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Abstract 
This article studies the production and circulation of approaches for sustainable development 
governance focusing on the ‗Policy Coherence for Sustainable Development‘ (PCSD) concept. The 
concept has evolved from a side note international reports to a central target in the 2030 Agenda 
(SDG 17). The first part compares the understanding of ‗Policy Coherence for Sustainable 
Development‘ in the OECD and in the EU which were essential in its emergence and dissemination. 
The second part relates these findings to the policy environment in which knowledge on the concept 
was promoted. The article argues that organisational interests contributed to the proliferation of 
PCSD while its added-value for sustainable development governance remains controversial. 
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1. Introduction  
 

In the aftermath of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development which was 
unanimously adopted by the 193 Member States of the United on 25 September 2015, its 
implementation across all policy fields and levels remains a crucial challenge. 
Accordingly, this article studies the production and circulation of approaches for 
sustainable development governance focusing on the ‗Policy Coherence for Sustainable 
Development‘ (PCSD) concept.  
There is no agreement on a definition for Policy Coherence for Sustainable 
Development. In general, it stipulates that international cooperation policies and all other 
public policy areas affecting poor countries should contribute to promoting sustainable 
development and eradicating poverty – not only domestically but also in developing 
countries. This claim involves two dimensions: The first dimension refers to the absence 
of incoherencies across different sectoral policies (negative definition). The second 
dimension is the promotion of positive synergies through making Policy Coherence for 
Sustainable Development itself an overarching policy goal (positive definition) (cf. 
Ashoff 2005). As such, in its first dimension, the concept entails the aspect of improving 
the development cooperation system through better coordination across sectoral 
departments and policy instruments in order to support rather than undermine one-
another through incoherencies. The second dimension encompasses promoting 
sustainable development as an overarching policy goal which should be mainstreamed 
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across all national governments, international organisations, levels and sectors of public 
decision-making. 
Since the early 1990s, the concept has spread internationally (cf. Forster and Stokke 
1999). The following figure illustrates that PCD has evolved from a side-note in the 
Treaty of the European Union and reports of the Development Assistance Committee 
(DAC) of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
towards a global target of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG17). 
 

 
Figure 1:The proliferation of PCSD in international agreements 

 
This article discusses the reasons for the proliferation of the of the PCSD concept in the 
OECD and the EU and its translation for sustainable development governance. The 
analysis is based on 49 semi-structured interviews with EU and OECD officials, 
participant observation undertaken from October 2013 to March 2014 in the OECD 
Secretary General‘s Office and EU meetings, and qualitative analysis of official 
documents. The first part compares the evolving understanding of PCSD. The second 
part discusses the role of both international organizations in producing hegemonic 
knowledge and international norms. 
The article argues that organizational interests related to the structure and mandate of 
the EU and the OECD have contributed to the increasing circulation of the PCSD 
concept. At the same time, its added-value for governing sustainable development 
remains controversial – both at the theoretical and at the practical level.  
 
2. Policy innovation for sustainable development in international organizations 
 

Ernst Haas (1990) has argued that international organizations are important 
―innovators‖ in international relations. In this chapter, I analyze the capacity of the EU 
and the OECD to produce innovative ideas for sustainable development governance, 
focusing on the idea of Policy Coherence for Sustainable Development. According to 
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Haas and Haas (1995) I consider international organizations as learning institutions with 
important capacities and resources which are responsive to emerging political issues, 
policy challenges, new methods and international developments. I assume that they are 
able to define problems and subsequently produce consensual knowledge through 
circulating and discussing new ideas, approaches and concepts. Following E.M. Rogers 
(2003) thoughts on diffusion of innovations, I am interested in whether PCSD is 
perceived as a new approach as compared to previous concepts and practices and not 
whether or not the idea is ―objectively‖ new  (Rogers 2003, 12). 
 
