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Executive Summary

The Internal Electricity Market (IEM) is an EU policy area that originates from the end of the
1980s. Back then, the energy markets were primarily nationally oriented, with different energy
mixes, state-owned energy companies and national grids and networks. The energy sector was
left out of competitive policies since energy supply was regarded as a national matter which had
significant affects on the national economy. However, the tide changed when in the mid-1980s
the concepts of market liberalisation and a single market entered EU politics. In 1988 the
Commission  published an inventory of obstacles for the creation of an Internal Energy Market
consisting of a market of gas and a market for electricity, the IEM. After years of negotiations, a
first directive was adopted in 1996, known as the first legislative package. Two more legislative
packages followed in 2003 and 2009. All consisting of a directive concerning the common rules
for the creation of the IEM. These directives contained important rules for the restructuring of
the electricity sector by liberalising it and integrating all national electricity markets into one by
trying to facilitate cross-border trade. The main objective was to create a functioning internal
market for electricity, which would then result in increased competition between MSs which
would presumably, improve efficiency and lower energy prices for consumers.

It was a rather novel and ambitious policy field as only a few countries had started such a 
liberalisation project for the energy sector. To this end, the EU policymakers were committed to
knowledge from other parties. Making the process of creating the IEM, and thus the liberalisation
and integration of the European energy markets, most likely a process of discovery. Resulting in
much interaction between the policymakers and other actors such as market actors, stakeholders
and regulatory authorities. It is this interaction that may commence a process of policy learning
in which the EU policymakers learn from other actors, their own experience or external factors.
Policy learning 'refers to a “change in thinking”, which is a structured, conscious change in thinking
about a specific policy issue' (Kemp & Weehuizen, 2005: 3). With this thought in mind, the research
was set up and performed. The goal of this thesis is to investigate the three directives the EU
issued to guide the design of the IEM and to examine whether the similarities and differences
between these directives can be explained as policy learning by the EU.

Policy learning in this thesis has adopted the definition of Sabatier who has explained it as: 
'a relatively enduring alteration of thought or behavioural intentions that are concerned with the 
attainment (or revision) of the precepts of a policy belief system' (Sabatier, 1987: 672 in Bennett and
Howlett, 1992: 277). He created a theoretical framework, the Advocacy Coalition Framework,
which is focussed on instrumental learning in the policymaking process. As a result, his type 
of learning is called policy-oriented learning. The ACF claims that policies are created through
the interaction between actors from multiple levels of government in the policy specific policy
subsystem. The process of policymaking in the EU is similar to this belief due to its multi-level 
governance system in which actors from supranational, national and subnational or regional 
are involved in the making of policies. In some cases also non-governmental actors are able to
influence the policymaking. For the IEM, the Commission established the Florence Forum. 
This forum was a way to create a place or informal discussion and cooperation between the 
market actors, the stakeholders and national regulators. Such a forum could stimulate a 
policy learning process according to Sabatier. 

This interaction between all the involved actors from a various levels of government may 
influence policy change and may start a policy learning process. Because when the policymakers I



actively reflect upon new knowledge, own experience or the effects of external factors in the 
stage of evaluating existing policies, they may change their beliefs and through that change their
desired policy. However, policy learning and change in the ACF is not straightforward as it can
occur at three hierarchical levels of the belief system. This refers to the shared normative and
causal beliefs of the actors in the policy subsystem. Actors with the same beliefs may group
together to strengthen their position in the policy subsystem. The highest level, the Deep Core
beliefs, concern the fundamental normative and ontological principles which are very hard 
to change. Secondly, the Policy Core beliefs are focusing on the fundamental policy positions 
concerning the basic strategies for achieving or values within the subsystem which are still 
difficult to change but it is possible. And finally, the Secondary Aspects of the belief system
focus on the instrumental decisions and information searches necessary to implement policy
core which are the easiest to change. Therefore, policy learning will most likely affect the 
secondary aspects of the belief system. Though, in some cases the policymakers consciously 
or unconsciously decide not to address the policy problem which results in an unchanged 
policy or policies with simple incremental adjustments. In these cases, non-learning might 
be the situation. Meaning that something prevented the policymakers from entering a policy
learning process.

This research is purely based on natural occurring data which are openly available online. 
The unit of analysis is the three main directives on the common rules for the creation of the
IEM. These all focus on the same goal and are therefore good for comparison. This historical
research on these directives will be executed with the use of a document analysis and in specific 
a literature content analysis, in order to 'describe a phenomenon in a conceptual form' (Elo & Kyngäs,
2008: 107). To strengthen the research outcomes and the limit the risk of subjectivity, the 
analysis will quantize some elements and the findings and decisions made will be justified 
and defended by the researcher which increases the credibility of the analysis. This has resulted
in several detections of a policy learning process within the differences and similarities between
the directives on the common rules for the internal electricity market. 

Through extracting the theories and thoughts on policy learning in policymaking from the 
main literature (Sabatier: 1988; 1998 & Rietig: 2013) specific types of policy-oriented learning
have been defined in order to make a clear analysis and get trustworthy research outcomes.
These types have distinctive criteria to help to detect policy learning in the three directives on 
the common rules of the IEM. These three types can be summarized as follows: a policy change
can be defined as policy-oriented learning when the change adjusts the secondary aspects of the belief 
system (type 1) and the causal relationships within the three levels of the belief system (type 2) or when
external factors have influenced the belief system (type 3). In turn, these types are connected to 
specific policy changes. When one of these changes is detected in a specific article, the analysis
will defend whether or not it can be characterised as policy learning. On the contrary, cases 
without visible policy change or merely incremental change such as small changes in language
are defined as non-learning in this thesis.

The analysis starts by presenting the cases in which no level of policy learning could be 
detected. The policy or policy instruments did not change at all, or it only changed slightly in 
an incremental manner. For instance merely changes in language as was the case in the articles
on the designation of the TSO and DSO. Therefore, these are cases of non-learning.  

II



In other articles some policy change has been observed. The cases discussed here are displaying
either policy-oriented learning type 1 or 2. Thus, concerning learning about the secondary aspects
or the causal relationships within the belief systems. Some articles showed instrumental changes
in existing policy measures, such as the changed rules for the tendering procedure from 1996 
to 2003. Also additional tasks for existing actors can be characterised as policy learning type 2,
which has been the case for the tasks created for the TSO and DSO in the second and third 
directive. Many more policy changes occurred in the rules concerning unbundling, both for the
transmission and distribution system operators. Through unbundling, the policymakers wish to
separate the companies' functions of having control on the transport or distribution network and
generating or supplying electricity at the same time. The final examples of policy learning that
has been defined as the second type of policy learning, are the new actors that have been created
throughout the three directives. Such as the national regulatory authorities and the Agency. 
The adjustments, even though sometimes rather substantial, still comply with the policy goal of
the IEM, namely market liberalisation. Therefore, these changes are defined as learning a little.
They are simply improvements of the existing policy instruments in order to effectively achieve
the functioning IEM, no major change in the belief systems was necessary.

On the other hand, also a few policy changes that do not directly correspond to the goal of 
market liberalisation have been identified. These changes have therefore been characterised 
as policy-oriented learning type 3and described as learning a lot. The newly introduced topics 
that fall under this type are consumer protection and the highly increased mentioning of RES.
Consumer protection entered the IEM policy in 2003, however only becoming a legitimate 
part of the scope of the directive in 2009. Nonetheless, due to external factors, for instance 
new actors entering the policymaking process, the policymakers realized that the customers 
had to have some sort of protection against the open market for electricity. Additionally, the 
policymakers also adjusted their policy beliefs concerning RES and environmental protection 
in the IEM. RES have been mentioned more frequently in the second and especially third 
directive, when it was also added to several articles. This suggests that the EU is acknowledging
the increased legitimacy of this industry and actors from this industry. It also suggests that
renewables are now considered a part of the solution for energy production, delivery, and 
security in Europe. These two topics show learning through external factors and are measures 
to adopt to new challenges.      

In the end, the results of this research claim that in specific articles some degree of policy 
learning can be detected. The most policy changes that occurred fall in the category of learning 
a little, reflecting policy-oriented learning type 1 or 2. Suggesting that the main goal is still market
liberalisation. However, due to the detected learning types 3, this goal has been recalibrated
towards a liberalised electricity market that is also fair and sustainable. Nonetheless, this research
claims the EU policymakers are able to initiate a policy learning process as they have done so in
several parts in the IEM policies. The current IEM still has several challenges to deal with and
policies will be more successful when policy learning is happening, so this research may be very
useful for the future IEM policies, other research and policymakers. 
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1. Introduction

Market liberalisation has become the driving force of European integration and the dominant
principle for economic policy. The European Commission (Commission) was driven by the
belief, that a liberalised market would benefit all Member States (MSs), optimizing their 
efficiency, and would increase the competitiveness level of the European Union (EU). For this
reason, EU institutions have strived for the creation of the European single market, including
sectors that were previously exempted from competition such as transport and energy. Besides
the plans for an internal market for goods and services, separate plans for market liberalisation
and the energy sector were made. 

The focus of this thesis will be on the Internal Electricity Market (IEM), which was conceived 
as a solution for all major energy challenges. Integrating European energy markets may bring
about a number of improvements. An internal energy market may increase competition 
between MSs and, presumably, improve efficiency and lower energy prices for consumers.
Suppliers of energy will be free to deliver energy to any European customer and these 
customers are free to choose their supplier. Another advantage of the internal energy market is
that it would diversify the supply of energy and reduce the need for capacity margins1 for MSs.
As it would be easier to transport energy from a MS with an energy surplus, to a MS with an 
energy deficit due to more interconnectedness of the energy grid infrastructure (Helm, 2013: 30).
Finally, an internal market should also lead to significant incentives for producers of energy to
invest in new power generation including from renewable energy sources (RES). Thus, the internal
energy market could also move the EU's climate change objectives forward (Commission, 1996).
The motivation for liberalised energy markets in the EU were not only economic, this reform
also had strategic and political goals such as the improvement of the security of supply 
(Karan & Kazdagli , 2011: 11-12). Despite these benefits, the IEM met widespread opposition 
from MSs and long-term negotiations about this internal market between the EU, MSs, and 
market stakeholders on reforms in the electricity and gas industries took place (Eising, 2002: 
92-102). 

The benefits of the IEM seem numerous. However, the creation of this market is not as 
straightforward as one might think. In the next chapter the process of the creation of the IEM
will therefore be discussed in more detail. This chapter proceeds by defining the research 
question and the methodology of this thesis. It concludes with an outline of the whole thesis.

1.1. Research Question
The purpose of this research is to understand how the EU designed the IEM at three moments 
in time through new legislative packages. The views of the EU will be defined according to the
three directives concerning the common rules on the internal electricity market. These directives
focus on the same goal, therefore are favourable for comparison. 

The process of creating the IEM appears to be a policy learning process for the EU. This 'refers 
to a ‘change in thinking’, which is a structured, conscious change in thinking about a specific policy
issue' (Kemp & Weehuizen, 2005: 3). The policy field of the IEM was new and ambitious. This
and its complexity did not make it not easy to quickly design and immediately implement the
right policy to achieve the objective. All governments in the world make regulations and policies
for many sectors, which in turn have significant impacts on other sectors. Therefore, the pressure

v
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1 The term capacity margins refers to the level by which the available amount of generated electricity exceeds the maximum

expected level of demand.
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is on for 'good' regulation (Rietig, 2013: 1-3). Governments can learn, but the way they learn is
not always straightforward.

The need for ‘good’ regulation makes it important to evaluate policies and examine 
policymaking processes in order to avoid policy failure (Matland, 1995: 154-155). Policy failures
could have severe political consequences for instance, the policymakers or politicians may lose
face and consequently voters or the policy problem blows up. Therefore, the policymakers 
are trying to avoid the blame of failures by learning from their experience or newly acquired
knowledge. Policies must be evaluated carefully in order to detect the causes of policy success 
or failure, otherwise success will be limited (Howlett, 2012: 541-50). In specific, the policy on 
the internal energy market has a high degree of uncertainty which increases the risk of being
held responsible for possible policy failures (Eberlein, 2008: 73). This combination of the IEM
with the theoretical framework of policy learning makes this study very interesting, as policies
are thought to improve when a learning process is in place and thus failures can be avoided. 
In theory, policy learning is able to amend any type of policy failure. Decisive evaluation of the
existing policy is crucial for policymakers to initiate a learning process (Howlett, 2012: 541-50). 
Therefore, the research goal is extended to also being able to evaluate if the EU policymakers
learned from the previous legislative steps. In other words, whether the process of the IEM 
can be defined as a policy learning process as it appears to be. 

