but not exclusively, externally driven and that the nominal GDP of a country helps determine 

which external factors are more important. Specifically, we hypothesize that the occurrence of 

extreme weather events in the past, coupled with research showing that these events are likely to 

increase in frequency, severity and cost in the future are important factors motivating richer 

countries to adapt. Also important for these countries is the push factor from the EU and 

international bodies. With decreasing GDP however, the role scientific research plays declines while 

EU efforts to spur adaptation and financial support for adaptation increase in importance. If this is 

true, it would suggest that the EU’s new LIFE+ program, a program to financially support capacity 

building for adaptation as well as implement adaptation projects (see  European Commission, COM 

(2013)216 final), will be a very useful instrument to promote adaptation and ensure its uptake. 

 

In terms of the role and influence countries had on each other in diffusing adaptation, we find that 

‘‘progress in other countries’’ on adaptation was not an important factor. Additionally, we see that 

56.6% respondents say that their country modeled their policies on others and that they did so 
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because other countries had good adaptation institutions and/or were perceived as a leader on 

adaptation. As such we hypothesize that other countries do not provide an impetus to take up 

adaptation, but rather serve as models of how to effect adaptation in the form of proof-of-principle 

(see  Voß, 2007). 

3.4.5 Barriers to adoption and diffusion: A discussion 

When looking at the most significant barriers, lack of resources, lack of institutional capacity, and 

lack of political awareness rank (in order) as the top three barriers for the entire sample of countries 

and for each GDP group. Interestingly, the scores are inversely proportional relative to the GDP 

country groupings: i.e. the scores of all three barriers increase when moving from Higher, Medium 

and Lower GDP countries, with the Lower GDP Country group showing the highest score for all three 

variables, all well above 4.00 (see  Table 3.3). 

 

Given that these are all internal barriers, we hypothesize that while the drive for a country to take 

on adaptation policies is largely external, its ability to do such is largely internally determined, and 

that the significance of these barriers increases as nominal GDP decreases. Additionally, we 

hypothesize that the ability of a country to adapt is, in part, determined by its level of GDP, a point 

raised by Lesnikowski et al. (2013). This latter hypothesis is further justified in that the group of 

Lower GDP countries scored financial support and efforts by the EU and other international bodies 

as being of significant importance for taking on adaptation policies. What needs to be seen is if the 

EU’s 2013 adaptation strategy (COM (2013)216 final), which alludes to these barriers, will be 

instrumental in helping countries overcome their internal barriers. Although the EU is paying 

considerable efforts in facilitating knowledge exchange and learning across countries, for example 

though the Climate-adapt website, and providing funding for adaptation (see above) there are 

limited mechanisms to address the non-financial aspects of institutional capacity. 

3.5 The effects of policy diffusion: Is a new policy field emerging? 
A major gap in the policy diffusion literature concerns the post adoption stage, and pointed 

questions can be asked about the actual and lasting effects of such diffusion (Biesenbender &  

Tosun, 2014; Jordan & Huitema, 2014a,b). In relation to adaptation policy, even though many 

countries are now adopting them, anecdotal evidence suggests that the effects of diffusion can be 

very uneven, with new policies hardly making a dent in established institutions in some countries, 

whilst having seemingly and lasting effects in other countries (Ford et al., 2011). 
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Here, we wish to examine the possible effects of policy diffusion by examining to which degree the 

adoption of adaptation policies is leading to the emergence of a new policy field, which some 

suggest has been achieved in the United Kingdom (see  Massey &  Huitema, 2013). We do so 

because policy fields represent the highest form of state and citizen regulatory and governing 

capacity over a particular topic, with arguably a certain level of stability (lasting effects) and a higher 

chance that problems/issues in a particular field will be dealt with in a systematic and structured 

manner rather than ad-hoc. This is because of the greater institutional capacity, money, and civic 

involvement brought to bear on the problem/issue (Massey & Huitema, 2013). Second, new policy 

fields can foster new forms of governance, including new and innovative instruments never before 

seen, such as voluntary agreements, emissions trading, and payment for environmental services as 

seen in the field of environmental management (Jordan et al., 2003). 

 

Even if studying the degree to which adoption and diffusion may be leading to the emergence of a 

new policy field is an intuitively attractive and relevant topic, certain hurdles exist which mean that 

the approach cannot be much more than inductive and exploratory for now. One of these hurdles is 

that the study of the origins and emergence of policy fields is scant in the literature (with the 

exception of  Knoke, 2004); so much so that the concept itself lacks any clear definition. When 

scholars discuss the dynamics of policy fields they focus on changes within established fields and not 

on measuring their existence and emergence ( Massey & Huitema, 2013). Hence, in order to explore 

if adaptation is perhaps emerging as a policy field in countries other than the UK, a model for such 

measurement needs to be developed from scratch. The task then below is to introduce and apply a 

very rudimentary model to the 29 countries in our survey. Considering the novelty of such a model it 

is not without drawbacks and limitations, ones that could be improved upon with future work. 

3.5.1 Definition of policy fields and measuring their emergence 

Policy fields are a basic and fundamental unit of governing in a country. They consist of institutional 

order, substantive authority, and substantive expertise working in tandem to support each other in 

the management of a public issue or set of issues (Massey &Huitema, 2013. Substantive authority 

relates to the existence of policy products and outputs such as policy programs, legislation, rules etc. 

Institutional order is the government institutions that produce substantive authority, such as 

ministries, ministerial offices, parliaments, etc. And substantive expertise is the manifestation of 

expert knowledge both inside and outside government by people and institutions with a vested 

interest in a particular issue (e.g. policy networks, NGOs, think tanks etc.) (Massey & Huitema, 2013). 

Without the presence of these three, the subject at hand can be seen as a policy topic or issue. 

 



 
43 

 

To measure the degree of policy field emergence in a country requires measuring the degree to 

which institutional order, substantive authority and substantive expertise are present in a country 

and provide each country with a total ‘‘policy field score’’. The score for institutional order (IO) is 

based on the types and number of national level government institutions a country has devoted to 

adaptation (e.g. ministerial offices/directorates, parliamentary committees, agencies). Depending on 

the type of institution a score between 0.1 and 1 is assigned to it. These are then summed to derive 

an overall score for IO. The score for substantive authority (SA) is based on the number of socio-

economic sectors that the national level adaptation legislation, adaptation plans and policy 

programs cover, with each sector receiving a score of 1. For example, if the national adaptation 

program/legislation addressed only agriculture, transportation and health then the institutional 

order score would be 3. The overall score of a can range from 1 to N. The logic being that a higher 

scoring implies a more robust SA and therefore a more robust policy field. Substantive expertise (SE) 

is scored by assigning a score of between 0.1 and 1 to the various types of non-government bodies 

(e.g. lobby groups, interest groups) that work on adaptation in a country. These are then summed to 

get an overall SE score. The scores for IO, SA and SE are then summed to get an overall policy field 

score (PFS) for a country with a higher total score representing more robust policy field emergence. 

For more details on the scoring methodology see Appendix 3. 

 

The policy field score (PFS) for each country ranged from 0 to 25. For ease of comparison the scores 

were normalized on a scale between 0.000 and 1.00 to derive an overall PFS for each country, with 

the UK representing 1, as it received the highest raw score of 25.2.10 

3.5.2 Is a new policy field emerging? 

Table 6 shows that with the UK excluded, there are 14 countries that have a calculated policy field 

score, with five scoring above 0.500. This suggests that the uptake of adaptation policies is in some 

cases (with varying degrees) leading to a coalescence of institutional order, substantive authority 

(and substantive expertise) around the issue of adaptation pushing it from a policy topic into an 

emerging policy field. As to why and how this is happening requires future research. 

Normalized and ranked policy field scores for countries based upon institutional order and 

substantive authority. 

 

                                                           
10 Survey respondents were asked ‘‘yes’’ or ‘‘no’’ if there are any organizations not part of the official 
government that work on adaptation. And they were asked to provide a list of names. Unfortunately 
respondents only replied ‘‘yes’’ or ‘‘no’’ without providing a list. As a result in order to avoid any explicit bias 
we tabulated the scores of IO and SA those surveys that responded ‘‘yes’’ to the existence of substantive 
expertise. 
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Country Normalized PF score 

United Kingdom 1,000 

Spain 0,671 

France 0,619 

Lithuania 0,571 

Finland 0,567 

Switzerland 0,500 

Portugal 0,480 

Belgium 0,437 

Hungary 0,437 

Denmark 0,397 

Austria 0,286 

Germany 0,238 

Norway 0,238 

Poland 0,218 

Sweden 0,198 

Netherlands 0,159 

Latvia 0,119 

Albania 0,000 

Bosnia Herzegovina 0,000 

Bulgaria 0,000 

Cyprus 0,000 

Czech Republic 0,000 

Estonia 0,000 

Greece 0,000 

Iceland 0,000 

Ireland 0,000 

Italy 0,000 

Slovakia 0,000 

Slovenia 0,000 

Table 3.6. Policy field scores of countries 

Our method for measuring the degree of policy field emergence seeks to quantify indices of 

institutional order (IO), substantive authority (SA) and substantive expertise (SE). Unfortunately, 

quantifying substantive expertise did not prove to be feasible. Nevertheless, we can say with 

certainty that SE is perceived to exist in a number of countries based upon the survey results. 

Overall, the results show that 14 countries exhibit a policy field score and five, not including the UK, 

which score 0.500 or higher on the scale (Spain, France, Lithuania, Finland and Switzerland). While 

these scores do not confirm that adaptation is emerging as a policy field in these countries, they are 

highly suggestive that they are. 
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The implication of these findings requires deeper analysis and raises a series of additional questions. 

Why for example do some countries appear to be moving toward creating a new policy field for 

adaptation and others not? Is it indeed directly related to policy diffusion as suggested? Also, was 

there a conscious decision to take adaptation in this direction or was it by happenstance? Could it be 

related to the initial reasons for taking on adaptation policies? Looking at the scores for the 

explanatory variables, we see that for the entire sample of countries, domestic political pressure 

scores at 3.38, but for the five countries with the highest policy field scores (including the UK) this 

variable scores at 4.00. Similarly, increasing public awareness, scores higher for these countries 

(3.69) than it does for the entire sample (3.53). Perhaps then there is a relationship between the 

socio-political makeup of the country and the emergence of the policy field. In terms of GDP, even 

though four out of the ten High GDP countries show a PFS score above 0.500, there are some that 

show a very low or no PFS. Also, in those countries that show a strong indication of a policy field, 

what is the effect of adaptation policy? As said above, the existence of a policy field assumes that 

the topic will be dealt with in a systematic and comprehensive manner (a point that is especially 

important for adaptation given the potential damage climate change can cause). Is this then the case 

as compared to countries with a lower policy field score? 

 

In general our findings also raise the broader issue of how policy fields actually emerge in the first 

place, and what are the forces driving it (are they uniform across countries or do they depend on 

national circumstances)? Answering these questions calls for further empirical and theoretical 

research. As  Massey & Huitema  (2013) state, the study of emerging policy fields sits outside current 

conceptions of how public policy is made and changes overtime. Theories such as Multiple Streams 

(Kingdon, 1984), Advocacy Coalitions (Sabatier, 2007) and Punctuated Equilibrium (Baumgartner & 

Jones, 2009) focus on policy changes within policy fields; they do not explore how fields come about. 

Yet the emergence of new policy fields represent precisely the kind of ‘transformational’ large-scale 

policy change that policy scholars and practitioners search for and seek to understand. Thus work on 

this topic can add an important new dimension to policy analysis and policy practice. 

 

For this to happen though, research should begin with the development of a more refined model for 

measuring policy field emergence, one not strictly based on the definition of a policy field, but one 

that also includes other criteria, such as inter alia spending on adaptation. Additionally, perhaps one 

of the most vexing aspects of the model is the lack of a concrete threshold where it can be said a 

policy field exists or not. To be sure, while the aim of the present work was to discover if policy field 
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emergence was occurring as relative to a country where it already appears to exist (the UK), having a 

concrete metric in addition to the existence of institutional order, substantive authority and 

substantive expertise would greatly improve the clarity of understanding and better inform future 

studies. 

3.6 Conclusions and future directions 
The field of adaptation policy research has expanded rapidly in recent years but is dominated by 

interesting but non-cumulative cases. In this article we have identified a set of explanatory variables 

and presented a new dataset which together allow more sophisticated hypotheses to be developed 

to explain how and why climate change adaptation polices have spread so quickly. Furthermore, we 

have empirically examined the unfolding effects of policy adoptions, namely the possibility that 

adaptation is emerging as a self-standing policy field. 

 

For climate policy innovation scholars, our work will allow further studies to test our hypotheses, 

engage in longitudinal analysis, and bring a greater level of analytical detail into the discussion of 

adaptation policy adoption and diffusion. Additionally, it opens the door for comparative research 

between mitigation and adaptation polices, which for the most part are studied in isolation and until 

recently were seen as being diametrically opposed (Neufeldt et al., 2010). Understanding the 

interplay between the adoption and diffusion of both can help bring greater clarity to the broader 

dynamics of climate policy innovation, as well as better understand the scope for coordinating 

between them to remain within two degrees of warming (Jordan et al., 2013). For scholars of 

adaptation policy, it provides a means to go beyond single cases to understand why countries 

choose (not) to adapt – a field of analysis that is still in a nascent stage (Javeline, 2014). In particular, 

more attention should be paid to the explanatory variables. While we attempted to cover the most 

prominent variables, it was difficult to be comprehensive. Reviewing the literature on barriers to 

adaptation,  Biesbroek et al. (2013) identified over 200 possible barriers to adaptation – far more 

than can be included in a single study. A finer level of analysis should also be done between our 

explanatory variables and different types of possible control factors, not just GDP. Looking at other 

factors such as political make up, geographical location, and types of expected impacts may yield 

interesting results.  Massey et al. (2014) and  Biesbroek et al. (2014) note that in the Netherlands, 

there was a political decision to define national level adaptation policy as primarily about water 

management issues. As such there is practically no dedicated ‘‘adaptation policy’’. Additionally, 

more research could be done on the difference and/or interplay between national level decisions to 

take up adaptation and lower levels of government. In Sweden and Germany, the majority of 
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adaptation policy making takes place at the regional and municipal levels, with little central 

government involvement (Massey et al.,  2014; Biesbroek et al., 2014). For those interested in 

broader public policy transformation, our treatment on the emergence of new policy fields creates 

an opportunity to further explore large-scale policy change. 

 

Finally, one of the limitations in this study has been the limited access to comprehensive and reliable 

datasets to do quantitative analysis, forcing us to develop our own dataset. In parallel to developing 

the research agenda, further investments in these datasets at the national, European or 

international level are needed to ensure better monitoring and analysis of the progress on 

adaptation to climate change. 
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Chapter 4. The emergence of climate change adaptation as a new field 

of public policy in Europe11 

Abstract 
Over the past decade, climate change adaptation has become an integral item on the climate policy 

agendas of several European countries. As such, researchers have begun to question what concrete 

changes in polices are occurring at national levels and what dynamics can explain these changes. 

While new laws, policies and institutions have been created to deliver adaptation, supported 

through processes of cross-national policy innovation and learning, another interesting observation 

being made is that adaptation is steadily emerging into a new separate and distinct policy field in a 

handful of countries. The purpose of this article is twofold: first, to empirically map where and to 

what degree adaptation is emerging as a policy field; second, to theoretically and empirically explore 

the drivers underpinning policy field emergence. Based upon a survey of leading adaptation policy 

makers in 27 European countries, we show that there are signs of adaptation becoming a policy field 

in 15 countries. Furthermore, we find that even though institutional change, coupled with increasing 

public attention and pressure on governments to react to climate change, has helped drive the 

emergence of adaptation as a policy field, it would appear that it is the activities of elite policy 

makers and experts that have had the most influence. 

4.1  Introduction 
Over the past decades the topic of policy change has received considerable attention. Moreover, it 

could be argued that some of the most important theoretical frameworks in the policy science 

literature, such as the Advocacy Coalition Framework (Sabatier 2007), the Punctuated Equilibrium 

Framework (Baumgartner & Jones 2009), and the Multiple Streams Framework (Kingdon, 1984) have 

largely focused on understanding such change (Real-Dato, 2009). One plank of the argument in that 

literature is that policy change comes in different sizes and shapes: some changes are incremental; 

others are more fundamental and some could be even called paradigmatic (Hall, 1993). Interestingly, 

however, much of the academic debate over policy change takes an important part of the context - 

the policy field (policy domain, policy monopoly, policy subsystem, policy area) in which such 

changes occur - as a given. For instance, the Advocacy Coalition Framework focuses on “subsystems” 

of the broader policy landscape, such as environmental policy (Dryzek & Dunleavy, 2009) but not on 
                                                           
11 This chapter was first published as: Massey, E. and Huitema, D. (2015) The emergence of climate change 
adaptation as a new field of public policy in Europe. Regional Environmental Change. DOI 10.1007/s10113-015-
0771-8 
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the formation of these subsystems. The Multiple Streams Framework looks at the separate dynamics 

within a field (be it transport, education or environment) determining how they have influenced 

policy change. And analyses of policy change through a Punctuated Equilibrium Framework lens also 

looks at sudden changes inside established policy fields such as energy (Colgan et al., 2011).  

