
38

Abstract
Policy innovation in unitary states relies 

heavily on the proclivity of local governments 
to identify and respond to emerging policy chal-
lenges. The article contributes by applying a 
framework for policy innovation normally used in 
federal systems to a comparative analysis of two 
unitary states – Poland and Norway. The analy-
sis serves to highlight how the effectiveness of 
horizontal, non-coercive diffusion mechanisms 
relies on established norms and traditions for 
local political self-rule. A key finding is that the 
prospects of success for ‘soft’ central govern-
ment steering seem to rely not least on the re-
sourcefulness of the local units. The study fur-
thermore highlights the importance of historical 
trajectories for internal as well as external deter-
minants for policy innovation.
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1. Introduction

In modern societies, public policy is to a great extent executed in systems of 
multi-level governance (Bache and Flinders, 2004; Piattoni, 2010). The scope for cen-
trist political control is commonly seen to be delimited by a growing dispersion of 
authority upwards to supranational institutions as well as downwards to regional 
and local governments (Marks and Hooghe, 2004, p. 15). A common observation is 
that the governing role played by central government institutions and actors has been 
diminished (Bartolini, 2011, p. 3). As a consequence, there is a growing interest in 
non-centralized mechanisms for policy development, subsumed under headings such 
as policy innovation (Berry and Berry, 2014), policy transfer (Dolowitz and Marsh, 
1996), institutional design (Lowndes and Wilson, 2001) and lesson-drawing (Rose, 
1993). The underlying assumption of these and other related concepts is that policy 
change and dispersion of new policies among lower-level tiers of government are 
not necessarily or even primarily results of hierarchical central government steering. 
Rather, the focus is on how new policies are invented and spread across jurisdictions 
horizontally, through voluntary mechanisms (Stone, 2012).

Such mechanisms of horizontal policy innovation have primarily been studied 
in the context of international relations or in federal systems (Graham, Shipan and 
Volden, 2013), including notably among US states (Walker, 1969; Allen, Pettus and 
Haider-Markel, 2004), among EU member countries (Bulmer, 2007) or on the regional 
level in European federal states (Benz, 2007). Less attention has been paid to decen-
tralized, non-coercive mechanisms for policy change in unitary states. One of the rea-
sons for this bias is probably that lower-level tiers of government are on the whole 
more autonomous in federal systems than in unitary states (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 
2011, p. 51). The legislative and budgetary powers retained by central governments 
in unitary states, leave more leeway for centrist control and less for local policy de-
velopment than what is the case in federations (Bouckaert and Kuhlmann, 2016, p. 8). 
But unitary states should not be seen as a homogenous group. The scope of decentral-
ization and autonomy varies widely between countries (Sellers and Lidström, 2007). 
Lower-level tiers in unitary states in many cases enjoy considerable ‘jurisdictional 
integrity’ (Skelcher, 2005). Furthermore, public spending on the local level tends to be 
higher in unitary states than in federations (Bertrana and Henielt, 2011, p. 309). Local 
governments in unitary states should, as a consequence, be seen as more than just 
implementers of central government policies. Central government controls are not 
always authoritative, and rely sometimes more on ‘prayers’ than on ‘muscle’ (Gorm-
ley, 1989). This calls for increased focus in comparative studies about how lower-level 
tiers of government in unitary states contribute to policy development through hori-
zontal, non-coercive diffusion mechanisms.

This article seeks to provide a more nuanced understanding about non-central-
ized policy invention and diffusion in the multi-level governance systems in unitary 
states. Specifically, it contributes by showing that approaches to policy innovation 
that originate from the study of federal and multinational governance can be applied 
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to the comparative study of unitary states, and under which circumstances. In order 
to highlight non-coercive diffusion mechanisms, the analysis deals with an emerging 
policy issue that has not, as of yet, been transformed into binding central government 
regulations. This design choice is in line with Schneider and Ingram’s (1990, p. 524) 
perspective on changes in the use of policy tools as a given policy area matures. On 
a general level, these authors expect newer policies to rely on learning tools, induce-
ments and capacity building.

Climate change adaptation policy in local governments in Poland and Norway is 
a pertinent empirical case of policy innovation in unitary states. Climate change ad-
aptation can be defined as adjustment of social and economic practices to match (in-
evitable and irresistible) shifts in underlying climate conditions (Howlett, 2014). The 
need for policy measures to enhance the capacity of societies to cope with the effects 
of climate change is increasingly being recognized (Keskitalo, 2010), and subnational 
governments across the globe have taken up the challenge (Jones, 2014). Local and 
regional governments are often seen as key actors due not least to their responsibili-
ties related to planning, infrastructure, water and sewage and other relevant services 
(IPCC, 2014). Although such policies are promoted by the EU and to varying extent 
by national governments, adaptation policy has not (as yet) been transposed into le-
gally binding requirements for local and regional governments in the two countries. 
As a consequence, the pattern of policy adoption has been found to vary a lot, do-
mestically and between countries (O’Brien and Selboe, 2015). The absence of coercive 
measures for adoption of specific policies, as well as the recognized need for devel-
oping policies that take local and regional contingencies into account, means that this 
policy area is highly illustrative for a comparative study of non-centralized policy 
invention and diffusion.