The puzzle for this research is therefore to establish if a policy learning process in the policy area 
of the IEM took place by applying a document analysis to the three succeeding directives concerning 
the common rules for the IEM. This puzzle leads to the following research question:

How did the EU design the IEM between 1996 and 2009 in three directives and can the 
similarities and differences between these directives be explained as policy learning by the EU?

The internal energy market and in specific the IEM appeared to be existing policies dating back
to the 1990s which have not been accomplished yet. For many years now, the European Energy
Commissioners (Piebalgs, 2006; Oettinger,2011; Cañete, 2016) and European Commissioner for
the Energy Union (Sefcovic, 2015) have stated the importance of completing the IEM.
Accordingly, the IEM is a socially relevant topic for a scientific research, as it is an ongoing case
and part of the in 2015 proposed Energy Union. The EU wants to finally complete the IEM after
almost two decades of policies. Yet, new challenges are already lying ahead as the IEM policies
have to adjust to the EU's decarbonising path, as mentioned by Commissioner Arias Cañete 
at the 30th meeting of the European Electricity Regulatory Forum in Florence in March 2016
(Commission, 2016). New knowledge generated through this research may potentially benefit 
the policymaking community, they could understand the EU's actions on the IEM better and 
use it to improve this policy. A well-functioning IEM has the potential to benefit all members 
of the EU: all citizens of the EU are affected by the IEM since it should result in more choice
in energy and lower energy prices, thus we may all benefit from this research. Finally, the 

implications of this research may go beyond energy regulation: it is also important for future 
EU policies in general as it gives a glimpse on the way the EU can 'learn'. 

v vv



1.2. Methodology
This historical research on the three directives will be executed with the use of a qualitative
research method. The EU directives will be the focus of this research and serve as the main 
evidence to answer the research question. Therefore, the appropriate research method is a 
document analysis, in specific, a qualitative literature content analysis will be conducted with 
the use of analysis software. 

The theory of policy learning has one major methodological problem, it is difficult to find 
solid empirical work that proves that the policy change would not have happened when 'learning'
was not occurring. It is almost impossible to purely see learning from any explanation for change.
'We may only know that learning is taking place because policy change is taking place' (Bennett &
Howlett, 1992: 290). In order to be able to study policy learning in the IEM in a solid manner, 
a few steps have been constructed which will be followed in this research. First, a clear distinction
between the types of policy learning has to be made. The next step is to try to point out what is
learned by the policymakers. In the most favourable situation this is done by generating data
through simply asking the policymakers themselves. However, the number of policymakers 
that ought to be interviewed would be too extensive as many policymakers in the EU have 
come and go. Therefore, this is a too time consuming and complex option. Another reliable
approach is analysing the EU documents in which the policy outcome is presented. To follow 
this approach, the three directives on the common rules for the IEM will be analysed, after 
which the exact policy change or innovation will be clear (Kemp & Weehuizen, 2005: 16-18).
Which in turn could potentially be characterised as policy learning by applying certain theoretical
criteria.

This research will not be able to state with complete certainty that policy learning has taken
place. The policy change may also have been influenced by multiple external factors. Also, policy
learning may have happened when no policy change is visible. However, in the end this research
could by itself still add new knowledge and interesting clues about the way the EU can learn to
the existing literature and may serve as a starting point for further research. 

1.3. Outline of the Thesis
After this introduction in which the concept of the IEM and the focus of this research are 
briefly discussed, including the research question and the methodology, the next chapter will
explain the IEM is more detail to get a concrete idea of this policy. Starting with the background,
followed by explaining the current status and concluding with a review of the academic literature
on the IEM. The following third chapter concerns the theoretical framework of the research.
First, a more general view on policy change will be given, after which the policy learning theory
will be explained more extensively. Subsequently, the methodology is discussed in chapter four. 
It starts by stating the way data was collected and is followed by the research methods. The 
next part of the research consists of the analysis of the collected data, the three IEM directives. 
This fifth chapter is divided into subsections in order to analyse the policy change and possible
learning process more structurally. First, several criteria will be given on how to detect policy
learning, resulting in three specific types of learning including a type of non-learning. The 
IEM directives will then be analysed according to these types. The thesis ends with concluding
remarks on the performed research and its outcome, besides also discussing the limitations of
this research and giving an outlook for further research. The final two chapters contain the 
reference list and the appendix in which the data for the analysis can be found.
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2. The Internal Electricity Market 

Despite the European Union being based on energy cooperation (the European Coal and Steal
Community established in 1951), the EU institutions played a narrow role in the energy industry
of its Member States (MSs). The energy sector was left out of competitive policies since energy
supply was regarded as a national matter. Back in the 1980s, the energy markets were primarily
nationally oriented, with different energy mixes, state-owned energy companies and national
grids and networks. Energy supply was regarded as a natural monopoly. Finally, each country 
had their own system for regulating the energy sector containing subsidies and taxes for different
energy sources. The main experienced energy challenges were related to the security of supply
and EU's competitiveness level compared to other regions in the world. Though, security of 
supply and liberalisation are usually seen as rivals, when the former enters the policy field, the
legislation that follows will less likely pursue competition rules. However, the tide changed when
in the mid-1980s the concepts of market liberalisation and a single market entered EU politics.
Resulting in the Single European Act (SEA), focussing on completing the single European 
market through market reforms (Karan & Kazdagli, 2011: 11-28). In 1988 the Commission also
published an inventory of obstacles for the creation of an Internal Energy Market. This market
would consists of two markets, one for gas and the other for electricity, the Internal Electricity
Market (IEM).

2.1. Background
The policy process of the IEM may be broken down into three main periods which are 
demarcated by policy change. The first negotiations starting in the late 1980s when still many
MSs were heavily against liberalising and integrating their national energy markets, fearing 
that these reforms could negatively affect their economic situation. Countries such as France,
Germany, Italy, Belgium and the Netherlands were sceptical about the IEM proposals. The only
MS supporting the IEM from the start was the United Kingdom, primarily because it had already
liberalised its own energy market and saw many benefits (Eising, 2002: 91-95). Many of the MSs
that were not keen in liberalising the energy markets saw energy security as a major barrier. 
As energy is so important for the national economic development of almost all sectors, the MSs
wished to keep control by keeping their mainly national energy companies (Karan & Kazdagli,
2011: 22). In turn, the IEM was seen as a measure to limit the control of the often state-owned
energy monopolies. However, after several amendments in the original proposal, the MSs were
convinced which resulted in what has become known as the first legislative package with the
directive 96/92/EC2 of 1996 that set the first common rules for a European electricity market.
This directive only contained soft market reform for which all MSs were able to agree with,
reflecting the EU and its MSs' low experience in market liberalisation at that time (Kanellakis 
et al., 2013: 1024). Therefore, the main goal of this directive was to set several rules on how to
eventually achieve an internal market for electricity, by for instance stating the need for such a
market, by introducing only two allowed methods to generate new capacity and by setting the
responsibilities of the MSs and the companies involved. Also the transmission and distribution
systems were required to appoint a system operator, resulting in Transmission System Operator
(TSO) and Distribution System Operator (DSO). Transmission refers to transporting electricity
on (extra) high-voltage networks to deliver the electricity to either the distributors or sometimes
to the end consumer. The distributor then operates the distribution network of medium-voltage
or low-voltage grids and delivers the electricity always to the end consumer (Commission, 1996;
2003; 2009). 

v

v
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In response to the flaws and challenges of the original approach, a second legislative package
was adopted in 2003 after two years of negotiations. These negotiations took place between the
Commission, the Council of the European Union (Council), the European Parliament (EP) and
the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC)3 which was also able to give its opinion
on the matter. This package included the main directive 2003/54/EC4 on the common rules 
for the internal electricity market, repealing the 1996 directive. The second legislative package
contained an important set of policy innovations with the primary focus of removing barriers 
to fair competition and trade at the internal market for energy (Fiedler, 2015: 5). For one, the
unbundling of transmission and distribution networks entered the legislation. Meaning that when
companies owned both networks and also had control on the generation of new electricity, then
they are obliged to separate the executive and decision-making authorities and create separate
accounts (Karan & Kazdagli, 2011: 25). In addition, access of new electricity suppliers to the 
energy markets in the MSs became an obligation, also known as third party access (TPA). MSs
also had to enable the free choice of electricity supplier for all consumers by opening up their
energy markets (Kanellakis et al., 2013: 1025). However, the enclosure of TPA resulted in a heated
debate between the MSs and the EU (Helm, 2013: 30-1). Mainly because in many MSs large energy
companies were still perceived as natural monopolies, both these companies and the national
government were not immediately keen in opening their markets to third parties. Through the
adoption of this directive the Commission won this battle, however, the MSs were reluctant to
fully implement the directives and some even tried to construct barriers. These actions show 
that energy was still perceived as a vital and strategic measure for the national economy and
national security (Westphal, 2006: 52). The main points of difference between the first and 
second legislative package were the introduction of TPA, but also making unbundling of the 
transmission and distribution system operators legally binding. In general, the second 
package described the articles in much more detail as has been done before.

Flaws were the result of the reluctant mode of the MSs towards the implementation of these 
policy measures. For instance, the unbundling had not been carried out to satisfaction, resulting
in an unnecessary increase in energy prices and less opportunities for consumers according to
the Commission (Eikeland, 2011: 250-1). In 2004 the Eastern Enlargement resulted in more
actors with different views on energy policy and liberalisation in the policy sector for the IEM,
also increasing the EU's import dependency on natural gas from Russia (Fiedler, 2015: 5-6).
Therefore, yet another, more radical, legislative package was prepared.

The third legislative package was introduced by the Commission in 2007. The package was
adopted in 2009 and entered into force two years later. In this policy-making process also the
Committee of the Regions5 rendered its opinion alongside all parties involved in the previous
package. This additional institution stressed ‘that all discussions on the liberalisation of energy

v
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3 The European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) is a consultative body that gives representatives of Europe’s 

socio-occupational interest groups and others, a formal platform to express their points of views on EU issues. 

Its opinions are forwarded to the Council, the European Commission and the European Parliament. It thus has 

a key role to play in the Union’s decision-making process. Source: http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.

about-the-committee.

4 Directive 2003/54/EC can be found at: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:caeb5f68-61fd-4ea8-b3b5-

00e692b1013c.0004.02/DOC_1&format=PDF.

5 Created in 1994, the European Committee of the Regions (CoR) is the European Union’s assembly of regional 

and local representatives. It is composed of 350 members – regional presidents, mayors or elected representatives of regions and

cities – from the 28 EU countries. Members must be democratically elected and/or hold a political 

mandate in their home country. Through the CoR, EU local and regional authorities can have a say on the 

development of EU laws that impact regions and cities - http://cor.europa.eu/en/about/Pages/key-facts.aspx.



should centre around the consumer’ (Committee of the Regions, 2008). The main legislation of 
this package was the directive 2009/72/EC6, concerning the completion of the IEM. Several 
regulations were also adopted following the rules mentioned in the directive, for instance on
cross-border trade of electricity and electricity exchanges. The directive stated that MSs had to
create a national regulatory authority which ought to be independent from other entities and 
has to monitor the electricity market. This also led to the establishment of the Agency for
Cooperation of Energy Regulators (ACER) consisting of all national regulators. They ought to
promote regional cooperation as a first step towards total EU electricity market integration
(Commission, 2009). 

It became clear that a separation of the transmission network ownership was crucial, because
several undertakings misused the network ownership to create barriers for fair competition. 
By using their control of the whole electricity network these large companies hindered access 
of other suppliers or consumers. Therefore, another measure of this third package was to 
make sure no undertaking would both produce the electricity and control the transmission or
distribution networks (Eikeland, 2011: 244). Resulting in the stricter and more defined policy
measures for a unbundling. With two fall back options of the Independent System Operator
(ISO) and the Independent Transmission Operator (ITO) when normal unbundling was 
impossible. These options were mainly included in order to gain support from France and
Germany. This final option would still allow the ownership of the transmission network and 
control of supply in one company, but with several additional rules to prevent misuse due to 
the concentration of authority (Fiedler, 2015: 8). Subsequently, the TSOs are gathered in the
European Network of Transmission System Operators (ENTSO) which was also established in
2009. Both the ACER and the ENTSO had to promote a functioning IEM (Kanellakis et al., 
2013: 1025-6). A final measure of the third legislative package was to create rules for consumer 
protection in the IEM. In short, the primary policy changes from the second to the third directive
concerned even stricter rules for the unbundling of the TSO and DSO. Also the rules for estab-
lishing national regulatory authorities increased in the third directive, giving these authorities
more responsibilities and rights. Finally, the need for protecting consumers in the IEM has 
been given more attention in the latest directive. 