2.1 The evolving Policy Coherence for Sustainable Development concept in the 
EU 

In 1992, the Maastricht Treaty introduced the policy coherence concept in the 
treaty establishing the European Union (in Title XVII on development cooperation)1. It 
presented the three C‘s – coordination, complementarity and coherence – emphasizing 
that EU development policy should complement member states‘ development policies. 
This was perceived as an important new step towards greater European Integration and as a 
requirement against the background of a new international environment. The end of the 
cold war changed the role and focus of international cooperation which was until then 
very much determined by political interests of the two blocks. In addition, the Maastricht 
treaty stated that other EU policies should at least not contradict or undermine the 
intended results or aims of development policy. This aspect was considered a necessary 
organizational adaptation with regard to increasing institutional complexity of the newly 
created European Union.  
In the following years between 1992 and 2005, the notion of policy coherence for 
development was increasingly used in statements and policy programs on very different 
topics – mostly related to agricultural export subsidies of the EU which were found to 
put downward pressure on the level of world market prices producing unfair 
competition in many developing countries. At the same time, was there was a very 
controversial debate on how to understand the new ‗coherence‘ requirement, i.e. its 
expected purpose; its operationalization for policy formulation, implementation and 
evaluation; and its focus. There was also no agreement on the link between ‗policy 
coherence‘ and the abstract notion of ‗development‘. As a result, there was no 
production of detailed definitions or policy analyses as the emergence of new concepts 
would otherwise suggest (Nay 2014: 2015).  
In 2005, the European Commission, the Parliament and the Council jointly adopted the 
European Consensus on Development containing a commitment to PCD and a list of 12 
relevant policy areas: Climate Change, Security, Environment, Employment, Trade, 
Social Policy, Agriculture, Fisheries, Migration, Research and Innovation, Transport and 
Energy and Information. The focus of the EU was to align different policies which were 
considered to have an impact on developing partner countries. The stated purpose of 
greater coherence across those policy areas was justified with avoiding duplication and 
thereby increasing the efficiency of processes in the EU and the effectiveness of EU 

                                                      
1 Articles 178 and 180 of the Treaty of the European Community (TEC) became the new article 208 of the 

Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) in 2009. 
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policies.  
As part of the 2005 EU Consensus on Development, the EU also committed to an 
evaluation process which assesses EU policies in particular but which has been linked to 
evaluations of member states policies over the years. Since 2007, the European 
Commission has produced a Policy Coherence for Development report every two years. 
These reports focus, however, on coordination. Between 2007 and 2015 analyses have 
mainly dealt with evaluating bureaucratic arrangements, technical and managerial 
processes within the EU. Therefore, authors have criticized that the EU and its member 
states are only paying lips-service to enhancing PCD without making real efforts for 
systematically analyzing the effects of EU policies in developing countries (Picciotto 
2005; Carbone 2008a,b; Keijzer and Oppewal 2012; Carbone and Keijzer 2016).  
While coordination is considered to be an important element of PCD, policy coherence is not 
automatically the result of successful coordination but requires political decisions across 
all policies and member states despite increasing heterogeneity that consider the 
development of poor countries (cf. May, Sapotichne, and Workman 2006; Barry, King, 
and Matthews 2010; Carbone and Keijzer 2016). As such, the design of European 
assessment tools demonstrates the objective to enhance EU capacities of developing 
policy-making standards and increasing technical knowledge on coordination 
instruments and international cooperation programs justified by efficiency and effectiveness. 
This approach was also supported by member states which is highlighted by their 
willingness to contribute to those reports with country experiences and the appointment 
of a Standing Rapporteur for Policy Coherence for Development by the Development 
Committee of the European Parliament in 2010. 
The High Representative and the European Commission presented a Joint 
Communication on the EU Comprehensive Approach in December 2013 (JOIN(2013) 
30 final). It lays out a strategy on working better together and enhancing the coherence, 
effectiveness and impact of the EU‘s policy and action, in particular in relation to 
conflict prevention and crisis resolution, emphasizing the importance of shared analysis 
and the use of collective resources and instruments. As previous initiatives, however, this 
approach remains focused on EU-internal mechanisms related to coordination, joint 
analysis, joint programming and joint evaluation.  It builds on the EU‘s cognitive and 
technical knowledge on these issues.  
Only recently, in the context of the preparation of the 2030 Agenda including the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) after the Rio+20 Summit in 2012 the EU began 
to frame the concept as ‗Policy Coherence for Sustainable Development‘. This change in 
the discourse reflects a shifting focus from the absence of incoherencies towards a 
positive definition of PCSD as an overarching policy goal which is linked to global 
sustainability commitments of the EU.  
 