In unitary states, and in the absence of coercive centrist control, policy innovation 
and diffusion relies heavily on the proclivity of local governments to identify and re-
spond to emerging policy challenges. The comparison of Poland and Norway serves 
to illuminate how such capacities are shaped by historical trajectories. While the pres-
ent-day system of democratic local governments in Poland was established in 1990 
following the fall of the Iron curtain, Norway’s current system is to a great extent a 
continuation of the system that was established as early as in 1837. Local self-rule has 
been an integral part of Norway’s system of government for almost two centuries; 
however, corresponding value sets have not had the same amount of time to take root 
in Poland. A key point in the analysis will be to what extent the effectiveness of hori-
zontal, non-coercive diffusion mechanisms relies on established norms and traditions 
for local political self-rule.

The article is structured as follows. In the section ‘Policy innovation in systems 
of multi-level governance’ key theoretical considerations to do with non-centralized 
policy invention and diffusion in unitary states are elaborated upon, and the analyt-
ical model is presented. The section on data and methods presents a survey ques-
tionnaire distributed to local governments in the two countries, as well as other data 
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sources. The results section presents the operationalization of the model, and the em-
pirical results of the regression analysis. The discussion section draws implications 
of the results for the understanding of policy innovation mechanisms in multi-level 
governance systems in unitary states. The conclusions section maps out key findings 
on the preconditions for use of ‘soft’ steering mechanisms in multi-level governance 
processes in unitary states.

2. Policy innovation in systems of multi-level governance

A reasonable starting point for a discussion about policy innovation is the term’s 
underlying assumptions about ‘newness’ – perhaps the most intuitively obvious el-
ement of the term innovation, and a recurring issue in the debate. From early stages 
on, it has more or less been agreed upon that innovation does not by necessity equate 
invention. In his seminal study of diffusion of policy among US states, Jack L. Walker 
(1969) defined innovation as ‘a program or policy which is new to the states adopting 
it, no matter how old the program may be or how many other states may have adopt-
ed it’ (p. 881). A similar approach was taken in early studies of organizational inno-
vation (Mohr, 1969, p. 112). Later contributions have upheld this position. In a recent 
study, policy innovation is defined so as to include not just invention of new policies, 
but also diffusion to new units, and the identification of new effects of existing poli-
cies (Jordan and Huitema, 2014, pp. 389-390). This broadly inclusive definition seems 
helpful not least from an empirical perspective, because the initial ‘first mover’ may 
be hard to identify. Invention of policies that are ‘novel to the world’ (Sørensen and 
Torfing, 2011, p. 850) are probably rare in a networked and integrated society. Indeed, 
it has been argued that the flow of policy images and ideas in society is such that one 
would be hard pressed to trace the origins of emerging policies at all: ‘The impetus 
for the spread of ideas does not lie with the persuasiveness of the originator of the 
idea (…) all ideas are in the air all the time and are implemented depending on the 
purpose at hand’ (Weick and Quinn, 1999, p. 376).

But to regard diffusion as a form of invention is not to say that adoption of a policy 
that pre-existed in other jurisdictions removes the element of ‘newness’ from the term 
innovation. As noted by Diane Stone in a recent review article (2012), a burgeoning 
literature ‘query and contest assumptions of undiluted dichotomous diffusion or un-
mediated ‘import’ of transferred ideas’ (p. 488). By speaking of ‘lesson drawing’, Rose 
(1993) emphasized the creative processes involved in voluntary and smart uptake 
of ideas from a jurisdiction’s environment, and the resulting scope for adaptation of 
broadly diffused policies to local contingencies. The term ‘policy transfer’ is used as 
a headline for various approaches to the analysis of policy innovation in such a per-
spective.