 

The lack of attention paid to policy fields as a whole is not restricted to the leading models of policy 

sciences. Reviewing a number of textbooks and handbooks on public policy, we find that the term 

“policy field” is essentially taken for granted; while frequently used, it is rarely defined or treated as 

a relevant variable in understanding policy dynamics. As a result, a crucial level of analysis for policy 

change is missing. This is remarkable because, as Massey et al. (2014) state, “policy fields represent 

the highest form of state and citizen regulatory and governing capacity over a particular 

topic…”(p.7). Their existence (or absence) has important implications on the type and delivery of 

public and semi-public goods and the level of attention brought to bear on any public problem (think 

of topics such as agriculture, health care or education). Additionally, stability is added to the 

provision of these public goods as policy fields tend to be populated by specialized organizations 

(e.g. ministries), associated with access and veto points to decision making processes (e.g. a place at 

the table during cabinet meetings). Given the consequential role policy fields play in a governing 

system coupled with the lack of attention paid to them in the literature (where they come from and 

how they emerge) opens up a unique opportunity to expand scholarly understanding of policy 

change.   

 

The purpose of this article is to begin to explore conceptually and empirically how policy fields might 

emerge at the national level, specifically using the issue of climate change adaptation as a case. We 

focus on climate change adaptation because, over the past decade, efforts to address the growing 

impacts of climate change have become a cornerstone of domestic and international climate policy 

agendas (Ford & King 2013; Bauer, Feichtinger, & Steurer ,2011; Keskitalo, 2010; Nuefeldt et al., 

2010). Amid the flurry of policy activity, which is especially visible within Europe, researchers have 

begun to pose questions such as: what concrete changes in polices are occurring at the national level 

and what can explain these changes (Dupuis & Biesbroek, 2013; Ford et al. 2013)? While new laws 

have been enacted, new policies implemented, and new institutions created to deliver adaptation, 

one of the more interesting and perhaps significant observations in policy change is that in the 

course of this activity, adaptation appears to be steadily emerging into a new separate policy field in 

a number of European countries (Massey et al., 2014). Such an observation demands we ask: how is 

this policy change occurring? And what are the forces and dynamics bringing this policy field to life? 
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Since the study of the origins and emergence of policy fields is scant in the policy sciences literature 

(with the exception of Knoke, 2004), our task is both novel and ambitious, conceptually and 

empirically. 

 

We begin our work at the conceptual level (Section 2) by presenting a testable definition of a policy 

field based on our previous work (see Massey & Huitema, 2013; Massey et al., 2014). Then we 

develop an original set of potential explanations for the emergence of a policy field – harking back to 

several conceptual traditions in political science. Highlighting a set of potential factors that might 

explain their emergence– such elite versus pluralistic activity, and/or institutional path dependency. 

In Section 4 we turn towards our empirical analysis. Working with the results of an original survey of 

leading adaptation policy makers in 27 European countries, we first measure the degree to which 

adaptation is emerging as a policy field in various countries based upon our definition of a policy 

field. We find that the degree of emergence is quite varied. Following this we test the potential 

factors for policy field emergence against our dataset. Finally, we analyze whether and how the 

factors potentially related to the emergence of policy fields have contributed to the varying degrees 

of adaptation’s emergence in our case countries. What we find is that even though institutional 

change, coupled with increasing public attention and pressure on governments to react to climate 

change, has helped drive the emergence of adaptation as a policy field, it would appear that it is the 

activities of elite policy makers and experts that have had the most influence. The article concludes 

with a discussion of our findings, the limitations of this work, and avenues for future research. 

 

4.2 A novel framework for studying policy field emergence 

4.2.1 Policy field definition 

While the term policy field and its synonyms policy domain, policy subsystem, policy area have 

received limited attention in the literature, a handful of loose descriptions of what they are have 

been put forth. May et al. (2006) describe them as “established areas of policy that give meaning to 

common problems and have integrative properties”. Borrowing from Laumann & Knoke (1987), 

Birkland (2005) states that they are “the substantive area of policy over which participants in policy 

making compete and compromise, such as the environmental policy domain or the health domain”. 

Further, Howlett et al. (2009), Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith (1993) and Baumgartner & Jones (1993) 

characterize them as a constellation of actors, institutions and ideas within a particular interest 

sector who put forth problem definitions and solutions for that sector. (For similar descriptions see 

also Knoke, 2004; Burstein, 1991). Massey & Huitema (2013) state, however, that policy fields can be 
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seen as a state sanctioned unit of governing within the socio-political system of a country where 

there exist so called “substantive authority”, “institutional order”, and “substantive expertise” 

working in tandem to support each other in the management of a public issue or set of related 

issues (e.g. agriculture, defense, health care). Substantive authority relates to the existence of policy 

products and outputs such as policy programs, legislation, rules, etc. Institutional order can be seen 

as the government institutions that produce substantive authority, such as ministries, ministerial 

offices, parliamentary committees. And substantive expertise is the manifestation of expert 

knowledge both inside and outside government by people and institutions with a vested interest in a 

set of particular issues (e.g. policy issue networks, NGOs, think tanks etc.). What sets this definition 

apart from its predecessors is that it is the first workable description of a policy field, one that can be 

used to test for potential policy field existence and emergence. 

4.2.2 Conceptual framework 

Having defined a policy field, the remaining questions are how to understand adaptation’s 

emergence conceptually and can such emergence be empirically mapped? To answer these 

questions, we look at the possible emergence of a policy field through three state-centered political 

science theoretical lenses: Pluralism, Elitism and Institutionalism. The rationale is as follows. From 

our reading of the policy science literature, the most dominant theories for explaining policy 

dynamics and change are the Punctuated Equilibrium Framework, the Advocacy Coalition 

Framework and the Multiple Streams Framework (see Real-Dato, 2009). While these three theories 

have explanatory capabilities for how public policy works and ultimately changes, their main focus is 

detailing agenda setting mechanisms and the dynamics of change within existing, well established 

policy fields and not how new fields themselves might begin to emerge (Massey and Huitema 2013). 

Their unit of analysis is a policy issue (e.g. strengthening of environmental regulations, the 

introduction of green taxes) and not how the field of environmental policy itself emerged. In 

essence, the study of field emergence goes beyond agenda setting and change. It picks up effectively 

where these theories end to show how a policy issue can evolve into a field. 

 

Looking outside these dominant theories, attention towards explaining the emergence of new policy 

fields has received limited attention over the years. Knoke’s (2004) work, probably the most well-

known, attempts to systematically theorize the genesis of new fields. Knoke suggests that six key 

elements are necessary for a new field to develop - focusing events, technological innovations, 

political entrepreneurs, issue framing, policy networks and policy domain institutionalization – and 

explains why each is important to a field’s emergence. While he creates a narrative of how these 

elements fit together, ultimately, he takes an institutionalist perspective for policy field 
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development, arguing that new fields are simply a reconfiguration of previous institutions. By doing 

so, he ignores the role pluralistic or elitist forces may play. Similarly, policy field emergence is 

addressed (albeit tangentially) in Williams’ (2009) work on the internationalization of Canada’s 

financial services policy. Also writing in the institutionalist vein, he states that new policy fields can 

emerge when exogenous developments force two or more fields to address a common policy 

problem in tandem. The result is the creation of what he calls an “‘uber’ policy subsystem” (p.23, 

original emphasis, original spelling), where the once separate fields merge to create new institutions 

and a new assembly of actors to address the problem (see also Jochim & May, 2010). Hints of policy 

field emergence can also be found in recent work on policy innovation (see for example Jordan & 

Huitema 2014; Schaffrin et al. 2014). There, policy field emergence can be seen as a byproduct 

and/or outcome of policy innovation. And, while an interesting finding, these authors also take a 

decidedly institutionalist approach in explaining policy field emergence, again sidestepping the role 

other frames might have played. 

 

Given this dearth in the public policy literature, we are forced to expand our horizons and look to 

broader, more fundamental theories of politics that seek to explain governing processes in socio-

political systems (i.e. nation states). The justification in exploring the role state-centered theories of 

governing have played in the emergence of new policy fields is (i) we define policy fields as a unit of 

governing within the socio-political system of a state; (ii) a policy field is fundamentally a state or 

government sponsored set of institutional arrangements to deal with problems and issues in society; 

and (iii) their emergence and creation can be seen as an act of governing by the state and 

subsequently, without state sanctions they would not exist. In choosing the theoretical lenses the 

two most immediate to come to mind are pluralism and elitism.  

 

Since the mid-20th century, pluralism (see e.g. Dahl, 1961) and elitism (see e.g. Mills, 1956) have 

become rivaling theories to explain how liberal democratic societies govern themselves, the role 

political actors play in such societies, and in effect how policy is made or changes. On the one hand, 

with pluralism the power to enact policy change is diffused (horizontally and vertically) throughout 

civil society, and despite there being certain power imbalances, access to the policy process remains 

open to all. On the other hand, with elitism access to the policy process and the power to enact 

change is portrayed as residing within a closed group of networks, cut off from the public, which 

serve their own political and financial interest. A third lens which can also be explored is 

institutionalism. Following in the wake of the pluralist vs. elitists discussions, institutionalism (and it 

variants) has also taken a solid hold in the debate of governance and public policy (see e.g. Ostrom, 
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1986; Schmidt, 2006). Portraying the state/governments, not so much as a constellation of actors 

working towards some purpose, but rather as a combination or ensemble of institutional 

arrangements into which political actors are subsumed (Hay and Lister 2006). Below we look more in 

depth at these lenses and conceptually map out how adaptation may have begun to emerge under 

each. 

Pluralism 

One can argue that contemporary pluralism, as complex and multi-veined as it is (see Dryzek & 

Dunlevey, 2009), propounds that while ultimate decision making authority lies within the 

components of the state (legislative, executive, judiciary), the ability and the power to shape and 

influence governing decisions and ultimately policy is spread throughout the polity. In essence, 

politics and society are divided into multiple actors, interest groups (active and latent) and 

institutions both inside and outside government (Dahl, 1967). Each group having ideas, interests and 

beliefs on how society should be governed, as well as a valid voice in the governing process. Power 

and expertise are spread across a variety of institutions which interact and commune with each 

other. Pluralism stresses the existence of an active civil society which can lobby government through 

multiple channels and intones the need for dialogue, debate and action. Political decisions are the 

outcome of a majority of actors or groups reaching consensus on an issue.  

 

Applying a pluralistic lens to the development of adaptation as  a policy field, we would expect that 

it was interest groups within civil society, and perhaps academia that lobbied their governments to 

expand attention towards adaptation, whilst battling others who considered the issue less of a 

priority. We might also postulate that there were organizations with knowledge and expertise about 

adaptation that recognized the potential gravity of climate change impacts. That these organizations 

initially pushed adaptation on the agenda, and continued to lobby government on the need to 

increase its role and oversight on the issue through the creation of new and codified institutions and 

authority. 
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PLURALISM  

Assumptions Possible evidence 

Civil society organizations driving force 
for expansion of adaptation. 

Existence of societal organizations (NGO”s, lobby groups, think tanks) that had 
adaptation as part of their agenda/portfolio. 

Various organizations developing 
normative arguments  for greater 
government involvement in 
adaptation. 

Reports, academic papers, conferences, meetings, symposia. 

Groups pressure government to 
expand  action  - development of 
narratives calling for broader 
intervention. 

Policy briefs, petitions, open letters, media articles/editorials, public 
demonstrations. 

Govt. acknowledges groups engaging 
them in dialogue. 

Meetings, public hearings, response letters to groups, speeches by govt. 
official or politicians. 

Internal dialogue in govt. on courses of 
action to pursue. 

Inter-ministerial meetings, steering groups, committees, parliamentary 
debate, policy papers, new legislation or rules. 

Outcomes of govt. actions put up for 
public review. 

Public consultations, publication of meeting minutes, publication of govt. 
decisions. 

Table 5.1. Assumptions and possible evidence for the growth of adaptation policy through Pluralism 

Elitism 

In contrast to the open and inclusive approach to governing that pluralism espouses, elitist theory 

takes the opposite view stating that political and decision making power rests with small groups who 

are removed from those they govern (Dryzek & Dunleavy, 2009). Elites could be political leaders, 

corporations, wealthy families and those in high society. Through concentration of power and 

resources, elites can exert their will so as to influence or prevent changes in society. In the modern 

political science literature two strains of elite theory have emerged: the “statecraft approach” 

(Bullpit, 1986) and the “policy communities approach”(Marsh & Rhodes, 1992). Under the statecraft 

approach, policy making power sits solely in the hands of the state among a small group of top 

political party officials, civil servants and policy advisors whose goal is to remain in elected office by 

appearing to make competent policy decisions. On the other hand, policy communities are a small, 

tight knit group of actors from government, academia, professional organizations and firms that 

share common interests and values over an issue and have decision making power over that issue. It 

should be noted that under elite theory, “policy communities” are distinct entities from the policy 

networks or issue networks as explained by Howlett, Ramesh and Perl (2009). Where policy 

communities are decidedly seen as an elite form of governance, policy or issue networks, are 

pluralistic because of their size and diverse membership (Evans, 2006). Through sharing respective 
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resources (knowledge, expertise, influence and finances), policy communities are able to materialize 

their ideas into actions largely with the exclusion of the public or broader government institutions 

(Evans, 2006; Marsh & Rhodes, 1992). 

 

Given that elite theory stresses a closed nature to governing, we assume that adaptation, despite 

being on the agenda, was not a subject of public concern. Specifically, we would expect there to 

have been a combination of increased governing activity in the realm of adaptation with an absence 

of discourse on, public demand for, and interest groups around adaptation pushing for its expansion. 

Similarly, within wider government circles we would expect to find little activity. Rather there was a 

policy community of academics, senior politicians and senior managers from economic/social 

organizations (e.g. insurance companies) with their own knowledge, expertise and mutual interest 

for adaptation. Within this community we might find the appearance of reports and academic 

papers that could be attributed to a handful of authors. On the government side, we might find that 

emerging regulations, legislation and polices were championed by a limited number of senior 

officials and that such outputs were in some form ideologically or materially beneficial to just a few 

economic/social organizations. 

 

ELITISM   

Assumptions Possible evidence 

Adaptation was not an issue of public concern - lack of broad 
civil discourse, limited number civil societal organizations 
working on adaptation. 

No interest groups developing knowledge, no 
reports, papers, meetings, symposia etc. 

Adaptation work was being discussed and developed by a small 
number of identifiable organizations  or individuals inside and 
outside government. 
 

Identifiable policy community. 

Knowledge on expansion of adaption generated within 
identifiable policy community. 

Reports and papers attributed to a small-handful of 
authors. Meeting and conferences with limited 
number of actors. Meetings attended by the same 
actors. 

Within government, adaptation restricted to a single office or a 
handful of senior officials. 

Proposed regulations, rules and legislation receive 
little public scrutiny or debate and sponsorship can 
be attributed back to particular individuals or a 
single office. 

Proposed government outcomes materially or ideologically 
benefit members of the policy community e.g. insurance and 
construction companies. 

A limited number of companies received financial 
benefits as a result of new government policy e.g. 
expected annual costs to insurance companies 
would decrease or increase in business for 
construction companies. 
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Table 5.2. Assumptions and possible evidence for the growth of adaptation policy through Elitism 

Institutionalism 

Unlike pluralism which focuses on the interactions of multiple groups or elitism which traces the 

actions of a limited few, modern institutionalism centers on the institutional landscape and how 

government and social institutions shape the political and social life. Under this perspective, 

institutions are not to be thought of as simply administrative organizations but more broadly as also 

habits and norms of action that individuals and organizations come to adhere to over time, which 

are stable and enduring in their operation (Goodin, 1998). Moreover as Young (2002) states, they 

are “sets of rules, decision making procedures and programs that define social practices, assign roles 

to the participants in these practices, and guide interactions among occupants of individual 

roles”(p.5). An institutional perspective implies that political and social behavior is structured by 

relatively stable sets of rules that make behavior predictable and that the types and configurations 

of institutions define and set parameters for courses of action (Ostrom, 1986; Schmidt, 2006). 

