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The expediency of policy integration
Jeroen J. L. Candel

Public Administration and Policy Group, Wageningen University (NL), Wageningen, Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Policy integration has come to be known as the Holy Grail of public
policy. Given the increased complexity of societal problems,
academics and policymakers alike have called for better
integrated governance approaches to deal with these problems
more effectively. Despite the intuitive appeal of these calls,
pursuing policy integration may not always be expedient, as it
comes with significant costs and pitfalls. So far, the question of
when pursuing policy integration may be considered opportune
has remained largely unaddressed in the public policy literature.
This article takes up this question and addresses it by discussing
two interrelated elements: the desirability and the feasibility of
policy integration. The former is reflected upon by synthesizing
the main pros and cons that emerge from previous studies. The
latter is addressed by proposing a heuristic that evaluates policy
integration possibilities based on two key determinants:
integrative capacity and leadership. Together, the synthesis and
heuristic can serve as a point of departure for more critical
reflections on pushes for more policy integration and on how to
allocate scarce resources. The other way around, the heuristic
allows policy entrepreneurs pushing for integrated “solutions” to
focus their attention on the variables that matter most.
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1. Introduction

The pursuit of policy integration has come to be known as the “Holy Grail”, “Philosopher’s
Stone”, or “the eternal problem” of public governance1 (Perri 6 et al. 2002; Peters 2015;
Candel 2017). Both academics and policymakers alike consider strengthening integrative
governance approaches as the way forward in dealing with a range of societal problems
that have become increasingly complex due to globalization, public sector reforms, and
datafication, among other factors. A simple Scopus search shows that the amount of
social science research on policy integration has steadily increased in the new millennium,
from 5 peer-reviewed publications in 2000 to 63 in 2018.2 Examples of pressing problems
that have attracted considerable attention from policy integration scholars include climate
and environmental concerns, food insecurity, and gender inequalities (e.g. Cejudo and
Michel 2017; Rees 2005; Jordan and Lenschow 2010; Runhaar et al. 2018). The central
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assumption of proponents of pushes for strengthened policy integration is that concerted
policy efforts will be more effective in achieving desired outcomes compared to traditional
compartmentalized policymaking.

Despite the intuitive appeal of calls for policy integration, investing scarce resources
into its pursuit may not always be opportune. Indeed, public policy scholars have
pointed at various downsides and costs associated with attempts to increase levels of
policy integration (Jordan and Halpin 2006; Peters 2018). Others have argued that the
desirability of more integration is first and foremost an empirical question (Hogl,
Kleinschmit, and Rayner 2016). This raises the question of when exactly pursuing
policy integration may be considered expedient. In his concluding thoughts in an
article on coordination, Guy Peters (2018, 9–10) summarizes this dilemma well:

The practical issues for producing coordination are troublesome, but the normative issues
involved may be even more difficult. How much effort should be invested in attempting to
create coordination, and in what circumstances? Can the resources be better used to
deliver the services rather than coordinate them? Although much of the literature on
policy coordination treats better coordinated programs as an unalloyed virtue, in the real
world of governing some balancing may be required. The appropriate balance will depend
upon a number of factors, but political and professional judgments are required to make
the correct decision on coordination.

The question that arises is how to make such a judgment. Would it have to be based purely
on political or professional gut feeling, or is it possible to discern some variables on the
basis of which policymakers can make a more informed decision? Although the public
policy literature provides various clues of “factors” to take into consideration (e.g. see:
Peters 2015; Candel 2017), a clear answer to this question has not yet been formulated.
This article aims to address this gap by addressing two interrelated sub-questions: when
is policy integration desirable, and when is it feasible? I address these questions in
different ways. The question of desirability is a normative one that depends on one’s
weighing of the pros and cons of policy integration. To allow for such weighing, I syn-
thesize the most prominent (dis)advantages that have emerged from previous studies.
Feasibility can be considered a – and perhaps the most important – sub-dimension of
desirability. To assess the feasibility of pushes for strengthened policy integration I
propose a heuristic that encompasses two critical determinants without the presence of
which policy integration ambitions stand little chance of being realized: integrative
capacity and leadership.