After this directive on the IEM, legal changes did not end there. On March 3, 2011, the deadline
for the implementation of the directive, the Commission brought infringement measures against
MSs who were too late in implementing the third energy package. In the same year several more
legislative measures were taken, for instance in the Regulation (EU) No 1227/2011 in which
wholesale energy market integrity and transparency had to endeavour to guarantee fair trading
practices on European energy markets. Furthermore, the EU set the year 2014 as the deadline 
to accomplish a functioning IEM. However, this market had to be truly complete in 2015, when
the development of interconnections between MSs also had to be realized, meaning that the
transmission and distribution system are fully linked together through connecting equipment. 
In other words, when the energy islands are also included in the total energy market
(Commission, 2014: 2). 

The legal basis for these energy policies was found in several articles of the European treaties
such as the environment or external matters. However, since the Lisbon Treaty (2009) the subject
of energy is directly legally binding as energy became a shared competence of the EU institutions
and the MSs. Chapter XXI in the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union7 (TFEU)
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6 Directive 2009/72/EC can be found at: http://eur-ex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2009:211: 0055:0093:EN:PDF.
7 The Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union can be found here: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/

en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:12012E/TXT. 



focuses entirely on energy. However, the energy policies still have to comply with the political
principles of subsidiarity and proportionality as described in article 5 of the Treaty on European
Union (TEU)8 (Kanellakis et al., 2013: 1021). The former, meaning that the EU shall only act
when the proposed objectives cannot be sufficiently completed at any lower level of governance,
may it be the local, regional or national level. The latter concept also bounds the power of the 
EU by limiting the EU actions only to those that are necessary to achieve the given objective. 

These principles and the shared competence impact the way the EU is able to establish the IEM.
The EU is obligated to stick to soft law rather than choosing more rigid hard law. Soft law refers
to legislation with legally binding norms, however the way these norms are met are free to decide
for by all MSs. In this manner the MSs still have a rather large autonomy in this sector. A directive
with guidelines is a type of soft law, yet a regulation, with hard obligations and precise rules 
on how to achieve the outcome, is off limit here (Terpan, 2014: 5-14). This will impact the IEM, 
primarily because it means that the MSs have to do the actual work by translating the articles
established in the directives into national law. It could be quite difficult to truly achieve a 
functioning IEM without affective backing from the MSs. It is therefore important that the EU
sets clear guidelines and rules in the directives so that it is easier and more effective for MSs 
to comply with these rules. Consequently, policy change in the IEM directives is needed when 
a directive is proven to be ineffective. This shows why the EU moved forward since the 1996
directive. 

2.2. The Current State
The latest progress report of the IEM was published by the Commission in 2014. This report
states that 'the EU is moving in the right direction, but [there are] still clear obstacles before the market
functions smoothly' (Commission, 2014: 3). The measures for unbundling are rather successful, 
as 96 out of the 100 transmission operators were unbundled. In addition, several infrastructure
projects did create an increased security of supply in the EU. The Commission noticed that 
more investments in infrastructure were made in MSs with stable regulatory frameworks, so 
the necessity of a regulatory framework became more evident. The report also notes, however,
that the total increase in infrastructure was still inadequate and that the electricity distribution
grids had to become smarter, therefore more investments are needed. Nevertheless, the
Commission believes the provisions of the third legislative package should have the ability 
to eventually form a good investment climate in which the needed money would be raised
(Commission, 2014: 5-9) 

Not only the hardware, the actual infrastructure as the Commission likes to call it, but also the
software requires some adjustments. Mainly because in many MSs the regulatory framework is
still rather nationally oriented. To achieve a functioning IEM, the regulatory frameworks ought 
to have a European focus. In the last package several binding European rules were adopted in
connected regulations to assist this change, the so called Network Codes. According to the
Commission these are now developed each year and applied in the practical functioning of the
IEM. However, many differences per region are still visible so the effectiveness is not there yet
(Commission, 2014: 9-10). Finally, in order to obtain European wide competition, first regional
cooperation in energy markets is crucial. Therefore, the Commission believes regional integration
is an objective that should get more attention and needs to be achieved (Commission, 2014: 
12-15). Many of the barriers and proposed solutions in the progress report are also included 
in four out of the fifteen action points of the Energy Union9 (Commission, 2015: 19-20). 

7
8 The Treaty on European Union can be found here: 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/ EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12012M%2FTXT.

9 1. Full implementation and strict enforcement of existing energy and related legislation is the first priority to 

establish the Energy Union. Continues on next page



2.3. The Academic Review
In large part, the scholarly literature on the IEM is mainly claiming the challenges, shortcomings
and possible solutions for the IEM (Eikeland, 2011; Ipek& Williams, 2010; Mastropietro et all,
2015; Eurelectric; Kanellakis et al., 2013; Helm, 2013; Selleslaghs, 2014; CEER; Bruegel; CIEP).
The main understanding is that despite some MSs are busy implementing the legislation of the
third energy package, some measures are still not functioning because a majority of the people
involved in the power sector still view energy and its security of supply as national issues.
Therefore, more regional integration as urged by the Commission will most likely be difficult 
to achieve (Mastropietro et al., 2015: 38). 
However, it is too easy to claim that the troubled progress of the IEM is a result of energy 
nationalism and the failure of MSs to implement the directives. Dieter Helm writes that: 'if the
Commission really wants a genuine IEM then it has to come to terms with just how radical such a 
policy would have to be' (Helm, 2013: 31). He believes the main aim of the Commission should 
be the creation of a European energy system, with the actual interconnectors. Because if the
physical interconnection between the markets does not exists, the IEM is bound to fail. A big
problem, he argues further, is that all MSs have their own way of valuing the assets in their 
energy markets, some include the sunk costs10 of the transmission lines and others do not. 
But it is crucial for the operators that these sunk costs are covered, otherwise the market would
not be as effective as it can be. Therefore, a common way of valuating assets across the EU is
necessary for companies involved and to assure investors (Helm, 2013: 28-31). 

Subsequently, Eurelectric, an association of the electricity industry in Europe that has been there
from the start of the IEM, stated in a response paper to the Commission's 2014 progress report,
that while it complies with the general findings and proposed action by the Commission, it
believes the IEM should be an even bigger priority. It claims that if the Commission would 
not speed up and push MSs more strongly to comply with the legislative packages, the goal 
of a complete IEM in 2014 would not be achieved. The need for political pressure was also 
mentioned in this paper (Eurelectric, 2011: 1-12). As was also claimed by the think-tank Bruegel
in 2013, because electricity networks are still a natural monopoly and energy in general is rather
politicised, so it requires public intervention. Bruegel proposes to add a new 'European system-
management layer', in order to help the national operation centres. For instance, by assisting
them to communicate better information about their current status and their planned adjustments
(Zachmann, 2013: 2-6). Finally, Bruegel continues by stating that 'the internal electricity market
is at risk to end up as a hollow legal concept' (Bruegel et al., 2013: 3). On the wholesale level 
electricity might be traded between the MSs, yet the national sector rules would still be intact
holding the creation of a fully functioning IEM back. To conclude this literature review, 
the troublesome situation of the IEM is evident and it is clear that many academics and 
organisations or associations have stated their opinion on the functioning of the IEM.
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- The Commission will use all instruments to ensure that Member States fully implement energy legislation, in particular the 

3rd Internal Energy Market Package, and it will strictly enforce the Treaty’s competition rules.

5. Creating a seamless internal energy market that benefits citizens, ensuring security of supply, integrating 

renewables in the market and remedying the currently uncoordinated development of capacity mechanisms in Member States

call for a review of the current market design. 

- The Commission will propose legislation on security of supply for electricity in 2016. 

- The Commission will review the regulatory framework, in particular the functioning of ACER and the ENTSOs, 

in 2015-2016 and will propose appropriate actions to reinforce the European regulatory framework. 

7. Regional approaches to market integration are an important part of the move towards a fully integrated EU-wide energy market. 

- The Commission will develop guidance on regional cooperation and engage actively in regional cooperation

bodies with Member States and stakeholders. 

8. Greater transparency on energy costs and prices as well as on the level of public support will enhance market 

integration and identify actions that distort the internal market (Commission, 2015: 19-20). 
10 Sunk costs are the economic costs that have already been made in the past and cannot be undone.



3. Theoretical Framework

This chapter will briefly discuss policy change, afterwards the theory of policy learning is 
examined in more detail as it is the theoretical framework for this research.

Policy change is a subject that has been studied for quite a while now. The first thoughts on 
policy change were related to power relations and conflict-based theories. Both rational and 
more bureaucratic models of decision-making presumed that the individual actors involved in
the policymaking process are rationally self-interested. Their decisions would therefore primarily
had to be beneficial for their own position. In addition, many theories, from pluralist, neo-
pluralist, corporatist to Marxist, shared the view that the governments are relatively passive
and that their actions, including changing policies, are driven by social forces and conflicts
(Nordlinger, 1981: 2-3). Conflict is thought to arise when the organisations involved disagree on
the level of relevance to their self-interest. However, 'when conflict exists actions change and actors
resort to bargaining mechanisms such as side payments, log rolling, and oversight to reach agreements
and hold coalitions together' (Matland, 1995: 156). Therefore, in this first theoretical phase of policy
change theories, the main factor for policy change was believed to be the social actor that could
put pressure on governments and its policymakers which would eventually result in a changed
policy. The choices in the decision-making process are limited due to these social actors (John,
2015: 2-5).

However, not all theories accept that policies are able to change. Such a theory is path dependency
by DiMaggio & Powell (1983). This theory states that it is rather difficult for a policy to change
because the institutions that make the policy are 'sticky'. The actors in the policymaking process
will do all to protect the existing model and so this theory assumes the existence of policy 
continuity over policy change (Cerna, 2013: 4). 

Nonetheless, many theories on policy change followed, including the theory of policy learning.
This will be the essential theory of this thesis and is discussed below. However, this introduction
shows the need to see this theory in light of a dynamic set of theories on policy change. 

3.1. Policy Learning
Instead of only looking at the power relations and conflict-based theories for policy change, in
1974 Hugh Heclo introduced the concepts of cognition and knowledge utilisation into the policy
change research. This resulted in a new theoretical framework, policy learning. He described 
this switch in thought, writing: 

'Tradition teaches that politics is about conflict and power. This is a blinkered view of politics...
Politics finds its sources not only in power but also in uncertainty... Policy making is a form of 
collective puzzlement on society's behalf' (Heclo, 1974: 305 in Grin & Loeber, 2007: 201). 

Heclo concluded that a policy changes partially due to factors such as changing social and 
economic conditions, but mainly due to the interaction of the specialist in the policy area as they
eventually gather more information on the policy problem and experiment (Sabatier, 1988: 130). 

After this new insight, policy learning has been researched and debated much which resulted 
in a dynamic mix of policy learning theories. While policy learning is a separate theoretical
framework, it can also appear as part of policy innovation or within a wider process in which
learning will result in policy diffusion across multiple levels of governance and various policy 
sectors (Rietig, 2013: 26). The policy learning theories developed, all focus on different 9



conceptualizations of learning (Heclo, Sabatier, Rose, Hall, Etheredge). Nonetheless, all theories
are centred around the complex relation between power and knowledge in the policy process and
define a change in ideas as the key aspect to understand policy change (Grin & Loeber, 2007:
201-215). Changing their definition of policy learning slightly in terms of the subject and object
of learning.

In order to make this concept of policy learning more operational, Bennett and Howlett analysed
all main learning theories and characterised them into three types of learning characterised by
who learns, what is learned and to what effect this learning leads. See figure 1 for this typology.
The first type of learning, government learning deals with state officials who learn about the policy
process in order to realize organisational change. Followed by lesson-drawing in which policy 
networks are the subject that learn about policy instruments resulting in a change in a program
or policy, this is also known as instrumental learning. The last type of learning is social learning or
conceptual learning, here whole communities learn about ideas which could result in a paradigm
shift (Bennett & Howlett, 1992: 275-89). This typology is not absolute as other variations are 
possible. 

These three types of learning are all aspects of the policy learning theory. However, the theory
can be made even a bit clearer when only focussing on policy learning in policymaking as is
done by Rietig (2013). This thesis will also only focus on the policymaking process, therefore it 
is useful to define how Rietig claims policy learning can be detected. In Rietig's words: 

'learning among decision makers [can] only occur if they reflect upon new information provided to
them through an experience or increase in knowledge and if they, as a consequence, change their 
underlying assumptions, beliefs or values and come to a different view of the situation' (Rietig, 2013: 3).

Therefore, she divided learning in policymaking into three elements of learning, as is shown in
figure 2. A policymaker can learn in the policymaking process due to a change in knowledge, a
change in experience and/or a change in underlying beliefs and norms (Rietig, 2013: 17). This typology
is a useful tool in trying to determine if policy learning has taken place and how this learning
occurred. 