 

Modern institutional theory can be aggregated along three broad theoretical lines: normative/ 

sociological, rational choice, and historical (Lowndes, 2002; Schmidt, 2006). Because of its eclectic 

nature and explanatory power, historical institutionalism (HI) is one of the most widely used 

approaches among institutional scholars (Lowndes, 2002; Peters & Pierre, 2006). Under HI, 

institutional patterns of governing operate along routine pathways that persist over long periods of 

time. New developments can occur only when some form of external pressure is exerted on existing 

institutional arrangements, such as emerging problems (e.g. climate change impacts) that they do 

not handle well in the eyes of administrators or the relevant public. As a result, old institutions begin 

to shift, with new institutions emerging to mitigate the pressure. Paradoxically, this seems to imply 

that institutions themselves are not the agents behind new institutions but rather responders. 

Indeed this lack of identifiable agency has been a source of critique for HI (Peters, Pierre, & King, 

2005). This critique, however, might be mitigated under Giddens’(1984) Structuration approach. Also 

central to HI is the concept of path dependence - the notion that previous governing decisions and 

choices (intentional or not) will roughly determine the boundaries for shaping future decisions and 

arrangements (see Streeck & Thelen, 2005). The notion of path dependence has two consequences. 

First, that previous governing decisions might in fact cause future pressures and problems that will 

spark the development of new institutional arrangements. Second, that path dependence can lead 

to institutional vestiges whereby any new institutional arrangements will contain elements of the 

old. 
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Taking an HI approach, how might we explain the emergence of adaptation as a policy field? Firstly, 

given the definition of a policy field we might assume that a policy field is an institution. Knowing 

that new institutions stem from existing ones and that the dynamics are brought about by emerging 

problems and pressures that the old institution could not handle, we might assume that: (i) 

adaptation would evolve out of previously institutionalized but related policy fields (e.g. climate 

mitigation policy, land use planning, disaster control, or water management); and (ii) that its 

emergence was a result of new problem pressures that these fields could not sufficiently resolve. As 

a result new forms of institutional order, substantive authority and substantive expertise would 

begin to coalesce around the new problems. Within this new institutional arrangement called 

adaptation we would also expect to find vestiges of other policy fields. 

 

Table 5.3. Assumptions and possible evidence for the growth of adaptation policy through 

Institutionalism 

 

While each of these lenses might serve as a plausible explanation for the emergence of a policy field, 

one critical assumption to be made is that adaptation was already on the public agenda and that is 

was an existing, established policy issue. Hence, when exploring policy field emergence the key 

question is: how did it move from being an issue to being a field? Thus as previously mentioned, 

these theories pick up where previous theories of agenda setting and change have left off. 

INSTITUTIONALISM   

Assumptions Possible evidence 
Adaptation evolved out of pre-existing related policy fields such  
climate change mitigation, land use planning, disaster control or 
water management. 

Early documents, reports and discussion on 
adaptation would be linked to or embedded in other 
policy field  documentation. Experts in other fields 
began working on adaptation. Adaptation on the  
meeting  agendas of other policy fields. 

Magnitude of problem perceived too large for related policy 
fields to solve.  New narratives created on the inability of policy 
fields to solve climate change problems. 

Documents, meetings and speeches questioning 
capabilities of other related policy fields to deal with 
newly perceived climate problems. The practices and 
procedures  of the fields offer no answer to 
adaptation problematique. 

Normative understanding or agreement inside and outside 
government that problem should be addressed. 

Declarative documents and statements calling for 
new government and non-government institutions 
for adaptation. 

New institutional arrangements  emerge from related pre-
existing policy fields  that begin to address problem pressure. 

 People and resources from other related policy 
fields would be shifted to and  involved in new so 
called adaptation venues.  
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4.3 Methodology 

4.3.1 Survey design and respondent sampling 

The analytical work was based on an original online cross national survey of 27 European countries. 

The survey itself was part of a broader project studying the development, innovation and diffusion 

of climate change adaptation policy making across Europe (see Massey et al., 2014) aiming to collect 

information and opinions of elite policy makers working first-hand on national level adaptation 

policy making.  

 

The survey contained 25 questions (in open and closed format) regarding the motivations behind 

adaptation, barriers to adaptation, its institutional structure, and the existence and types of national 

level policy documents (See Appendix 1 for a copy of the survey). A particular set of questions was 

aimed at measuring the degree to which adaptation was a policy field in each country, while another 

focused on the factors behind its emergence. Respondents were identified from contact lists of 

European research programs, existing databases, workshop and meeting lists, and through personal 

contacts. For each country, we sought to select between two and five respondents to prevent 

response bias. In total 106 respondents from 36 European countries were invited to participate in 

the online survey. In total 53 completed surveys were collected (response 49%) from 27 countries 

(75% of countries approached). 

4.3.2 Data analysis: An overview 

For the data analysis the following steps were followed. First, based upon the collected data, we 

calculated a raw policy field score for each country (detailed description follows below). These 

scores ranged from 0 – 25.2. For ease of comparison, the raw scores were then normalized on a 

scale from 0.000-1.000 using the highest raw score 25.2 (UK) as our reference point of 1.000 to 

derive an overall policy field score (PFS) for each country.12 Out of the group of 27 countries, we 

removed all those that received a PFS of.000 (showing no signs of adaptation as a policy field) thus 

reducing our data set to 15 countries. Next we divided and ranked the countries into four groups 

based upon their PFS: where countries with a score between .750 - 1.00 were labeled as showing 

‘highly significant’ signs of policy field emergence; countries with a score between .500-.750 as 

showing ‘significant’ signs of policy field emergence; countries between .250-.500 as showing 

‘moderate’ signs of policy field emergence; and countries with a score higher than .000 but below 

.250 labeled as showing ‘limited’ signs of policy field emergence. We then analyzed  the sample as a 

                                                           
12 Previous research shows that adaptation can be considered an emerging policy field in the UK (Massey and 
Huitema, 2013; Contestabile, 2014). 
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whole, based upon the scoring of the survey responses,  to see which (if any) of the factors 

(Pluralism, Elitism, Institutionalism)  played a dominant role. Additionally, we performed a regression 

analysis for each factor on the 15 countries to see what (if any) relation there was between the 

factors and the degree policy field emergence. We then analyzed each of the four groups, based 

upon their degree of emergence, in the manner as the entire data set. 

4.3.3 Calculating the policy field scores 

Using our definition of a policy field, in order to measure the potential degree of its emergence 

requires measuring the degree to which institutional order, substantive authority and substantive 

expertise are present in a country and provide each country with a total PFS. The score for 

institutional order (IO) is based on the types and number of national level government institutions 

devoted to adaptation. Contingent on the types of institutions present (e.g. ministry, ministerial 

office), a score between 0.1 and 1 is assigned. These scores are then summed to derive an overall 

score for IO. The total score for substantive authority (SA) is based on the number of socio-economic 

sectors that the national level adaptation legislation, adaptation plans and policy programs cover, 

with each sector receiving a score of 1. For example, if the national adaptation program/legislation 

addressed only agriculture, health and transportation, SA would score a 3. The overall score of a can 

range from 1 to N. The logic being that a higher score implies more robust SA and therefore a more 

robust policy field. Substantive expertise (SE) is scored by assigning a score between 0.1 and 1 based 

on the types of non-government bodies (e.g. lobby groups, interest groups) that work on adaptation 

in a country. These are then summed to get an overall SE score. The scores for IO, SA and SE are then 

summed to derive an overall PFS for a country, with a higher total score representing, for our 

purposes, evidence of more robust policy field emergence. Scoring data were derived from the 

survey and then crosschecked against national policy documents. For a detailed methodology see 

Appendix 2. 

4.3.4 Scoring the theoretical lenses 

Given the broad nature of the survey and to avoid “respondent fatigue”(see Ben-Nun 2008), we 

were only able to quiz respondents on a handful of the factors under each theoretical frame as 

detailed in Tables 1-3 above (a copy of the survey can be found an Annex 1). For each we asked 

them to rate on a scale of 1-5 with 1 being “not important at all” and 5 being “very important” how 

important a particular factor was in contributing to the adoption of adaptation policies. For 

pluralism, we asked respondents to rate the importance of factors such as increasing public 

awareness to climate change impacts, pressure from NGO’s and pressures from civil society. For 

elitism, we asked them to rate issues such as internal political pressure from senior political 
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authorities and senior ministries or offices. For institutionalism, we asked them to rate the 

effectiveness of previous institutions in dealing with adaptation, the idea that adaptation might be 

more effective with new institutions, and the country’s tendency to create new institutions. The 

aggregate of the responses from each country were then scored and ranked. 

4.4 Results 

4.4.1 Measuring the degree of policy fields 

Of the 27 countries surveyed 15 showed a PFS above zero.13  The results are presented in Table 5.4 

below. 

 

Highly significant PF 
emergence 

Significant PF emergence   Moderate PF 
emergence 

Limited PF emergence 

 .75 ≤ PFS ≤ 1 .50 ≤ PFS < .75 .25 ≤ PFS <.50 0 <PFS < .25 

United Kingdom       1.00 Spain                   .671 Portugal           .480 Germany            .238 

 
France                .619 Belgium           .437 Norway              .238 

 
Lithuania            .571 Hungary           .437 Sweden              .198 

 
Finland               .567 Denmark         .397 Netherlands      .159 

  Switzerland       .500 Austria             .286   
Table 5.4. Distribution of policy field scores by country and degree of emergence 

 

Looking at the results not only do we find evidence that adaptation is emerging as a policy field in a 

number of countries, we also see that the degree of its emergence, while varied, is rather evenly 

dispersed throughout the sample. In five countries we find that there is ‘significant emergence’, five 

countries with ‘moderate emergence’, and four countries showing ‘limited’ policy field emergence. 

Only the UK shows ‘highly significant’ emergence on the scale we have constructed. 

4.4.2 Influence of factors 

Considering the sample of countries as a whole and making no distinction as to the degree of the 

policy field, we looked to see which factors (pluralism, elitism, institutionalism) (if any) dominated 

and the difference in scores between the factors. Working on a scale of 1-5, we see that elite activity 

scored the highest with an average reported score of 3.43 ( 13% above the mean of 3), followed by 

pluralism with 3.20 and institutionalism with 2.90 (see column “All” in Table 5.5). 

 

                                                           
13 Countries with a score of zero (i.e. showing no signs of adaptation as a policy field) include: Albania, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Slovakia and Slovenia. 
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All Highly significant 
PF emergence 

Significant PF 
emergence   

Moderate PF 
emergence 

Limited PF 
emergence 

Pluralism 3,20 3,67 2,90 3,30 3,33 
Elitism 3,43 4,00 3,56 3,20 3,43 
Institutionalism 2,90 2,67 2,43 3,31 3,01 

Table 5.5. Factor scores sorted by degree of policy field emergence in all countries 

 

However, the overall difference between the scores for each factor was not greatly significant, with 

elitism scoring only a moderate 7.2% higher than pluralism, and pluralism scoring 9.4% higher than 

institutionalism. The greatest difference between scores was elitism vs. institutionalism marked by 

an 18% difference. These scores suggest that, even though elite activity would appear to be the most 

influential in the emergence of adaptation as a policy field for the entire group and indeed an 

‘important factor’ in its own right, all of the factors come into play given their score’s close proximity 

to each other and the mean. It should be noted however, that if we look beyond the average score 

for elitism, eight countries ranked elite activity with a score of 4.00 or above. The average appears to 

be skewed by the responses from Finland and Norway, each giving elitism a 2.00. If these countries 

are removed, the average score increases to 3.78. Also, no other factor received a score of 4.00 or 

above from any country (see Table5.6). 

 

Country  Normalized PF 
score 

Pluralism Elitism Institutionalism 

Austria 0,286 3,03 3,63 2,47 
Belgium 0,437 3,67 3,00 2,00 
Denmark 0,397 2,33 4,00 3,17 
Finland 0,567 3,00 2,00 2,67 
France 0,619 3,67 4,80 2,00 
Germany 0,238 3,67 3,00 2,67 
Hungary 0,437 2,77 3,00 3,17 
Lithuania 0,571 2,33 4,00 3,17 
Netherlands 0,159 3,73 4,70 3,10 
Norway 0,238 2,57 2,00 3,43 
Portugal 0,480 3,33 4,00 3,67 
Spain 0,671 2,33 4,00 2,00 
Sweden 0,198 2,83 4,00 3,17 
Switzerland 0,500 3,17 3,00 2,33 
United Kingdom 1,000 3,67 4,00 2,67 

Table 5.6. Scores for each factor behind policy field emergence by individual country 

 

Looking specifically at the scoring of factors as applied to the different categorization of policy field 

emergence (Table 6), the scores differ in some degree from each other under each category and the 
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group as a whole. Looking first at the category of ‘highly significant PF emergence’, we find again 

elitism scoring the highest with 4.00, followed by pluralism at 3.67, and institutionalism at 2.67. It 

should be noted that this category is represented by only one country, the UK . Despite this, the 

ranking of factors is the same for countries showing ‘significant’ policy field emergence (n=5), with 

elitism scoring at 3.56, pluralism 2.90 and institutionalism 2.43. The scores for pluralism and 

institutionalism are the lowest in this group, as compared to the others, and well below the average 

for the entire group of the 15 countries.  

 

For countries showing ‘moderate’ signs of PF emergence the ranking of scores is quite different. 

Here we find institutionalism scoring the highest at 3.31 (a 14% difference from the average for the 

entire set of countries) pluralism at 3.30 and elitism at 3.20. Admittedly, there is only a miniscule 

difference between the scores for pluralism and institutionalism, suggesting that both are of equal 

importance for this group. Also for this group, the difference in importance of elitism from the other 

factors is very small, just 3%. For those countries showing ‘limited’ signs of PF emergence (n=4) the 

ranking pattern for scores of elitism, pluralism and institutionalism repeats itself, respectively 3.43, 

3.33 and 3.01. Interestingly, the score for elitism in this group is the same as the entire dataset 

average while pluralism and institutionalism score higher here than the full data set average. 

4.5 Discussion, future directions and conclusions 
This article opened with two broad lines of inquiry. First, recognizing that adaptation is emerging 

into a policy field in multiple European countries, we sought to quantify its degree as a policy field in 

nation states based upon a derived policy field score. What we found is that out of the 27 countries 

analyzed, one country shows ‘high significance’ of adaptation as a policy field, five show ‘significant’ 

signs, five ‘moderate’ signs, and four ‘limited’ signs based upon our model. This would suggest that 

institutional order, substantive authority, and substantive expertise are beginning to coalesce in 

varying degrees around adaptation. Second, we sought to explore conceptually and analytically how 

and if various factors representing different families of state-centered political science theories 

might explain the emergence of adaptation as a policy field in countries. What we observe is that for 

the entire sample of 15 countries, elite activity appears to be the most dominant factor driving its 

emergence. However, when looking at the countries in light of the degree of emergence, the results 

are not uniform as institutional change appears more dominant for those countries showing 

‘moderate’ signs of PF emergence. 
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4.5.1 Emergence of adaptation as a policy field: discussion and future directions 

As stated above, the existence, and we might say, extent of adaption as a policy field in a particular 

country could have important implications for the practice and delivery of adaptation policy. As 

Massey & Huitema (2013) argue, where policy fields are more mature the problems/issues the field 

addresses will, in all likelihood, be dealt with in a systematic and structured manner rather than ad-

hoc. This is because of greater institutional capacity, a greater degree of authority, money, stability, 

and civic attention being brought to bear on the issue. Also, more generally with an eye towards the 

study of public policy, they note that new policy fields can foster new forms of governance, including 

new and innovative instruments never seen before (see also Jordan et al., 2003). With this in mind, a 

number of questions come to the fore when looking at the variation of the degree of emergence in 

our dataset. First, is adaptation actually being carried out more effectively in those countries with a 

higher PF score? Second, is there evidence of new forms of governance and new instruments 

brought about by adaptation activity and is there variation among countries with different PF 

scores? Lastly, we might ask if adaptation ‘effectiveness’ can actually be measured considering that 

many of the policies implemented are in expectation of projected climate change impacts. Ford & 

King (2013), while not using the term “effectiveness” explicitly, put forward a conceptual framework 

to assess what they call “Adaptation Readiness” or a country’s level of preparedness to respond to 

climate change impacts. An interesting line of research would be to apply their framework across the 

range of countries in our dataset to see, indeed, if countries showing a higher significance of PF 

emergence differ in terms of ‘readiness’, from those countries showing limited PF emergence. 

4.5.2 Influence of factors 

Looking at our data we might say that no one factor heavily dominates the discussion on 

adaptation’s emergence as a policy field. While elite activity appears to be the most important factor 

for the entire data set, and for three out of the four degrees of PF emergence (highly significant, 

significant, and limited), pluralism is a close second in terms of importance for the entire set, as well 

as for three out of the four degrees of emergence (highly significant, moderate and limited). 