2.2 Policy Coherence for Sustainable Development in the OECD 

According to the OECD, the idea of policy coherence for development emerged 
in the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the OECD in 1991 in the context 
of international debates on aid effectiveness (OECD/DAC 2003: 2). The first explicit 
reference appeared in 1996 in the Strategy ―Shaping the 21st Century‖ (OECD 1996) 
and the first definition was published in in the DAC Guidelines on Poverty Reduction in 



         U. Zeigermann                                                                     137 

© 2018 The Authors. Journal Compilation    © 2018 European Center of Sustainable Development.  
 

2001 only, i.e. ten years after it was first presented within the DAC, stating: ―Policy 
coherence is needed, therefore, to ensure that globalization works for all. Coherent policies can overcome 
the asymmetries that creep into the globalization process, often because of policy incoherence in both 
developed and developing countries. […] it  involves  the  systematic promotion  of  mutually  reinforcing  
policy  actions  across government  departments  and  agencies  creating  synergies towards achieving the 
defined objective‖ (OECD/DAC 2001: 103-104) 
Policy Coherence for Development (PCD) was systematically integrated into the DAC 
Peer Reviews which assess development cooperation efforts of its 29 members. Within 
those reports, PCD has taken an ever prominent position from a single paragraph 
towards an own section mainly assessing institutional arrangements. In those reports, 
policy coherence for development has been linked to preexisting concepts of aid 
effectiveness and do no harm. These reports argue in favor of synergies across different policy 
fields in order to avoid incoherencies which are considered problematic because of the 
costs linked to inefficient, ineffective and in the worst case contradictory policy-making. 
The OECD recommended accordingly, ―governments need to ensure that their policies on issues 
which go beyond aid and development assistance are supportive of, or at least do not undermine, their 
development-focused policies. This is the policy coherence for development (PCD) agenda‖ (OECD 
2009: 15).  
Through the OECD/DAC Peer Reviews, monthly meetings and annual high-level 
intergovernmental high-level meetings of DAC member states which are prepared by the 
Development Assistance Committee with support of the Development Co-operation 
Directorate (DCD) and the Secretariat, the DAC has contributed to sharing knowledge 
on policy coherence for development and to shaping the concept. This has also led to 
the Paris Declaration (2005), Accra Agenda for Action (2008), the High Level Forum in 
Busan Consensus (2011) and the OECD Strategy on Development (2012), which are the 
main international agreements constituting references for the OECD on PCD.  
With increasing debates and publications along the 2009 established OECD/PCD Focal 
Points Meetings, the OECD has started to develop PCD indicators and to discuss PCD 
approaches. These efforts – more than ten years after starting to engage with PCD in the 
DAC – focused on institutional approaches to make the OECD and governments in 
member states more efficient. As such, for a long time, the OECD framework for PCD 
assessment concentrated on general provisions regarding building blocks for policy 
coherence (OECD 2009). Those building blocks for PCD were represented in a policy 
cycle for development. This PCD cycle included the blocks: policy formulation, 
implementation and evaluation.  
As the analysis of the agendas, summary records and available documentation on the 
content shows, the first two OECD/PCD Focal Points meetings (2009 and 2010) 
focused on situating the PCD debate in the broader context of development 
cooperation, aid challenges for donor countries, and institutional practices within the 
OECD and in participating member states. With a greater focus on development effectiveness 
(after Busan 2011) and joint efforts of the EU and the OECD to incorporate the PCD 
concept in the global framework for a post-2015 Sustainable Development Agenda 
greater attention was attributed to ―integrating the multiple dimensions of development at all stages 
of policy making‖ (OECD 2013: 2) and promoting mutual positive synergies for sustainable 
development in all countries. 
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The 2012 Strategy on Development was agreed in the OECD‘s Member‘s Council and 
has set the main framework for promoting PCD across the OECD, its member states 
and beyond. It  reflects an important shift compared to previous policy 
recommendations and approaches from the OECD which focused on DAC member 
countries‘ official development assistance (ODA) policies towards a new issue-based 
approach focusing on the global effects of policy decisions, starting with analyses on 
food security (2012), illicit financial flows 2014) and green growth (2015). 
 The OECD has actively engaged in the production of new knowledge on PCD through 
publications, international conferences and in cooperation with the Knowledge Sharing 
Alliance which was established as the second pillar of the 2012 Strategy on 
Development.  This has not only led to the changing name from ―Policy Coherence for 
Development‖ to ―Policy Coherence for Sustainable Development‖. The organization 
also developed monitoring frameworks for tracking progress for PCSD at the national 
level (OECD 2016, Morales & Lindberg 2017) and has set up a platform for a global 
PCSD partnership for implementing SDG 17. 
 