In a multi-level context, the scope for local adjustments and ‘translation’ of diffused 
policies (Prince, 2010) may however be highly variant. As noted in an earlier review 
article, transfer of policy between jurisdictions is not necessarily voluntary (Dolowitz 
and Marsh, 1996). Direct and indirect coercion are alternative transfer mechanisms. 
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The former scenario occurs when one government forces another to adopt a policy; 
the latter emphasizes how various forms of interdependency may cause pressure to 
adopt a policy that is already in place in another jurisdiction (pp. 347-349). This dis-
tinction between voluntary and coercive forms of policy innovation has later been con-
ceptualized in the context of EU policy diffusion as a trichotomy of transfer types, 
based on the type of governance that gave rise to the new policy (Bulmer and Padgett, 
2005). While hierarchical governance gives rise to coercive policy transfer, agreements 
reached by consent or majority are often associated with transfer by negotiation. A 
third category of transfer is facilitated unilateralism, which signifies voluntary adapta-
tion in policy areas where member states retain national sovereignty.

A number of voluntary mechanisms for diffusion of new policies have been sug-
gested. In some cases, policies aimed at giving one government economic advantage 
are adopted by other governments in order to even the score (Berry and Berry, 2014, 
p. 312). Governments tend to imitate practices in governments that seem similar to 
themselves, for instance in terms of resources and ideologies (Dolowitz and Marsh, 
1996, p. 353). A variation of this mechanism is emulation of best practice, where gov-
ernments adopt solutions that are generally seen as successful, regardless of similari-
ty or geographical proximity with the exporting government. Mimetic strategies can 
be interpreted as an economical approach to policy development in light of uncertain 
knowledge about the relative merits of different policies, in other words a boundedly 
rational strategy (Simon, 1957). But emulation of best practice may also be interpreted 
as manipulation of symbols; a strategy for gaining legitimation by giving an appear-
ance of modernity, regardless of the actual merits of the policy in question (DiMag-
gio and Powell, 1991). A more tangible mechanism for diffusion with roots in the 
early literature (Hägerstrand, 1967; Hudson, 1969) is geographical proximity (Karch, 
2007, pp. 57-59) – learning from neighbors. Spatial diffusion processes are seen as 
‘contagious’ or ‘hierarchical’. Whereas contagious diffusion denotes diffusion among 
neighbors, hierarchical diffusion refers to the spread of new policies first adopted by 
the largest cities and locations highest in the urban hierarchy. However, these types 
of diffusion often coexist in the same space and time. A powerful mechanism for pol-
icy diffusion is the extensive participation of local governments in intergovernmental 
networks (Rhodes, 1991, p. 205). Because such networks may include members from 
a wide geographical area, they can potentially mitigate the importance of geograph-
ical proximity for policy diffusion. Extensive participation in intergovernmental net-
works may heighten the importance of the individuals who represent their local gov-
ernment in the network arenas as agents of diffusion. But the literature provides scant 
evidence for making assumptions about the relative importance of such ‘personal-
ized’ diffusion mechanisms as compared to other mechanisms.

An alternative strategy for studying policy innovation is to investigate internal 
determinants for adoption of new policies; in other words, to look for characteristics 
that may explain why some governments appear to be more innovative than oth-
ers (Berry and Berry, 1990; 2014). The internal determinants and the diffusion effects 
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should be seen as complementary. A focus on internal determinants does not pre-
sume that governments innovate in isolation. Rather, the question is one of why some 
governments are quicker than others in terms of picking up ideas that float about, 
and transform these into working policies. Berry and Berry (2014) suggest that three 
classes of internal determinants deserve particular attention. The first of these is re-
lated to problem perception and motivation for innovation. The assumption is that a 
government will be highly motivated to innovate if a policy problem is perceived as 
severe. This class of internal determinants also includes the character of public opin-
ion and electoral competition, as well as other ad hoc motivation factors that can push 
a new policy higher on the agenda (Berry and Berry, 2014, p. 326).

The second class of internal determinants relates to ‘obstacles to innovation and 
the resources available to overcome them’ (Berry and Berry, 2014, p. 324). Organiza-
tional capacity, financial resources, economic development in the jurisdiction and the 
availability of slack resources are some of the main determinants mentioned. With 
reference to mainstream policy analysis theory, they note that the existence of poli-
cy entrepreneurs and policy windows (Kingdon, 1984) or strong advocacy coalitions 
(Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014) may be key factors for inducing change.

The third class of internal determinants relates to other policies. This determinant 
is based on the assumption of ‘innovation interrelationships’ developed by Mahajan 
and Peterson (1985, pp. 39-40 apud Berry and Berry, 2014, p. 329). The gist of this is 
that the probability of adoption of policy B will increase provided that the two poli-
cies are complementary (A creates precedence for B) or contingent (B depends on the 
prior implementation of A). If the two policies are substitutable however, adoption of 
A will inversely affect the probability for adopting policy B.

Berry and Berry’s Unified Model of Government Innovation (Berry and Berry, 
2014) combines these internal determinants for policy innovation with external de-
terminants, in other words diffusion effects such as the ones briefly discussed above. 
The basic model is presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1: The Unified Model of Government Innovation

Source: Berry and Berry, 2014.
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The generic nature of this model necessitates contextual operationalization for em-
pirical analysis. This is presented in the results section. The following section presents 
the empirical basis for the analysis, the method used and specifics about the national 
context in the two countries.