Curiously for moderate PF emergence, we find that elitism scores the lowest and institutionalism the 

highest, the only group to display such results. How then might we interpret these scores? Should 

the group of moderate PF emergence be seen as an outlier? On the one hand, we might dismiss this 

group as such. On the other, if we regard adaptation as a policy field emerging in phases (it began as 

a non-existent PF then gradually moved along through each stage to reach maturity), then the 

following narrative can be hypothesized:  
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In phase one, when adaptation first began to emerge, it was an issue largely being pushed for and 

promoted by elite policy communities and/or top political officials and policy advisors. They were in 

effect the spark and the engine to start promoting adaptation as more than just a policy issue, 

advocating for institutional change so as to create new norms, rules and entities to support their 

vision. In phase two, when adaptation reached a level of moderate emergence, institutional change 

previously advocated by elites begins to be implemented and its effects pronounced on the new 

field’s expansion. This could account for institutionalism being the highest ranked factor among this 

group of countries. In phase three, where we see significant PF emergence, new institutions are 

established and elite activity once again becomes significant. Here elites begin evaluating changes 

taking place, while at the same time exerting pressure to see that the changes they advocated for 

are being successfully implemented. When adaptation reaches a level of high significance (phase 

four), the broader network that evolved around adaptation begin to recognize and acknowledge the 

efforts elites invested into adaptation, not only at its onset but throughout its emergence. In short, 

we might hypothesize the dynamics of adaptation’s emergence as a PF as such: (Phase 1) advocating 

and promoting institutional change by elites; (Phase 2) implementation of institutional change; 

(Phase 3) evaluation and oversight of institutional change by elites; (Phase 4) acknowledgement and 

recognition of elite’s effort to enact policy change.  

 

Such a hypothesis, however, is not complete without a fuller treatment of the factors of pluralism 

and institutionalism. Given that all the countries observed are liberal democratic societies (and 13 

are EU Member States) we might assume that elite policy communities are not entirely divorced 

from the public they serve and that they actively seek feedback on the policy changes they promote. 

As such, even though we hypothesize that it was elites that drove adaptation’s expansion, their 

actions were largely supported (or at least not opposed) by their constituencies. Therefore, pluralist 

activity might be seen as the bedrock on which the policy field is being built. This in turn could 

explain the reported scores for the pluralist factors. As for the scores related to institutional versus 

elite factors, with the exception of those countries showing moderate PF emergence, we might say 

that the institutions involved in adaptation’s emergence are simply the recipients for and the 

outcomes of decisions made by elite and pluralistic forces. Such an explanation certainly reinforces 

the concept that institutions themselves lack agency;  in such a scenario this conclusion is plausible 

based upon the data. That said, this hypothesis needs to be tested with a larger dataset. 

4.5.3 Limitations and future directions: Exploring other factors for policy field emergence 

While our research design only allowed us to focus on exploring three state-centered political 

science theories, another possible lens to be explored in future research is Public Choice theory and 
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the role it might have played  in adaptation’s emergence. Public Choice relies upon the application of 

economic market theory to explain political and social behavior. Under this theory, government 

policy is enacted to correct for imbalances or failures in the market. Given that a policy field is in 

large part a government sponsored entity closely linked to the economy, we might assume that 

under a strict interpretation of public choice the creation of a policy field was an act to regulate and 

control for market failure (Majone, 1994). Therefore, the expansion of adaptation from a policy issue 

to a policy field is a government response to address some form of (i) information failure, (ii) positive 

or negative externality, and/or (iii) provisioning of public goods. 

 

Another aspect not mentioned in our research is the role of the EU. Despite having constrained our 

analysis to the national level our study does focus on Europe. Given then the changes in governance 

brought about by the increasing influence of the EU (see Jordan & Schout, 2006), the greater degree 

of interconnectedness between Member States, and the EU’s concerted effort to promote 

adaptation across the Union, it would prove interesting for future work to include the EU’s role into 

the scenarios of pluralism, elitism, institutionalism (and public choice). 

 

Finally, even though this research focused on exploring the factors through which adaptation might 

have emerged as a policy field, future research should also focus on explaining why or why not it is 

emerging as a policy field.  A broad brush answer might be related to problem pressure or the 

perceived severity of climate impacts, and a country’s ability to effectively respond. As such we 

might postulate that countries with a higher degree of a policy field might have had higher climate 

related damage costs from extreme weather events (floods, fires, storms) than those with a lower 

degree. However, looking at the per capita damage costs for each group of countries from 2000-

2013, we find that that while the UK (highly significant PF emergence) had the highest cost per 

capita at $352 USD, the lowest was for countries showing significant signs of PF emergence, with 

$235 USD. Costs for countries with moderate and limited signs of PF emergence were $318 USD and 

$267 USD respectively.14   The relative similarity of the costs across all groups of countries and the 

lack of a discernible pattern to the costs, suggest that other factors are at work. These might include 

the publicity or visibility afforded to extreme weather events as opposed to the actual cost of the 

events or the frequency at which the events occur. 

                                                           
14 Costs were calculated using damage costs as reported on EmDat (http://www.emdat.be/)with average 
population from 2004-2013 as reported on Eurostat 
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4.5.4 Conclusions 

Our work represents the first combination of conceptual and empirical work in an attempt to 

hypothesize how policy fields might emerge. By cracking the door open with our broad brushstroke 

analysis, we hope to lay the foundations for future work that is deeper and more refined in its 

investigation, not only of policy field emergence but equally climate change adaptation. The study of 

policy change is too often limited to changes within fields. By expanding our focus towards field 

emergence we are hoping to capture a completely different dynamic of governance as it relates to 

large-scale policy change. In relation to adaptation, given climate change has been characterized as 

one of the greatest challenges of the 21st  century, how governments choose to govern adaptation 

will significantly influence their ability to respond to climate pressures. Studying what and how 

countries have done thus far, can offer guidance for those just beginning to undertake adaptation. 
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Chapter 5. Hypothesizing the emergence of climate change adaptation 

as new policy field: The Elite Driver Framework in the case of 

England15  

 

Abstract 
There is a growing interest in ‘climate policy innovation’ – the development of ‘new’ instruments, 

institutions and procedures for governing climate change mitigation and adaptation. One 

perspective attempts to explain the outcomes and effects of policy innovations on current policy 

landscapes. Taking such a perspective, this article develops an explanation of how climate change 

adaptation has emerged as a new field of public policy. This is a contribution to understanding how 

policy fields come into being more generally. Drawing on the results of a large-scale, multi-country 

study on how policy fields emerge, we investigate the evolution of adaptation’s emergence as a 

policy field in England. We argue that in England climate adaptation emerged as a new policy field 

when an elite policy community advocated for and secured changes in policy which (dramatically) 

increased their authority and oversight on an issue. The new policy field  subsequently attracted the 

engagement of new and diverse actors towards climate adaptation. We believe that this Elite Driver 

Framework could be applied in other cases of policy field emergence. 

 

5.1 Introduction 
Within policy studies, recent attention is being drawn towards so-called ‘climate policy innovation’ – 

the development of ‘new’ instruments, institutions and procedures for governing the wicked 

problem of climate change (Jordan & Huitema, 2014a; Jordan & Huitema 2014b). Within this 

emergent field, the focus is on taking stock of particular sources and patterns of innovative policy 

changes as well as, in particular, the outcomes and effects these changes are exerting on existing 

policy landscapes, at the national and international level (Schaffrin et al., 2014). Heretofore, 

consideration of the effects of innovation processes has been scant, in part because the broader 

policy innovation literature focusses on whether or not innovation has taken place and in what form 

(Biesenbender & Tosun, 2014; Hilden, 2014). Evaluating the impacts and the longevity of changes 

however is important for understanding the effectiveness new policy may be having, especially from 

the normative perspective of addressing climate change (Jordan & Huitema, 2014a).  

                                                           
15 This chapter was submitted to Policy Studies Journal on May 19, 2016. 
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A uniquely interesting finding to arise from this novel research suggests that in some countries, the 

processes of climate policy innovation is starting to lead to the development of climate change 

adaptation as a new, stand-alone policy field (policy domain, policy subsystem, policy area) (Massey 

et al., 2014). The importance of this finding is considerable. First, because policy fields represent the 

highest form of state and citizen regulatory and governing capacity over a particular topic, with 

arguably a certain level of stability (lasting effects) and a higher chance that problems/issues in a 

particular field will be dealt with in a systematic and structured manner rather than ad-hoc. This is 

because of the greater institutional capacity, resources, and civic involvement brought to bear on 

the problem/issue (Massey & Huitema, 2013). Moreover, once established, policy fields may be 

more difficult to dismantle as opposed to single policies (Massey & Huitema, 2015). Second, the 

establishment of a new policy field represents a type of innovative, large scale, radical policy change 

that is rarely observed. As such, the study of policy field emergence offers a new and fruitful line of 

research. 

 

Interestingly though, attention to policy field emergence within policy studies has been rather 

limited. With the exception of Knoke (2004), policy scientists who study policy processes, policy 

change, and indeed policy innovation, limit themselves to the meso-level of policy analysis, looking 

at the emergence of new policy issues, problems and topics within well-defined policy fields such as 

agriculture, education, transportation and how these change over time – so called agenda setting 

and policy development & change theories. To that end, a handful of seminal theoretical 

frameworks have been developed – the Advocacy Coalition Framework, Punctuated Equilibrium, 

Multiple Streams to name a few. Unfortunately, what these theories neglect to do is chart how once 

a topic is on the agenda and legitimized by governments, it expands from a policy issue potentially to 

a policy field. In fact it would appear that the entire study of policy neglects this issue. As a result, 

this gap in the literature represents a conceptual niche in the study of public policy and an 

opportunity to further explore an already ongoing phenomenon. 

 

The aim of this article is to further open up the black box of policy field emergence. We do so by 

expanding upon the working hypothesis of policy field development outlined on the basis of the 

outcomes of a quantitative analysis by Massey & Huitema (2016) and by comparing that hypothesis 

against the emergence of adaptation policy in England. The purpose being to see to what degree the 

hypothesis (or elements) of it, match historical events and using the results to refine the hypothesis 

and build a tentative framework model of policy field emergence.  
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England itself has been repeatedly highlighted as a pioneer in the development adaptation policy 

and research shows that the manner in which their adaptation policy is structured can be considered 

a policy field (Keskitalo, 2010; Boyd et al., 2011; Massey & Huitema, 2013; Benson & Loernzoni, 

2014). The empirical work presented here is based upon a series of focused interviews with current 

and former adaptation policy makers, and adaptation policy advocates. 

 

The remainder of this article is as follows. In the next section we examine the concept of policy fields 

and put forth a robust definition of what they are. We then summarize the working hypothesis of 

policy field emergence and begin to expand upon it, putting forth a more specific working hypothesis 

for policy field development. In Section 5.3 we outline our methodological procedures for testing our 

hypothesis. In Section 5.4 we present the findings from our interviews while at the same time 

comparing and discussing the findings with our initial hypothesis, thus allowing us to refine the 

hypothesis as we go along so as to conclude with a more refined one. 

 

5.2 Conceptual and theoretical background 

5.2.1 Policy field definition and emergence 

Policy fields are a state sanctioned unit of governing within the socio-political system of a country 

where there exists so-called substantive authority, institutional order, and substantive expertise, 

working in tandem to support each other in the management of substantively related public issues 

(e.g. education, agriculture) (Massey & Huitema, 2013; Massey et al., 2014; Massey & Huitema, 

2016). Substantive authority relates to the existence of policy products and outputs such as policy 

programs, legislation, rules etc. Institutional order can be seen as the government organizations that 

produce substantive authority, such as ministries, ministerial offices, parliamentary committees. And 

substantive expertise is the manifestation of expert knowledge both inside and outside government 

by people and institutions with a vested interest in a set of particular issues (e.g. policy issue 

networks, NGOs, think tanks etc.). While other tangential definitions exist (see Laumann & Knoke, 

1987; May et al., 2006; Birkland, 2011) what makes this one unique is that it is the first workable 

definition that allows for empirical testing of policy field existence and emergence. This was 

demonstrated from the results of a unique survey designed to measure the degree of climate 

change adaptation as a policy field over a range of more than 20 countries and the potential factors 

contributing to its emergence as a new policy field (Massey et al., 2014; Massey & Huitema, 2016). 
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Having defined a policy field we should quickly touch upon the importance of studying their 

formation. As stated above, policy fields represent the highest form of state and citizen regulatory 

and governing capacity over a particular topic. Their emergence illustrates a radical (and rarely seen) 

form of policy change; their formation, as Hall (1993) might characterize it, is a “paradigm shift” in 

governance where new overarching goals are formulated, new institutions developed and innovative 

instruments created. Thus understanding how such a process takes place and the outcomes they 

produce, can give scholars a greater insight into the larger dynamics of governance and what and 

how governments and societies define and address large-scale policy problems, and how policy 

changes. 

 

The overall deficiency however in understanding these dynamics is that very little scholarship has 

focused on the origins and emergence of policy fields. To be sure, the study of policy change is itself 

a robust field of academia and over the years a handful of seminal theoretical frameworks have been 

developed to help better understand such change – the Advocacy Coalition Framework (Sabatier, 

2007), Punctuated Equilibrium (Baumgartner & Jones, 2009), Multiple Streams (Kingdon, 1984). In 

spite of their achievements though, the unit of analysis for these frameworks has always remained 

at the level of policy issues and changes in those issues within existing policy fields (i.e. changes in 

health care policy, defense policy, environmental policy) and never on how such fields came into 

being. Given then the scant theoretical conceptualizations and lack of empirical studies on field 

emergence, Massey & Huitema (2016) began to develop an original working hypothesis for policy 

fields emergence grounded in state-centered political science theories of governing. Their aim was 

to see if factors related to pluralist, elite and institutional theory could account for the emergence of 

climate change adaptation as a policy field across a range of countries. Having developed a set of 

potential factors based upon those frameworks, they tested them in 27 European nations and from 

their results developed a novel, working hypothesis for how policy fields emerge. In sum they argue 

that policy field emergence and stems from the work of elite policy communities dissatisfied with 

the status quo governing a policy issue. As a result they seek to enact institutional reforms around 

the issue by pushing for new norms, rules, organizational entities and governing structures. 

Moreover, elite push for institutional change is either openly supported by larger, pluralistic civil 

society or at least goes unopposed. 

 

Based upon their previous work, the current task is to qualitatively further develop the hypothesis 

and subsequently compare it against a case country – England. By doing so we can begin to deepen 
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our understanding of policy change. We begin by outlining some basic arguments and assumptions 

of field emergence which we derive from the previous study (Massey & Huitema, 2016).  

 

5.2.2 General background hypotheses behind new policy field emergence 

There are four basic and general background hypotheses to be considered when exploring how new 

policy fields emerge, supported by both empirical and logical justifications. These are important if a 

plausible working hypothesis and framework model for PF development is to be created and they 

are as follows.  

 

1) Policy fields emerge in phases. In effect, given the right conditions they expand over time to 

embed themselves within a larger policy landscape. This has been inferred through empirical 

evidence aimed at quantifying the degree of PF emergence across a wide range of countries 

whereby some countries display little evidence of adaptation as a policy field where others show a 

high degree of emergence. In other words, there are some countries that show higher numbers of 

institutional order, substantive authority and substantive expertise than others. It might then be 

assumed that those countries with a higher degree of policy field emergence at some point in time 

would have moved through varying phases to reach such a level. 

 

2) Institutional change is a central/pivotal feature for the emergence of policy fields. New policy 

fields themselves can be seen as innovative institutions to deal with new, emerging problems in that 

they consist of new norms, rules and entities (institutional order, substantive authority and 

substantive expertise) that over time become embedded into the policy landscape. The emergence 

of a new policy field is predicated on that fact that existing institutions were not capable or 

adequate to cope with changing problems pressures (Knoke, 2004; Williams 2009).  Therefore new 

policy fields will be comprised of new institutions to deal with the new problem. 

 

3) There is agency behind emergence of policy fields, in that there were individuals and/or policy 

communities advocating for institutional change and expansion of attention to be brought to bear 

on the new policy problem(s). New policy in any form does not spring up sui generis, but relies on 

policy advocates and communities pushing for the implementation of their ideas to deal with policy 

problems. In the case of adaptation, empirical evidence shows that it was so called “elite” policy 

groups that were advocating for the expansion of new norms, rules and entities to deal with the 

threat of climate change impacts (Massey& Huitema, 2016). This however, does not suggest it was 
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the explicit intention of these policy communities to create a new policy field, rather there was 

observable and identifiable agency behind the move towards institutional change. 

 

4) Policy fields begin to show observable signs of emergence in the so-called “implementation” stage 

of the policy cycle; after the issue in question has already passed through the “agenda setting” stage 

and a legislative decision taken for the issue to be implemented. This assumption can be justified as 

such. First, thinking counterfactually, the majority of policy issues/items that pass the agenda setting 

stage remain policy issues (e.g. stricter regulations) that never evolve into a policy field, at best they 

remain products of substantive authority embedded in an existing, well established policy field. 