2.3 Towards a common understanding of ‘Policy Coherence for Sustainable 
Development’  

Comparing the process of defining Policy Coherence for Sustainable 
Development in the EU and the OECD, analysis shows that both international 
organizations have used the concept very early with reference to globalization processes, 
international and organizational complexity, and poverty reduction in developing 
countries. Common characteristics of the emerging concept are:  
PCSD is framed as a results-based framework, assuming that qualitatively better policy 
coherence contributes to better outcomes and impacts for sustainable development not 
only domestically but also in partner countries.  
Yet, the early concept focuses on challenges of ODA donor countries. Despite the 
integration of new perspectives and increasing commitments over the years, studies on 
policy effects and living conditions in developing partner countries or voices from the 
Global South are not systematically considered for developing and formulating PCSD 
approaches. 
It specifically targets institutional and policy challenges of development policies of EU or 
OECD/DAC member states. The idea concentrates on aid effectiveness and coordination 
mechanisms across different agencies, departments and policy objectives with a view to 
increasing efficiency and economic growth. 
The concept concentrates primarily on the institutional setting of governmental 
departments and agencies. It is barely linked to other actors of international cooperation, 
such as civil society or private businesses. 
Despite the integration of new perspectives and the active engagement of the EU and 
the OECD to promote Policy Coherence for Sustainable Development as an innovative 
approach in policy statements, reports, publications, strategy papers and monitoring 
frameworks, and the incorporation of the concept into the SDG framework, its practical 
use for sustainable development governance remains controversially discussed. 
Researchers have referred to the PCSD concept as a ―mission impossible‖ (Carbone 2008b); 
a ―buzzword‖ (Obrovsky and Schlögl 2011: 9); an ―euphemism for the recognition of failed 
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coordination between development and other public policies‖ (Thema 2011:174) or a ―hobgoblin‖ 
(Barder 2013).  
These references demonstrate the discrepancy between what is promoted as an 
innovative approach through policy debate and instruments by the EU and the OECD 
vs. how PCSD is discussed by other experts who do not consider the concept to be an 
innovative approach for sustainable development governance. 
 
3. The translation of Policy Coherence for Sustainable Development  
 

The framing of PCSD as illustrated in the first part of the paper appears as a 
political act. In order to better understand the idea for sustainable development 
governance promoted by the OECD and the EU, the second part studies the intellectual, 
political and institutional context in which the PCSD concept has evolved.  
 