3. Data and methods

3.1. Survey questionnaire to local governments

The empirical research in Poland and Norway was carried out separately by the 
two project member institutions in 2014, based on a shared approach. The research 
included a survey questionnaire to local governments, as well as case-studies in se-
lected cities. In Norway, the survey was conducted by means of the web survey pro-
gram Beetrieve. An invitation to participate in the survey was issued to the public 
email address of all of Norway’s 428 local governments. The email message asked 
for the invitation to be passed on to the person responsible for climate change adap-
tation. If this responsibility was not allotted to a specific person or position, the email 
was to be sent to the head of the planning department. The invitation was repeated 
three times. A total of 218 municipalities completed the entire, or parts of, question-
naire, resulting in a response rate of 50.93%. In light of previous studies to the same 
group of respondents, this is a satisfactory result.

The municipalities that responded to the survey were compared with the universe 
of municipalities in order to assess potential bias in the data. The participating mu-
nicipalities were on average larger (17,417 inhabitants) than those that did not par-
ticipate (7,220 inhabitants). The geographical spread is satisfactory, although local 
governments in northern Norway are somewhat underrepresented. The participating 
municipalities were fairly similar to the universe in terms of income level and level of 
education in the population.1 Because the analysis will contain a variable to assess the 
effect of municipal size, the bias in the composition of the data material is controlled 
for in the analysis. 

In Poland, the survey was conducted by means of internet questionnaire, but the 
form could also be returned by land mail. All of Poland’s 2,479 municipalities re-
ceived an invitation to participate via their public email addresses. The invitation was 
to be passed on to the person responsible for climate change adaptation. If the re-
sponsibility was not allotted to a specific person or position, the invitation was to be 
sent to the mayor or someone who is on the top level of the municipality’s manage-
ment. The invitation was repeated two times.

A total of 1,311 questionnaires were completed entirely or partly, resulting in a 
response rate of 52.9%. In light of previous studies to the same group of respondents, 
this is a satisfactory result. The municipalities that responded to the survey were 
compared with the universe of municipalities in order to assess potential bias in the 

1	 The authors will supply data on the distribution of the sample upon request.
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data and the set of answers can be considered as representative in relation to types of 
municipalities and in relation to spatial distribution.

3.2. Method

Empirical studies of policy innovation are commonly carried out by means of 
event history analysis (Berry and Berry, 1990; Box-Steffensmeier and Jones, 1997; Al-
lison, 2014) or other methods that accommodate the use of pooled time series data. 
Event history analysis provides estimates of the ‘hazard rate’ for implementation of 
a new policy by jurisdiction i in year t, by constructing a data set in which each unit 
denotes one jurisdiction/year. Each unit is allocated the value 0 on the dependent 
variable until the policy in question is implemented, in which case the value changes 
to 1. Logistic regression is commonly used for estimating the effects of internal and 
external innovation drivers for the probability of value = 1 on the dependent variable 
(Allen, Pettus and Haider-Markel, 2004). Event history analysis enables the research-
er to analyze varying rates of policy innovation through a set period.

The purpose of the analysis in this article is to test the effects of internal and ex-
ternal drivers for policy innovation based on cross-sectional data for one single year. 
This approach has definite disadvantages in terms of analytical leverage as compared 
to event history analysis. Our analysis cannot capture differences between early 
adopters and latecomers, nor can it identify changing patterns in the rate of policy 
innovation over time. The key advantage of our approach is economical, in the sense 
that it allows analysis of policy innovation in cases where pooled time series data are 
unavailable – not an uncommon occurrence in political science.

The analytical model takes the following general form: 

ADOPTi,t = f(MOTIVATIONi,t, RESOURCESi,t, OTHERPOLICIESi,t, EXTERNALi,t, e).

In this model, policy innovation (defined as adoption of a new policy in jurisdic-
tion i in one given year t) is a function of four variables that affect jurisdiction i’s 
motivation to adopt, available resources to innovate, the presence or absence of other 
policies that may affect jurisdiction i’s probability to adopt, and diffusion effects due 
to the pattern of adoption in other jurisdictions. The specification of the variables is 
described in the results section. 

3.3. The national context

Norway and Poland are both highly decentralized unitary states. According to 
Swianiewicz’ (2013) categorization, Poland along with Hungary and Slovakia is a 
‘type 1’ country, termed ‘champions of decentralization’ (p. 303). This category has a 
lot in common with the established ‘Northern European’ model of local governments 
in the comparative literature (Hesse and Sharpe, 1991; Page and Goldsmith, 1987), 
which includes Norway. In this sense, Norway-Poland is probably as far as one can 
get in terms of conducting a most similar case design (Gerring, 2007) for comparative 
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study of an established western democracy and a country with far shorter traditions 
for local self-rule.