The synthesis and heuristic presented in this article are first and foremost a theoretical
enterprise. Together, they can serve as a point of departure for more critical reflections on
pushes for more policy integration and on how to allocate scarce resources, both in policy
arenas and in academic debates. Regarding the latter, most studies still seem to automati-
cally assume that (environmental/ climate/ etc.) policy integration is desirable in itself
(Hogl, Kleinschmit, and Rayner 2016), which, following from the above, can be ques-
tioned. In addition, as will be further discussed in Section 5, the theoretical argument
may open up new avenues of research on policy integration.

It is important to note that I develop the argument around horizontal policy inte-
gration, i.e. integration within and between policy sectors. That said, much of what
follows may also be relevant to questions of vertical integration between levels of govern-
ment (cf. Briassoulis 2004).
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The article proceeds with a brief elaboration of how I conceptualize policy integration.
Subsequently, section 3 presents a discussion of the desirability of policy integration by
synthesizing the most frequently mentioned pros and cons. Section 4 then sets out the
heuristic for assessing the feasibility of strengthening policy integration, after first discuss-
ing the two key determinants – integrative capacity and integrative leadership – in more
detail. The article ends with a concise discussion reflecting on follow-up research oppor-
tunities and practical implications.

2. A processual understanding of policy integration

Policy integration has been conceptualized in different ways (Cejudo and Michel 2017;
Tosun and Lang 2017). Here, I adopt a processual approach, in which policy integration
is considered a process over time encompassing various degrees and dimensions
(Candel and Biesbroek 2016). This conceptualization was developed following on criticism
of earlier publications that approached integration as a static outcome or desired govern-
ance principle. Instead, we argued that policy integration should be as much about disin-
tegration as about advances in integration, and that there are many shades of grey between
sectoral policymaking and full policy integration (see also: Metcalfe 1994; Geerlings and
Stead 2003). The four dimensions of policy integration distinguished are: (i) policy
frame, (ii) subsystem involvement, (iii) goals, and (iv) instruments. Figure 1 presents a
simplified version of this approach. Whereas the figure describes what the highest and
lowest degrees of policy integration for each of the dimensions would entail, the original
framework distinguishes two ideal-type manifestations in between these extremes.
Strengthening policy integration thus refers to a shift towards higher degrees on this
scale for one or more dimensions.

Figure 1. Simplified version of the processual policy framework (Candel and Biesbroek 2016).
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3. How desirable is strengthening policy integration?

The overall desirability of strengthening policy integration is first and foremost a norma-
tive question. Based on their weighing of the advantages and disadvantages, decision-
makers may choose for alternate directions. It is therefore worthwhile to take a closer
look at the most important pros and cons that can play a role in such weighing exercises.
This section synthesizes three of each as these emerge from the public policy literature.
Importantly, ultimate decisions will not only be affected by these factors, but also by
the (perceived) urgency of the crosscutting problem at hand (cf. Jones and Baumgartner
2005).

A first, and perhaps obvious, reason for pursuing policy integration is that integrated
approaches may simply be more effective in addressing crosscutting problems (Briassoulis
2004). Although this remains an empirical question, anecdotal evidence seems to suggest
that concerted efforts may indeed be more effective in dealing with intractable problems
compared to siloed approaches. Jochim and May (2010), for example, suggest that the
cross-sectoral pollution abatement regime that emerged in the U.S. in the 1970s played
an important role in dealing more effectively with a range of environmental harms. Simi-
larly, Brazil’s success in reducing the amount of people suffering from food insecurity in
the early 2000s is often attributed to its ambitious integrated Fome Zero (“Zero Hunger”)
programme (Rocha 2009). As these and many other urgent challenges span the boundaries
of jurisdictions, the myopic nature of policymaking may simply not suffice (Jochim and
May 2010).