The three types of learning are overlapping, when all are reached the ultimate, the deep-level 
governance learning, is achieved. However, also when just one type of learning is proven, it can be
claimed that the policymakers have learned. In addition, these elements of learning can happen
at three levels, starting with the individual learning, to the institutional learning and finally the
wider context with learning on the socio-political level. Eventually these levels can also influence
each other (Rietig, 2013: 20). 
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Learning type Who learns Learns what To what effect

Government learning State officials Process-related Organizational change

Lesson drawing Policy Networks Instruments Program change

Social learning Policy communities Ideas Paradigm shifts 

Figure 1: Three types of learning and policy change

Source: Bennett & Howlett, 1992: page 289.



The interesting point Rietig makes is, that she includes non-learning in her article, because 
learning can only take place when the policymakers actively make the decision to address a 
certain policy problem (Rietig, 2013: 9-17). Non-learning takes place outside the circle of policy
learning as shown in figure 2. This non-learning is also part of the incrementalism theory by
Lindblom (1959). He believes policymakers are usually expected to follow a certain model for 
policy choice. In general, when all values are ordered and all possible policy outcomes are
analysed, the policymaker is able to simply choose the one policy with the greatest values.
However, this is impossible in cases of complex policy problems in which many actors are
involved who tend to disagree on multiple aspects, such energy policies. In these cases, the 
policymakers lack much needed information and the values of policies are not as easy to order 
in importance. 'Big jumps' towards the policy objective are simply unthinkable due to this lack of
knowledge. The policymakers are therefore best to make a comparative analysis of incremental
changes. He or she knows that the policy will never be the final solution to the problem and
mainly hopes it will achieve at least a part of the solution. By succeeding the policies with 
incremental changes, a new incrementally changed policy can follow quickly after a successful
policy or even when the past policy failed, a remedy may take place instantly. Lindblom referred
to this method as muddling through (Lindblom, 1959: 79-88).

3.2. Policy Learning and the IEM
Policy learning is a rather complex and ambiguous theory. However, it has been divided into 
distinctive types which makes it feasible. This thesis will use Sabatier's definition of policy 
learning, he sees this 'as a relatively enduring alteration of thought or behavioural intentions that 
are concerned with the attainment (or revision) of the precepts of a policy belief system' (Sabatier, 1987: 11

Figure 2: Three types of learning and policy change  

Source: Rietig, 2013: page 17.
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672 in Bennett and Howlett, 1992: 277). He created this theory in his research on policy networks
and policy change and innovation. The term policy networks refers to a cluster of actors who are
interested or have a share in a policy sector (Peterson, 2009: 105-6). With this theory he focuses
on the actual policy and the instrumental change resulted by a shift in thinking of all the relevant
actors in the policy networks. Sabatier's version is therefore called, policy-oriented learning as part
of instrumental learning. He developed a framework on the basis of his definition which focuses
on policy-oriented learning in policy networks. This is the so-called Advocacy Coalition
Framework (ACF). 

The ACF has particularly been used in studies with energy and environmental cases which are
policy areas with conflicting goals and many actors from multiple levels of governance (Cerna,
2013: 6). Besides, it has been applied to European Union policies in several studies (van Muijen,
1993; Loeber & Grin, 1997; Eberg, 1997; Andersson, 1997; Ingold, 2011 &2014), yet primarily
still within the energy and environmental sector. In addition, Sabatier regarded that:

'the ACF should apply well to the increasingly complex set of relationships evolving within the
European Union, as European institutions - most notably the European Commission, the Court
of Justice, the Council of Ministers and also the European Parliament - are increasingly displacing
national institutions as the principal loci of policy change' (Sabatier, 1998: 98-101). 

Therefore, the IEM and policy learning, in particular the ACF, are a sound combination.

The ACF starts with some basic premises. First off, in order to understand the process of policy
change one requires a time span of at least one decade. Second, the best way to observe policy
change is by focusing on the policy subsystem and not just on one governmental institution. 
With the idea that policies are made and influenced by a large variety of actors. The policy 
subsystem is Sabatier’s term for what others call policy networks. Thus, the set of actors, both
from private and public organisations, who are concerned with the policy problem. In addition,
in most policy subsystems actors from all levels of government are involved, from elected 
officials to interest groups and researchers (Sabatier, 1988: 138; 1998:99). 

The actors form groups with other actors who share the same normative and causal beliefs, 
also known as the belief system (Sabatier, 1988: 131-9). However, these beliefs affects the way 
information is perceived. These formed groups are still relatively stable as the basic policy core
beliefs act as glue, despite them also acting according to their individual and organizational 
self-interest (Sabatier, 1998: 108-115). The actors match the situation, roles and rules based 
on their experience and knowledge, relating to the logic of appropriateness of March and Olsen
(2004). Decision- and policymakers usually act with a bias towards social norms instead of 
making purely rational decisions. These rules are institutionalized in contemporary democracies
and thus difficult to adjust. However, change is possible through experiential learning (March &
Olsen, 2004: 3-13). 

The groups of actors involved in the policy subsystem form strategies in order to achieve the
desired policy objective, resulting in the adoption of policies and legislation. Next, they are able 
to evaluate this policy and its process. By using new knowledge through studies or by making
own evaluation to learn from own experience which could all alter the belief systems. Also 
external events could have that affect. Sabatier states that the policy subsystem and its actors 
are influenced by two sets of exogenous variables, one relatively stable and one dynamic. The stable
factors may influence the subsystem both externally or internally, by shaping the success of the
chosen policy instruments and also alternative instruments. The distribution of natural resource12



may for instance alter the possibility and success rate of applying subsidies for specific energy
sources, when the necessary amount of money is insufficient or distributed incorrectly. Other
factors that are able to influence the beliefs and resources of the coalitions in the subsystem are
more ambiguous and changeable. Sudden events, such as an economic downturn, environmental
degradation after a natural disaster or geopolitical disputes such as between Russia and the
Ukraine resulting in energy supply problems in the EU in 2006, may alter support for certain
policies. Another option is that the previously taken decisions can impact the successfulness 
of the policy, these could also be decisions from other subsystems (Sabatier, 1988: 134-138). 
For instance, decisions taken by the environmental or climate change adaptation subsystems 
can influence the policies and decisions in the electricity subsystem. These variables affect the
constraints, opportunities and resources of the actors in the subsystem, which further influence
the policy subsystem.

It is this process of evaluating new knowledge, possibly adjusting the belief system, and actively
refining the existing policy, that is the basis of the policy-oriented learning. As these evaluations
may result in a change in their belief systems which causes policy change. 

However, policy change in the ACF is not straightforward, as it can occur at three hierarchical
levels of the belief system, all being sensitive to change in a different manner. The three levels
are the deep core beliefs, policy core beliefs and secondary beliefs. See figure 3 for a detailed 
description of these levels and their characteristics. 
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Deep core Policy core Secondary Aspects

Figure 3: The structure of belief systems

Source: adapted from Sabatier and Jenskins-Smits (1993), Sabatier (1988; 1998) & Kemp, R. & Weehuizen, R. (2005).
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The framework claims that changes in the deep core of the belief system are difficult to change.
These include the fundamental and normative principles of life including the rules for the 
governmental or organisational programme (Sabatier, 1988: 134-145). Sabatier has later described
this change as 'major' policy change in which policy goals or programmes completely change
(Sabatier, 1998: 118-119). The next level in the belief system are the policy core beliefs which 
'represent a coalition's basic normative commitments and causal perceptions across an entire policy
domain or subsystem' (Sabatier, 1998: 103). For instance, the importance of environmental 
protection or the degree of seriousness of the problem . These beliefs are still rather rigid and
therefore difficult to change. Core beliefs can only be altered due to non-cognitive factors such 
as macroeconomic changes. Finally, the lowest level is the secondary aspects of a coalitions 
belief system, such as more detailed rules, instrumental decisions and relevant information 
for implementation (Sabatier, 1988: 134-145). This change is known as 'minor' policy change.
Therefore, the policy change analysed in this thesis will presumably contain secondary aspects 
of the belief systems as they are most likely to change. In addition, the ACF assumes that 
external factors are not the most sufficient cause for policy change (Sabatier, 1998: 111-119). 

However, not all policy change is directly policy learning. Therefore, Sabatier identified three
modes of policy-oriented learning, that relate to the three types of learning according to Rietig:

1. The first one is 'improving one's understanding of the state of variables defined as important 
by one's belief system'. This can involve the secondary aspects of the belief 
system or when belief systems are competing. 

2. The second mode of learning is when one searches to improve the mechanisms to 
achieve the policy objective, by 'redefining one's understanding of logical and causal 
relationships internal to a belief system’. 

3. The final mode of learning comes from the external factors, such as a loss of resources, 
activities of the opponents which increases their resources and power. It is such events 
that force the actors in a subsystem to identify and respond to the new challenges and 
may result in adopting some new elements, sometimes even elements of opponents'
beliefs. Yet also here, changes are usually restricted to change in secondary aspects of 
the belief system (Sabatier, 1988: 149-151). 

In short, a process may be characterised as policy learning when the policymakers either learned
about the secondary aspects of their belief systems, or the causal relationships between these
aspects, all in order to actively improve the policy instrument to reach the policy goal. Or when
external factors changed the other levels of their belief system which indirectly result in different
preferences resulting in the desire to change the policy. Relating to Rietig, policy learning may
take place in the process of evaluating governmental decisions by new knowledge through studies
and experience or external factors. When this results in a change in the actors' belief systems 
and they actively make the decision to improve the policy instrument, policy learning is possibly
the cause of the policy change. However, the extent of learning is affected by the degree of 
commitment between all the relevant actors involved (Rietig, 2013: 6). 

3.3. The EU as a Member of a Policy Subsystem 
The beliefs of policymaking and policy learning of Sabatier's ACF are favorable for answering the
research question of this thesis. This subsection will show the relevance of the ACF and the IEM
by stating that policymaking in the EU resembles the way it is believed to function in the ACF. 
Policymaking in the EU consists of policy networks, or policy subsystems as Sabatier described14



these, in which specific policies are created in an area with a diverse set of actors. For each policy,
different relevant actors will be present, simply depending on the policy topic. The main actors
and influencers of policies are the official EU institutions. Starting with the supranational level
consisting of the Commission which is the only institution with policymaking authority. Next 
are the intergovernmental institutions of the Council and the EP. Intergovernmental because
they are the governance layer representing the MS's ideals, against the supranational EU ideals. 
The Council consists of the national ministers of specific policy sectors, and the EP has national
parliamentarians chosen directly by the European people. These institutions are able to review
and claim amendments to the proposed policy. Finally, MSs are also able to somewhat influence
policymaking through the European Council, consisting of all heads of state or government of
the MSs, as they set up the agenda (Eising, 2002: 89).

Depending on the specific policy, other EU institutions or organisations will also be invited to the
process and able to make amendments. For the IEM, the EESC and the Committee of Regions
were also involved. Which both primarily represent the national and regional ideals. This way,
the authority of EU decision- and policymaking is shared across many levels of government,
from supranational, national to subnational. This governance model is known as the multi-level 
governance system and has been used many times to explain the processes of decision- and 
policymaking in the EU. National governments still have some control over these processes,
despite some of their formal authority has shifted towards the supranational level (Hooghe &
Marks, 2001: 1-5). The multilayered negotiations from 28 MSs and other parties overshadow 
the formal powers of the main EU institutions (Eising, 2002: 89).

Next to these governmental actors, other actors can also be active in EU's decision- and 
policymaking process. As a result of the novelty of the IEM, the EU policymakers required 
much desired knowledge and input from the sector to understand their ideas and indirectly the
possibilities for the market (Eberlein, 2008: 76-80). The Commission set up an open forum 
in which all willing actors were able to discuss the IEM. The so called European Electricity
Regulatory Forum, also known as the Florence Forum as it is supported by the Florence School
of Regulation (Karan & Kazdagli, 2011: 28). This forum was a way to create a place for informal
discussion and cooperation between the market actors, the stakeholders and national regulators.
Also interest groups such as Eurelectic, International Energy Agency (IEA), ENTSO, ACER,
Europex and Geode are involved through this forum. Twice a year all actors will meet and 
debate on specific topics concerning electricity regulation, always chaired by the Commission.
Through the debates and working groups, 'the Forum would develop, in a deliberative fashion, 
legally non-binding, best-practices rules, and outside the political arena' (Eberlein, 2008: 78). 