Norway has a three-tier system of government. There are 428 local governments 
and 19 county governments including the capital. Local governments are spatial 
planning authorities as well as local environmental authorities. They are in charge of 
technical services including water and sewage, local infrastructure including roads 
and parks, environmental issues in addition to a wide range of welfare services (Fiva, 
Sørensen and Hagen, 2014). The Ministry of Climate and Environment and the Nor-
wegian Environment Agency are in charge of climate change adaptation policy at 
the central level. Currently, information and capacity building measures (Schneider 
and Ingram, 1990) directed towards local governments comprise the main thrust of 
national adaptation policy (MoCE, 2013).

Poland has a four-tier system of government. Each of the 2,479 municipalities has 
directly elected mayors and councils. The 380 counties and 16 regions all have direct-
ly elected councils. Municipalities were introduced by law in 1990 and the counties, 
and the regions in 1999. The basics of local government are also defined in the Polish 
Constitution of 1997. All municipalities have the same functions and are responsible 
for the provision of public services in areas such as education, culture, healthcare, 
transportation, water and sewage systems, waste collection and environmental pro-
tection. The largest 66 Polish cities have county rights, and are in charge of functions 
normally carried out by municipalities and counties. In Poland, climate change policy 
is not listed as a mandatory task of local governments. Nevertheless, local govern-
ments are responsible for implementing measures to protect the environment and the 
health of residents.

4. Results

4.1. Operationalization

The relevant parameters for operationalization of the analytical model were iden-
tified from a review of previous research on factors that enable or constrain adapta-
tion to climate change. This review was conducted by the United Nations’ Intergov-
ernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), published in the 5th assessment report 
of the IPCC (Klein et al., 2014). It includes a number of variables that align well with 
explanatory variables used in the general literature on policy innovation. In addition 
to the data gathered by means of the survey questionnaires in Norway and Poland, 
data on some indicators were gathered from other sources. See Appendix A for spe-
cifics on the measurement of variables.

Dependent variable: In the analysis, policy innovation (adaptation of new policy) is 
operationalized by means of an index variable – Climate Change Adaptation Propen-
sity (CCAP). The variable is based on survey data, and is composed by a selection of 
variables that indicate how far each individual local government has progressed in 
terms of developing adaptation strategies and measures. Adaptation is an emerging 
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issue not least in Poland, and local governments in Poland and Norway vary a lot in 
terms of such propensity. In order to capture adaptation policy innovation in an ear-
lier stage, a number of indicators were included even though they fall short of actual 
policy implementation. The purpose is to capture the relative degree of attention to 
adaptation in the policy development phase – hence the term ‘propensity’. In the Po-
land analysis, the CCAP index was computed as the non-weighted sum of four bina-
ry variables taken from the survey. The respondents were asked to identify activities 
conducted by the municipality related to climate change mitigation and adaptation. 
They were also asked if the municipality had produced a strategy, plan or other doc-
ument entirely or partially devoted to responding to climate change. Accordingly, the 
CCAP is coded with values ranging from 0 to 4, representing an increasing propensity 
for climate change adaptation policy development. In the Norway analysis, the CCAP 
index is constructed as a non-weighted additive index based on ten binary variables 
taken from the survey. Respondents were asked whether or not climate change adap-
tation has been addressed in five specific planning documents. They were also asked 
to indicate whether or not five specific measures related to climate change adaptation 
had been implemented; flood protection, landslide protection, building restrictions, 
erosion prevention and surface water management. The Norway CCAP is coded with 
values from 0 to 10, denoting increasing propensity to address climate change adap-
tation issues.

Motivation: The theoretical assumption is that risk perception will encourage pol-
icy innovation. According to the IPCC, risk perception is positively associated with 
the probability of implementing climate change adaptation measures (Klein et al., 
2014, p. 911). In the Poland analysis, this assumption is tested by the inclusion of data 
from the Polish Ministry of Finance. The indicator used is budgetary expenditure of 
municipalities on dealing with the effects of natural disasters 2008-2013 (PLN per cap-
ita).2 In the Norway analysis, the motivation assumption is tested by the inclusion of 
data on compensations from the Norwegian National Fund for Natural Damage As-
sistance. This scheme provides compensation for damages to private property caused 
by natural disasters including floods, landslides and storm surges, to the extent that 
these cannot be covered by private insurance schemes.3 This data set comprises of 
the number and monetary value of annual compensations in each municipality.4 154 

2	 During this six-year period, 83% of the municipalities that answered to the questionnaire re-
ceived direct grants from the central government for repairing damages to local infrastructure 
caused by natural disasters. A total of PLN 246 million (EUR 56 mill.) were allocated. For most of 
the municipalities (95%) the sum per head was less than PLN 1,000 (EUR 230).

