
 1

Constructing Priorities in the Lisbon Agenda 

 
Paper presented at the ECPR Joint Workshops, Lisbon, 14-17 April 2009. 

 

 

Shawn Donnelly 

Dept. of Legal and Economic Governance Studies 
University of Twente 

Enschede, Netherlands s.donnelly@utwente.nl 
 

Abstract 

A significant part of how the EU works, even in the context of the single 
market, is how it bundles together policies into larger programmes. The Lisbon 
Agenda, which started out as the EU’s innovation and competitiveness policy 
and grew into a much larger component of the single market programme, is an 
excellent example. It originally incorporated employment, social and 
environmental goals alongside enhancing economic competitiveness. Over time, 
however, the EU retained the competitiveness aspects of the policy and linked 
them more tightly to other single market policies, subjugating social, 
environmental and employment goals to economic competitiveness or 
jettisoning them altogether. Another way of articulating this is to suggest that 
the Lisbon Agenda has largely become an extension of the EU’s Single Market 
programme, in areas where the community method has not been introduced. 
This is distinct from any view that the Lisbon Agenda had the capability to 
balance market-oriented programmes with a social or environmental agenda. 
None of this was inevitable. Choices had to be made among alternatives. 

** 

I: Introduction 

How radically is the Lisbon Agenda re-shaping the governance architecture and 
policy priorities of the EU? Conversely, how strongly have the governing principles 
and policy priorities of the EU affected the structure of the Lisbon Agenda? At the 
Agenda’s outset, the answers to these questions about policy and architecture 
appeared far more ambiguous, the Agenda itself to be far more open (to policy areas) 
and open-ended (in terms of targeted outcomes) than it appears in 2009. The original 
Lisbon agenda incorporated a broad range of policy and managed that range by the 
(then nascent) open method of coordination. Over the course of the Agenda’s first five 
years, however, a number of policy initiatives were trimmed back, with a policy bias 
to economic competitiveness. The Agenda has developed a distinctive profile and 
mission that it didn’t previously have. 

Following Borras and Radaelli (2009), this paper draws attention to two dimensions 
of that transformation in particular. The first and most tangible is the construction of a 
governance architecture with practical applications to implement the Lisbon Agenda. 
This has become more robust and detailed over time, evolving from general principles 
to specific measures. We can see this in the development of procedural rules for 
application of the open method of coordination (OMC) itself, without regard to policy 
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content. We can also observe it in the general trend to develop more precise indicators 
of Lisbon Agenda policy performance by the member states that are then evaluated 
within the open method. These developments crystallise what it means for the 
member states, who are participating in the Lisbon Agenda framework, to participate 
in the process. They define their obligations and rights of discretion within the rules 
of procedure. Following Searle (1995), these can be thought of in broad strokes as the 
regulative norms of the Lisbon Agenda: those which manage the behaviour of the 
actors, who are already accepted as physical and social realities. 

The second is the construction of a set of constitutive norms about the EU itself in 
relation to the Agenda. Each of them imposes a structure on the governance 
architecture within which the procedural arrangements operate. One subset deals with 
the nature of the EU and its relationship to the member states per se, with regard to a 
specific policy area. This is the set of ideas that serves as the conceptual foundation 
for the organisational superstructure built on top of it. I therefore assume in 
accordance with Borras and Radaelli (2009) and Donnelly (2010), that the constitutive 
norms about the supranational, intergovernmental or multilevel nature of the EU-
member state relationship can differ by policy area. In other words, disparate 
normative commitments about the nature of the EU-member state relationship and of 
the governance arrangements can be developed and coexist. They are therefore 
regime-specific constitutive norms rather than polity-specific norms. The polity is 
then a compound polity (Ostrom 1991) that entails contradictory ideals of the 
supranational level of government applicable to the constituent states. 

