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Editors’ preface

This book includes contributions from an international and multidisciplinary 
research network formed to analyse the evolution of the discourse on sustainability 
in Europe. The Governance for Sustainability in Europe research network was estab-
lished with support from the University Association for Contemporary European 
Studies (UACES), and was co-financed by Ecole Supérieure des Sciences Commer-
ciales d’Angers (ESSCA) Graduate School of Management, Angers, France and the 
Universities of Leeds and Bradford, UK. The network includes more than 50 inter-
national contributors. They are drawn from the academic community, policy makers, 
policy implementers and practitioners. All have research expertise in various aspects 
of environmental policy in Europe, in both theoretical and applied contexts.
	 The conveners of the network were:

•	 Dr Jenny Fairbrass, Senior Lecturer in Strategy, Head of the Strategy, Eco-
nomics and International Business group, University of Bradford, UK.

•	 Dr Thomas Hoerber, Associate Professor, ESSCA Graduate School of Manage-
ment, Angers, France.

•	 Dr Simon Lightfoot, Senior Lecturer in European Politics, POLIS Director of 
Learning and Teaching, University of Leeds, UK.

The research included in this volume was presented during a series of research 
workshops held by the members of the network at the universities of Bradford 
(2009), Leeds (2010), ESSCA, Angers (2011) and Trinity Hall, University of Cam-
bridge (2012). The diversity of the disciplines and interests of the research network 
has provided an opportunity for wide-ranging exchange of views and ideas about the 
evolution of the political discourse on sustainability in Europe. Furthermore, it has 
enabled the members of the research network to analyse the conditions necessary for 
sustainable development to move from a conceptual model into a structure for long-
term strategic action by decision makers at all levels of governance. The case studies 
in this volume are drawn from supranational, national and sub-national levels of 
governance, in contrast to other volumes which adopt an approach based on cases 
from the supranational and national levels or focus solely on the sub-national. 
Although national cases are included in the volume, the authors have not focused  
on discrete country-by-country analyses, but have adopted a thematic approach.
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Introduction
Establishing the research questions and
methodological framework

Pamela M. Barnes and Thomas C. Hoerber

Research themes and questions
Dryzek, in his analysis of the development of the environmental discourse of the 
1950s and 1960s, highlighted the hegemonic position in the political discourse 
of the concept of ‘industrialism’. He characterized industrialism ‘in terms of its 
overarching commitment to growth in the quantity of goods and services and to 
the material well-being that growth brings’ (Dryzek 2005: 13, 2nd edition). As 
the single dominant discourse of the period, industrialism conditioned not only 
the agreement of its proponents with the concept’s central tenets, but also the 
development of any opposing viewpoint. The opposing view which Dryzek saw 
emerging during the 1950s and 1960s was couched in terms of a discourse of 
sustainability (Dryzek 2005: 22).
	 However, a pre-occupation with the challenges of sustainability was not com-
pletely new in the 1950s. It had origins in debates which had taken place for 
generations about the potential of the ecosystem to subsist over time. But for 
many in the 1950s and 1960s the sustainability discourse had a limited focus, 
primarily upon ecological sustainability, which led Pearce to later conclude that 
a sustainable future ‘may well be awful’, unless certain conditions were met, 
specifically that both inputs and outputs were sustained and social goals other 
than Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth were embraced (Pearce 1993: 5). 
Sustainable development, by incorporating economic sustainability with ecolo-
gical sustainability, significantly altered the political discourse about how eco-
nomic and environmental objectives should become linked in policy decision 
making. The conceptual model of sustainable development was based on the 
idea that economic growth and environmental protection were interdependent 
and should not be perceived in isolation one from another.
	 Sustainable development emerged as a significant element of political debate 
throughout Europe following the publication of the report of the World Commis-
sion on Environment and Development (WCED) (the Brundtland Report) in 
1987. The report highlighted the problems of increasing environmental damage 
and degradation which accompanied high levels of consumption of natural 
resources in the industrialized world. The objective set in the Brundtland Report 
was to establish patterns of development which would be sustainable for all and 
result in better life quality for current and future generations. (See Figure I.1).
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	 As it developed, in the 1980s the discourse on sustainable development 
encapsulated a more optimistic element than the hegemonic environmental 
discourse of the 1960s, in which the only alternative to curb the demands being 
placed on the environment was to introduce draconian action imposing con-
straints on the model of economic development which had taken hold in the 
industrialized world.
	 Since the 1980s the concept of sustainable development has become the 
‘accepted wisdom’ of the discourse amongst institutional actors and non-
institutional stakeholders at all stages of the policy cycle. As a conceptual model 
it encompasses complex changes in society in order to achieve the ends of eco-
nomic development, environmental protection and social justice. Whilst evid-
ence suggests that changes towards a sustainable society are taking place in 
Europe, there is also considerable evidence to suggest that there are still many 
issues where the necessary changes to behaviour have not been made. Baker 
highlighted the difficulties of promoting sustainable development ‘amidst a pro-
found lack of knowledge about the complex and dynamic interactions between 
society, economic development, technology and nature’ (Baker ESEE 2009).
	 The editors and contributors to this volume, all members of the University 
Association for Contemporary European Studies (UACES) Collaborative 
Research Network on Sustainability, have turned their attention to a trend which 
has emerged in the literature of the discourse on sustainability, which analyses 