Therefore, through this forum and indirectly the Commission's need for expertise and knowledge
due to the novelty of the policy on electricity market liberalisation, also non-governmental actors
are able to enter and greatly influence the policymaking process. Especially large transnational
networks such as Eurelectric, consisting of representatives from all national supply systems, 
are important and influential actors in the Forum (Eikeland, 2011: 256). Policy learning between
actors with different belief systems is most likely to happen when a forum has been created in
order to have an open space to discuss the policy problem. Nonetheless, it has to be a prestigious
forum in which professionals with various belief systems are willing to take part in (Sabatier,
1998: 106-118). The Florence Forum is attended by several large and influential groups, from
green parties, think tanks to organisations representing large energy companies, therefore, its
existence may have triggered a process of policy learning. 

v
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Additionally, some research on the theory of policy learning and the IEM has already been 
done, proving the relevance of the policy learning theory with the IEM again. Eising (2002) for
instance concluded, that before the first negotiations many MSs, excluding the UK, were strongly
against the creation of an internal energy market. Due to negotiations between the EU and its
MSs and between EU institutions, new information on the need for such a market appeared 
and gave the MSs new insights. Eising therefore posits that the MSs' change in thought can be
explained as a policy learning process, 'the routine interaction between the EU organizations and in
the Council can generate policy learning' (Eising, 2002: 90). It was not just bargaining power that
resulted in policy change, because the MSs' status quo eventually even exceeded the minimum
requirements of the first IEM directive (Eising, 2002: 87-91). 

In the end, EU's decision- and policymaking process is similar to Sabatier's idea of the policy
subsystem in which the policies are influenced by actors from multiple levels of governance. 
It is this interaction between all the involved actors that influence policy change and possibly
commence a process of policy learning. The EU institutions, indirectly the MSs and the actors
involved in the Florence Forum are the main drivers for policy change in the IEM subsystem.
However, the actors in the Florence Forum most likely push for the most radical change in 
policy as they represent the industry and regional parties who experience the effects of the 
IEM policies the best. 
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4. Discussion of Methodology

The way this research will be conducted has already been mentioned briefly in the introductory
chapter. This chapter will extend on that by stating how the data was collected and explain how
the literature content analysis is executed.

4.1. Data Collection
This research is purely based on natural occurring data. The used documents are openly 
available, as all legislation made by the EU is downloadable from their website11, even in all 
official languages of the MSs. 
The second and third legislative packages consisted of several directives and regulations, 
however, in order to get a fair analysis, the documents had to be of the same kind. Only then 
it is possible to show how the policy and its policy instruments might have changed in order to
get the common policy goal. Thus, the choice of the three directives focussing on the common
rules for the IEM for the literature analysis was obvious. The quality of the chosen documents is
crucial for good scientific research. In general, documents that are not provoked are best to use
as these will most likely not be affected by the interests of the researcher. As the documents used
in this analysis are made and published by the European Commission, the level of quality is no
obstacle for this research. 
The natural data that is used will be detailed and accurate enough to adopt in this research. 
With the exclusive use of natural occurring data risk of subjectivity increases because the 
interpretation purely relies on the researcher (Lewis, 2003: 57). Taken measures to reduce this
risks are discussed below.

4.2. Research Methods 
The research methods used in this thesis are document analysis and in specific a literature 
content analysis. The choice for literature content analysis was obvious when looking at the
research purpose and the given time and budget limits. In addition, the founder of the ACF, 
the part of the policy learning theory that is at the centre of this research, claimed in his study 
on this framework that 'content analyses of government documents (e.g. legislative and administrative
hearings) and interest group publications probably offer the best prospects for systematic empirical work
on changes in elite beliefs' (Sabatier, 1988: 147). 

Both methods rely on documents as their main evidence. Sometimes this kind of qualitative
research is treated without the necessary accuracy. When documents are used as the primary
data, the research should also have to be handled rigorously as is the case in quantitative 
fields. Normally quantitative researchers have to comply with strict rules of analysis, qualitative
researchers on the other hand 'generally lack this type of commonly agreed to and ‘objective’ tool.
Rather, they must rely on their ability to present a clear description, offer a convincing analysis, 
and make a strong argument for their interpretation to establish the value of their conclusions'
(Wesley, 2009: 3-4). Therefore, Wesley established several guidelines that should increase 
the trustworthiness of qualitative research and reduce the risk of subjectivity. 

Triangulation is the first guideline, it refers to the need for external support of the findings 
from political documents. One such option is quantizing the findings, by for instance giving 
an indication of the amount of times a certain keyword or term appeared in the text. Another
method to create objectivity and validity, is to produce detailed accounts of the findings (Wesley,
2009: 1-8). Finally, the findings and decisions made have to be justified and defended by the 17
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researcher which increases the credibility of the analysis. The researcher should also keep in 
mind that other explanations are possible, as 'qualitative document analysts need not feel pressure 
to “prove” their reading is the only accurate one. In fact, they are encouraged to report evidence that 
places reasonable bounds on their findings' (Wesley, 2009: 11). 

4.2.1. Literature Content Analysis
The objective of using qualitative content analysis of literature is to 'describe a phenomenon in a
conceptual form' (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008: 107). An inductive approach is chosen as no such previous
studies have been conducted that could structure the analysis. In the preparation phase, the 
concepts or keywords that are relevant for the analysis have been derived from the data. The unit
of analysis is the three directives on the common rules for the internal electricity market. 

These directives have been read several times in order to get sense of the whole documents and
understand the proposed measures. Also Named Entity Recognition (NER) software12 is used 
to detect relevant topics, terms and organisations. Subsequently, the data has been organised by
making categories and themes. This process of open coding is done with the use of the Nvivo 1113,
a software to analyze qualitative data in great detail. The data was imported into the software,
when it was read again until all relevant themes and codes were attached to the articles in order
to include all aspects of the directives (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008: 107-109). 

Codes with similar topics or main categories were grouped, such as Transmission system
Operator and combined operator as both fall under the category of unbundling. This process 
of grouping topics continued until a workable amount of main categories were left. An overview 
of the sub-categories and main categories is included in the appendix as figure 19.

In order to improve the reliability and trustworthiness of this study, the analysis outcomes and
the process will be described in much detail in the next chapter. Research outcomes will be 
either paraphrased or be supported by citations. The latter may increase the trustworthiness 
of this study too, yet in both cases clear referencing will make it possible for the reader to 
follow the process of analysis and interpretation (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008: 111-112). 

Next to using Nvivo, the directives were imported into a Microsoft Office Excel document to be 
able to effectively compare the directives and view the policy change. As this was not easily done
in the other software. This sheet is also added in the appendix as figure 20. The next analysis
chapter mainly uses this document. However, the coding in Nvivo has helped to create visual 
displays of the directives and the policy change.
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5. Data and Analysis

The goal of this thesis is to investigate the three directives the EU issued to guide the design 
of the IEM and to examine whether the similarities and differences between these directives 
can be explained as policy learning by the EU. To this end, this chapter proceeds by providing 
the results of the analysis of these three directives. Before the results of this qualitative analysis
will be discussed, first some quantitative elements will be mentioned to quantize the research
findings in order to improve the validity and reliability of this research as mentioned in the 
chapter before. Figure 4 gives a quick overview of the length of the directives and the number 
of articles. 

The most striking aspect is that the directives have clearly grown over the years. This may 
indicate that the IEM has become more important or the need to explicitly state certain rules 
may have increased. The directive in 2009 is overwhelmingly substantial compared to the first
directive in 1996. The directive increased by three chapters and 22 articles, with the greatest
increase in articles occurring in chapter four (1996) which has been split into two chapters in
2009. The three added chapters in the final directive were numbers five, nine and ten, indicating
that the 'independent transmission operator', 'national regulatory authorities' and 'retail markets'
were emergent themes from 2003 to 2009. Throughout the analysis more quantitative elements
will be highlighted. 

The analysis will be divided into four sections, each resembling a type of policy learning.
Therefore, these types will be examined first. 

5.1. Criteria for Policy-Oriented Learning and Non-Learning
In order to have a valid analysis, it is useful to clearly state the definitions of the learning 
types that could possibly be detected in the directives. When policy learning is not detectable, 
a definition of such non-learning is necessary as well. Therefore, figure 5 describes the three
types of policy-oriented learning that this research aims to detect within the directives and 

what kind of policy change these types entail.

In short, a policy change can be defined as policy-oriented learning when the change adjusts the 
secondary aspects of the belief system and the causal relationships within the three levels of the belief 
system or when external factors have influenced the belief system. When one of these changes is
detected it can be characterized as policy learning. However, assuming that the involved 
policymakers actively made a decision to approach this policy problem differently, in order to 19

Directive 1996 Directive 2003 Directive 2009

Articles 29 32 51

Pages 10 19 39

Chapters 8 8 11

Annexes 0 2 2 

Figure 4: Quantizing the three IEM directives

Source: European Commission 1996; 2003; 2009.



improve policy outcome. Because Rietig claims that this conscious choice is necessary for policy
learning (Rietig, 2013: 9-17). Yet, this cognitive change cannot be researched in this thesis. 

To clarify, the belief system refers to the shared normative and causal beliefs of all actors in the
policy subsystem. It consists of three hierarchical levels, with the level of secondary belief being
the one that is most likely to be affected by policy learning and change. Because these beliefs 
are less confined, such as beliefs about the importance of the policy problem and instruments 
or evaluations of the performance of the actors involved (Sabatier, 1998: 103-4). Referring back to
figure 3 on page 13. And a policy instrument is a 'tool of governance' to be used by policymakers.
They have a limited set of instruments to include in their policies in order to pursue the desired
outcome. Examples of such tools are taxes or permits, better information or formulating codes 
or guidelines. The choice of policy instruments is associated with other theories, nonetheless, 
the choice is usually influenced by economic or political intentions. But also past experiences
shape the choice of instruments, therefore policy learning theories would also be interesting 
for studies on instrument choice (Howlett & Ramesh, 1993: 4-14). 

However, when policy change occurs policy learning is not always the case. Policy change is 
able to indicate if policy learning might have occurred, yet policy learning is not the only cause 
of this change. Additionally, policy learning may also happen when no policy changes are 
adopted. Because policy learning is the case when the policymakers actively make a decision
reflecting their policy belief system (Eising, 2002: 91). Therefore, non-learning is also a possible
outcome of this analysis. Referring to situations where a policy learning process was not able to 
commence. Figure 6 gives the typology for non-learning. 

When the policy or policy instruments show no change, it is classified as non-learning. The 
policymakers clearly did not change any level of their belief system. However, non-learning is20

Types of policy-oriented learning Policy change Sources

Figure 5: Defining policy-oriented learning

1

2

3

Learning about secondary aspects of the

belief system such as changes in policy

preferences regarding desirable regulations

or budgetary allocations or the evaluation

of various actors' performances. In order

to better understand important variables 

in one's belief system.

Learning about the causal relationships

internal to a belief system, to improve 

the mechanisms for the achievement of 

a policy objective. For instance changes 

or (small) instrumental additions that

should improve the policy instruments.

Learning through external factors, may

result in adopting new elements, 

sometimes even elements of opponnents'

beliefs. Mainly about the secondary 

aspects of the belief system.

Changes in definitions; 

significant changes in language

New actor(s); new or deleted

tasks for existing actors; change

in existing policy instruments;

new topic(s)

Completely new policy 

instrument; new topic(s)

Sabatier 1988,1998; Rietig 2013;

Howlett 2012

Sabatier 1988,1998; Rietig 2013;

Howlett 2012

Sabatier 1988,1998; Rietig 2013;

Howlett 2012; Cerna 2013



also the case when the policy change is relatively small and is moving in the same direction as
the policy before. Simply, muddling through as Lindblom calls it. Newer policies merely contain
small changes that are thought to improve the road towards the policy goal. This may happen
when policymakers from opposite belief systems have started a bargaining process in order to 
get a policy all actors comply with, usually resulting in less ambitious policies (Eising, 2002: 91).
Or when policymakers tried to consciously or unconsciously avoid the problem, so-called 
defensive avoidance. 

After stating the criteria for the types of policy-oriented learning and non-learning, the 
analysis is able to begin. Starting with the aspects in the directives which can be characterised 
as non-learning, towards changes that are defined as little learning. Here a process of policy
learning has commenced, but the policy goal of market liberalisation remained the same. The
next subchapter shows the differences in the directives that represent a lot of policy learning.
These aspects resemble significant policy change and do not have liberalisation as their main
goal. This chapter concludes with a brief conclusion on this analysis. 

As a result of the length of the IEM directives and the differences or similarities between them,
many more changes or uniformities could have been examined. However, the to be discussed
policy changes and possible policy learning processes stuck out the most and are important and
significant changes in order to see the overall development. 

With the use of quotes and comparison figures, a brief historic overview of the development of 
the directives and a possible learning process is shown.