A second subset makes specific reference to the policy areas involved, defining the 
res publica applicable to the Lisbon Agenda. Does the Lisbon Agenda extend to 
social policy or not, for example, or to what extent?  I suggest in the pages below that 
the European Commission and the member states did not define the Agenda’s 
constitutive norms to such a degree in 2000 that they could serve as definitive 
boundaries on what the Agenda was and was not. This generated an open space in 
which battles over the internal contradictions of competing priorities could be waged 
and relations of hierarchy—or not—could be established through the incorporation of 
certain policy areas and the exclusion of others. 

Separating these points analytically allows us to think of the Lisbon version of the 
OMC as a collection of elements: organisational, and ideational (Borras & Radaelli 
2009: 5), with ideational components divided into those justifying the breadth of EU 
involvement across policy areas, coupled with the depth of its institutionalised reach. 
Ideationally, I focus here on the principles on which governance architectures are 
built, on the normative principles that underpin them. 

All of this means that there is something useful to be gained by distinguishing the 
individual normative strands of thought that define the concrete governance 
architecture of the Agenda, that connect those institutions with and alter the deeper 
norms defining the EU itself and the member states, and the policy orientation of the 
Agenda that channels the behaviour, and perhaps the thinking of the participants in 
the process. These distinctions allow us to see the room for agency by policy 
entrepreneurs who are constructing the social reality of the Lisbon Agenda, and 
redefining the EU itself, as they go over time. 

Therefore, the Agenda’s development as a governance architecture is analytically 
separate from the gravitation of the Lisbon Agenda toward a market-oriented policy. 
In accepted thinking about the open method, the desire to avoid confrontation over 
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deeply embedded national differences is a key explanatory factor for why this mode 
of governance emerges and not supranational, multilevel or network governance 
(Knill & Lenschow 2003).* One of the implications is that non-market policies can 
best be managed by OMC whilst market policies can be managed through the 
community method of legislation, network governance and multilevel governance. If 
this is so, however, why has there been a drive to streamline the Agenda itself and to 
tighten the obligations of the member states within it? In another interpretation of the 
Agenda, a possible answer is found in the preferences of organised capital interests 
for a pro-market set of EU policies (Apeldoorn et al. 2008). I wish to withhold 
judgement on the pre-determined nature of European norms due to material resources 
and capitalist hegemony in this paper and focus instead on discerning what is part of 
the Agenda normatively and institutionally, and how that came to pass. It appears to 
me that the answer to this question is not as simple as it seems. First, we need to 
appreciate the spectrum of norms being established before we can assert that there has 
been a concerted effort by business to create them. 

This paper deals with the first of the three questions that Borras and Radaelli pose: 
How was the Lisbon governance architecture created, maintained and adapted over 
time? They draw our attention to the possibility that the Lisbon Agenda may be more 
than the some of its parts, that it consists of more than the outcome of a set of 
negotiated bargains based on cost-benefit analysis, suggesting that this juxtaposes a 
‘huge amount of discursive, administrative and political coordination attempts’ 
against the view of Lisbon being a thin ‘discursive veneer on substantive policy 
domains that have their own history and logic.’ (2009: 5) 

The rest of the paper is organised as follows. The next section delves into the 
discussion of norms, drawing on a more elaborate set of distinctions set out by 
MacCormick (1986) and applying them to the Lisbon Agenda. The linkages between 
different kinds of norms, and their contribution to the way that the Agenda operates in 
practice will be made clear. The third section presents an argument about how these 
various norms have been developed, contested and re-shaped over time as part of a 
larger contest over the political priorities of economic policy in the European Union. 
Following Kingdon (1995) and Borras and Radaelli (2009), none of this negates an 
interest in the hurly burly of politics, but rather indicates an important (by-)product of 
the political process to give European economic policy direction and structure in the 
context of many possible trajectories. I aim to show that these trajectories were not 
just hypothetical possibilities, but that they were real and fought over, generating a 
more robust set of economic policy norms in the process. Section four examines 
briefly indicators from the Lisbon Agenda sub-programmes to demonstrate how the 
policy priorities outlined in section three affected and were affected by the broader 
economic policy debate. Section five draws conclusions with regard to the original 
questions about how Lisbon and broader EU norms affect one another. 