3	 The scheme is managed by The Norwegian Agriculture Agency (NAA), pursuant to the Natural 
damages act of 1994. Data on compensations in the period 2008-2013 have been made available 
by courtesy of the NAA.

4	 During this six-year period, 9,250 reparations were made in all, for a total of NOK 876 million 
(EUR 94 mill.).
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of the 178 municipalities who responded to the survey questionnaire received pay-
ments during this period. For Poland as well as for Norway, the assumption is that a 
relative high rate of damages will be associated with a corresponding awareness of 
climate-related risk, and so enhance the motivation for adaptation policy innovation.

Resources and obstacles to innovation: Berry and Berry (2014, p. 326) suggests that the 
jurisdiction’s level of economic development, the professionalism of its legislature 
and ‘factors indicating the presence (and skills) of interested policy entrepreneurs or 
the strength of advocacy coalitions in the jurisdiction’ are relevant variables for this 
determinant. According to the IPCC, economic and financial constraints affect adap-
tation inversely (Klein et al., 2014, pp. 914-915). Smaller local governments have been 
found to be slow adopters of new policies, due to capacity limitations (Shipan and 
Volden, 2008; Krause, 2011). Conversely, local governments with larger political-ad-
ministrative capacities are expected to be more innovative because they are more re-
sourceful and therefore able to absorb emerging policy signals and adopt new pol-
icies than smaller local governments. Accordingly, a variable denoting the number 
of inhabitants in each local government (transformed) was included in the analysis 
for both countries. Furthermore, it was assumed that the degree of interest in climate 
change adaptation issues by local NGOs, the local press and the citizens is a resource 
for policy innovation. Accordingly, the analysis included the variable interest, denot-
ing the respondent’s assessment of the degree of interest in climate change adapta-
tion issues by local NGOs (both countries), the local press and the citizens (Poland).

Other policies: This determinant is based on the assumption of ‘innovation inter-
relationships’ developed by Mahajan and Peterson (1985, pp. 39-40 apud Berry and 
Berry, 2014, p. 329). IPCC findings suggest that a more general prioritization of envi-
ronmental management is often seen in conjunction with stronger emphasis on ad-
aptation policy (Klein et al., 2014, p. 916). The Poland analysis included an indicator 
of the respondent’s assessment of the frequency with which the different issues were 
debated in recent years in the municipality at the council sessions or meetings with 
inhabitants of municipality’s authority. The ensuing variable, polact, is a sum of three 
values describing activity undertaken in waste management, water pollution and ex-
treme weather occurrences policies, which can be identified as complementary policies. 
The Norway analysis includes the variable RWA which indicates whether or not the 
municipality has considered climate change hazards in their risk- and vulnerability 
assessment. Such assessments include a broader scale of risks than climate change-re-
lated ones. Data has been made available courtesy of the Norwegian Directorate for 
Civil Protection. 

Diffusion effects: The assumption about diffusion of policies between neighboring 
jurisdictions is a staple element in the policy innovation literature (Karch, 2006). In 
studies of policy diffusion between US states for instance, a common operationaliza-
tion is to include data on states with common borders (Berry and Berry, 1990, p. 404). 
Similar approaches are less practical in local government systems with numerous in-
dividual units. Instead, we apply a procedure inspired by Knutsen (2014) whereby 
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each local government’s score on the dependent variable is subtracted from the mean 
value on the dependent variable for all local government in the same county (exclud-
ing the local government in question). This procedure creates a unique value for each 
unit on the geographical diffusion variable. The variable denotes the degree of cli-
mate policy innovation in neighboring local governments, and is expected to co-vary 
positively with the dependent variable. In addition to the geographical diffusion vari-
able, a personal diffusion variable was included. This variable denotes policy diffusion 
through participation in seminars and networks by local officials, based on a question 
from the survey. Descriptive statistics for all variables are presented in Appendix B.

The results of the analysis are presented in Table 1. 

Table 1: The results of the analysis

Model Indicators Poland
b (Std. error)

Norway
b (Std. error)

Motivation Natural damages 0.46 (0.00) 0.19# (0.12)

Resources and obstacles
Size 0.16** (0.00) 0.54** (0.17)
Local interest 0.16** (0.03) 0.14* (0.06)

Other policies Polact/RVA 0.14** (0.12) 1.04 (0.72)

Diffusion effects
Spatial diffusion 0.07* (0.11) -0.03 (0.21)
Personal diffusion 0.10* (0.05) 1.21** (0.47)

Constant -0.14 (0.20) -4.09 (2.21)
Adj. R2 0.121 0.245

Significance: ** = 0.01, * = 0.05, # = 0,1.