3.1 The intellectual environment in which PCSD has emerged 

PCD is anchored and has evolved simultaneously to international debates on so-
called comprehensive concepts. In particular, it can be linked to theories of good governance with 
a special focus on developing countries (cf. Kröger 2008; Joshi 2011; UNDP 2012; 
Sinclair 2012; Fukuyama 2013; Halleröd et al. 2013; Weiss 2013), sustainable development (cf. 
Moore 2015; Moran et al. 2008; Srivastava 2011; Scott and Lucci 2015) and human rights 
based approaches to development (cf. Chinkin 2001; Pogge 2002Alston 2005; Alston and 
Robinson 2005; OECD and Worldbank 2006). Drawing on those ideas, the emergence 
of the PCD concept meant a shift from focusing on policies of developing countries that 
were supposed to change through international development cooperation towards a new 
paradigm focusing on domestic policies of developed countries. As such, policy 
coherence for development has highlighted the idea that developed countries have to 
change their policies in order to avoid negative external effects for developing countries.  
Many researchers have emphasized the growing importance of interlinked processes and 
policies related to globalisation. They have demonstrated that not only external policies 
but also domestic political decisions may have an impact on the political and economic 
situation in other countries (cf. Strang 1991; Simmons and Elkins 2004, 2005). As such, 
the PCSD concept has emerged and evolved around the ever more prominent idea that 
governments can through both their domestic and international policies help poor and 
conflict affected partner countries in their economic and social development and, at the 
same time, ensure that their own development is not negatively affected, but reinforced 
through coherent activities and instruments that reflect both the impact of policies 
domestically and in the Global South. Concepts that are linked to that idea include in 
particular ideas related to multilevel and multi-actor governance and approaches to decision-
making processes such as the institutional collective action framework (Feiock 2013) or the 
Social-Ecological Systems Framework (cf. Ostrom and McGinnis 2014). These theories have 
also provided valuable insight to the policy processes linked to PCSD. 
Policy coherence is also similar to the concept of mainstreaming. The exact definition of 
mainstreaming remains contested among researchers. Generally, it refers to working 
towards achieving ‗horizontal objectives’ that are also an essential dimension of policy 
coherence. Policy coherence for sustainable development and sustainable development 
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mainstreaming are both about promoting development concerns across all levels of 
political decision-making and policy areas. According to Keijzer and Oppewal (2012), 
however, the ―crucial difference between the two concepts is that mainstreaming does not involve the 
managing of political trade-offs, while that is a crucial element in promoting coherence‖ (Keijzer and 
Oppewal 2012, 4). The OECD and the EU have built on ideas of mainstreaming and are 
linking both terms as, for instance, in the context of developing a mainstreaming 
development matrix for measuring PCD performance within the OECD for the 2014 
progress report on the 2012 Strategy on Development (OECD 2014a).  
Approaches of policy integration, notably environmental policy integration (cf. Underdahl 1980; 
Persson 2004; Mickwitz et al. 2009), which consider policy output as a dependent 
variable, emphasize the idea of sustainable development and environmental sustainability 
in particular through integrated policy making. This results-based approach is very similar to 
the idea of policy coherence for development. The OECD and the EU have both 
emphasized the results-based approach drawing a link between incoherencies, inefficient 
policy making and ineffectiveness of development cooperation in the 2005 Paris 
Declaration and in the European Development Consensus. Notably in the context of the 
SDG debates in which both international organisations were involved and promoted the 
PCD concept, the issue of expected results were tabled. Accordingly, PCD is considered 
to be a concept not just to change bureaucracies but also to ultimately transform daily 
habits and people‘s lifes not only domestically but also in developing partner countries. 
Consequently, the idea of ―policy coherence‖ and ―policy coherence for sustainable 
development‖ in particular builds on other policy frameworks adding new aspects for 
sustainable development governance. Its originality and use remain, however, contested 
due to its vague conceptual framework and difficult implementation (cf. Eyben 2007, 
Carbone 2013, Wunderlich 2013, Siitonen 2015).  
 