Secondly, increased policy integration can reduce many of the inefficiencies in public
policymaking. The many duplications and contradictions that characterize contemporary
governance arrangements are often a waste of public resources (Peters 2018). Releasing
some of these resources through better integrated policy efforts vis-à-vis one issue may
enhance capacities to govern others. This point can also be approached from the perspec-
tive of ultimate target groups. Reducing some of the incoherencies in demands and
requirements that target groups face may allow them to use their time and energy for
more productive activities as well as improve chances of achieving desired outcomes. Hut-
tunen (2015), for example, shows how Finnish farmers experienced well-intended agri-
environmental schemes as incoherent in relation to their own goals and practices as
well as to the goals of broader agricultural policy efforts, resulting in poor functioning
of these schemes.

Third, apart from these more functionalist arguments, pursuing policy integration may
serve an important political function. Aligning policies so that they come to contribute to a
set of overarching goals, and deciding upon these goals in the first place, often requires
extensive bargaining and compromising, both at political and administrative levels.
Although these interactions may be time- and resource-consuming, they contribute to a
better alignment of interests and prioritization of objectives. Adelle, Jordan, and Benson
(2015), for example, show how in the case of EU mercury policy increased interactions
within an inter-sector network helped to reconcile economic and environmental interests.

Paradoxically, the most frequently mentioned cons of pursuing strengthened policy
integration are about largely the same themes. First, in terms of effectiveness and
efficiency, as argued before it remains to be seen whether integrated approaches are
indeed more effective in achieving desired outcomes. Public policy scholars have shown

4 J. J. L. CANDEL



that many policy integration attempts do not proceed beyond symbolic levels (Candel
2017), either because integrated goals are not complemented with instruments or
because integrated policy outputs are not or not fully implemented (see Section 4.3).
Examples are abundant and include sustainable development strategies and climate
change mitigation plans (Casado-Asensio and Steurer 2014, 2016), the greening of agricul-
tural policy (Alons 2017), integrated food security strategies (Drimie and Ruysenaar 2010),
and mainstreaming climate change adaptation (Runhaar et al. 2018), inter alia. Although
symbolic integration may have value of its own (cf. Dupuis and Biesbroek 2013; Casado-
Asensio and Steurer 2014), the question of whether this always justifies the amount of
resources invested in pursuing policy integration seems justified. In addition, policy inte-
gration may result in renewed pillarisation, as Adelle, Pallemaerts, and Chiavari (2009)
warned for in the case of the integration of energy and climate change by embedding
them in a single department.

Second, there is the possibility of trade-offs as enhancing the integration around one
issue requires transferring resources from other areas, which is likely to result in losses
of performance elsewhere (Underdal 1980). Moreover, although integrated approaches
are advocated for most pressing issues nowadays (e.g. see: United Nations 2015), strength-
ening integration vis-à-vis one issue often requires a weakening of integration versus
another (cf. Adelle, Jordan, and Benson 2015). Furthermore, there is a risk that a preoc-
cupation with strengthening policy integration among leadership may result in reduced
attention and devotion to programmes at subsystem level (Mickwitz et al. 2009). It is
with an eye on this risk that Jochim and May (2010) stress that substantive policy
efforts at subsystem level should be coordinated, not replaced, by procedural instruments
at system-level.

Third, whereas integrated policymaking has become a pervasive ambition across gov-
ernments, it may at times conflict with other political values, such as decentralization,
broader participation, privacy, and citizens’ civil liberties (Underdal 1980; Peters 2018).
Additionally, whereas better integration can help overcoming the short-sightedness of
and overlaps in public bureaucracies, there are good grounds for governments to be orga-
nized along specialized entities in the first place (Peters 2015). There is a risk that special-
isation comes to be considered as undesired by definition. What is more, a certain degree
of redundancy is hypothesized to strengthen governments’ ability to signal and manage
risks and shocks (Landau 1969; Termeer et al. 2015), and may foster some healthy com-
petition between entities that can actually increase the efficiency of a system as a whole.