 

- Constitutionalism and governance references: (Armstrong 2008, Bulmer & Padgett 
2005, Sabel & Zeitlin 2008) 

 

II: Norms, the EU and its Governance Architectures 

The idea that normative principles could serve an essential role in guiding governance 
architectures, including that of the Lisbon Agenda, stands in contrast to procedural 
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accounts of how authoritative decisions are taken that give weight to the preferences 
of organised interests, whether from civil society, political parties or bureaucratic and 
political decision-making procedures. For the proposition to hold that norms make a 
difference, we would need to assert that they are not just the window dressing of 
political outcomes, but that they imbue system membership and appropriate behaviour 
have an impact on their own on subsequent policy interactions. This impact needs to 
be discernable from simple rule-following.  

We want to understand the nature of norms, their functioning, and the means by 
which they change. To do this in a way that sheds light on the different roles that 
norms play in generating meaning, it is useful to be mindful of multiple levels of 
analysis. I argue here that the organisational features of a governance architecture are 
embedded within several layers of normative structure that must be mutually 
supporting, that resonate with one another in order to generate inter-party agreement 
on the nuts and bolts of an architecture. 

On the level of analysis: There is some question about the nature of norms, 
particularly ones that are thought to be powerful and ontological at the same time. 
This is an attractive and parsimonious approach, but one that doesn’t always fit well 
when applied to public policy. This is particularly so when we are dealing with 
governance architectures that organise multiple levels of governance and delineate the 
relationship between actors in the public and private sectors. Rather than adopt the 
notion that norms are monolithic in identifying subjects, objects and the relations 
between them, it seems useful to view them as aggregates of multiple, highly-specific 
norms that have been put together in a particular way. In so doing, we detach 
ourselves from the idea of a deeply-rooted normative ontology with wide-spread 
influence over an entire system of relations between actors (at a particular time and 
place) and adopt instead the notion that normative constructs are complex chains of 
norms that speak as well to particular ways of doing things.  

To do this, I draw on a more elaborate set of distinctions set out by MacCormick and 
Weinberger (1986) and discussed by Ruiter (1998). MacCormick and Weinberger 
distinguish five types of constructed legal concepts that acquire the status of 
institutional facts: constitutive rules, institutive rules, consequential rules, content, and 
terminating/invalidating rules. For the purposes here, I suggest they can also be 
described as norms. Norms, as socially-accepted value judgements, have a degree of 
durability (but not permanence) that allows them to function as structural features in 
an ideational landscape without ossifying and becoming immutable. They are, rather, 
altered periodically over time by ideational entrepreneurs, by agents with their own 
views about the appropriateness of certain principles. Following Wiener () I view 
these structural and agent-centred norms as mutually constituted. 

Using treaties as an example, Ruiter correlates constitutive norms with the concept, 
the institution of a treaty. This corresponds to the idea of a primary institution in the 
English School of international relations (Buzan 2004). That concept requires us to 
define the identity of the actors (the states) and the method of their cooperation 
(treaty) in ways that simultaneously create the concept and the social fact of states and 
treaties. Institutive rules tell states how they can create treaties in a way that ensures 
they are recognised as valid in the sense of a treaty. These include such questions as 
the procedures for agreeing on a text, adopting and ratifying it.  Consequential rules 
define the legal implications of a state having signed on to a valid treaty. This 
includes the specification that signatories, i.e. states, are bound by their treaty 
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commitments to do certain things and refrain from others. Content rules define the 
policy areas and the concrete commitments directly. Terminating/invalidating rules 
determine how and under what conditions the treaty may be ended, in whole or in part 
(Ruiter 1998: 218-227). The content rules of a governance architecture therefore 
require an entire chain of socially constructed norms on which they are built. 