Second, since we infer that institutional change is a central pillar to policy field emergence and that 

change only begins to occur after an issue has been legitimized by governments in the stage of 

implementation, it can be assumed this is the stage where PFs begin to really take on observable 

form and substance. And where the phases of PF development become apparent. In other words, it 

only after something is implemented that we can begin to quantify the amount of institutional 

order, substantive authority and substantive expertise surrounding the issue. 

 

Using the above as guiding points, below we put forth our working hypothesis of policy field 

emergence. 

 

5.2.3 Working hypothesis of policy field emergence 

The initial roots of a new policy field can be found in the creation of a new policy item or what we 

call an item of substantive authority, dedicated to addressing a particular problem (e.g. a national 

adaptation strategy). The adoption of this new item of substantive authority, as previous models of 

agenda setting suggest, would have been advocated for and championed by dedicated individuals 

and/or policy communities, or as we call, substantive experts (e.g. policy makers, scientists, interest 

groups) interested in adaptation. Here substantive experts lobby the existing institutional order 

charged with managing the general topic to create new substantive authority. Once adopted, the 

new piece of substantive authority will be implemented and evaluated by the substantive experts 

that pushed for its adoption. Here, the substantive experts will have 1) found that the new piece of 

substantive authority was not sufficient enough to handle the initial policy problem –through 

specific drivers such as inter alia increased scientific information, increased pressure from the 

problem, increased public attention towards the problem. And 2) that the existing institutional order 

charged with overseeing the problem was also insufficient for dealing with the problem. This leads 

the substantive experts to advocate for new forms or arrangements of institutional order (e.g. the 
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creation of new agencies, ministerial offices, committees) that have a more specific mandate and 

greater capabilities to enact more pieces of substantive authority dedicated to the problem. 

Assuming these changes take place, once enacted the new institutional order (made up of experts) 

will seek to legitimize and justify its mandate not only with the production of new pieces of 

substantive authority but also by drawing in more substantive experts who can create substantive 

authority. Concurrently, the expansion of new substantive authority will attract a wider base of 

substantive experts who have an interest or stake in the new issues at hand. Thus when the new 

institutional order is in place, it creates new substantive authority, which is supported by new 

experts. In other words then we infer the general roots of new policy fields are as such:  

1. Existing elite substantive expertise is dissatisfied with existing forms substantive authority 

and institutional order. 

2. Existing elite substantive expertise successfully pushes for new forms of institutional order. 

3. Over time, new forms of institutional order begin to create new forms of substantive 

authority with the support of an expanded base of substantive expertise. 

4. During implementation of the new substantive authority, it subsequently attracts newer 

forms of substantive expertise. 

 

 

5.3 Methodology 
Using the technique of pattern matching (Trochim, 1989) and explanation building (Yin, 2009) we 

conducted a single-case study analysis of the emergence of adaptation in England. England, as 

previously stated, has a country with a long and robust history of developing adaptation policy. For 

our primary source of evidence we conducted 13 focused interviews (Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 

1990) with adaptation policy experts inside and outside of government. The interviews themselves 

were based (primarily) on a series of open-ended questions (see Appendix 5). Other sources of 

evidence included academic and grey literature, as well as parliamentary archival records. Below we 

expand more upon our methodological procedures.  

 

5.3.1 Interviewee criteria and selection 

The criteria for interviewee selection was as follows. First and foremost was familiarity with and 

experience in the development of adaptation policy in England both inside and outside of 

government. Inside government, we strove to identify people who held or were holding key 

positions related to adaptation from at least 1996 until present (2015). 1996 was the year the UN 
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Framework Convention on Climate Change came into force and has been characterized as a starting 

point for the formation of adaptation policy in the UK (Boyd et al., 2011; Massey & Huitema, 2013). 

The average years of experience of working on adaptation for our set of interviewees was roughly 10 

years. Considering the relative novelty of adaptation policy this can be considered a long time (see 

Massey & Huitema, 2013). We also set as a condition people within government who had worked on 

the development of key adaptation policy programs and/or authored government documents and 

had historical, institutional knowledge about key adaptation related organizations. Thus we 

identified people from a range of government offices and agencies. Outside of government, we 

looked for people within organizations whose organization had a vested interest in adaptation 

and/or had an institutional mandate to contribute to the development of adaptation policy. Lastly, 

as a point of triangulation, we endeavored to gain an academic perspective on adaptation policy by 

identifying researchers who covered the topic. An anonymized list of the interviewees organizational 

affiliation and years of experience can be found in Appendix 4. A first set of interviewees that met 

the criteria was identified through personal contacts of the author. Further interviewees were 

identified via the ‘snowball’ method; by asking each interviewee to identify others that would be 

suitable respondents. We then cross checked their referrals against  CVs and social media profiles. In 

total 15 people were identified and 13 interviewed, with two declining. In inviting people, no 

mention was made of the primary purpose of the research so as not to induce any bias. We simply 

stated we were conducting interviews to learn first-hand, more information on the historical 

development of adaptation in England. 

 

5.3.2 Questionnaire  

The interviews consisted of 14 open ended questions, divided over three broad topics. The first set 

of questions asked respondents to describe and narrate the historical development of adaptation 

policy and identify, in their opinion, key moments and influential factors surrounding its growth as 

well as the reasons for that growth. The second set of questions was rooted in the theoretical 

underpinnings of the working hypothesis. These aimed to gauge the influence of pluralistic, elite and 

institutional factors that contributed to policy growth over time. In the last query of the 

questionnaire, respondents were asked to comment directly on how well they agreed with the 

working hypothesis. This was done by asking them how well they agreed or disagreed with a 

proposed hypothetical statement. The interview questions can be found in Appendix 5. 
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5.3.3 Interview structure and analysis  

The interviews were carried out between February 27 and May 5, 2015 and conducted via Skype or 

telephone by the same interviewer. On average they ranged from 30-60 minutes and were recorded 

for later analysis. In an effort to obtain honest and unbiased responses, interviewees were not made 

aware (neither prior to nor during the interview) the primary motive for the interview. As stated 

above, they were simply informed that research was being done on the development and growth of 

adaptation policy from 1996 onwards. Because of the open-ended nature of the questions, not every 

interviewee answered each and every question. In many cases the interviews were allowed to 

progress in an ‘organic’ nature with new questions being posed based upon previous answers. This 

allowed the conversations to flow more freely and subsequently elicit additional information. Upon 

completion of the interviews, each was transcribed and the responses were summarized and 

integrated into the text below.  

 

5.4 Presentation of results and discussions 
The following sections summarize the most salient results from the interviews (and document 

analysis) as they relate to the working hypothesis. Based upon the results, at the end of each 

section, we compare the results of the interviews to the hypothesis and attempt to refine it as we go 

along; concluding with a refined hypothesis on how new policy fields emerge and a tentative 

framework model thereof. 

5.4.1 Results 1 

The 2008 UK Climate Change Act 

According to all interviewees, a singular defining moment of adaptation’s emergence was the 

inclusion and subsequent implementation of the adaptation provisions in the 2008 Climate Change 

Act. What makes the Act so important for adaptation is that it set up the legislative and statutory 

frameworks and requirements for adaptation policy and the outcomes those requirements 

produced. Regulatory wise, the Act takes a three-pronged approach. 1) It requires all government 

agencies and statutory bodies to create adaptation plans and report to the Department of 

Environment, Food & Rural Affairs (DEFRA) on what they are/will do to address future climate risks 

and impacts (known as the Adaptation Reporting Power/ARP). 2) It created a National Risk 

Assessment procedure whereby a risk assessment was carried out across all important economic 

sectors in the country. And 3) based upon the Risk Assessment, a National Adaptation Programme 

was created which details which concrete adaptive actions are to be taken by whom. Thus as the 
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interviewees stated, the Act, “…made it [adaptation] more important to more people” (interview 3). 

“The Act gave teeth to adaptation policy”(interview 4). The Act, especially through the ARP, “forced 

companies to articulate what they were doing and explain how they had an overview of the 

[climate] risks and take steps to address [climate] risks” (interview 8). Most importantly, as one 

interviewee stated, “Without the Act, it [adaptation] would be a relatively minor DEFRA 

policy”(interview 2). Thus, how adaptation came to be included in the Act and what subsequently 

occurred during its implementation, becomes a proxy for the ontological underpinning of 

adaptation’s growth as a policy field. 

 

Adaptation policy prior to the Act 

Prior to the passage of the Act (from late 1990s -2008) adaptation was an established, evolving but 

minor policy issue under the auspices of DEFRA’s Adapting to Climate Change Programme (3-5 active 

employees) and the UK Climate Impacts Programme (UKCIP) – the scientific support end of 

adaptation. Other government and quasi-government organizations with an adaptation mandate 

included the Environment Agency, Natural England, the 2006 Climate Change Programme and the 

Local and Regional Adaptation Partnership Board. 

 

Outside of government, in the realm of NGOs and civil society organizations working domestically on 

adaptation, awareness raising was being undertaken by national nature-based groups, such as the 

Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), the Woodland Trust, and the National Trust. The 

larger more internationally recognized NGOs such as Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth were 

avoiding the topic or were outright hostile to it on the grounds that paying attention to it would 

detract from the discussion surrounding mitigation and specifically the fixing of quantifiable carbon 

reduction targets by the UK Government (interview 10 & 13). In fact, when interviewees were asked 

to describe the adaptation policy community at the time, it was often described and being very small 

and “insular community”(interview 3), consisting primarily of the small environmental agencies and 

nature NGOs (interview 1,3,4,5,8,10,12,13), that would meet on occasion for informal discussions 

about policy progress in their respective areas (interview 10). 

 

The main national policy in place just prior to the Act was the 2006 Adaptation Policy Framework 

which provided a structure for which, “adaptation strategies” could “be integrated into policies 

developed by organizations at every level of decision making” (DEFRA, 2006: 132). Apart from this, 

the only statutory policies concerning adaptation were the requirements for water companies to 
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include responses to climate impacts in their water management plans.16  This early forward 

attention towards the development of adaptation policy arose out of the climate research being 

undertaken by the UK Met Office and the UKCIP who were seen to be world leaders in their field 

(interview 11). 

 

Adaptation in the Act 

While much has been written on the Act and how it came to be (see e.g. Benson & Lorenzoni, 2014; 

Lorenzoni & Benson, 2014; Lockwood, 2013) the majority of the scholarship looks at its formation 

and subsequent passage through the lens of climate change mitigation (see Keskitalo, 2010 for an 

exception). This is not surprising since it was the first piece of national legislation ever to set legally 

binding requirements for the reduction of CO2 emissions, thus making it a landmark piece of policy. 

What is of interest here is how adaptation and its present statutory provisions came to be included 

in the Act (done here for the first time in depth). Originally, the draft Act was introduced into the 

House of Lords in 2007 as a Private Member’s Bill. This was the culmination of a two-year campaign 

led by Friends of the Earth (The Big Ask Campaign, FOE website) putting pressure on the government 

to write carbon cuts into legislation. The draft language of the Act contained no provisions for 

adaptation actions per se, simply the need to respond to climate change impacts. Sensing an 

opportunity and dissatisfied with the exclusion of adaptation, DEFRA, UKCIP and the Environment 

Agency, supported by the RSPB and the Regional Adaptation Partnerships began defining and 

drawing up possible adaptation language for the Bill (interview 1,2,5,13). Building upon the existing 

Adaptation Policy Framework, they outlined the need for an Adaptation Sub-Committee to be added 

to the Climate Change Committee provision already in the Bill, the need for a national Climate 

Change Risk Assessment, a National Adaptation Programme, and the Adaptation Reporting Powers. 

In creating this language and subsequent amendments to the Bill, one interviewee stated, “we were 

[being] very experimental” in trying to come up with adaptation legislation (interview 5). In 

conjunction they had to lobby Members of Parliament to accept their amendments. DEFRA took the 

lead with a team of 3 or so people, in what one interviewee, the head lobbyist, described as a “kind 

of rearguard action” (interview 13). Apart from winning the support of their Secretary of State at the 

time, Lord Rooker, there was strong resistance from Friends of the Earth and Parliamentary lawyers 

(the actual drafters of the Bill’s language). On the one hand, they claimed that it was too late to 

change the text of the Bill, it had already gone through an initial writing phase by the time DEFRA 

began lobbying, and on the other hand, that including adaptation would give impetus to water down 

                                                           
16 This requirement was written into the Water Resources Act. 
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mitigation targets in the act (interview 5 & 13). A leveraging point for DEFRA, according to five 

interviewees, were the 2007 Summer floods in the UK where some 55,000 properties were 

inundated and 13 people killed. The period between May and July was the wettest ever in recorded 

history (Pitt, 2008). Though no direct causal link can be made between the floods and adaptation’s 

definitive inclusion in the Bill, it was a point made repeatedly by an important advocate of the 

amendments, Baroness Barbara Young, the then Chief Executive of the Environment Agency. She 

repeatedly argued that without adaptation, future impacts of floods could be more damaging. 

Subsequently, from the winter of 2007 through to the fall of 2008, the adaptation amendments 

were debated and included, with the Act coming into force in November. 

 

5.4.2 Discussion -Dissatisfaction with existing substantive authority & institutional order  

Nothing from the interviews suggests that prior to the Act existing substantive expertise (i.e. the 

existing adaptation policy community) was ‘dissatisfied’ with the substantive authority and 

institutional order (i.e. the policies and institutions) surrounding adaptation. In fact, prior to the Act 

coming onto the Parliamentary agenda, adaptation, despite being a minor policy issue had been 

evolving and growing for roughly a decade and most parties were happy with the gains that had 

been made which culminated in the 2006 Adaptation Policy Framework. What changed is that that 

around the time of Friends of the Earth’s Big Ask Campaign and the subsequent introduction of the 

Act, the substantive expertise was dissatisfied with the developments surrounding climate policy in 

general. Being a small, insular and ‘elite’ group of actors at the time as compared to the much larger 

climate mitigation community, which was actually actively trying to suppress the adaptation agenda, 

they felt their voice was being left out of the wider climate discussion. Thus instead of being 

reflexively discontented with the existing arrangement of things, they were unhappy with the 

potential progress and future of a climate policy landscape that could marginalize them. The 

introduction of the Act was a critical and landmark juncture for climate change policy and potentially 

an opportunity for the adaptation community to make even more solid gains over what had already 

been achieved. What is interesting to note however, is that at the introduction of the Act, the 

adaptation community could not succinctly articulate what it is they wanted included in the 

legislation. They had no demands other than to be included in the process. Their specific policy 

proposals, as stated above, were to come later. Such a dynamic further suggests that there was not 

dissatisfaction with the policy gains they had made in prior years and the current arrangement of 

things but rather procedural dissatisfaction within the shifting landscape. 

How then does the above account square with the first point of the hypothesis? In general it was 

correct to assume that ‘dissatisfaction’, to a degree and in a broad sense, within the existing 
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substantive expertise is a factor to be considered. The digression however from the hypothesis is the 

object of that dissatisfaction and the related circumstances which caused it to arise. In this case, the 

larger climate policy landscape began to shift around the adaptation policy community, this in turn 

caused dissatisfaction about the potential of future policy arrangements and their place in it. Also 

and equally important, it created an opportunity for the substantive experts to steer that shift in an 

attempt to secure a ‘stable’ (and perhaps stronger) position in a potentially redesigned policy 

landscape (thus showing agency behind PF emergence). Even if at the outset they were unclear as to 

what changes could or should be. Therefore, this part of the hypothesis is amended to say: New 

policy fields take root when existing elite substantive expertise is dissatisfied with the evolution of the 

policy field they are currently embedded in and sense an opportunity to strengthen or expand their 

position within that field in regards to their particular issue. 

5.4.3 Discussion - Substantive expertise pushes for new forms of institutional order  

The second point of the hypothesis states that existing substantive expertise attempts to create new 

forms of institutional order surrounding their issue – i.e. that they seek the establishment of new 

organizations that can create new policies. From our interviews again we see that this was not 

correct. While the assumption stands that substantive expertise seeks change, the change that was 

sought after and lobbied for was a change in substantive authority (i.e. new policies). This came 

about with substantive expertise’s effort to include various adaptation provisions into the draft 

climate Act. What we see in those provisions (the Adaptation Reporting Power, the Risk Assessment 

and the National Adaptation Plan) are new and more stringent policies surrounding adaptation 

practices and procedures. Nowhere along the line did they advocate for ‘new’ policy-making 

institutions, rather for new policies, and a greater mandate for the already existing DEFRA 

adaptation office and related statutory bodies (Natural England etc.).17  Hence we might argue that 

substantive expertise seeks and pushes for an expansion of its own institutional order through the 

creation of new forms of substantive authority. This assumption does, to a degree, fit with the first 

point of the hypothesis if we assume that substantive expertise is attempting to expand their 

position within the policy field they are currently embedded. Therefore the hypothesis can be 

further amended to read: New policy fields take root when existing elite substantive expertise is 

dissatisfied with the evolution of the policy field they are currently embedded in and sense an 

opportunity to strengthen or expand their position within that field in regards to their particular 

                                                           
17 Now while it is also true that SE also sought the creation of the Adaptation Sub-Committee, a new 
organizational body indeed, the Committee itself has no power to create policy hence as seen in Chapter 2 of 
this thesis, it is to be considered an example of substantive expertise. 
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issue. In an effort to expand and strengthen their position they lobby for and are successful in gaining 

new forms of substantive authority. 