3.2 The policy environment in which the idea has circulated through the EU and 
the OECD 

The European Union and its member states are the leading donors of official 
development assistance in the world reaching €75.5 billion in 2016. This constitutes an 
11% increase compared to 2015 level (representing approx. 0.51% of EU gross national 
income). As such, the Policy Coherence for Development agenda may contribute to the 
EU‘s positive international reputation for development cooperation and is seen as an 
effort for more efficient and more effective decision-making and forward-looking 
approach to new global challenges.  
As a political organization being directly linked to EU citizens, the following aspects 
constitute both an organizational incentive and a factor hampering the framing of the 
PCSD concept: main beneficiaries of policy coherence for sustainable development are 
located in developing countries far away; and potential positive development impacts 
may be attained much later than the political decision. On the one hand, this blurs results 
chains to justify political action to the electorate and has contributed to scepticism 
towards the concept. On the other hand, being the largest international provider of 
ODA, the EU has a strong incentive to show results of its work and spending. Since EU 
development policy alone cannot contribute to those results, the promotion of policy 
coherence for development promises more positive outcomes which increase the 
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influence of the EU as an actor in international development cooperation. In addition, as 
a political actor the EU is interested in a stable international environment and strong 
economic partnerships. The expected effects attributed to PCSD contribute to that aim.  
The OECD has been described as an ―idea inventor,‖ ―idea arena‖, ―idea agent‖, ―idea 
merchant,‖ and ―idea authority‖ (Marcussen 2002) and Sylvia Ostry of the OECD 
commented, ―a great advantage of the OECD is that it has no power but great influence‖ (1992). 
The production and sharing of theoretical and empirical knowledge on Policy Coherence 
for Development is mandated by member states but the influence and authority of the 
DAC, DCD, the Secretariat of the OECD which are involved in setting the agendas for 
OECD Members‘ Meetings and which can use their knowledge strategically should not 
be underestimated. The cognitive and technical influence (cf. Nay 2012:58) through 
which the OECD can define soft regulations is most important to understand the policy 
environment in which the PCSD concept has emerged, i.e. the capacity of the 
organization to develop technical frameworks, statistical indicators, evaluation 
mechanisms and informal standards, and to circulate information and convince countries 
to adopt recommendations. 
Over more than 20 years after 1991 approaches and frameworks for policy coherence for 
development focused on general institutional settings and regulatory policies. Those were 
used for key areas of activity of the OECD, i.e. promoting economic growth and 
wellbeing through the work of its directorates on trade, agriculture and fisheries (OECD 
2005,2006,2013a, Brooks 2014, migration (OECD 2005b, 2007, 2009a) and the 
environment (OECD 2003, 2008d).   
Following the mandate of the 2012 Strategy on Development three thematic priorities 
were set: food security, illicit financial flows and green growth (OECD 2012). Those 
thematic priorities reflect the international policy debate not only in the OECD but also 
in other international forums, such as in the context of the United Nations or the G20. 
The draft of that strategy was prepared by the DAC and the Secretariat through 
preparatory meetings reflecting international trends, OECD analyses and expertise. For 
the drafting of pilot reports (OECD 2013, 2014, 2015) on the three thematic priorities, 
member states were required to provide country data and received policy 
recommendation. Thus, although the OECD has no legal instruments, it can influence 
the course of its own work and the priorities and practices of member states through 
indirect mechanisms of agenda-setting, data collection, information-sharing and policy 
recommendation as its soft power.  
 
3.3 The organizational setting for the production and promotion of PCSD 

Within the OECD, PCD was initially a project of the OECD Development Co-
operation Directorate but it was moved at Secretariat level with the increasing 
importance attributed to the issue. With the move to the OECD Secretariat PCD has 
been linked to the work of a Deputy Secretary-General. There have also been more 
statements on PCD from the Deputy Secretary-General and the OECD Secretary-
General in opening remarks of OECD conferences and meetings with heads of 
governments, in introductory statements of OECD publications on thematic issues (such 
as migration, agriculture, illicit financial flows, green growth or responsible business 
conduct), and in Council Meetings. The move to the Secretariat gives the PCD unit also 
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greater power with regard to other directorates. PCD has thus become an instrument of 
organizational coordination and priority-setting.  
Since 2012 PCD was framed as one of the two central pillars of the OECD Strategy on 
Development together with knowledge sharing. The Knowledge Sharing Alliance Unit 
and the PCD Unit have been working closely together since then – not only through 
physical proximity having both their offices in the same floor in the ‗Chateau‘, the 
secretariat and heart of the OECD, but also through common projects and approaches. 
Knowledge-sharing has become a tool for spreading the PCD concept within the different 
directorates and departments of the OECD and across member states, professionalizing 
and enhancing formalized mechanisms for organizational learning, feedback and 
spreading information. 
In addition, different pre-existing and parallel work streams of the OECD are very 
similar to the Policy Coherence for Development agenda. First, the Governance and 
Peace department of the Development Cooperation Directorate has worked on do no 
harm and whole-of government approaches for institution-building and conflict prevention in 
fragile and conflict-affected states. Their work focuses on questions related to 
governance, coordination and cooperation to align different policies and stakeholders in 
conflict-affected regions. The idea of PCD, which was initially a project of the 
Development Cooperation Directorate, has built on those ideas without, however, 
systematically pursuing both issues together. OECD/PCD meetings are not 
systematically linked to the work of the International Network on Conflict and Fragility 
(INCAF2). Yet, the network discusses issues that are very similar to the PCD debate 
(Lindberg 2012, OECD 2012: 1, Whaites 2015: 9).  
In March 2014 the PCD focal points meeting in Paris has emphasized the role of so-
called centre of government actors for PCD. By centre of government actors the OECD 
understands those actors who are working at the heads of governments‘ offices and 
being senior national officials because they are assumed to have greater capacity for 
coordination than other public officials and are able to determine political priorities, i.e. 
making sustainable development a central focus of government action and policy 
formulation. The Network of Senior Officials from Centres of Government (CoG) is no 
new platform in the OECD. CoG meetings have been established as early as in the 
1980s, and were consolidated into an annual event since 1995. The meetings are 
organised as a forum for informal discussion and are one of the OECD‘s highest-level 
policy networks. The meeting summaries (2010-2015) and agendas (2006-2015) of those 
meetings emphasize that the purpose of those meetings has been the discussion of broad 
governance and decision-making issues, the exchange of experiences and getting to know 
each-other in order to work effectively together. The meetings have dealt with 
government capacity of crisis management (anticipating, managing and evaluating 
vulnerabilities); challenges related to the financial and economic crisis in Europe and in 
the world; and long-term strategy-development and implementation vs. responding to 
electorate expectations. The 2015 meeting has particularly addressed the issue of whole-