The model explains a modest amount of the variation observed on the dependent 
variable (adj. R2 = 0.121 and 0.245 for Poland and Norway, respectively). The results 
indicate that Berry and Berry’s (1990; 2014) integrated approach is appropriate, in the 
sense that internal as well as external determinants are found to co-vary significantly 
with the dependent variable. 

Motivation, the first internal determinant, gave rise to the expectation that previ-
ous experience with climate-related damages would increase risk perception and, 
as a consequence, motivate local governments to take up climate change adaptation 
measures. Due to the low N in the Norway study, a significant result at the 10% lev-
el is reported. This estimate indicates that previous experience with climate-related 
damages can stimulate local innovation in the field of climate change adaptation. In 
the Poland analysis, compensation for damages incurred by natural disasters also 
correlates positively with the dependent variable. However, the results are not suffi-
ciently robust to reject the null hypothesis within established requirements for statis-
tical significance.

Both indicators for the second internal determinant, resources and obstacles, were 
found to co-vary in the expected direction for both countries. These results are statis-
tically significant. In Poland as well as in Norway, larger local governments are found 
to have higher innovation propensity than smaller ones. Local interest in the policy 
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issue at hand, however, is also found to be a significant internal determinant. This 
indicates that internal determinants should be observed both within the local politi-
cal-administrative system and in its surroundings.

As noted, the third internal determinant, other policies, is included to analyze how 
policy innovation in one specific field is affected by previous implementation of com-
plementary or contingent policies. The results from the Poland analysis indicates that 
the degree of political attention to issues related to waste management, water pollu-
tion and extreme weather occurrences positively affect the propensity for addressing 
the issue of climate change adaptation. The Norway analysis, however, did not iden-
tify any significant correlation between including climate change in a preceding risk 
assessment analysis, and the dependent variable.

The results of the analysis of the external determinant in the analytical model, dif-
fusion, reveal interesting patterns. The effect of geographical proximity is only signif-
icant in the Poland analysis, but the findings on ‘personal’ diffusion mechanisms are 
consistent in both country studies.

5. Discussion

The context for the study is an emerging policy area of increasing political salience 
that has not, at present, been transformed into statutory central government require-
ments. The study indicates that in such a context, the mechanisms that drive local lev-
el policy innovation in the multi-level governance systems of unitary states are quite 
similar to the mechanisms that have been found to be at work in federations and mul-
tinational systems in previous studies (Bulmer, 2007; Benz, 2007). If so, the absence of 
coercive, hierarchical diffusion mechanisms tends to nullify the differences between 
these classes of systems, in terms of their potential for local level policy innovation. 
This is an important finding, because it demonstrates that it makes sense to apply 
analytical models developed in the context of federations and multinational systems 
to the study of unitary states, within certain constraints. These constraints are posed 
mainly by variations in the availability of catalytic, hortatory and coercive central 
government controls respectively (Gormley, 1989). The availability of these classes of 
tools may vary greatly between different classes of multi-level systems, notably be-
tween federations and unitary states. Central governments in unitary states generally 
speaking tend to hold more extensive powers over sub-national tiers of government 
than do their counterpart in federations. A prerequisite for applying similar models 
for analysis of policy innovation and diffusion in both classes of multi-level systems 
is clearly to determine the scope for centrist control and local level discretion prior to 
the analysis of the diffusion mechanisms at play.

Because both cases included in this study are unitary states, however, our main 
analytical interest is about identifying systematic differences between different types 
of unitary MLGs. The analysis indicates that internal as well as external drivers are 
relevant for explaining policy innovation in multi-level governance systems of uni-
tary states. However, the comparative analysis highlights interesting differences be-
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tween the two countries included in the study. These differences may provide the 
basis for developing more differentiated theories about policy innovation.

As noted, motivation based on previous experiences of natural disasters as a deter-
minant for policy innovation did not yield significant results in the Poland analysis, 
but a positive and significant effect was reported in the Norway analysis. This indi-
cates that compared to their Polish counterparts, local governments in Norway have 
more highly developed capabilities in terms of acting upon risk perception – identify-
ing emerging challenges and transforming these into items on the policy agenda. This 
finding may be attributed to the key difference between the two countries in the most 
similar cases design used in this study, namely, the highly variant institutional histo-
ries of the two local government systems. Norway’s long-standing traditions for local 
self-rule have apparently provided its local governments with greater propensities 
for acting autonomously upon own risk perceptions.