5.4.4  Results 2- Implementation of the Act 

Upon coming into force DEFRA was charged with implementing the three main provisions of the Act, 

The Adaptation Reporting Power (ARP), The Climate Change Risk Assessment (CCRA), and the 

National Adaptation Programme (NAP). Below outlined briefly are the main processes and outcomes 

from the implementation of these provisions.   

1) Implementation of Adaptation Reporting Power 

The Adaptation Reporting Power allows DEFRA to require organizations that provide essential public 

services (e.g. infrastructure, energy companies, transport companies (incl. airports), water 

companies, ICT sector) to produce reports concerning current and future predicted impacts of 

climate change on their organization as well as plans for dealing with such impacts (i.e. adaptation 

plans). The first implementation round of the ARP ran from 2010-2011 and based upon a series of 

guidance documents from DEFRA they received plans from over 100 organizations nationwide 

(DEFRA website). The main outcome of the ARP is that it forced organizations, some not previously 

concerned with adaptation, to take the issue seriously; to invest resources in increasing their 

knowledge and expertise about, “what climate change means to their organization’s operation” 

(interview 3). According to a DEFRA commissioned review of the ARP, this was the first time 

organizations had done so and “led to greater visibility of climate change risks at the organizational 

and board level” (Cranfield University, 2012:4). Apart from the organizational level, it has also 

helped consolidate adaptation considerations at the sector level. In some sectors, such as water 

management, air transport, port authorities, gas and electricity distribution, collaborative working 

groups were created that brought together various companies and actors under one umbrella to 

discuss how to create adaptation plans and collectively respond to climate impacts; groups which 

still remain active (as of 2015) since the first round of reporting (interview 2&8; Cranfield University, 

2012). Finally, the ARP promoted widespread public stakeholder engagement on adaptation. 

Because of the necessity to report in a robust manner, many of the organizations held and continue 

to hold periodic workshops and meetings with their clients or service receivers to inform them of 

their actions, solicit feedback and raise awareness (ibid).Thus the ARP has played a major role in 

establishing new procedures for dealing with adaptation and creating new substantive expertise 

around the issue (interview 1&8).  
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2) Implementation of The Climate Change Risk Assessment and National Adaptation Programme 

The CCRA is a scientific risk assessment to be carried out every five years that assesses, ranks and 

quantifies the major risks and opportunities of climate impacts across a range of socio-economic 

sectors based upon the climate impact models of the Hadley Center, Met Office.18 The first 

assessment was carried out in the period 2008-2012, identifying some 113 priority risks (DEFRA, 

2012). The results of the CCRA served as the basis of the creation of the National Adaptation 

Programme (NAP) which sets out policies and actions to be taken across seven key sectoral areas 

identified in the CCRA (DEFRA, 2013).19 The first NAP was published in 2013. Despite the fact that 

the risk assessment was intrinsically a technical exercise, and given that its results were to be fed 

into the development of the NAP, DEFRA began to foster communication with relevant sector 

stakeholders during the CCRA process (interview 6&7). This helped raise awareness of the upcoming 

NAP across government and secure future stakeholder support (ibid). The development of the NAP 

(2012-2013) was a collaborative effort, with DEFRA working alongside business & industry actors, 

local councils and governments, nature agriculture and forestry groups, community groups, and 

other relevant non-government organizations to secure commitments for actions on adaptation. In 

total some 700 organizations were involved and 31 action commitments secured across the range of 

sectors (DEFRA, 2013). As interviewee 3 noted, the process was quite open and robust, with, “groups 

being very interested in the issue” of climate impacts as they, according to the interviewee, had 

already witnessed the effects of the 2007 floods and were concerned about future flooding. 

Additionally, they were, “pro-active” in trying to develop relevant responses to the impacts 

forecasted in the CCRA (interview 3). Thus as interviewee 4 summarized, implementation of the Act, 

and specifically the development of the NAP, helped to raise broad awareness of adaptation by 

drawing people towards the issue in order to consolidate substantive actions across a wide swath of 

society (interview 4). 

   

In addition to inquiring about the process and outcomes around the Act’s implementation, 

interviewees were asked to highlight if any criticism or resistance arose either inside government or 

outside. Overall, the responses suggested that there was no outright criticism from society or 

government to the adaptation provisions in the Act, nor resistance during the implementation of the 

three statutory provisions. Internal to DEFRA and the other agencies and groups that lobbied for 

adaptation, they were ecstatic that their efforts paid off. For DEFRA in particular, they saw their 

                                                           
18 Agriculture, Biodiversity & Ecosystem Services, Forestry, Water, Marine & Fisheries, Floods & Coastal 
Erosion, Built Environment, Energy, Transport, Health, Business, Industry & Services. 
19 Built Environment, Infrastructure, Healthy & Resilient Communities, Agriculture & Forestry, Natural 
Environment, Business, and Local Government. 
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adaptation office (and budget) grow from 3-5 people prior to the Act to some 30 plus employees 

during the implementation of the ARP,CCRA and NAP (interview 6). Additionally, the passage of the 

Act helped legitimize DEFRA’s efforts on adaptation in the eyes of other departments within 

government. This can be seen by the creation of a “cross Whitehall domestic adaptation board” 

chaired by the DEFRA director and attended by senior level ministers from all departments, including 

the Cabinet Office (interview 2).  

 

In regards to the mandatory adaptation reporting requirements for statutory undertakers under the 

ARP, while no groups were hostile to the new regulatory requirement, initially there was  some 

concern over the need of such information and the manner in which it was to be produced 

(interview 1&2). Chief among these were the water companies which were already by law, required 

to include responses to climate impacts in their water management plans (interview 8). In terms of 

the CCRA and the NAP two, dichotomous, points of contention arose according to the interviewees. 

On the one hand, they claimed some local level elected officials were opposed to the NAP on 

political/ideological grounds, being so-called, ‘climate deniers’ (interview 5). On the other hand, the 

local level non-elected practitioners involved in the creation of the NAP, thought that the risk 

assessment could have focused more explicitly on local level impacts (interview 7). To be fair 

however, modelling risks at such a small scale is a difficult endeavor (van Aalst et al., 2008). 

  

In the business and industry domain, circa 2009, adaptation was seen as an environmental issue, 

thus a topic which garnered limited attention for some and seen as a low priority according to 

interview 9.Thus at the beginning of the CCRA/NAP process they saw little incentive in becoming 

involved and had limited understanding of how adaptation applied to their operations. Attitudes 

began to change when DEFRA began framing the narrative about adaptation as one primarily about 

‘risk’ and not environment. As interview 9 stated, “if you talk about risk to investors and the private 

sector… they know about that, that is their expertise… especially in the insurance and reinsurance 

sector. Most of their payouts are on environmental risks anyway. So if you talk to them in narrative 

terms about climate risks, it is the same framework they already use”(interview 9). This change in 

narrative, interviewee 9 goes on to explain, applied across the business and industry sector, whereby 

DEFRA engaged in discussions on the risks of not being able to do business because of changes in 

climate. In doing so they helped to attract more substantive engagement from the private sector. 
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5.4.5 Discussion - New forms of institutional order begin to create new forms of 

substantive authority  

In the third point of the working hypothesis we suggested that new forms of institutional order 

created by substantive expertise led to the development of new forms of substantive authority, or in 

other words, newly formed institutions created new policies. However as we have seen, no new 

institutional organizations were advocated for or created, hence this part of the working hypothesis 

cannot be justified. Rather what the interviews reveal is that there was an increase in the oversight 

of existing institutions which followed from the introduction of more stringent forms of substantive 

authority. Once the adaptation provisions were added to the draft Act and the Act passed, DEFRA 

and the other bodies that lobbied for those provisions secured a much stronger mandate for the 

management of adaptation policy. Additionally, in an effort to implement the newly formed pieces 

of substantive authority (the Adaptation Reporting Power, the Risk Assessment and the National 

Adaptation Plan) the manpower of the DEFRA Adaptation office alone grew over time tenfold (from 

3-5 prior to the Act to over 30 post-Act).Therefore, we might argue that new forms of substantive 

authority increase the oversight power of existing substantive expertise while at the same time 

expanding the base of the existing substantive expertise. This process, as shown, happens over time 

and as suggested above, that policy fields emerge in phases and during implementation, it is at this 

point that we can begin to quantify PF emergence by testing for the degrees of IO, SA and SE.  

 

As such the hypothesis is amended to read: New policy fields take root when existing elite 

substantive expertise is dissatisfied with the evolution of the policy field they are currently embedded 

in and sense an opportunity to strengthen or expand their position within that field in regards to their 

particular issue. In an effort to expand and strengthen their position they lobby for and are successful 

in gaining new forms of substantive authority. Once these new forms of substantive authority are 

established and begin to be implemented, the phases (low, medium, high) of the new policy field 

emergence become apparent. as the oversight power of substantive expertise (in regards to their 

issue) gradually, over time expands and strengthens (an increase institutional order). 

5.4.6 Discussion - New substantive authority attracts a wider base of substantive 

expertise  

The final point of the hypothesis offers that once new forms of substantive authority are accepted 

and begin to be implemented they will attract and create a novel and wider base of substantive 

expertise. In short new policies draw the attention of new policy actors that have a stake in and/or 

are interested in the new issues at hand. This in turn helps establish the makings of the new policy 

field, increasing it in size and legitimacy. Looking at the interviews we see that this is exactly what 
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transpired. Some of the main outcomes of implementing the ARP were that it not only forced 

organizations not previously engaged in adaptation to invest new resources in increasing their 

knowledge and expertise on the issue, it also spawned new forms of substantive expertise across a 

diversity of sectors. As reported above, over time, new, collaborative working groups inter alia in the 

water, transportation and electricity sector were created (and still exist) to discuss and decide how 

to take their adaptation actions forward. Additionally, these sectors reached out (and still do) to 

their public by promoting widespread stakeholder engagement on this issue; informing them of the 

impacts of new policy and soliciting feedback.  

 

This expansion of new substantive expertise surrounding adaptation was not only limited to the 

implementation of the ARP. The same dynamic can also be seen with the implementation of the 

CCRA and NAP. In attempting to identify and address priority risks, DEFRA et al.  over the years, 

enlisted and engaged with a variety of organizations both inside and outside government, from the 

local to the national level, with some 700 organizations eventually being involved in the process. This 

as reported, had the effect of raising broad awareness to the issue of adaptation while 

simultaneously consolidating concrete expertise and action on the issue. Another final piece of 

evidence that the implementation of the new forms of substantive authority led to the 

creation/expansion of new substantive expertise was the creation of the Adaptation Sub-

Committee, an independent body of experts, established under the Act, which serves to advise 

Government of adaptation policy. Thus indeed it was correct in hypothesizing new forms of 

substantive authority create new substantive expertise, especially, as assumed, during the 

implementation stage of the new substantive authority.  Once a critical mass of institutional order, 

new substantive authority and new substantive expertise is established, a new policy field begins to 

emerge. This happens in phases and in different patterns in different national contexts.  

 

As such the final part of the hypothesis is amended to read: Additionally and concurrently, over time, 

the implementation of the new substantive authority creates and attracts a new and wider base of 

substantive expertise to the policy issue. Finally, once the new substantive authority is in place within 

the context of the strengthened institutional order and new and expended expertise is established, a 

new policy field can be created. 

5.4.7 Revised hypothesis and tentative framework model of new policy field emergence 

Thus based on the above evidence from the interviews and review of the history of adaptation’s 

growth the full hypothesis is amended to read as such.  
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New policy fields take root when existing elite substantive expertise is dissatisfied with the evolution 

of the policy field they are currently embedded in and sense an opportunity to strengthen or expand 

their position within that field in regards to their particular issue. In an effort to expand and 

strengthen their position, they lobby for and are successful in gaining new forms of substantive 

authority. Once these new forms of substantive authority are established and begin to be 

implemented, the phases (low, medium, high)  of the new policy field emergence become apparent. 

First, the oversight power of substantive expertise (in regards to their issue) gradually, over time 

expands and strengthens (an increase institutional order). Additionally and concurrently, over time, 

the implementation of the new substantive authority creates and attracts a new and wider base of 

substantive expertise to the policy issue. Finally, once the new substantive authority is in place within 

the context of the strengthened institutional order and new and expended expertise is established, a 

new policy field can be created. 

 

Below we present a representation of our tentative model for policy field emergence: The Elite 

Driver Framework Model for Policy Field Emergence 

 
Figure 5.1. The Elite Driver Framework Model for Policy Field Emergence 
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5.5 Conclusions and further thoughts 
The study of (climate) policy innovation can be taken from different perspectives; invention, 

diffusion and effects (Jordan & Huitema, 2014). This article has taken the perspective of effects by 

examining the outcomes of the innovations in climate adaptation policy. In particular it attempts to 

bring a greater level of clarity and detail on how adaptation has emerged into a new field of public 

policy and how policy fields themselves come into being. Starting with a working hypothesis and 

assumptions derived from the results of a large-scale, multi-country study on how policy fields 

emerge (see Massey & Huitema, 2016), it compared the hypothesis to the evolution of adaptation’s 

emergence into a policy field in England. Primarily through data collected from a series of focused 

interviews with adaptation experts in that country. What we find is that overall the initial working 

hypothesis is confirmed by the reading of the evidence. New policy fields come about when a group 

of elite policy actors advocate for and successfully secure changes in policy which (dramatically) 

increases their authority and oversight on an issue, which in turn attracts and/or demands the 

attention and engagement of a multitude of new and diverse actors towards that issue. What we call 

the Elite Driver Framework for Policy Field Emergence. 

 

Where the initial hypothesis fell short was in its internal workings, specifically the type of policy 

change being advocated for and the motivations behind the drive for change. In terms of the type of 

change, it was originally postulated that elites were pushing for new institutional organizations to 

deal with adaptation policy. What was discovered however was that they were seeking an expansion 

of their own authority through a change in policy programs. In regards to motivations, it was initially 

thought that elites were dissatisfied with the existing institutional organizations and policies 

delivering adaptation. However, what is revealed is that they were dissatisfied with changes 

occurring around them within the broader climate policy landscape and chose to capitalize on that 

by pushing for an expansion of their own authority. 

 

Even though the working hypothesis generally seemed on the mark, these discrepancies actually 

raise two broad questions in regards to the overall genesis of new policy fields that have so far been 

ignored. The first revolves around the agency behind new policy fields and the second, the context 

within which new policy fields begin to take shape. Looking at the issue of agency, the concern is 

whether action taken is reactive or proactive. In our case we see that the elites were initially reactive 

in their push for policy reform in that they were responding to ongoing policy changes around them. 

As such we might counterfactually surmise that had The Climate Act never been introduced, the 

adaptation policy community would have remained content with the status quo and not advocated 
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for the radical reforms which eventually led to the creation of a new policy field. Thus we might ask 

if part of the genesis of new policy fields is borne out of a reaction to opportunities created by policy 

change as opposed to actors proactively seeking policy change? This question leads directly to the 

second. If the agents behind new policy fields are being reactive to change, is it necessary for some 

form of broader policy change to occur before the seeds of a new policy field can be sown? Or in 

other words, do new policy fields begin to take form within the context or environment of larger 

policy change? In the context of climate adaptation policy in England, the answer would appear to 

be “yes”.  

 

Having tentatively answered in the affirmative, we should also take a further step back and question 

if the refined hypothesis holds to other countries showing signs of high emergence of adaptation as 

a policy field i.e. France and Spain (see Massey & Huitema, 2016). While the working hypothesis was 

originally derived from large-scale data analysis, the specific historical dynamics detailed here are 

exceptional to England. We still might ask if, upon closer examination of those other countries, one 

would find a similar pattern of events? Were policy elites dissatisfied with how policy was evolving in 

their countries, have they attempted to take advantage of ‘windows of opportunity’? Is the larger 

climate policy landscape shifting? Or, are there a completely different set of dynamics occurring 

there? In 2014 the French Government also passed a landmark Climate Act, so there could be some 

similarities. Another question to be addressed is whether the Elite Driver Framework put forward 

here could be applied to the development of new policy fields other than adaptation? Considering 

that new policy fields do not come about that often, answering this question would require an 

historical examination of other, more established fields (e.g. environmental management or climate 

mitigation). 