The overall impression that arises is that pursuing policy integration in a manner that
does more good than harm requires careful consideration of the pros and cons at any given
moment, which is largely a political activity. The outcome of such considerations may
sometimes be that it would be more opportune to settle for relatively lower, less glamorous
degrees of policy integration (Jordan and Halpin 2006). At other times, realizing higher
levels of integration may still be considered desirable.

An element that deserves further exploration is the feasibility of strengthening policy
integration. Even if an integrated approach might be effective and desired, what is the
point if it proves infeasible to organise? This point largely relates to the abovementioned
arguments surrounding effectiveness and efficiency, though is about intermediate rather
than final outcomes.
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4. How feasible is strengthening policy integration?

This section proposes a heuristic that can be used to judge the feasibility of pursuing
strengthened policy integration. Before presenting the heuristic, its two main variables
are discussed. The public policy literature has identified a broad range of factors that
enable or impede strengthened policy integration (e.g. see: Vince 2015; Candel 2017).
Interestingly, many of these factors can work in both ways: depending on context and cali-
bration they can either contribute to integration or disintegration (Peters 2015). Biesbroek
and Candel (2019) have therefore recently pleaded for moving beyond identifying static
barriers or enabling conditions towards assessing the precise causal mechanisms
through which these come to influence policy integration outcomes (see also: Biesbroek
et al. 2014). That said, while many conditions may affect policy integration processes in
some way, there is considerable agreement about the conditions that are considered key
to making a success out of pushes for enhanced policy integration. Successful policy inte-
gration here refers to the ability to go beyond symbolic levels, i.e. to realize genuine policy
change across sectors. I synthesize these key conditions along two variables: capacity and
leadership (Ross and Dovers 2008; Nunan, Campbell, and Foster 2012). Whereas the
former is largely related to the institutional context in which policy integration takes
place, i.e. polity, the latter involves the politics of integration. The heuristic proposed in
this section starts from the hypothesis that full policy integration (see below) will not
be feasible without sufficient presence of these two variables.

4.1. Integrative capacity

Although policy capacity has been a subject of interest within the policy sciences for some
time now (e.g. Bakvis 2000; Parsons 2004; Painter and Pierre 2005), an authoritative con-
ceptualization has not yet emerged. Here, I follow Wu, Howlett, and Ramesh (2018, 3) in
defining policy capacity as the set of analytical, operational and political skills and com-
petences necessary to perform policy functions, which can be discerned at three levels:
individual, organizational, and systemic (see also: Gleeson et al. 2011). Analytical
capacities serve to make sure that policies are technically sound and as such can contribute
to attaining goals; operational capacities to align resources with actions to facilitate
implementation; and political capacities to obtain and sustain political support for
actions (Wu, Howlett, and Ramesh 2018, 5). Although the precise nature of the relation-
ship between policy capacity and policy success remains underexplored (Howlett 2018),
the presence of these skills and competences is assumed to be beneficial, or even prerequi-
site, to steering (through policy) society in desired directions.

Policy capacity for policy integration requires additional and specific types of these
capacities. Whereas scholars of coordination and policy integration have pointed at the
importance of capacity (Hertin and Berkhout 2003; Ross and Dovers 2008; Rayner and
Howlett 2009), the precise relationship between the two concepts has hardly been elabo-
rated. One of the more pronounced approaches is found in the work of Jordan and Schout
(2006) on environmental policy integration (EPI) in the European Union. Drawing upon
the work of Mintzberg (1983), they distinguish six coordination capacities that they use to
assess EPI at EU level and in three Member States: (i) hierarchical mechanisms, (ii)
bureaucratic procedures, (iii) skills development and training, (iv) specification of
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output, (v) horizontal coordination mechanisms, and (vi) mission statements. Although
these categories are indicative of what to look for, they seem to follow from a rather
broad understanding of “capacities” (the authors do not define the concept). More
recently, Howlett and Saguin (2018) have proposed to use Wu, Howlett, and Ramesh’s
(2018) distinction between analytical, operational and political capacities to assess integra-
tive capacities. However, in their (working) paper they are primarily interested in the rel-
evance of these categories of capacity for different “forms” of policy integration (“policy
mainstreaming”, “policy institutionalisation”, “policy coordination”, and “policy harmoni-
sation”), and only give some examples of the precise ways in which the three capacities
affect policy integration. Table 1 therefore combines these examples with insights from
the work of Jordan & Schout as well as of other policy integration scholars to synthesize
some of the key capacity-related variables.