                                                      
2 INCAF is a subsidiary body of the OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC). It was created in 

2008 merging the former DAC Fragile States Group (FSG) and the DAC network on Conflict, Peace and 
Development Cooperation (CPDC) (OECD 2016a). 
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of government approaches and knowledge promote sustainable development within the 
framework of the SDGs. Although those meetings have only recently been linked to 
PCD issues, the participants in those meetings – in the case of France a Director under 
the Prime Minister, in the case of the UK the Cabinet Secretary and Head of Civil 
Service, in the case of Germany the Deputy Director-General of the Federal Chancellery 
(Kanzleramt) – can be considered as important intermediaries transferring knowledge to 
the national level. 
Some experts have criticized the existence of two similar approaches which are not 
linked and the lack of incentives and authority for coordinated PCD action. However, 
through connecting different structures and networks to the PCD framework, PCD has 
not only gained importance within the OECD but it has also helped the organisation to 
control and spread information and knowledge to member states and other international 
organizations across different agencies. Combining knowledge and technical instruments 
from different OECD agencies, framing those approaches under a new PCD label and 
promoting them to member states in a combined effort of different OECD agencies can 
further increase the influence of the OECD whose authority derives from its power to 
control and share information. 
Those dynamics within the OECD indicate organisational preferences and motivations 
related to the framing and dissemination of PCD in order to increase the capacity to 
develop technical instruments, set rules and standards, gather and share information, and 
ultimately influence stakeholders. It shows that there is increasing support for PCD 
within the OECD despite remaining institutional duplications and rivalries, notably by 
moving the PCD unit to the Secretariat and linking it to the CoG Network.  
In the EU, member states have agreed to transfer some of their power to the EU. EU 
institutions can therefore create binding standards in supranational decision-making 
processes for specific policy areas, including on the budget. Consequently, the EU has 
not only promoted policy coherence for development through communicative processes 
and reports as laid out in the constituting documents but also through legal instruments. 
 The Lisbon Treaty (2009) established the legal basis for compliance with PCD standards 
that go beyond simple coordination issues, stating: ―The Union shall take account of the 
objectives of development cooperation in the policies that it implements which are likely to affect developing 
countries‖ (Article 208 (1) TFEU). Art. 208 (1) TFEU requires the EU to take 
development issues into account and then decide without, however, having to prioritize 
development objectives. In other words, the EU can maintain policies that have negative 
side-effects for developing partner countries – so long as it considers the issue, notably 
through impact assessments which were introduced in 2009. Those assessments are 
published as annexes to the legal provisions and examine the potential impact on 
developing countries (Dunlop and Radaelli 2016)3. 
Paul Hoebink (2004) has illustrated that different actors have been pushing policy 
coherence for development within the EU institutions (Hoebink 2004b). Different 
Directorate Generals have diverse and sometimes clashing geographical and thematic 