 

Another interesting finding that surfaces from this research is the relative similarity of the dynamic 

elements contributing to the emergence of new policy fields and those outlined in the seminal 

theories of policy change. While we argued that dominant theories of policy change (Multiple 

Streams, Advocacy Coalition Framework and Punctuated Equilibrium) overlook the emergence of 

new policy fields, we find that the elements they describe as contributing to changes in policy are 

quite explicitly present in adaptation’s emergence as policy field in England; even if these theories 

are distinctly separate and unique ways (with only minor overlaps) of conceptualizing the evolution 

of policy. Specifically, we can see the work of ‘policy entrepreneurs’ seizing windows of opportunity 

in order to push their issue up the political agenda. We also find the adaptation and mitigation 

‘coalitions’ coming into conflict over how to move climate policy forward and make it more robust 
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from their respective points of view (for more on coalition building and policy entrepreneurship see 

Meijerink & Huitema, 2010). With the adaptation ‘coalition’ becoming successful in their endeavors 

largely thanks to the above mentioned windows of opportunities and what loosely might be 

characterized as policy learning among the legislators who eventually voted in favor of adding 

adaptation provisions to the UK Climate Act. We also see in the treatment of England points of 

disequilibrium within the larger climate policy arena. Up until the Friends of the Earth Big Ask 

campaign, climate policy in England had been steadily humming along making incremental progress 

on both the adaptation and mitigation side. The campaign and the subsequent introduction of a 

Climate Act to the UK Parliament (and ultimate passage) represented a major disruption in the 

working of climate policy leading to new institutional arrangements and new stability. What then 

can be learned from these findings?  Firstly, the discovery of these elements in no way discounts our 

hypothesis of new policy field development. If only for the simple reason that these elements are 

just that, elements embedded within a larger structural dynamic of policy change. The emergence of 

a new policy field is different from evolving changes in existing policy fields. New policy fields, are 

new and represent an entirely original, never before seen, configuration of institutional order, 

substantive authority and substantive expertise around an issue. The fact that these elements 

contribute to this new arrangement leads to the second point. It would appear that no matter the 

degree of the policy change taking place, there appear to be certain fundamental properties and 

processes that will be present or are instrumental in effecting that change. For any recipe of policy 

change there are some basic ingredients that are required. It is for this reason that there are some 

overlaps between our findings and previous, well tested theories. 

 

Finally, finding elements of all three in this current research, even in a tangential manner, leads us to 

question if a more comprehensive and inclusive theory of policy change could be developed? One 

that seeks to explain small-scale changes within existing policy fields all the way up through to the 

genesis of new policy fields. This however, is a topic for future and more in-depth research. 
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Chapter 6. Synthesis, reflections and conclusions 
 

6.1 Synthesis of thesis 
Public policy is constantly in flux, changing and evolving to address the demands of the body politic  

and/or pressures put on it. In some sense policy innovation and change can be seen as an adaptive 

response to cope with new or existing, real or perceived problems and issues within societies. The 

climate too is in flux and if scientific predictions are correct, the impacts of anthropogenic climate 

change could have damaging or potentially catastrophic effects on human and ecological systems. As 

such, many governments, especially in Europe, are seeking to respond to this pressure by creating 

new policies, programs and institutions that can help cope with or overcome the impacts of a 

changing climate, so-called climate change adaptation. In light of this, this thesis has researched the 

question of whether the growth and expansion of climate change adaptation policy in Europe is 

leading to the development and emergence of a new field of public policy in one or several 

countries. Additionally, this research has sought to conceptualize more broadly and succinctly, how 

new fields of public policy actually begin to take form and develop, a task never before been taken. 

In an effort to systematically answer these questions, a series of sub-questions were put forth to act 

as guide posts in the various chapters of this thesis, specifically: 

1. What is meant by the term “policy field”? How can it be defined? (in Chapter 2) 

2. How can a policy field be quantified and measured so as to empirically investigate the degree 

or scope of its emergence? (in Chapter 3) 

3. In which European countries can adaptation be seen as an emerging policy field and what is 

the variation in development across countries? (in Chapters 3&4) 

4. How can policy field emergence be generally conceptualized? What are the forces and 

dynamics propelling it and can they be mapped out? (in Chapter 4) 

5. Which factors have played a role in adaptation’s emergence as a policy field? (Chapter 4) 

6. What could a hypothesis and model for adaptation’s emergence as a policy field look like and 

do they represent the historical reality in a country with a high degree of policy field 

emergence? (in Chapters 4&5) 

 

Below is a concise overview of how the answers to these questions were developed on the basis of 

the research done for this thesis. 



 
90 

 

6.1.1 Defining policy fields 

As was argued in Chapter 2, policy fields, while widely studied in the social sciences lack a robust 

definition in the literature; a definition that could be used to identify one empirically. As such, given 

that policy fields were the central focus of this thesis, a definition of them was constructed. This was 

done by combining earlier, more rudimentary definitions of policy fields (Laumann & Knoke, 1987; 

Burstein, 1991; Birkland, 2005) with Colebatch’s (2009) broader definition of “policy”.  

 

Previous definitions periodically describe policy fields as being “substantive” in nature in that they 

are concerned with a particular unifying subject or issue. Birkland (2005) encapsulates this best in 

that he describes them as “the substantive area of policy… such as the environmental policy domain 

or health domain.” Policy itself, on the other hand, is described by Colebatch as being a combination 

of order, authority and expertise. Order is the fixed institutions or individuals that have authorized 

decision-making capabilities. Authority is the decisions that flow from legitimate authorities charged 

with governing, and expertise is individuals or groups that have specialized knowledge in governing.  

 

Linking the concept of “substantive” with the tri-partite definition of policy by Colebatch, this thesis 

proposes that a policy field can be seen as an entity that has substantive authority or the authority 

to make decisions over an issue or problem so as to produce legitimate policy outputs. Examples of 

products of substantive authority would be legislation, regulations, rules, policy programs, judicial 

rulings, government expenditure all related to a particular issue. The presence of substantive 

authority implies that some form of organizational or institutional order exists. Authority sits in 

government institutions and it is the institutions that legitimize the products of substantive 

authority. Thus, a policy field must have organizations or institutions with power vested in them; 

devoted to a topic, that give it order and structure. Examples would be ministries or ministerial 

offices, parliamentary committees, government agencies, etc. Lastly, the notion of expertise can be 

coupled with ‘substantive’ to yield the criteria of substantive expertise; expert knowledge about an 

issue. Institutional order and substantive authority rely on a shared normative belief that 

government should be involved in the process of managing an issue and the existence of some 

specialized knowledge and interest in managing an issue (see Gusfield, 1984). Substantive expertise 

would manifest itself both inside and outside of government. Examples would include governmental 

steering groups and task forces; policy networks and citizen interest groups; think tanks and NGOs: 

all the formal and informal arrangement of actors that have interest and expertise in an issue. Other, 

rhetorical examples are the products from the organizational such as policy papers and proposals, 

issue papers, studies, reports, and academic articles that study an issue and/or call for government 
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action. In sum, it is the existence of this substantive expertise, the actors and their products that 

steer authority and shape the order of a policy field. With this understanding, this thesis defines a 

policy field as a unit of governing within the socio-political system of a country where there exists 

three pillars working in tandem to support each other in the management of a public issue or set of 

issues: substantive authority, institutional order, and substantive expertise. 

6.1.2 Quantifying and measuring policy field emergence 

Having defined a policy field the next task of this thesis was to operationalize the definition by 

creating a method through which policy field emergence could be empirically quantified and 

measured across a range of countries. As is argued in Chapter 3, quantifying and measuring a policy 

field requires scoring the degree to which each component of the definition (intuitional order, 

substantive authority and substantive expertise as related to adaptation) is present in any particular 

country. As such this demanded the creation of a unique and innovative scoring formula which 

worked as follows. The score for institutional order (IO) was based on the number and types of 

national level government institutions a country has devoted to adaptation (e.g. ministerial 

offices/directorates, parliamentary committees, agencies). Depending on the type of institution a 

score between 0.1 and 1 would be assigned to it. These are then to be summed to derive an overall 

score for IO. A score for substantive authority (SA) is based on the number of socio-economic sectors 

that the national level adaptation legislation, adaptation plans and policy programs cover, where 

each sector would receive a score of 1. For example, if the national adaptation program/legislation 

were to address only agriculture, transportation and health then the institutional order score would 

be 3. The overall score of a can range from 1 to N. The logic being that a higher scoring implies a 

more robust SA and therefore a more robust policy field. Substantive expertise (SE) is to be scored 

by assigning a score of between 0.1 and 1 to the various types of non-government bodies (e.g. lobby 

groups, interest groups) that work on adaptation in a country. These are then to be summed to get 

an overall SE score. The scores for IO, SA and SE are then summed to get an overall policy field score. 

The overall score acts as a representative of how well the policy field is developed (See Appendix 2 

for more detail). 

6.1.3 Where and to what degree is a policy field emerging? 

In an effort to understand how policy fields might begin to emerge it was first necessary to locate in 

which countries it was emerging. Working with the above formula a novel on-line survey was 

created to collect data from European countries. What Chapter 4 shows is that of the 27 countries 

surveyed, 15 exhibit signs of policy field emergence in varying degrees. One (the United 

Kingdom/England) had a “highly significant” level of policy field development; five (Spain, France, 
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Lithuania, Finland, Switzerland) as “significant”; five (Portugal, Belgium, Hungary, Denmark, Austria) 

as “moderate”; and four (Germany, Norway, Sweden, Netherlands) as limited. Interestingly, these 

findings answer the first portion of the overall research question and indeed show that innovations 

in adaptation policy are leading to the development of adaptation as a policy field in a number of 

places but that the development is rather varied. As to why we see this pattern of emergence, and 

that fact (with the exception of England) the ‘traditional’ environmental leaders of Europe do not 

rank higher, I would turn to Lieferink et al. (2009). Through an extensive quantitative study of 

European countries environmental performance both domestically and internationally, they 

conclude there to be a mismatch between being seen as a leader at the international level and the 

ambitiousness of domestic policy. For example, while the Netherlands ranks high internationally, 

domestically their environmental policies were more modest. The same dynamic then could be at 

play with my results. 

6.1.4 A novel approach for studying policy field emergence 

As is argued in Chapters 2,3 and 4, the dominant theoretical frameworks which explore policy 

innovation and change ignore the study of how new policy fields come into being. Thus similar to the 

creation of a workable, testable definition of a policy fields, this thesis also endeavored to construct 

a novel framework that conceptualized the creation of new policy fields. This required looking at 

broader more fundamental state-centered theories of governing found in the political sciences 

literature, namely pluralism, elitism and institutionalism, with an eye toward seeing if any of these 

theoretical lenses could offer insights into the emergence of new fields. The justification in exploring 

the role state-centered theories of governing have played in the emergence of new policy fields is (i) 

policy fields are defined as a unit of governing within the socio-political system of a state; (ii) a policy 

field is fundamentally a state or government sponsored set of institutional arrangements to deal 

with problems and issues in society; and (iii) their emergence and creation can be seen as an act of 

governing by the state and subsequently, without state sanctions they would not exist. In employing 

these lenses, Chapter 4 postulates that new policy fields in general, and climate adaptation in 

particular, could begin to emerge as a result of pluralistic forces, the actions of elites and/or 

institutional change. Specifically it hypothesizes that under a pluralistic view, interest groups within 

civil society would be the driving force behind policy change. Under an elite view, I postulate that a 

small, elite group of policy makers inside and outside government would advocate and push for 

reform. Finally, under an institutional perspective, working with the understanding that new 

institutions evolve from existing ones as a result of existing institutions inability to deal with 

emerging problems, we might assume that: (i) adaptation would evolve out of previously 

institutionalized but related policy fields (e.g. climate mitigation policy, land use planning, disaster 
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control, or water management); and (ii) that its emergence was a result of new problem pressures 

that these fields could not sufficiently resolve. The utility of this approach is that it allowed for 

empirical testing for each of the factors. 

6.1.5 Testing for the factors 

Working with the sample of 15 countries showing evidence of policy field emergence, Chapter 4 

went on to measure the degree to which the factors (pluralism, elitism, institutionalism) played a 

role in the development of adaptation as a field. Data for this were collected through the same on-

line survey from Chapter 3, and respondents were asked them to rate on a scale of 1-5 with 1 being 

“not important at all” and 5 being “very important” how important a particular factor was in 

contributing to the adoption of adaptation policies. What was found for the entire sample of 

countries is that while all the factors played a role, the significance of each factor varied, with elitism 

proving to be the most influential followed by pluralism and then institutionalism. The significance of 

the factors also varied depending on the degree of policy field emergence of a country. For the 

countries showing “highly significant emergence”, “significant emergence” and “limited emergence”, 

as with the entire sample, elitism proved to be the most influential followed by pluralism and 

institutionalism. For the group of countries showing “moderate” emergence, institutionalism 

appeared to be the most significant factor followed by pluralism then elitism. Given these results, I 

interpreted that policy fields emerge in phases. In phase one, when adaptation first began to 

emerge, it was an issue being pushed for by elite policy communities and/or top political officials 

and policy advisors. They were in effect the spark and the engine to start promoting adaptation as 

more than just a policy issue, advocating for institutional change. In phase two, when adaptation 

reached a level of moderate emergence, institutional change previously advocated by elites begins 

to be implemented and its effects pronounced on the new field’s expansion. This could account for 

institutionalism being the highest ranked factor among this group of countries. In phase three, 

where we see significant PF emergence, new institutions are established and elite activity once again 

becomes significant. Here elites begin evaluating changes taking place, while at the same time 

exerting pressure to see that the changes they advocated for are being successfully implemented. 

When adaptation reaches a level of high significance (phase four), the broader network that evolved 

around adaptation begins to recognize and acknowledge the efforts elites invested into adaptation, 

not only at its onset but throughout its emergence. 

6.1.6 Conceptualizing policy field emergence 

The final task of this thesis was to develop a working hypothesis of policy field emergence and 

compare it to the historical reality of a country showing a high degree of policy field emergence 
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(Chapters 4 and 5). Using the data of the influence of the factors, it was hypothesized that new 

policy fields emerge when an elite group of policy actors (substantive expertise) are dissatisfied with 

existing institutions (institutional order) and policies (substantive authority) surrounding their issue. 

As such they push for and are successful in creating new institutional organizations (new institutional 

order) to handle their issue. These new organizations create new policies (new forms of substantive 

authority) which attracts a wider audience to the issue (new substantive expertise). Overall, these 

dynamics eventually lead to the creation of a new policy field.  

 

In an effort to test this working hypothesis, a series of focused interviews were conducted with 

adaptation policy experts in England (the country showing the highest degree of policy field 

emergence) to discuss the evolution and development of adaptation there (Chapter 5).  

What the research uncovered is that overall the working hypothesis closely resembled our reading 

of the evidence. New policy fields come about when an elite policy community advocates for and 

secures changes in policy which (dramatically) increases their authority and oversight on an issue, 

which in turn attracts and/or demands the attention and engagement of a multitude of new and 

diverse actors towards that issue. Where the working hypothesis fell short was in its internal 

workings, specifically the type of policy change being advocated for and the motivations behind the 

drive for change. In terms of the type of change, it was originally argued that elites pushed for new 

institutional organizations to deal with climate adaptation policy. What was revealed through an 

analysis of the interview data was that elites were seeking an expansion of their own authority 

through a change in policy programs. In regards to motivations, it was initially thought that elites 

were dissatisfied with the existing institutional organizations and policies delivering adaptation. 

However, it was discovered that they were dissatisfied with changes occurring around them within 

the broader climate policy landscape and chose to capitalize on these changes by pushing for an 

expansion of their own authority. 

Given these findings, the original hypothesis for policy field emergence was amended to read in full 

as follows:  

New policy fields take root when existing elite substantive expertise is dissatisfied with the evolution 

of the policy field they are currently embedded in and sense an opportunity to strengthen or expand 

their position within that field in regards to their particular issue. In an effort to expand and 

strengthen their position, they lobby for and are successful in gaining new forms of substantive 

authority. Once these new forms of substantive authority are established and begin to be 

implemented, the phases (low, medium, high)  of the new policy field emergence become apparent. 

First, the oversight power of substantive expertise (in regards to their issue) gradually, over time 
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expands and strengthens (an increase institutional order). Additionally and concurrently, over time, 

the implementation of the new substantive authority creates and attracts a new and wider base of 

substantive expertise to the policy issue. Finally, once the new substantive authority is in place within 

the context of the strengthened institutional order and new and expended expertise is established, a 

new policy field can be created. 

Based on this new hypothesis we then put forth a tentative model for new policy field emergence 

which we call, The Elite Driver Model for Policy Field Emergence. 