Importantly, although this overview presents some of the most recurring capacity-
related preconditions, it is far from exhaustive; capacities at individual level are particu-
larly underrepresented. Nevertheless, it provides a good starting point for assessing
whether a governance system possesses the skills, competences, resources and structures
that need to be in place for attempts at strengthening policy integration to have a
chance of succeeding. That said, the presence of these capacities is important but insuffi-
cient by itself (cf. Peters 2015). Previous studies have shown that for policy integration to
succeed, these capacities need to be accompanied by a second precondition: leadership.3

4.2. Integrative leadership

Together with policy capacity, leadership has been identified as the critical aspect of policy
integration processes. It also proves the aspect that is most often lacking, and has for that
reason been frequently recurring in policy integration studies to account for policy failure

Table 1. Examples of capacities that are important for policy integration.
Type of
capacity Relevance for policy integration Relevant references

Analytical . The availability and exchange of knowledge and
information across sectors, including the
machinery, skilled people, and processes needed
for doing so

. A shared problem understanding

Candel and Biesbroek (2016); Geerlings and Stead
(2003); Howlett and Saguin (2018); Jones and
Jenkins-Smith (2009); Wu, Ramesh and Howlett
(2015)

Operational . Cross-sectoral structures and coordination
mechanisms

. Flexible strategic management processes that
involve all relevant entities and consider
implementation an integral part

. Evaluation processes based on overarching set of
indicators

. Availability of funds

Candel (2017); Drimie and Ruysenaar (2010);
Giljum et al. (2005); Mickwitz and Kivimaa (2007);
Peters (2015); Steurer (2007); Vince (2015)

Political . Political configurations that are favourable to
holistic approach

. Learning relationships with governance partners
and the public

. Broader trust and legitimacy

Dunlop (2015); Vince (2015); Woo, Ramesh and
Howlett (2015)
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(Candel 2017; Bagnall et al. 2019). For example, studies of sustainable development gov-
ernance and environmental policy integration have shown that although governments
often do invest in capacities, lacks of leadership make that these remain ineffective, e.g.
when environmental and economic goals conflict (Casado-Asensio and Steurer 2014,
2016). To be precise, there may be leaders or champions available, but these either prior-
itise other goals or lack the political resources to overcome resistance.

It may well be argued that any form of public leadership is integrative by definition, as
leaders are tasked with guiding more or less varied groups of people in performing certain
tasks and/or realizing a particular set of goals. Leaders play an important role in propagat-
ing ideas about what the organization is about or should be doing, which become
ingrained in the structures of and individuals working in the organization (Peters,
Erkkilä, and Von Maravić 2016, 100–01). That said, leadership scholars have coined the
concept of integrative leadership to refer to the type of leadership that is necessary for gov-
erning crosscutting problems (for a review of the concept, see: Crosby and Bryson 2010).
Crosby and Bryson (2014, 57) define integrative leadership as “the work of integrating
people, resources, and organizations across various boundaries to tackle complex public
problems and achieve the common good.” This concept has strongly rooted in the colla-
borative governance literature. As collaborations are often voluntary and involve stake-
holders with diverse interests, it is the role of integrative leaders to set the rules,
empower weaker stakeholders, and facilitate deliberations and setting shared goals
(Ansell 2012).

The collaborative governance and leadership literatures have provided various more
precise insights into what it is that (some) leaders do that makes them contribute to inte-
gration. In his study of civic engagement in Seattle, Richard Page (2010), for example,
identified three “tactics”: (i) framing the agenda, e.g. by using frames that call attention
to shared problems or the common good, (ii) convening stakeholders to govern collabora-
tively, e.g. through influencing the scope of participation and the exclusivity of the venue,
and (iii) structuring deliberation, e.g. by establishing ground rules and norms. Similarly,
Crosby and Bryson (2014) identified nine different “practices” of integrative leadership,
which they clustered in three categories: (i) diagnosing context, e.g. shaping and taking
advantage of windows of opportunities, (ii) practices related to structure and process,
e.g. influencing and authorizing decision-makers, and (iii) outcomes and accountabilities,
e.g. assessing outcomes and managing results.