In both countries, larger local governments were found to be more innovative 
than smaller ones. Population size is an important determinant for the local tax base 
as well as for central government grants. Relative resourcefulness translates into in-
creased potential for administrative specialization and tackling of emerging issues. 
Due to capacity differences, larger local governments are in a better position than 
smaller ones for developing specialized administrative competencies, as well as for 
processing a wider range of issues politically. It is noteworthy that this effect is not 
affected by the different institutional histories of the two local government systems. 
One feasible implication is that highly fragmented local government systems, with 
many small units, may not be optimal for non-centralized policy invention and dif-
fusion. 

The results indicate that local interest plays an important role in terms of pushing 
emerging policy issues higher on the political agenda, regardless of differences in 
the institutional history of local government systems. This finding is interesting not 
least in light of the different results on the motivational variable noted above. Ap-
parently, administrative capacity and civic awareness provide a boost for policy in-
novation that is more significant and consistent than risk perception due to previous 
experience. One possible explanation for this is that climate change policy is based on 
rather complex knowledge that does not lend itself easily to policy development. As 
shown by previous research (Pearce, 2014), the process of transforming quantitative, 
science-based climate change data to implementable policies is quite demanding. The 
level of local government engagement in climate change policy has been found to 
be affected by the degree of citizens’ participation and engagement due to the high 
financial and developmental costs of this policy (Kwon, Jang and Feiock, 2014). Thus, 
the resourcefulness of local administrations as well as the engagement of local spe-
cialized NGOs creates innovators’ advantages that may be more important than actu-
al experience of climate risk.

Interestingly, the ‘neighboring effect’ – a staple element in policy diffusion studies 
– was not identified in the Norway analysis, but in the Poland analysis it yielded the 
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expected, positive results. A ‘personalized’ diffusion mechanism however was iden-
tified in both countries. In other words, diffusion has become de-spatialized in the 
Norwegian context to an extent not observed in Poland. This can be taken as an indi-
cation of a more highly developed system of supra-local networks in the Norwegian 
local government system. While differences in available resources probably allow lo-
cal officials in Norway to travel more extensively than their Polish counterparts, it is 
also relevant to assume that the long-standing institutional history of Norway’s local 
government system to a great extent has been a history of network-building. This line 
of argument suits well with findings from previous research on transnational munici-
pal networks namely, that activity in climate change policy networks is characteristic 
of pioneers – the most active and strongest political actors (Kern and Bulkeley, 2009).

6. Conclusions

The overall conclusion of the study is that the viability of non-coercive mecha-
nisms for promoting new policies among lower level governments in multi-level 
governance systems varies between unitary states. The prospects of success for ‘soft’ 
central government steering seem to rely not least on the resourcefulness of the local 
units – in terms of building specialized administrative competencies, managing to 
transform complex knowledge into policy, participating in non-local networks and 
engaging with civil society groups. As a consequence, soft steering in multi-level gov-
ernance systems need to include capacity building measures (Schneider and Ingram, 
1990), not least in order to bridge the gap between the larger and more innovative 
units, and the smaller ones with less capacity. 

The study furthermore highlights the importance of historical trajectories for inter-
nal as well as external determinants for policy innovation. Long-standing traditions for 
local autonomy probably enhances the local units’ propensity for transforming emerg-
ing problems into policies even in the absence of coercive central government controls 
– possibly because the capacity for autonomous action depends on attitudes and role 
conceptions that need time to develop. Furthermore, the study indicates that patterns 
of policy diffusion may change from a purely local ‘neighborhood’ effect to a more 
non-local, network-based pattern as local government systems mature. The implica-
tion is that central governments may need to support efforts to develop and utilize 
non-local networks in settings where these have not had the time to reach maturity.
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Appendix B: Descriptive statistics

Variables
Norway (N=178) Poland (N=1311)

Mean S.D. Min. Max. Mean S.D. Min. Max.
CCAP (Climate Change 
Adaptation Propensity) 
index (dependent variable)

5.61 2.57 0.00 10.00 1.06 0.52 0 3

Motivation/ 
Natural damages 13.52 1.79 9.11 17.91 187.31 554.24 0 9,511.39

Resources and obstacles/ 
Size+ 18,396.53 55,500.24 211 634,463 15,822.86 40,801.52 1,351 758,992

Resources and obstacles/ 
Local interest 6.72 3.81 0.00 15.00 1.44 1.26 0 5

Other policies 0.90 0.30 0.00 1.00 7.20 1.75 0 12
Diffusion effects/ 
Spatial 5.61 1.08 1.60 7.67 1.05 0.62 0 4

Diffusion effects/ 
Personal 0.53 0.50 0.00 1.00 0.36 0.66 0 2

Notes: + Nominal data on population size (before transformation) refer to municipalities that responded to the survey.