This tiered set of rules or norms makes visible the set of collectively-constructed 
assumptions, of normative agreements in which the policy-specific content of the 
OMC is embedded. The OMC idea itself embodies a constitutive norm: a way in 
which EU member states and the Commission can cooperate on common goals that is 
distinct from other means of interaction: from supranational and intergovernmental 
forms of European governance. The institutive and consequential norms associated 
with it embody the concretisation of the OMC as a mechanism on two levels: at the 
level of international agreement and at the level of expectations that member states 
are supposed to fulfil. The terminating and invalidating rules set out the limits of the 
legal concept, both temporally (when the norms cease to have effect) and spatially 
(where/in what policy areas the norms cease to have effect). 

If norms play a role in determining the governance architecture, and are indeed part of 
its deeper foundations, then it would not be sufficient for interest-based bargaining on  
a policy issue to secure agreement on governance. Also, if the normative aspects of 
governance architecture were to have a meaningful impact on cooperation within the 
OMC, then we should be able to observe how repeated reference to them facilitates 
the development of new content-specific commitments (Oran Young) Conversely, the 
null hypothesis of normative influence on the governance architecture is that the latter 
simply reflect the power of key actors / governments 

 

Norms and Governance of the Lisbon Agenda 
Attention to this chain of norms allows us to focus on how the relationship between 
the EU and the member states is constitutionalised. It is the constitutional nature of 
these norms that allows them to shape agenda-setting, decision-making and policy 
outcomes. This influence is true for the power or norms to establish constitutive 
identities of the EU, of the member states and of the relationship between them and 
amongst the member states. These norms establish the place these actors occupy in 
the governance of the European economic area. It is also true for the power of norms 
to generate a hierarchical set of priorities within the group of policies, enabling or 
debilitating other policies. 

But why should the actors strive to establish these constitutional norms beyond the 
factual agreements that pertain to concrete policy areas? Precisely the potential that 
can be harnessed to channel future behaviour through establishing such norms leads 
policy entrepreneurs to attempt to secure their introduction. An actor’s interest in this 
requires (1) awareness of preferences in a policy area; (2) awareness of preferences in 
the system of governance, including identification of the main actors, their identities, 
rights, responsibilities; and (3) a willingness to lock in one’s own preferences into the 
future (rather than pursuing one’s momentary interests). In order to verify attempts at 
constitutionalising policy preferences, there should be a recognisable attempt to 
establish a structural environment (Hay 1995) within which future decisions will be 
contemplated and carried out.   

*Constitutionalisation here* 
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This means that the EU’s innovation and competitiveness policy is a contested policy 
area in which policy entrepreneurs fight for how EU policy will affect the rights of the 
EU’s member states to manage their own economies. 2000-2004 was a period of 
competition over what the EU’s policy would entail, feeding on ambiguities in the 
original mission statement and governance plan of the Lisbon Agenda. Since 2005, a 
hierarchy exists that makes international economic competitiveness the highest 
priority and forces all other policy components, including social policy to justify 
themselves in this light or be removed from consideration. Although support 
continues to exist for these other policies, they can’t be collectively decided. This 
results in more market-making aspects of the overall policy than market-shaping. 

The contestation of norms of the Lisbon Agenda is a process of mutual 
constitutionalisation, both of existing EU economic policy and of the Agenda itself. 
This process involves the mutual influence of existing norms (embodied within EMU 
and the treaties) on the Agenda, which represents the structural component of the 
structure-agency juxtaposition, and the agency-led exploration of avenues for 
changing the economic policy priorities of the EU through the Agenda itself. This 
contestation takes place both in the context of macro arrangements for European 
economic policy and in micro arrangements. The macro arrangements refer to the 
broad economic policy of the EU, but also that expressed in the rules for EMU 
membership in particular, in which the Lisbon Agenda came to challenge and alter, 
but ultimately accept the main tenets of EMU’s dominant policy paradigm. The micro 
arrangements refer to the individual policy components of the Lisbon. These two 
assertions are discussed in sections III and IV respectively. 