5.2 Non-Learning - Same Goals, Recalibrated Instruments
This section will present the parts of the directives that can be defined as non-learning. In other
words, the unchanged policy instruments or policies that have only changed in an incremental
manner, while still maintaining the same policy goal. These small changes are usually 
complementary instrumental additions, such as stricter rules or slight changes in language. 
In the case of the IEM, the policy goal from the first directive onwards was market liberalisation 
in the energy sector. Which is a sector that has been exempted from competition for a long time
due to the immense national interests. However, the Commission's idea was that by liberalising 
the national energy markets and integrating them into the European internal market for electricity,
the energy prices would decrease while increasing the efficiency of the market by limiting the
power of the natural monopoly of state-owned energy companies. 

Generation
The first articles in which non-learning can be identified are the articles on generation, meaning
the production of new electricity. Starting from the first directive, only two generation procedures
are allowed, the authorization procedure and the tendering procedure. For the former, all three
directives stated the same, see figure 7. 21

Theory Policy change Sources

Figure 6: Defining non-learning

Non-learning None; small changes in language; 
small instrumental changes that move
towards the central policy goal; few and 
customary additions to the mechanisms

Rietig, 2013; Lindblom, 1959



From 1996 to 2003 only some change in language appeared by adding a new sentence. 
This sentence does not change the outset of the policy measure. It is simply an incremental 
addition to the existing policy measure in order to create clearer rules for generation in a 
liberalised electricity market. Between the second to the third directive nothing changed in 
this article. Therefore, this change represents non-learning. 

The Transmission System Operator and Distribution System Operator
In order to create a functioning IEM, the policymakers believed that specific rules for the 
transmission and distribution system had to be established. The companies owning these 
systems are fundamental because they deliver the electricity from the place of generation to 
the end consumer. Concerning the design of the transmission system, already from the first 
directive MSs were obligated to: 

'designate or shall require undertakings which own transmission systems to designate ... a system
operator to be responsible for operating, ensuring the maintenance of, and, if necessary, developing
the transmission system in a given area and its interconnectors with other systems, in order to 
guarantee security of supply' (Commission, 1996: art. 7.1).

This meant that an appointed person, the operator, would become accountable for the transport
network its company owned. The so called Transmission System Operator (TSO). In 2003 it was
made explicit that a MS could designate 'one or more' TSOs, as a country could have multiple 
companies owning parts of the transmission system. This small change cannot be claimed to be
part of a process of policy learning, it is simply a clarification without considerable affect to the 
policy measure. Therefore, the changes between the articles on the creation of this actor from 
the first and second directive show a process of non-learning. 

From the start of the IEM policy, MSs also had to create a Distribution System Operator (DSO). 
The designation of this DSO did not change much throughout the years, see figure 8.

The DSO is the person who is responsible for at least the maintenance and development of the 
distribution system it owns. The change in language in the designation of the DSO from 1996 
to 2003 will not change the policy instrument much. It only formulates that in times of economic
imbalance for instance, the MSs may choose the period in which a DSO is required. Thus, it is
simply a small addition to the article based on the idea of keeping the economic efficiency in the
MSs at all times in a liberalised market. The incremental aspect of this change makes it feasible 
to identify it as non-learning. 
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Directive 1 Directive 2 Directive 3

Figure 7: Articles on the authorization procedure for generation 

Member States shall ensure that authorisation procedures for small and/or

distributed generation take into account their limited size and potential

impact.

Source: Directives 1996:5, 2003:6, 2009:7.

Where they opt for the authorization procedure, Member States shall lay down the criteria for the grant of

authorizations for the construction of generating capacity in their territory.



In short, the discussed differences and similarities between the directives in this section are 
incremental changes working towards the same policy goal of market liberalisation. It is possible
that certain barriers were present that prevented the policymakers from entering the policy 
learning process. For instance, power relations, political bargaining, lobbying or organisational 
constraints can lead to non-learning. While also limited resources and time pressures, resulting 
in too little time to learn, can negatively affect learning in policymaking (Rietig, 2013: 9-10).

5.3. Learning a Little - Same Goals, New Instruments
Some differences between the directives contain larger policy changes that can be characterized
as part of a policy learning process according to the theoretical perspectives discussed in 
subchapter 5.1. The types of policy learning that resemble what is here defined as learning a little,
are types 1 and 2. Thus, learning about the secondary aspects of the belief system and learning
about the causal relationships internal to the belief system. The secondary aspects are the 
specific beliefs for the policy, such as instrumental decisions and the seriousness of the policy
problem or changed preferences for the appropriate policy measure or funding arrangement.
Together these two types of policy-oriented learning comply with policy changes such as changes
in definitions, the creation of new actors or new tasks and other changes in the existing policy
instruments. A crucial aspect is that the policy goal of liberalisation, and the succeeding market
integration, is still the main objective of the changed policy measures. Only the secondary
aspects of the belief system are adjusted and not the core beliefs. 

This subchapter starts by showing the more general changes in the existing policy instruments
and the new tasks for existing actors. Next, instrumental changes that move the directives
towards a higher level of liberalisation and the introduction of new actors will be examined.

5.3.1. Changes in Existing Policy Instruments
Coming back to the rules for the generation of new electricity, consisting of two options, 
authorization procedure and the tendering procedure. The authorization procedure has already
been discussed in the section on non-learning. The use of the tendering procedure has been 
narrowed down from 1996 to 2003. As shown in the figure 9, in the first directive this procedure
was possible when the MSs had drawn up an inventory. However, these rules were retrieved 
and from 2003 onwards this procedure may only take place when the authorisation procedure 
is not effective enough to ensure the security of supply. This change in regulation can be seen 
as the second type policy-oriented learning. After learning about the causal relationships, the 
policymakers assumingly felt it was necessary to adjust the rules for the tendering procedure. 
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Directive 1 Directive 2 & Directive 3

Figure 8: The designation of the Distribution System Operator

Member States shall designate or shall require under-

takings which own or are responsible for distribution

systems to designate a system operator to be responsible

for operating, ensuring the maintenance of and, if

necessary, developing the distribution system in a 

given area and its interconnectors with other systems.

Member States shall designate or shall require under-

takings that own or are responsible for distribution

systems to designate, for a period of time to be 

determined by Member States having regard to 

considerations of efficiency and economic balance, 

one or more distribution system operators.

Source: Commission, 1996: art. 10, 2003: art. 13, 2009: art. 24.



This figure also shows that in 2003 and 2009 environmental protection became more 
important in the rules for generation. Also this inclusion of a new subject to the instrument 
can be defined as policy learning according to the theoretical perspective of this research. 
The policymakers readjusted the policy preferences, thus environmental protection entered or
increased in importance within the belief system. Fitting in with type 2 of policy learning.
However, more on the environmental aspect will follow later in this chapter, claiming that it
could also be defined as policy-oriented learning type 3, learning through external factors.

5.3.2. Changes in the Tasks for Existing Parties

The Tasks of the TSO 
The tasks of the Transmission System Operator increased with every directive, as stated in figure
10. The part of 1996 remained effective over the years, however additions were made. Resulting
in greater responsibilities for the operator. 

The most significant change here is between 1996 and 2003. Even though, the part of 1996 
has also been expressed precisely in the later directives, the second directive adds reasonable 
elements to the article emphasising the long-term and security of supply. These changes in this
policy measure are ways to improve the policy instrument, and can be defined as policy-oriented 
learning type 2. Another rule for the designation of the TSO was added in 2009 and may also 
be part of this policy-oriented learning process. When assuming a policy learning process already
started between the earlier directives, the chances this process has continued are significant.
Thus, despite the change in 2009 being just a small change, it is most likely still part of the 
policy-oriented learning process. 
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Directive 1 Directive 2 & Directive 3

Figure 9: Articles on the tendering procedure for generation

Member States or any competent

body designated by the Member

State concerned shall draw up an

inventory of new means of 

production, including replacement

capacity, on the basis of the regular

estimate referred to in paragraph 2.

The inventory shall take account of

the need for interconnection of

systems.

Member States shall ensure the possibility, in the interests of security of

supply, of providing for new capacity or energy efficiency/ demand- side

management measures through a tendering procedure or any procedure

equivalent in terms of transparency and non-discrimination, on the basis 

of published criteria. These procedures can, however, only be launched if

on the basis of the authorisation procedure the generating capacity being

built or the energy efficiency/demand-side management measures being

taken are not sufficient to ensure security of supply. 

Member States may ensure the possibility, in the interests of environmental

protection and the promotion of infant new technologies, of tendering for

new capacity on the basis of published criteria. This tender may relate to

new capacity or energy efficiency/demand-side management measures. 

Source: Commission, 1996: art. 6, 2003: art. 7, 2009: art.8.



The Tasks of the DSO
The policy preferences also changed in the articles concerning the tasks for the Distribution
System Operator. The designation of the DSO has already been discussed before in the part 
on non-learning. However, not all articles on the DSO are showing a process of incremental
change. For instance, the tasks for the DSO have been extended from 1996 to 2003 resulting 
in substantial change. In the first directive the DSO simply had to 'maintain a secure, reliable and
efficient electricity distribution system in its area, with due regard for the environment' (Commission,
1996: art. 11). From 2003 onwards, the DSO also became responsible to provide information 
to system users, to balance the electricity distribution system and to cover energy losses. These
tasks were extended in 2009 when the DSO also became responsible for the long-term security 
and reliability of the distribution system, as an addition to the previously mentioned tasks. 
To summarise, these changes in the policy instrument, thus the creation of new tasks for the 
existing actors, comply with the second type of policy-oriented learning. Learning resulted in 
an improvement of the instrument in order to achieve the policy outcome. 

5.3.3. Instrumental Changes towards a New Level of Liberalisation

Unbundling in the Transmission and Distribution System 
More policy changes are appearing in the chapters concerning the rules on unbundling in 
the Transmission System and Distribution System. Regarding the systems for transporting 
electricity at the high-voltage and extra high-voltage networks for the former and medium to 
low-voltage networks for the latter. Unbundling can be seen as a new stage for energy market
reform in order to realize a fully functioning liberalised market, succeeding the first stage of 
setting up rules for competition (Karan & Kazdagli, 2011: 12). With unbundling, the policymakers
wish to separate the companies' functions of having control on the transport networks and 
generating or supplying electricity at the same time. Rules relating to unbundling absorb large

v
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Directive 1996 Directive 2003 Directive 2009

Figure 10: Articles on the tasks of the Transmission System Operator

The system operator shall be

responsible for managing 

energy flows on the system,

taking into account exchanges

with other interconnected

systems. To that end, the 

system operator shall be 

responsible for ensuring a 

secure, reliable and efficient

electricity system and, in that

context, for ensuring the 

availability of all necessary 

ancillary services..

Additions to 1996:

(a) ensuring the long-term ability of the

system to meet reasonable demands for

the transmission of electricity; 

(b) contributing to security of supply

through adequate transmission capacity

and system reliability;

(c) managing energy flows on the system,

taking into account exchanges with other

interconnected systems. To that end, the

transmission system operator shall be 

responsible for ensuring a secure, reliable

and efficient electricity system and, in that

context, for ensuring the availability of all

necessary ancillary services insofar as this

availability is independent from any other

transmission system with which its system

is interconnected...

Additions to 2003:

(b) ensuring adequate means to

meet service obligations; 

Source: Commission, 1996: art. 7, 2003: art. 9, 2009: art. 12.



parts of the total directives as is visible in figure 11. In the 2009 directive 36% of the total 
directive is coded to unbundling compared to around 17% in 1996.

The differences in the directive concerning the general rules for unbundling in the transmission
system are shown in figure 12.

For clarification, the term vertically integrated undertaking was first included in 1996, in another
article, where it simply meant an enterprise that performed more functions at the same time,
including generation, transmission and distribution of electricity. In 2003 and 2009 it has been
defined a bit more specific, namely as:

'an electricity undertaking or a group of electricity undertakings where the same person or the
same persons are entitled, directly or indirectly, to exercise control, and where the undertaking 
or group of undertakings perform at least one of the functions of transmission or distribution, 
and at least one of the functions of generation or supply of electricity' (Commission, 2009: 12)

Such an undertaking was to be taken down by unbundling rules. Unbundling was already 
mentioned in the first directive, as is visible in figure 12. However, the independence of the TSO
became legal from 2003 onwards, to make sure the two functions of the vertically integrated26
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Figure 12: Article on unbundling in the transmission system

The system operator shall be 

independent at least in management

terms from other activities 

not relating to the transmission

system.

Where the transmission system 

operator is part of a vertically 

integrated undertaking, it shall be

independent at least in terms of 

its legal form, organisation and 

decision making from other activities

not relating to transmission. These

rules shall not create an obligation

to separate the ownership of assets

of the transmission system from the

vertically integrated undertaking.

A transmission system owner, where

an independent system operator has

been appointed, which is part of a

vertically integrated undertaking

shall be independent at least in

terms of its legal form, organisation

and decision making from other 

activities not relating to transmission.