Even though the integrative leadership literature is strongly rooted in the collaborative
governance literature, it is important to note that in principle (variations on) integrative
leadership is not restricted to collaborative forms of governance. Peters (2015, 142), for
example, points out that leaders may also depend on hierarchy to steer behaviour
towards concerted action. Peters (ibid.: 143) also stresses that whereas much of the litera-
ture tends to focus on high-level political leadership, the presence of integrative leadership
at administrative levels is just as, and possibly even more, important:

[for concerted action] [t]o be successful the individuals at the top of government will have to
motivate the second or third or even lower tiers of government to provide that necessary
direction to the system of governing. The leaders for coordination may be located far
down in the hierarchy and indeed may be at the very bottom of the organisations where col-
laboration and networking are the dominant models employed to produce the needed
coordination.
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4.3. A heuristic to judge chances of successful policy integration

Juxtaposing integrative capacity and leadership allows for distinguishing the different
starting points that policymakers can find themselves in when they intend to strengthen
policy integration, see Table 2. Different degrees of these variables may allow for pursuing
different types of policy integration. As such, policymakers and others with an interest in
promoting integrated policy approaches can use this heuristic to judge the feasibility of
their intentions. Such an evaluation may show that policy integration ambitions are or
are not realistic, and in case of the latter what conditions ought to be strengthened if
one aims to persevere with these ambitions.

First, capacity and leadership may both be absent or low. If such a situation remains
unchanged, there is no or only limited potential for strengthening policy integration.
Instead, policy is made in specialized subsystems between which there is no or little attun-
ing. Calls for higher levels of policy integration will not engender good will; as the problem
at hand is not understood as crosscutting, organizations and individual decision-makers
will feel threatened in their mandates. This has for example happened with calls to
strengthen the integration between the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy and adjacent
domains such as environment and public health: when various stakeholders and commen-
tators called for moving towards a broader Common Food Policy and for using some of
the agricultural budget to address upcoming concerns (e.g. Fresco and Poppe 2016; iPES
Food 2016), behind closed doors, EU agricultural policymakers’ responses proved rather
defensive (cf. Candel 2016; Greer 2017). This is not to say that no integrative steps can be
made at all. It may well be feasible and opportune to aim for lower levels of policy inte-
gration (see Section 2), for example by adjusting goals and instruments to address some
of the most harmful externalities (Jordan and Halpin 2006).

A second possibility is that integrative capacities are sufficiently available but that there is
insufficient integrative leadership at one ormore levels. In such a case, there is only potential
for administrative integration. Administrative integration refers to a state in which various
subsystems are involved in dealing with a crosscutting issue, goals and instruments are inte-
grated at relatively high levels in policy outputs, and various information-sharing and col-
laborative structures exist, but which eventually does not proceed beyond a profusion of
good intentions. Decisively, due to a lack of leadership, efforts related to the crosscutting
issue will come off worst when conflicting with other sectoral or crosscutting priorities,
leaving policy integration largely a paper reality. This type of policy integration has been
abundant in policy integration studies and has been considered one of the main reasons
why, for example, environmental policy integration initiatives generally remain poorly
implemented and hardly seem to result in improved environmental outcomes (Jordan
and Lenschow 2010; Russel and Jordan 2010). Similar observations have been made for
Policy Coherence for Development (PCD) initiatives. Carbone and Keijzer (2016, 30), for
example, conclude their discussion of PCD in the EU with the statement that “successful

Table 2. Possibilities for pursuing different types of policy integration.
Integrative leadership

Integrative capacity Low High
Low Limited integration potential/ sectoral policymaking Symbolic integration potential
High Administrative integration potential Full policy integration potential

POLICY STUDIES 9



promotion of PCD is more than just having the right arguments and ensuring sufficient
technical support, [it] is first and foremost a political undertaking.”