                                                      
3 Although these impact assessments show the willingness of the EU to PCD, their quality and underlying 

paradigms (European Commission 2009b) determining these examinations can be critically discussed (Hayes 
und Westrup 2012; Rijksoverheid 2013; Dunlop und Radaelli 2016). 
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priorities regarding policy objectives and procedures which are determining the process 
of balancing political interests in the decision-making processes in the EU. For instance, 
those differences were revealed at the occasion of economic partnerships (Carbone 2007; 
Young und Peterson 2013). So, unlike the OECD where the overall objective of 
promoting sustainable development through analysis of data and the development of 
concepts is not contested, in the EU rivalries are of a more fundamental nature.  
Non-governmental stakeholders are also influencing the decision-making processes of 
the EU from outside through political pressure on politicians regarding certain issues 
(namely in the fields of agricultural and trade policies) with a view to framing policy 
problems and – more importantly – policy solutions which reflect the different interests. 
The work of CONCORD which publishes alternative EU PCD reports (cf. Concord 
2009, 2011, 2013, 2015a, 2015b) can be considered as particularly important for framing 
PCD but other actors representing notably business interests, agricultural, national 
security or anti-migration interests are also determining the policy environment in which 
the EU has developed and promoted the PCD concept. 
It has been argued that policy coherence of external action may finally reproduce and 
reinforce traditional habits; thereby subordinating development policy to other polices 
(Carbone 2013; Keukeleire and Raube 2013; Carbone and Keijzer 2016). Those rivalries 
emphasize that policy coherence for sustainable development is a very political issue in 
the EU. The emergence and enhancement of the concept depends on political will of the 
multiple actors involved. Commitments and PCSD strategies reflect a compromise not 
only between different Directorate Generals, member states and other stakeholders but 
also negotiations with developing partner countries.  
Finally, there are specific interests between the EU and the OECD determining the 
framing and promotion of policy coherence for development. Maurizio Carbone (2012) 
finds institutional rivalry between the DAC and the European Commission in framing 
the concept (Carbone 2012, 170). Both have put efforts into broadening and enhancing 
the concept, suggesting institutional requirements for improving PCD (OECD 2009a). 
The interests beyond those approaches remain, however, controversially discussed 
(Carbone 2013a,b; Thede 2013; Young and Peterson 2013; Carbone and Keijzer 2016). 
On the one hand, both the OECD and the EU have an interest in lifting developing 
partner countries out of poverty and conflict to establish strong and stable partnerships, 
and create concepts, mechanisms and processes that promote that goal (i.e. PCSD). On 
the other hand, there is the question if the policy coherence for sustainable development 
framework is reinforcing traditional power relations, i.e. North-South dependencies, 
hierarchies fostering the power of certain actors, policy sectors, departments and 
organizations at the expense of others. As such, the approach may promote the visibility 
of the EU and the OECD in international affairs and development cooperation through 
the setting of new standards but not necessarily benefit sustainable development and 
poor countries in particular. It has even been argued that integrated frameworks such as 
PCSD are used as a rhetorical tool to shift and blur responsibilities of agencies (Carbone 
2012; Keukeleire and Raube 2013; Young and Peterson 2013). Although no final 
responses are possible in that regard, those critical reflections are important to 
understand the international policy and structural environment in which the concept has 
emerged. 
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Conclusion 
 

This article underlines the need to take a closer look at power relations and 
hierarchies linked to the emergence and circulation of the Policy Coherence for 
Sustainable Development. Among the main promoters of the concept between 1990 and 
2015 – the OECD and the EU – organizational interests are reflected in, rivalries across 
different departments and institutional hierarchies and competition with non-state actors 
and regarding the framing of the concept, integration of different networks, approaches 
and stakeholders to the policy coherence for sustainable development debate in order to 
broadly circulate the idea and create consensual knowledge based on own ideas, common 
paradigms of multilateralism, interconnected global processes and international 
competition which require PCSD, and a focus on the global North and member states in 
particular. 
Policy Coherence for Sustainable Development appears as a political discourse while its 
added-value for governing sustainable development remains controversial due to focus 
on framing the concept and formulating policy strategies and recommendations instead 
of actually changing policy objectives or instruments (cf. Carbone 2016). The EU and the 
OECD have promoted the PCSD concept as a new approach and innovative framework 
for better policy making. Yet, even among experts from within both international 
organization and from scholars the innovative nature and scope of the concept remains 
very controversial. 
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