Source: Commission, 1996: art. 8, 2003: art. 10, 2009: art. 14.



undertakings were separated. This shift from obliging the TSO to be independent in management
terms to legal unbundling is a clear change in the existing policy instruments, complying with
policy-oriented learning type 2 in the theoretical perspective. The policymakers, as also expressed
by the Commission, realized that unbundling would only be effective when vertically integrated
undertakings would be discouraged to discriminate against other companies or customers, in
terms of network access or investments (Commission, 2009: 2-3). The changes from 2003
onwards were supposed to eliminate the incentives to do so. 

In 2009 another element was added to the transmission system's unbundling rules, namely 
that the 'MSs shall ensure that from 3 March 2012: 5. (a) each undertaking which owns a transmission
system acts as a transmission system operator' (Commission, 2009: art. 9). The 2009 directive 
usually talks about the transmission system owner instead of operator as in the previous directives.
This because, according to this article stated above, all transmission owners have to become
transmission system operators anyway. By stating an exact date, the policymakers, most likely
wished to stimulate this process. The importance of the policy problem might have changed 
in the belief systems of the policymakers, resulting in stricter rules for unbundling. 

In addition, the independence of the TSOs became more important in 2009 and was even 
discussed in a separate chapter which consists of seven rather extensive articles. The chapter
talks about the assets and identity of the TSO, what rights and duties the employees have, how
the management should be organised and that the TSO should have a Supervisory Body to 
take charge when important decisions had to be taken which could impact the value of assets 
of the shareholders. Also the TSOs were now obligated to create a compliance programme: 

'which sets out the measures taken in order to ensure that discriminatory conduct is excluded, 
and ensure that the compliance with that programme is adequately monitored. The compliance
programme shall set out the specific obligations of employees to meet those objectives. It shall be
subject to approval by the regulatory authority. (Commission, 2009: art. 21). 

Subsequently, the programme has to be monitored by a compliance officer whose 
responsibilities are set out later in the article. 

As for the unbundling rules in the distribution system, less change occurred when compared to
the transmission system. Nevertheless, policy learning can also be detected here. The unbundling
rules for this system were completely absent in the first directive. However, in 2003 and 2009
the directives stated the following: 

'Where the distribution system operator is part of a vertically integrated undertaking, it shall 
be independent at least in terms of its legal form, organisation and decision making from other
activities not relating to distribution. These rules shall not create an obligation to separate the
ownership of assets of the distribution system operator from the vertically integrated undertaking'
(Commission, 2003: art. 15.1, 2009: art. 26.1). 

Between the first two directives this new topic of unbundling was introduced in the rules for the
distribution system. Both policy-oriented learning type 2 and 3 are possible explanations for this
change. The third type because a big change as this is most likely the result of an external factor. 
Which eventually also indirectly influenced the belief systems of the policymakers involved,
which could have changed the causal relationships between the relevant aspects. However, 
type 2 is most likely here because the topic was not completely new as it was already included 
in the rules for the transmission system. Policymakers must have realized that also the DSO 
had to follow unbundling rules before a single market for electricity was possible. The articles 
for the unbundling of the DSOs changed little from 2003 to 2009, only slight changes in 27



language occurred. However, these small changes may still be part of the previously initiated
learning process. 

Another place where policy learning may be identified between the two final directives is the
introduction of the closed distribution systems in 2009. When a system distributes 'within a 
geographically confined industrial, commercial or shared services site and does not,...supply household
customers’ (Commission, 2009: art. 28.1), the regulatory authority may classify this system as 
a closed distribution system. The system should then still create an operator. This new option 
is a development of the mechanism to achieve the overall policy goal of a non-discriminatory 
and functioning IEM. Therefore, this policy change may also be explained by the second type 
of policy-oriented learning from the theoretical perspective. 

These significant adjustments in the policy measures for unbundling in the transmission 
and distribution system, can be seen as ways to improve the mechanism and to truly achieve
ownership unbundling. Which in turn was seen as a crucial step towards a functioning IEM.
Therefore, the second type of policy-oriented learning is credible for these unbundling rules. 

Market Access and Regional Cooperation
In order to create an effective market for electricity, specific rules for market access have to 
be made. Therefore, the 1996 directive started with two procedures for access, the first was 
negotiated access and the second was a procedure in case of a single buyer. From 2003 onwards
these procedures were repealed and replaced with Third Party Access (TPA):

'Member States shall ensure the implementation of a system of third party access to the 
transmission and distribution systems based on published tariffs, applicable to all eligible 
customers and applied objectively and without discrimination between system users. Member
States shall ensure that these tariffs, or the methodologies underlying their calculation, are
approved prior to their entry into force....' (Commission, 2003: art. 20, 2009: art. 32). 

This directive introduced a new topic, resulting in the fact that the transmission and distribution
systems have to accept all electricity or consumers who wish to use their services. This has to 
be done in a non-discriminatory manner. The drastic changes in the rules for system access 
from 1996 to 2003 can be reviewed as part of a policy-oriented learning process, mainly as type 2.
This adjustment in the existing instrument is an improvement of the mechanism towards an
effective internal market. Between the 2003 and 2009 directive this part merely changed, TPA
remained central to market access. The only policy change in these years was the mentioning of
a new actor, the regulatory authority, an independent national body established to manage and
control the regulatory system for electricity in the home country. However, this change will be
discussed in the next subsection.

Finally, another new and important topic was introduced in 2009, namely regional cooperation.
This directive clearly states that regional cooperation should be promoted by the MSs and the
regulatory authorities, '...for the purpose of integrating their national markets at one or more regional
levels, as a first step towards the creation of a fully liberalised internal market...' (Commission, 2003:
art. 20, 2009: art. 32). Whereas, the two previous directives did not mention the need for 
regional cooperation. However, a clear definition of the term is not provided yet. Nonetheless, 
the introduction of these new topics, both TPA and regional cooperation, may well be the 
outcome of a policy-oriented learning process. These changes may be defined as part of policy-
oriented learning type 2, because they should improve the policy instruments for a functioning
liberalised market for electricity.28



5.3.4. New Actors 
From the start of the legislation on the IEM, the MSs' responsibilities on regulation were directed
to other bodies. As the 1996 directive clarified that the MSs were obligated to design 'appropriate
and efficient mechanisms for regulation, control and transparency so as to avoid any abuse of dominant
position...' (Commission, 1996: art. 22). How this had to be done was not defined in this directive.
This changed in the succeeding directive when a new actor, the regulatory authority, was 
formed. This meant that MSs had to create a competent body who would become responsible 
for controling and overseeing the regulatory system in the country. Next to eight specific tasks 
for this authority, it has to be completely independent from the electricity industry and politics. 
The authority's name changed slightly in 2009, becoming the national regulatory authority.
When it was also discussed more extensively in a separate chapter with the articles 35 to 40.
Independence became an even greater element here, because the policymakers realized that 
this independence is necessary in order for the energy regulators to make the required 
decisions on regulatory issues (Commission, 2009: p. 6). 

Other actors were introduced in 2009 which resulted in loosened responsibilities for the 
MSs concerning the unbundling in the transmission and distribution system. The so called
Independent System Operator (ISO) and Independent Transmission Operator (ITO), becoming
fall back options in case the national transmission system owners were unable to comply with
the rules for the TSO. Therefore, the MSs could apply to have an ISO: 'Where the transmission 
system belongs to a vertically integrated undertaking on 3 September 2009, Member States may decide
not to apply Article 9(1) and designate an independent system operator upon a proposal from the 
transmission system owner' (Commission, 2009: art. 13). Meaning that the company that owns 
the network, is not directly responsible for the operation, maintenance and development of 
the network, as would be the case for TSOs (Fiedler, 2015: 7). However, the articles continue 
by stating several additional rules that apply before such a title would be given to the party.
Eventually, after these rules were met, the Commission even had to approve this option, 
making it a rather difficult option. 
The other actor created, was the ITO which would still make it possible for owners of the 
transmission network who have control over the network, to also have the supply activity in 
one integrated company. However, some additional rules are added in order to prevent misuse.
Because this misuse of power over the network and control the supply of electricity was the 
main reason for setting up the rules for unbundling of the TSOs. 

Subsequent to these national parties, the 2009 directive also referred to a new governance 
structure by creating two European organisations in order to stimulate the creation of a 
functioning IEM. One organisation is the Agency for the Cooperation of Energy Regulators
(ACER), for short the Agency, which has been established by the Regulation (EC) No 713/2009
on July 13, 2009. The same day the third IEM directive was adopted. The Agency has been 
mentioned several times in the 2009 directive, for instance as the actor the national regulatory
authorities ought to cooperate with. By working closely together with the national regulators, 
the Agency should promote regional cooperation which was a newly adopted theme in the 2009
directive as discussed before. The Agency should also assist the national regulatory authorities
with the monitoring of the TSOs.

Another EU party that has been brought up multiple times in the final directive is the European
network of transmission system operators for electricity (ENTSO-E) established in by the
Regulation (EC) No 714/2009, also from the 13th of July 2009. This organisation was created 29



for EU level cooperation between all the TSOs within the geographical boundaries of the IEM. 
This cooperation should promote cross-border trade and a secure and reliable interconnected
transmission network to eventually realize a successful IEM (ENTSO-E, 2015). This group was
already mentioned in the 2003 directive, however it was only one sentence which stated that 
the Commission had the intention to create such a group for the above explained reasons. 

Even though, these two EU actors were not directly established in the 2009 IEM directive, 
they have been referred to several times and thus new actors were introduced in the directives. 
The creation of these new actors may be the result of a policy learning process. When reviewing
the theoretical perspective, this change fits in the second type of policy-oriented learning. 
By establishing these new actors, the mechanisms for a successful policy outcome are improved.
Because it should improve the regulatory system within all MSs, which is an important element
for a successful IEM. All new actors have the function to contribute to the liberalisation of the
European electricity market, therefore the policy goal is still the same after the policy changes. 

When reviewing the introduction of new actors, it is also a chance to briefly touch upon the topic 
of power, which is still an important element for policymaking. As the rules and mechanisms
increased throughout the directives, the responsibilities of the MSs also increased, because they
have to ensure that the rules in the directives are met. On the one hand, it can be claimed that
the MSs have received more responsibilities concerning the creation of the IEM. Even though,
sometimes this responsibility has been forwarded to new actors and individuals, yet in the end
the MSs are accountable. Whereas, the creation of the two EU organisations does not directly
result in more power or influence for the European Union on the subject of electricity and the
IEM. These organisations are merely there to help the national parties and stimulate them to
cooperate more. However, by making the rules more specific in each directive, the power of the
MSs has decreased somewhat. Because by doing so, the EU policymakers reduced the leeway 
for MSs resulting in less flexibility and influence. Nevertheless, this small shift in power is still
within the level playing field created by the EU treaties when the principles of subsidiarity and
proportionality were stated. 

5.4 Learning a Lot: New Goals, New Instruments
Some dissimilarities between the three directives are more substantial than the previously 
discussed changes. For instance, the differences due to the introduction of completely new topics
or instruments with sometimes even contrasting policy goals. These major changes are able to
adjust the preferences of the policy core level of the belief system (Sabatier, 1998: 118-119). Due
to the level of change in the cases discussed in this subchapter, a lot of policy learning may be
detected. Therefore, policy-oriented learning type 3 is relevant here. Meaning that external factors
have caused a change in the policy core beliefs and in the secondary aspects of the belief system.
Starting with the topic of consumer protection, after which the renewable energy sources and
environmental protection are examined. 

5.4.1. Consumer Protection
The topic of consumer protection has been subject to much change between the directives. 
Figure 13 shows the number of times the term 'consumer protection' has been mentioned in 
all three directives, proving this change. 
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Clearly, the term has been used more in 2003 compared to the first directive, but the number of
references of 'consumer protection' continued to increase substantially between the second and
third directive. Even though, the 1996 directive mentioned the customers and their protection
multiple times, it was not specifically expressed in separate articles. From the second directive
onwards, the subject of consumer protection entered the IEM legislation by introducing 
consumer rights. Figure 14 shows this instrumental change.

In other words, all consumers have the right to receive electricity from any supplier they choose
and the distribution companies delivering the electricity have to comply. In addition, the second
row also states that from the second directive onwards, in specific vulnerable costumers have to
be protected. In 2009 the MSs are obliged to define this concept in order to create clearer rules. 
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Figure 14: Articles on consumer protection

Member States shall ensure that all household customers, ... , enjoy universal service, that is the right to 
be supplied with electricity of a specified quality within their territory at reasonable, easily and clearly 
comparable and transparent prices... Member States shall impose on distribution companies an obligation 
to connect customers to their grid under terms, conditions and tariffs set in accordance with the procedure
laid down in Article 23(2).