How do we go about testing this assertion? We can test for evidence of normative 
features that apply to each and every policy area within the Lisbon Agenda.  If the 
hypothesis is true that there is a new establishment of the competitiveness norm after 
2005, then we should be able to observe its introduction to all areas that survive the 
post-2005 shift in the Agenda’s conceptualisation. Survival of policy areas that are 
not subsumed into the dominant norm falsifies the hypothesis. 

It is necessary, for the purposes of the research question posed in the workshop, but 
not sufficient to show the normative power exists. It must also demonstrate some real 
impact on the policy issue in question. This can be shown, for example, if the norm 
strengthens some elements of the policy and hinders, weakens or alters others. In the 
case of environmental protection policy, for example, this can be envisaged as the 
distinction between environmental protection for its own sake, or for the sake of 
compliance with other commitments unrelated to competitiveness (such as 
implementation of the Kyoto Protocol and/or EU regulations or Council agreements) 
and the exploitation of environmental protection for the purposes of creating new 
markets for and new production strengths in environmentally friendly technology. 

 

III: Norms and European Economic Policy: the Lisbon Agenda in Context 

One of the Lisbon Agenda’s original effects on the normative structure of the EU’s 
broader economic governance architecture in 2000 was to create room for policy 
entrepreneurs to question and challenge existing norms of what constitutes good 
economic policy and what responsibilities the member states have as members in 
good standing of the Union. Those recently-established norms refer to the rules of 
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EMU membership established in 1992 and the implications they have for the scope 
and limits of both macroeconomic policy and microeconomic policy. 

Those EMU-related norms refer, in macroeconomic policy, to restrictions on public 
borrowing for any purpose, and in microeconomic policy, by implication, to a reliance 
on structural adjustment programmes and other forms of microeconomic intervention 
to ensure renewed economic growth and development. Limitations on demand 
management funded by public borrowing under the Stability and Growth Pact were to 
be compensated by supply-side improvements to national economies. The latter, in 
accordance with endogenous growth theory, were to include not only investments in 
new sectors of economic development, but also meant that governments should allow 
sunset industries and the jobs associated with them to suffer the natural consequences 
of economic decline and disappear from the economy. 

These were not explicit in the EU-level treaty commitments themselves, but rather in 
the policy and expertise-oriented discussions about which countries should be 
permitted to become members of EMU in the first place and what the economic and 
policy consequences for membership ought to be. Discussions about optimal currency 
area theory and membership revolved partly around whether countries possessed the 
economic resources to withstand the implications of tight monetary and fiscal policy 
restrictions, but ultimately, whether they possessed the political wherewithal to resist 
calls for economic protection, industrial subsidies and claims to extended 
unemployment insurance benefits.   

This EMU-centred world incorporated a set of assumptions about the role of the state 
in promoting economic competitiveness and development through innovative 
economic processes, and about the relationship between the state and the private 
sector. With limits on the ability of the state to intervene financially, its role became 
one of shaping the business environment to the benefit of financial investors and 
facilitating enterprise for the businesses themselves. This restrained role for the state 
has been described in different ways and is thought to precede EMU (Cerny 1995, 
Jessop 2002, Whyman 2006), but EMU rules were the first to make the implications 
of pursuing economic competitiveness with limited state resources explicit and 
institutionally restraining. EMU rules therefore constitutionalised expectations on 
member states and set the standard for other EU member states of what proper policy 
looks like. It therefore made wide-ranging normative claims about the relationship 
between state and market that extended beyond the single currency. 

This also involves a set of assumptions about the relationship of the member states to 
the economic governance structure of the European Union. The EU is responsible for 
the EMU architecture restraining public finance, whilst the member states are 
responsible for many of the direct measures that contribute to economic 
competitiveness. These latter measures, while not directly embedded into a mandatory 
set of obligations, were nevertheless to become part of an official programme that 
would be fleshed out over time. 