A third option involves the reverse situation: a high level of integrative leadership but
low capacities. In this case there is (only) a potential for symbolic integration. Symbolic
integration entails a situation in which (mostly political) leaders commit to an integrated
approach to tackle a particular crosscutting problem, but capacities lag behind. This often
shows in the adoption of ambitious agreements, manifestos, or high-level strategies that
have considerable symbolic value but do not result in genuine changes within adminis-
trations. Compared to administrative integration, symbolic integration is much less
costly in terms of resources needed. However, administrative integration arguably pro-
vides a firmer base for full policy integration, as it implies the presence of architectures,
processes and skills that take a long time to develop. Examples of symbolic integration
are less prevalent, because, as mentioned earlier, policy integration initiatives seem to
more often lack leadership than capacities. It may be argued that many policy integration
efforts related to sustainable development commitments, such as the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals, show characteristics of symbolic integration: they generally find wide and
genuine resonance among leadership, but capacities often remain very limited and separ-
ated from mainstream policy processes (Casado-Asensio and Steurer 2014).

Lastly, when both integrative capacities and leadership are readily available, it becomes
possible to pursue full policy integration. Full policy integration refers to a process of policy
change in which all of the four dimensions of integration move towards higher or the
highest levels, meaning that an integrative policy frame emerges, all relevant subsystems
are involved, there is a set of overarching, coherent policy goals as well as a consistent
mix of policy instruments (Howlett and Rayner 2007; Candel and Biesbroek 2016). In
this type of policy integration, objectives and interventions related to the crosscutting
issue do get prioritized over others in case of conflicts, and are implemented in line
with policy design. As such, full policy integration is the type of integration that policy-
makers and scholars generally have in mind when calling for concerted actions. At the
same time, clear examples of successful full policy integration seem relatively sparse,
largely due to the aforementioned challenges. Various of the U.S. “boundary-spanning
policy regimes” – around community empowerment, pollution abatement, drug crimina-
lization, disability rights, welfare responsibility, and homeland security – and associated
policy configurations discussed by Jochim and May (2010) arguably fall within this cat-
egory (but see: May, Jochim, and Sapotichne 2011).

Importantly, as with any typology, these four types of policy integration “merely” serve
as analytical constructs. In practice, rather than a dichotomy between low and high, the
availability of integrative capacities and leadership should be considered on a scale. In
addition, the governance of crosscutting issues will often show characteristics of various
types of policy integration depending on time and context. For example, it was already
noticed before that environmental policy integration and sustainable development initiat-
ives have been found to “suffer” from both administrative and symbolic policy integration.

5. Discussion

This article started with the question of when pursuing strengthened policy integration
may be considered expedient. By discussing the most recurring pros and cons, it
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became clear that there can be various reasons for investing scarce reasons in policy inte-
gration, but, importantly, that there may also be grounds for not doing so. The latter often
tend to be ignored, both in the scientific literature and in policy arenas. Judging the desir-
ability of policy integration will for a large part depend on assessments of the feasibility of
organizing integration within an political-administrative system. The heuristic presented
in the previous section can provide some guidance in determining whether sufficient inte-
grative leadership and capacities are present to allow for genuine integrative processes, i.e.
whether there is the potential for full policy integration.

Whereas more reflexive decision-making about the expediency of strengthening policy
integration may at times result in more modest, less resource-intensive ways of organizing
interactions across subsystems, the argument should not be stretched by shunning ambi-
tious integrative approaches at all times. As many of the most pressing challenges of the
twenty-first century have undermined the problem-solving abilities of sectoral governance
arrangements (Kettl 2006), not recognizing the need for policy integration can be dangerous
when governing potentially destructive problems (Candel and Biesbroek 2016). Indeed, the
disruptive effects of recent financial crises (Gieve and Provost 2012), or famines (Devereux
2009), are not for a small part explained by faltering coordination. For that reason, in spite of
the rather critical perspective on policy integration in this article, the heuristic may actually
be a helpful tool in efforts to strengthen integrated approaches to some of these critical con-
cerns, including climate change, hunger, and economic instability.