 
Figure 6.1. The Elite Driver Model for Policy Field Emergence 

6.2 Shortcomings, limitations and future directions 
In spite of the interesting and novel findings of the thesis, there remain shortcomings and limitations 

(conceptual and methodological); many of which could be addressed in future research studies. 

 

The first major conceptual deficiency of this thesis could be attributed to how policy fields are 

defined and specifically what distinguishes a policy field from a policy issue (i.e. a topic of public 

policy that is not a field). While I argue that policy fields must have institutional order, substantive 

authority and substantive expertise, working in tandem to support each other in the management of 

a public issue or set of issues, it might be argued when it comes to managing a public issue, 

examples of all three could be found. For example, taking the issue of drunk driving (something I 
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intuitively would say is not a policy field) one might find instances of institutional order (an office in 

the ministry of health and safety) which produces substantive authority (a prohibition of drunk 

driving) and substantive expertise (policy makers and scientists defining what a suitable and legal 

threshold is for alcohol consumption and driving). Other forms of substantive expertise might be a 

citizen groups lobbying for more stringent or lenient regulations. As such, it could be said that the 

definition of a policy field is lacking in some key elements. Another glaring element that not included 

is the issue of budgets supporting a policy field. Specifically, it might be postulated that policy fields 

will command higher government budgets, as compared to policy issues (a point I make in Chapters 

4 and 5). 

 

This point though leads into the second major shortcoming of this thesis: the inability to set a 

definitive threshold for when a policy field unequivocally exists. Specifically, how much institutional 

order, substantive authority and substantive expertise must be present surrounding a topic to say 

that that topic is actually not just a policy issue but a policy field? The research attempted to 

overcome this by setting numerical markers for each element, as was seen in the original formula for 

scoring policy fields in Chapters 3 and 4. However, the overall degree to which any one country 

showed signs of adaptation as a policy field was relative to one country, England, where it was 

assumed adaptation was a policy field. Unfortunately, this research alone cannot prove 

unambiguously that adaptation is a policy field there. For that, a broader consensus of expert 

opinion would be needed. This conceptual deficiency weakens all the claims made for policy field 

emergence in other countries. While I recognize this point, it is perhaps inevitable that any study of 

the ‘coming into being’ of a phenomenon will always face challenges about what constitutes 

sufficient proof of its existence. The effort to conceptualize what policy fields are, so that that they 

can be measured is novel, hence preliminary steps must first be taken before an expert consensus 

on what constitutes proof of existence can develop. Still, much other research (see Massey & 

Bergsma, 2008; Keskitalo, 2010; Boyd et al., 2011; Massey & Huitema, 2013; Benson & Loernzoni, 

2014) strongly suggests that, at least for England, a well-defined climate adaptation policy field does 

exist.  

 

A methodological limitation that arose over the course of this work was the inability to calculate 

policy field scores as planned for each country as a result of a flaw in the design of the survey. As 

Chapter 3 points out, survey respondents were asked ‘‘yes’’ or ‘‘no’’ if there are any organizations 

not part of the official government that worked on adaptation. And they were asked to provide a list 

of names so as to calculate the degree of external SE. Unfortunately, respondents only replied ‘‘yes’’ 
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or ‘‘no’’ without providing a list. As a result in order to avoid explicit bias I tabulated the scores of IO 

and SA of those surveys that responded ‘‘yes’’ to the existence of substantive expertise. This means 

that the policy field scores are not completely represented. Nevertheless, it can still be said with 

certainty whether or not SE exists, just not the degree to which it exists. 

 

Another methodological deficiency that should be addressed in the future is how the factors of 

pluralism, elitism and institutionalism were captured. As stated above, survey respondents were 

asked to rate on a scale from 1-5 how important a particular factor was in contributing to the growth 

in adaptation policy. The problem encountered here was that only a limited number of questions 

could be  posed so as to avoid respondent fatigue. The survey itself was designed as a multi-purpose 

data gathering tool for a range of topics related to adaptation, not just in regards to the factors 

contributing to its emergence as a policy field. Thus, even though I am confident in the results of the 

survey, which led to the development of the hypothesis on policy field emergence and the overall 

confirmation of that hypothesis, a broader range of questions could have been included. 

 

This leads to another, perhaps more overarching conceptual and methodological limitation in the 

research which has significant implications on how I hypothesize the emergence of new policy fields. 

Namely, the specific explanatory factors/theoretical lenses employed. Having chosen to look only at 

pluralism, elitism and institutionalism I neglected other, perhaps more important, theoretical 

traditions. For example, as Chapter 4 argues, I could have included and tested for elements of Public 

Choice theory, working on the assumption that new policy fields begin to take shape as a result of 

some form of government intervention to correct for market failures. Testing for elements of this 

would not discount the current findings but contribute to a more robust final hypothesis for policy 

field emergence. For example, if there was the perception that new climate adaptation policy could 

correct for some market failure it would add a richer texture to explaining the motivations behind 

the actions of the elites pushing for policy reform. 

 

A final methodological limitation of this thesis was the decision to apply the working hypothesis of 

policy field emergence to only one case country. The results form Chapters 3 and 4 show that both 

France and Spain also score high for PF emergence. Therefore it could be argued that for a robust 

hypothesis to be developed, multiple cases need to be investigated; otherwise it could be said that 

the hypothesis is only case specific to England. Additionally, it would be interesting to look at 

countries that have active adaptation policies but little evidence of adaptation as a policy field. Such 

an exploration potentially could reveal that new policy fields are more likely to emerge under 
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particular political settings. As such, time and resources only allowed for an investigation of England. 

Moreover, I do not present my hypothesis as the final rendition on policy field emergence or the 

only way in which they can emerge. As I state at the conclusion of Chapter 5, further research needs 

to be done in other countries and more importantly more research needs to be done to see if the 

hypothesis could be applied to other fields of public policy apart from adaptation. 
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Appendix 2. Scoring policy fields 
Scoring institutional order 
Institutional order, α can be detected in five forms: a ministry which we label m, an offices/ 
directorates within a ministry, which we label o, parliamentary committees, which we label p, 
external agencies, which we label a and other institutes, such as steering groups, which we label z. 
Thus: 
 
α = {m,o,p,a,z}  

 
We can assume however that given the nature of m (a ministry), that if m exists so does P, that in all 
cases: 
 
m → P 
 
Therefore further testing for P is not necessary.  
 
If m is not present then we must test for and score o, p, a and z. Offices/directorates within 
ministries, parliamentary committees and agencies can be further divided into those which solely 
deal with adaptation and those which deal with both adaptation and mitigation. Thus for those 
dealing solely with adaptation we label them oa, pa, and aa giving them a score of “1”. For those with 
a dual mandate we label them, oam, pam, and aam. These we score with “0.5” as we assume that show 
a lesser degree of institutional order. Other institutes, z, receive a score of “0.1”. Thus when scoring 
α: 
 
α =  oa + oam  +pa  +pam  +aa  +aam  +z 
 
Scoring substantive authority 
Looking at β, substantive authority, β can be detected in three formants: law and/or a national level 
policy program which we label a, white papers or policy strategies which we label b, and green 
papers of plans which we label c. Thus: 
 
β = {a, b, c} 

 
Given the nature and logical sequence of a, b and c in that if legislation or policy programs exist we 
can assume that so too white papers and green papers (or their equivalent) also exist, making 
testing for and scoring them irrelevant. The overall purpose of the testing and scoring of β is to 
determine the degree of its existence. If a does not exist then b must be tested for, if b does not 
exist then c must be tested for. If none exist then β = 0.  
 
In scoring a in the context of adaptation, its score is determined by the number of socio-economic 
sectors covered in the legislation or program, with each sector receiving a score of 1.  
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For example if the national adaptation program addressed only agriculture, transportation and 
health then a would receive a score of 3.20 The overall score of a can range from 1 to N. The logic 
being that a higher scoring a implies more robust substantive authority and therefore a more robust 
policy field.   
 
In scoring b or c we are only interested in their existence not their range as with a. Therefore if b 
exists it receives a score of 1 if not 0. If b is zero we test for c. If c is present we score it as 0.5 if not 
then 0. Overall, if substantive authority exists then β ≥ 0.5. 
 
Scoring substantive expertise 
Substantive expertise, γ, can be present in two forms, organizational, γo  and rhetorical, γr. Looking at 
γo there are broadly two types which we score differently. The first we consider “nominal”, where 
the organization contains the name of the subject we are exploring (in this case adaptation). Such a 
nominal signal implies that the organization primarily works on the subject, for example we can 
assume that the UK’s Adaptation Sub-Committee is largely concerned with adaptation, similarly the 
American Farm Bureau Federation concerns itself with agriculture. Examples of these we label γon.  
 
The second type is where the issue is not in the organization’s name but is part of a portfolio of 
issues that the organization works on, as is the case of the UK’s Local Government Association which 
lobbies government on a range of issues, adaptation being one of them. This we call γop. Considering 
that γon could be seen as a more robust example of substantive expertise we give each example of it 
with a score of 1. We give each example of γop a score of 0.5.  
 

Given their structural nature, operating costs etc. we assume that examples of γo would be fewer as 
compared to γr, that γ r > γo therefore examples of γ r should be weighted less. Subsequently we 
assign each example a score of 0.1. Overall, γ can be scored with the equation: 
 
γ = γon + γop + γr 

 

 
In conclusion the score of policy field receives can be written with the equation: 
 
(oa + oam  +pa  +pam  +aa  +aam  +z) ∙ {a, b, c} ∙ (γon + γop + γr) 
_______________________________________________ 
                                                 100 
 
 

                                                           
20 In applying this formulation to other perspective policy fields the score of b would be determined by the 
number of separate and identifiable issues that b addressed.  
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Appendix 3. Country list from online survey 
Country Number of respondents 

Albania 3 

Austria 3 

Belgium 3 

Boznia Herz 1 

Bulgaria 2 

Cyprus 1 

Czech Rep. 1 

Denmark 5 

Estonia 1 

Finland 3 

France 6 

Germany 3 

Greece 1 

Hungary 2 

Iceland 1 

Ireland 1 

Italy 6 

Latvia 1 

Lithuania 2 

Netherlands 5 

Norway 3 

Poland 1 

Portugal 2 

Slovakia 2 

Slovenia 1 

Spain 2 

Sweden 3 

Switzerland 2 

UK 2 

29 Countries, 69 respondents 
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Appendix 4. List of interviewees 

Interview number Organization Date of interview 
Years of 
experience 

1 Environment Agency 27-2-2015 10 
2 Adaptation Sub-Committee 4-3-2015 10 
3 Natural England 5-3-2015 15 
4 University 5-3-2015 15 
5 Climate UK 6-3-2015 10 
6 DEFRA 6-3-2015 3 
7 DEFRA 9-3-2015 3,5 
8 Severn-Trent Water 11-3-2015 12 
9 Dept Business Innovation 16-3-2015 6 

10 
Royal Soc. for Protection of 
Birds  16-3-2015 15 

11 Adaptation Sub-Committee 24-3-2015 9 
12 Global Action Plan 2-4-2015 11 
13 Former DEFRA 12-5-2015 10 
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Appendix 5. Questionnaire for interviews 
For how long/since when have you worked on adaptation? 

 

Where are you from/ where have you worked? 

 

Background 

• In your opinion how has adaptation reached such an advanced, entrenched stage of policy in 
the UK over the last few years?  

• Through what stages has climate adaptation policy gone through, in your opinion, over the 
years? 

• What do you think the most influential factor or turning point was for adaptation policy in its 
growth to where it is today? Why? 

Actors & timing 

Pluralism 

• To what degree were civic groups, groups outside government involved in promoting for or 
lobbying for more stringent adaptation policy prior to the UK Climate Act? Did groups exist? 

• To what degree were civic groups, groups outside government involved in promoting for or 
lobbying for more stringent adaptation policy after the UK Climate Act? 

• Would you say that the number of civic groups outside government involved in adaptation 
policy increased or expanded after the passage and implementation of the UK Climate Act? 

Elitism 

• During the years prior to the UK Climate Act when the Adaptation Policy Framework and the 
National Adaptation Programme were being implemented would you say that there were 
only a limited group of experts involved in adaptation policy? What about after? 

• At the same time were these groups dissatisfied with how the programmes were running? 
Were they dissatisfied with the scope of the mandates given to UKCIP and UKCCP? 

• Would you say that these groups lobbied for new or greater institutional organizations to be 
created for delivering adaptation policy? 

• Were their actions seen by them as risky? 
• Role of scientist? 

Institutions 

• How would you account for the increase in government institutional organizations dealing 
with adaptation policy?  

• How would you account for the increased attention various and diverse government 
institutions are giving to adaptation policy?  

Summary 

• How well do you agree with this statement? The expansion of adaptation policy began with 
the efforts of a small group of policy makers, academics/scientist (and other parties) 
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dissatisfied with the level of adaptation policy. That they pushed for a change in institutional 
arrangements that could deliver more substantial adaptation policy. Once these changes 
were being made they attracted a wider audience of supporters through the efforts in a 
move to legitimize their actions and ideas. 
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Summary 
Public policy is constantly in flux, changing and evolving to address the demands of the body politic  

and/or pressures put on it. In some sense policy innovation and change can be seen as an adaptive 

response to cope with new or existing, real or perceived problems and issues within societies. The 

climate too is in flux and if scientific predictions are correct, the impacts of anthropogenic climate 

change could have damaging or potentially catastrophic effects on human and ecological systems. As 

such, many European governments are seeking to respond to this pressure by creating new policies, 

programs and institutions that can help cope with or overcome the impacts of a changing climate, 

so-called climate change adaptation. This thesis researches the question of whether the growth and 

expansion of climate change adaptation policy in Europe is leading to the development and 

emergence of a new field of public policy in one or several countries. Additionally, this research 

seeks to conceptualize how new fields of public policy actually begin to take form and develop. 

 

Interestingly, as a unit of analysis, policy fields are widely studied in the social sciences. However, 

the definition of policy fields such as environmental policy or agricultural policy is taken for granted. 

Oddly for such a common concept, very little attention is paid to what specifically policy fields are or 

how they can be conceptualized and identified. Given these short-comings, this thesis begins to fill 

this gap by theoretically defining what a policy field is by identifying and assigning their 

characteristics and dynamics so that they can be empirically measured. As such I define a policy field 

as: as a unit of governing within the socio-political system of a country where there exists three 

pillars working in tandem to support each other in the management of a public issue or set of issues: 

substantive authority, institutional order, and substantive expertise. Substantive authority relates to 

policies, institutional order relates to the institutions and organizations that deliver policies, and 

substantive expertise relates to the people in charge of making polices. 

 

Having defined what a policy field is, this thesis further sets out to empirically map where and to 

what degree adaptation is emerging as a policy field. And to theoretically and empirically explore the 

drivers underpinning policy field emergence. Based upon a survey of leading adaptation policy 

makers in 27 European countries, I show that there are signs of adaptation becoming a policy field in 

15 countries. Furthermore, I find that while institutional change, coupled with increasing public 

attention and pressure on governments to react to climate change, has helped drive the emergence 

of adaptation as a new policy field, it appears that it is the activities of elite policy makers and 

experts that have had the most influence. 
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Following these finding this thesis digs deeper into the possible hypothesis that elites were the 

driving force behind the emergence of new policy fields. Using England as a case study - the country 

showing the highest degree of adaptation as a policy field – a series of focused interviews were 

conducted with adaptation policy experts there. The results show that indeed elite policy 

communities are responsible for new policy fields. Specifically, new policy fields take root when 

existing policy elites are dissatisfied with the evolution of the old policy field they are embedded in 

and sense an opportunity to strengthen or expand their position within that field in regards to their 

particular issue. In an effort to expand and strengthen their position, they lobby for and are 

successful in gaining new forms of policy. Once these new forms of policy are established and begin 

to be implemented, the emergence of a new policy field becomes apparent. First, the oversight 

power of elites (in regards to their issue) gradually, over time expands and strengthens. Secondly, 

over time, the implementation of the new policies creates and attracts a new and wider base of 

people to the policy issue. Finally, once the new policies are in place within the context of the 

strengthened institutions and new and expended policy expertise is established, a new policy field 

can be created. 

 

In sum, this thesis represents the first combination of conceptual and empirical work in an attempt 

to hypothesize how policy fields might emerge. By cracking the door open with the analysis, I hope 

to lay the foundations for future work that is deeper and more refined in its investigation, not only 

of policy field emergence but equally climate change adaptation. The study of policy change is too 

often limited to changes within fields. By expanding the focus towards field emergence I hope to 

capture a completely different dynamic of governance as it relates to large-scale policy change. In 

relation to adaptation, given climate change has been characterized as one of the greatest 

challenges of the 21st  century, how governments choose to govern adaptation will significantly 

influence their ability to respond to climate pressures. Studying what and how countries have done 

thus far, can offer guidance for those countries just beginning to undertake adaptation. 
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