All of this was given increased emphasis for one group of readers by a sense of 
urgency behind the drive toward The drive toward competitiveness in the Agenda’s 
oft-repeated mission statement of March 2000 reflects a sense of lagging behind the 
growth rates of the United States and China before the American recession that set in 
later that year. Given the economic policy paradigm of endogenous growth that 
prevailed in the EU at the time (Wyman 2006), and that the restrictions of the 
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Stability and Growth Pact (Hay), this statement had implications in line with a 
Schumpeterian approach to creative destruction (Jessop) 

The formulation of the Agenda posed as many questions as it provided answers. There 
was (potentially) a lack of consistency between the competitiveness goals, the goals 
of investment in education, environment and equality, and the budgetary restrictions 
that were part of the EMU economic programme. By failing to set clear priorities, the 
Agenda set up the scene for member states in favour of looser budget restrictions 
within the EMU framework to argue for precisely this relaxation. Although it may not 
have been the intention in 2000 when the text of the Agenda was formulated and 
agreed on, it became increasingly the case after the bursting of the internet bubble in 
2000 and the recession that followed.   

The key debate came in 2004 and 2005, when battles between the member states and 
between them and the Commission were strongest over the restrictions of the 
Excessive Deficit Procedure for EMU. Germany in particular argued that the terms of 
the Lisbon Agenda should trump the budgetary restrictions of EMU, specifically, by 
ensuring that money borrowed to invest in education and training and certain kinds of 
competitive infrastructure shouldn’t be considered when calculating a country’s 
budget deficit. This, if accepted, would have significantly raised the borrowing limits 
within EMU, and changed what it meant for a state to be a member of the single 
currency. 

The eventual response was two-fold. On the EMU side, the EU agreed to a switch in 
2005 from a year-to-year restriction on public borrowing to a medium-term plan in 
which imbalances from one or two years would be accepted, with the expectation that 
later budgetary improvements would even out the borrowing. This was significant in 
that it re-introduced the income smoothing features familiar to Keynesianism and 
reduced the pressure on member states to take unpopular supply-side measures to 
regenerate economic development. 

The economic conservatives who had favoured a strict line until that point got out of 
the bargain a more robust Broad Economic Policy Guidelines. The BEPG was the 
vehicle by which the medium-term plans of the member states would be supervised 
and critiqued in the Council and by the Commission, to ensure that the loosening of 
yearly budget targets did not result in a full-scale renunciation of fiscal conservatism, 
and that pressure to do something on the structural side of the economy would remain 
present through the OMC mechanism.  

It is in this context that the Lisbon Agenda’s transformation, and the timing of its 
transformation becomes apparent. The Agenda’s increased emphasis on economic 
competitiveness at the expense of other goals, so that environmental and social goals 
served economic ends rather than being valued in themselves, came at the same time 
as the package of EMU reforms was being discussed. The hierarchy of supply-side 
economic reforms within the Agenda over other goals provided added security to one 
group of countries and experts at a time when the significant reform of EMU gave 
them a need for reassurance about basic policy priorities. The next section looks at 
how the priorities and norms inherent in various Lisbon Agenda programmes changed 
accordingly in the period around 2005. 

[more here to spell out link between this and MacCormick’s norms.] 
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IV: Transformation of the Lisbon Agenda: Indicators 

[This section has yet to be written.] 

Overall Innovation Goals 
- Commission (2003) 

- Kok Report (2004) 

- Aho Report (2006) 

Industrial Policy 

Social Policy 

Jobs 

Research 

Internal Market: services, capital (Lamfalussy), companies 

Budget Policy / BEPG 

- endogenous growth (supply-side approaches) vs. demand-side 

- EMU context (Hay) 

 

V: Conclusion 

- A chain of norms attached to different parts of the governance architecture puzzle 

- Overarching norms and priorities embedded in the EMU debate 

- Increased emphasis on the member states and economic competitiveness as a top 
priority in content analysis of documents pre- and post-2005. 
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