Of course, the ideal of rational decision-making implicitly underlying the article’s argu-
ment does not correspondwith themuchmessier practices on the ground. Policy integration
processes are subject to the same political dynamics as any kind of policy change, including
organizational routines, turf wars, and clientelism (Peters 2015; Hartlapp 2016). In fact, even
the question of what is to be integrated or requiring an integrated approach is often con-
tested, as contending publics have separate agendas and problem perceptions (Jordan and
Halpin 2006). That said, policymakers and stakeholders do at times engage in more
reflexive deliberations about desired modes of governance and how to allocate scarce
resources; the considerations laid out in this article may contribute to such reflections.

From a more scholarly perspective, the endeavour set out in this article gives rise to
various follow-up questions and associated possible avenues of empirical research. First,
although integrative leadership and capacities have been put forward as the key variables
for explaining policy integration in the public policy literature, and therefore serve as the
building blocks of the heuristic presented in this article, the supportive evidence base is
relatively scarce and anecdotal. The heuristic can therefore also be used for hypothesis-
testing purposes, i.e. to test the relationship between the two variables and the four
types of policy integration. A more specific question about the capacities is whether par-
ticular stages of policy integration also require particular types or calibrations of capacities.

Second, as discussed in Section 2, the extent to which strengthened policy integration
results in improved effectiveness remains contested. Although attribution problems make
that assessing the influence of public policy in general is very challenging at best, avoiding
this question altogether would be throwing away the baby with the bathwater. A promising
direction, in this respect, is to move towards more comprehensive assessments and track-
ing of governments’ policy choices, and particularly the instruments they deploy (e.g. see:
Ford et al. 2015). This would then permit more systematic comparisons of outputs with
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impacts (Knill and Tosun 2012, 292–93), for example allowing for better understandings
of interactions in instrument mixes.

Third, whereas both this article as well as the broader policy integration scholarship
generally take a rather generic approach to “policymaking”, distinguishing between
policy formulation and implementation, i.e. programme management and service deliv-
ery, would provide a more refined understanding of policy integration dynamics and
associated normative considerations. In this respect, it would be worthwhile to comp-
lement existing top-down policy integration studies with more qualitative empirical ana-
lyses of how pushes for policy integration are experienced at the level of middle
management, street-level bureaucrats, and ultimate target groups (cf. Yanow 1996; Huttu-
nen 2015). This would most likely open up additional perspectives on the desirability and
feasibility of policy integration processes to the ones presented in this paper.

Lastly, in the above I argued that policy integration processes are highly political, and
that judgments of the desirability of pursuing strengthened policy integration ultimately
rely upon political weighing. So far, these “politics of policy integration” have remained
relatively underexplored in the literature. Instead, many policy integration studies have
tended to follow a rather instrumentalist perspective, e.g. assessing (barriers in) the main-
streaming of a particular crosscutting concern. Although valuable in itself, the risk of the
dominance of this perspective is that policy integration has come to be seen as largely a
technocratic endeavour. Paying more attention to questions of how integrative approaches
emerge on the agenda, who pushes for these using what sort of strategies, and who wins
and loses from integration, will allow for what Underdal (1980) already called an “inte-
grated” view on policy integration.

Notes

1. The concepts of policy integration and coordination have been used interchangeably by
many public administration and policy scholars (Tosun and Lang 2017). I approach policy
integration as the attempt to align policy variables (e.g. goals and instruments) and coordi-
nation as alignment at polity-level (i.e. of institutional variables). As both are strongly inter-
related, much of the argument deals with both challenges; however, for the sake of clarity of
the argument I henceforth use the term policy integration.

2. Based on titles, keywords and abstracts.
3. Note that some scholars approach leadership as an element of capacity. In line with the policy

integration literature I consider them as separate variables.
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