THE BRUNDTLAND MODEL OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
(THE THREE ‘PILLARS’ OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT)

ECONOMIC
GROWTH
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of natural systems

SOCIAL EQUITY

Inter-generational,
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aspects

Figure I.1 � The Brundtland model of sustainable development (the three ‘pillars’ of sus-
tainable development).
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the linkage of the two conceptual models of sustainable development and gov-
ernance (Lafferty 2004; Baker 2010). The objective of their research was to 
evaluate the extent to which the conceptual model of sustainable development 
has become the model for action in formal and informal governance structures in 
Europe. It was not the intention of the research network to impose limitations on 
its members with regard to the theoretical approach, the nature of the case 
studies or the governance structures they analysed; indeed, the objective was the 
very opposite. The research network sought to bring together an extensive group 
of academics, policy makers and practitioners from differing disciplinary back-
grounds in order to engage in wide-ranging debate about sustainability in 
Europe.
	 Three thematic strands were identified around which the deliberations of the 
research network coalesced. The first of these was the theme of sustainability, 
focusing on the differing discourses which manifest around the concept of 
sustainability and looking at the ways in which language, lexicons and systems 
of classification can construct meanings within different social contexts and 
affect the formation of value meanings. Crucially, a political logic is evident as 
the term ‘sustainability’ is used by a wide variety of actors to rationalize action 
and develop proposals. Two questions were posed for analysis in this thematic 
strand: first, how have policy makers translated sustainability into economic, 
social and environmental principles; and, second, how are these ‘operational-
ized’ via human institutions that participate in the governance of sustainability 
where the public, private and voluntary sectors are the key actors?
	 The second theme concentrated on recent developments in the discourse, ana-
lysing the ways in which ‘environmental’ concerns are being extended into ‘tra-
ditional’ energy policy areas such as those relating to European gas and 
electricity networks, transport fuel, and the generation of nuclear electricity. The 
third theme questioned the extent to which an ‘environmental conscience’ has 
developed in Europe. The concept of an ‘environmental conscience’ refers to a 
‘deep green world view’, which arguably sets the boundaries of ‘green’ policies. 
The research within this theme explored how the nature of a moral obligation 
towards the environment has varied over time. Shifts in the discourse defining 
the term ‘environment’ were identified, from a passive sense of ‘surroundings’ 
to an active sense of ‘protection’ once environmental degradation came to be 
viewed as a threat to the ‘normal’ conduct of human life.
	 However what quickly became apparent was that a number of underlying 
themes were present in the analysis being carried out within the research 
network, including:

1	 The importance of the nature of the language of the political discourse on 
sustainability.

2	 The process by which ideas are communicated amongst the actors and 
stakeholders in the policy and decision making processes.

3	 The process which takes place as the discourse becomes embedded in gov-
ernance structures at all levels.
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The evidence from the chapters highlighted a failure to establish common ideas 
and referents in the discourse as the core of the difficulties in establishing effective 
policies for sustainable development in Europe. This failure to establish a discourse 
based on common ideas and referents in turn undermines the development of gov-
ernance structures to steer progress towards sustainability. It is argued in this 
volume that in order to achieve the linkage of sustainable development and govern-
ance, communication and acceptance of political ideas, resulting in the develop-
ment of agreed norms and codes of conduct, are of vital importance.
	 As a result of the deliberations during the various workshops held by the 
research network two research questions emerged, which have formed the basis of 
this book:

Conceptual

Ø Complexity and
contested nature of
models

Difficulty of definition

Tension between
long-term requirements
implicit in the ‘pillars’ of
sustainable development
and short-term aims and
objectives

Ø

Ø

Political 

Ø Misappropriation of the term

Mis-labelling of purely environmental
objectives as sustainability

Perception of sustainability as electorally
unappealing

Capture of the discourse by interest groups
with specific agendas

Local government receiving ‘mixed
messages’ from central government

Lack of resources and competing
responsibilities

Problems of securing a mandate for action 

Ø

Ø

Ø

Ø

Ø

Ø

Potential barriers to embedding
sustainable development into

governance structures in Europe

Institutional/implementation

Ø Administrative inadequacies across government departments evident in
horizontal and vertical planes (at all levels, e.g. local, regional, national, within
EU Directorates General)

Lack of flexibility to respond quickly to problems

Turnover of staff combining with failure to accept sustainability as the norm of the
discourse within the institution

Ø

Ø

Figure I.2 � Typology of potential barriers to embedding sustainable development into 
governance structures in Europe.