Member States shall take appropriate measures to
protect final customers, and shall in particular ensure
that there are adequate safeguards to protect 
vulnerable customers, including measures to help
them avoid disconnection. In this context, Member
States may take measures to protect final customers
in remote areas. They shall ensure high levels of 
consumer protection, particularly with respect to
transparency regarding contractual terms and 
conditions, general information and dispute 
settlement mechanisms. Member States shall 
ensure that the eligible customer is in fact able 
to switch to a new supplier.As regards at least 
household customers, these measures shall include
those set out in Annex A.

Addition to 2003: each Member State shall define
the concept of vulnerable customers which may
refer to energy poverty and, inter alia, to the
prohibition of disconnection of electricity to 
such customers in critical times. Member States
shall ensure that rights and obligations linked 
to vulnerable customers are applied.

Source: Directives 2003: art. 3.3 & 3.5; 2009 art. 3.3 & 3.7.



Furthermore, in 2009 the directive continues to give rights to customers by introducing the 
following: 

' Member States shall ensure that all customers are entitled to have their electricity provided by a
supplier, subject to the supplier’s agreement, regardless of the Member State in which the supplier
is registered, as long as the supplier follows the applicable trading and balancing rules...’ 
(Commission, 2009: art 3.4).

Resulting in the fact that since the third directive, consumers also have the right to buy and
receive electricity from any supplier in any EU country. Specifically stating the non-discriminatory
manner in which this has to happen. The previous directive only stated that consumers were free
to choose their supplier, without specific rules. 

Despite already being stated several times in the second directive, consumer protection only
became an official part of the directive’s scope in 2009. As only then the article concerning 
the scope included this topic by stating: 

'This Directive establishes common rules for the generation, transmission, distribution and 
supply of electricity, together with consumer protection provisions, with a view to improving and
integrating competitive electricity markets in the Community. It lays down the rules relating to 
the organisation and functioning of the electricity sector, open access to the market, the criteria
and procedures applicable to calls for tenders and the granting of authorisations and the 
operation of systems. It also lays down universal service obligations and the rights of electricity
consumers and clarifies competition requirements.' (Commission, 1996: art.1).

By specifically mentioning this topic in the scope as an addition to the rules for the creation 
of the internal electricity market, it is clearly different from the overall policy goal of market 
liberalisation. Otherwise there was no need to explicitly mention it. Customer protection is 
not automatically a progression of the process of liberalisation, as is the case for unbundling 
measures. Therefore, the introduction of this completely new topic is a substantial policy change.
This change may be characterised by the third type of policy-oriented learning which is only 
possible in cases of large change, such as including completely new topics or actors. Referring 
to learning through external factors. This change may well be connected with the fact that the
Committee of the Regions was able to state its opinion in the process of making this legislation.
This institution represents regional actors, thus actors closer to the consumers. They claimed
that IEM legislation should centre around the consumer, clearly they have been rather successful.
Thus, the actors able to influence the policy changed which is also an external factor. 

Nonetheless, it became clear that in a liberalised energy market consumers needed to be 
protected from possible financial exploitation or undesired refusal of transporting electricity, 
for instance to isolated locations which would be costly for system operators. Due to the level 
and impact of this change it is most likely the result of learning through external factors.
However, these factors have indirectly resulted in changes in the belief systems of the 
policymakers, making smaller changes such as type 1 and 2 also possible. For instance, 
the changes between the second and third directive as shown in figure 14. 

5.4.2. Renewable Energy Sources
The final topic that will be discussed in this chapter is the environmental element in the IEM,
including renewable energy and environmental protection. Even thought this topic is not directly
related to the creation of the IEM, it has been mentioned several times in the directives. It is an
important topic as it could directly and indirectly affect the outcomes the IEM policies. Both the
topics of energy and environment are part of the so called Energy Trilemma as established by the32



World Energy Council. This trilemma states that the energy sector needs to consider the energy
security, energy equity and environmental sustainability all together in order to deal with the
challenges. Making energy policies interconnected with the environmental and sustainability 
topics (World Energy Council, 2016: 5-23). Major influencers for the IEM policy could therefore
be EU's environmental and climate change policies, focussing on decarbonising the EU, which
could alter the electricity generation and consumption.

These environmental aspects have been included in several articles. One part of the article on 
the Distribution System Operator mentioned the same sentence in all three directives, namely 
'a Member state may require the distribution system operator, when dispatching generating installations,
to give priority to generating installations using RES or waste or producing combined heat and power'
(Commission, 1996: art. 11.3, 2003: art. 14.4, 2009: art. 25.4). On the one hand, this uniformity
is remarkable because this topic was already included in 1996 when renewable energy was less
known and consumed in the EU. Because the share of renewable energy consumption almost
doubling between 1999 to 2009 from 5,4% to 9% of the total energy consumption in EU-2714

(Eurostat, 2011). Despite the term 'renewable energy sources' already appearing in the first directive, 
it was not defined until 2003. The directives of 2003 and 2009 defines it as: 'renewable non-fossil energy
sources (wind, solar, geothermal, wave, tidal, hydropower, biomass, landfill gas, sewage treatment plant
gas and biogases)' (Commission, 2003; 2009). On the other hand, the DSO article is interesting
because this part of the policy instrument and even the formulation have not changed at all over
the years. Even in 2009, when renewable energy received a larger awareness in politics and 
society, it is still an 'option' to decide for by the DSO to give priority to electricity from RES.

This example could defend the fact that non-learning was apparent for the concept of renewable
energy in the IEM directives, as nothing changed in this article and the DSOs were not strictly
obligated to give priority to electricity from RES. However, throughout the directives renewable
energy have been included more and more in articles. Figure 15 shows the number of references
of this concept in all three directives. 
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The substantial increase in references of the term renewable energy may signal policy learning
for the policymakers. However, firstly some other articles that show this change in more detail
will be discussed. Starting with the articles concerning the general rules for the sector, shown in 
figure 16. The term 'environmental protection' has already been mentioned in the first directive.
However, this topic is becoming larger and more detailed in every succeeding directive. The
inclusion of renewable energy since the 2009 directive signals the fact that the policymakers
may have adjusted their policy preferences. Despite it being small additions in the articles, the
term environmental protection simply has been explained in more detail including the need 
to use RES. However, the impact on the total directives are more substantial.

In addition, when going back to the rules for the generation of new electricity. One example of
the environmental aspect and the rules for tendering has already been mentioned on page 24
with figure 9. Showing that the second and third directive included environmental protection
and the promotion of infant electricity generation technologies, of which RES are options.
However, more changes for the tendering procedure appeared from 2003 to 2009 by the
increase of the number of criteria increased moderately over the years. In 2009 the criteria
included some emphasising other EU legislation on renewable energy and CO2 emissions. 

At a superficial level these are incremental changes for the specific articles. However, when
reviewing the changes in the directive more general, they all reflect the need to address the 
issue of climate change in the directives. The impact of the increased inclusion of the topics 
of environmental protection and RES are more substantial, mainly because these topics do not
directly correspond to the process of market liberalisation. By adding these completely new 
topics that should recalibrate the liberalisation goal, the third type of policy learning is most 
likely here. This major change must have been caused by external factors that are able to 
influence the policy core beliefs, instead of only policy learning caused by differences in 
the secondary aspects of the belief system. 

This shows that renewable energy has become more paramount for the policymakers. The fact
that RES are more and more included in the policies signals that the policymakers learned 
from new knowledge through studies and/or other actors were starting to get involved in the34
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Figure 16: Articles on the general rules for the organization of the sector

Having full regard to the relevant
provisions of the Treaty, in particular
Article 90, Member States may 
impose on undertakings operating in
the electricity sector, in the general
economic interest, public service
obligations which may relate to
security, including security of supply,
regularity, quality and price of 
supplies and to environmental 
protection.

Having full regard to the relevant
provisions of the Treaty, in particular
Article 86 thereof, Member States
may impose on undertakings 
operating in the electricity sector, 
in the general economic interest,
public service obligations which may
relate to security, including security
of supply, regularity, quality and
price of supplies and environmental
protection, including energy 
efficiency and climate protection.

Having full regard to the relevant
provisions of the Treaty, in particular
Article 86 thereof, Member States
may impose on undertakings 
operating in the electricity sector, 
in the general economic interest,
public service obligations which may
relate to security, including security
of supply, regularity, quality and
price of supplies and environmental
protection, including energy 
efficiency, energy from renewable
sources and climate protection. 

Source: Commission 1996: art. 3.2, 2003: art. 3.2, 2009: art. 3.2.



decision-making process, for instance the renewable energy industry. This suggests that the 
EU is acknowledging the increased legitimacy of this industry and actors from this industry. 
It also suggests that renewables are now considered a part of the solution for energy production,
delivery, and security in Europe. Therefore, a real change in the belief system is visible. Especially
considering the fact that the share of the Greens and the Greens & Regionalist political groups 
in the European Parliament, being an important actor in the European decision-making process,
has relatively remained the same from the end of the 1980s to 2014, see figure 17. This indicates
that other EP parties also must have changed their preferences towards environmental protection
and increasing the share of renewables (Environmental Europe, 2014).

This suggested change in belief system op the EU policymakers for the IEM is most likely caused
by external factors, indicating policy-oriented learning type 3. Possible originators that resulted 
in such a big shift in the belief system are certain events causing more media attention, better
understanding of climate change science, innovations in RES technology and other EU legislation. 

Around 2007, when the policymaking process for the final directive commenced, climate change
started the be framed differently and received much more media attention. Figure 18 shows the
newspaper coverage of climate change or global warming, with which the promotion of renewable
energy is closely related. Consequently, the public became increasingly aware of climate change
which in turn resulted in more societal and political pressure for climate change adaptation
(Fiedler, 2015: 5-6). 
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When only looking at the increased media attention, this policy change could be labelled as a
large leap theory or the punctuated equilibrium theory by Baumgarter and Jones (1991). They claim
that 'once an idea gets attention it will expand rapidly and become unstoppable' (Cerna, 2013: 9). Only
sudden external events can create more attention for a certain topic or policy over the other. Such
an event creates a large leap or big step forward for that certain policy because the policy problem
is defined or framed differently. In this theory, the government is thought to have monopoly in
the decision- and policymaking process (Stachowiak, 2009: 4). However, for the process in the
EU and for the IEM this is not the case, as also other parties such as the industry, scientists and
sometimes even public parties are included in the policymaking process, referring to EU's multi-
level governance system. Making such events and increased attention in media merely a part of the
reasons why the policy changes. One of the premises for policy learning by Sabatier was also that
external factors would just be sub factors for policy learning, as the learning would mostly be
affected by the interaction between the actors involved which could change the belief system of
other coalitions (Sabatier, 1988: 130).

Other originators of the change in belief systems of the policymakers which influenced the
increased inclusion of RES in the final two directives, is the newly acquired knowledge and 
innovation in technology focussing on renewables. Making the large leap theory less probable
here. The technology concerning RES has increased much over the years. The International
Energy Agency (IEA) distinguished three generations of renewable energy technologies. 
The first includes hydropower and biomass and have basically already reached their full capacity.
The second generation are the technologies currently used, such as solar and wind power. These
are also being developed into more efficient sources, namely by increasing the amount of 
electricity a single source is able to attract. Even better and more efficient technologies are being
developed which are part of the third generation, such as integrated bio-energy systems and36
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ocean energy (IEA, 2006: 16-19). The innovation in technologies will continue in the future.
Solar and wind power will become bigger and smarter and new materials in the energy sector
will make big improvements for instance by providing new coatings for solar panels and hybrid
systems (DNV, 2016: 2-16). However, the velocity depends on the investment climate and the
amount of money spend on Research and Development (R&D). All MSs have to spend a 
reasonable percentages of their GDP on R&D for RES and climate change adaption. 

This innovation in renewable energy technology in turn resulted in the option of more 
decentralised electricity generation. In specific, the prices for solar panels decreased drastically
over the years (The Guardian, 2016). In combination with the consumers' desire of being 
independent from large energy companies and the wish to use green electricity, decentralised
generation expanded. For instance farmers installing wind turbines on their farmland, individuals
buying solar panels for their roofs or villages collectively investing in RES for own use. However,
this decentralised generation of electricity brings some challenges. Before, all the electricity came
from large energy companies who were directly connected to the grid. These new, small, electricity
producers also need to be connected to the grid to be able to transport excess electricity to the
market. This demands that the transmission and distribution networks and grids need to be
modernised.

A final factor that might have influenced the IEM directives have to do with other EU legislation.
A few months before the adoption of the 2009 IEM directive, the Renewable Energy Directive
(2009/28/EC)15 was adopted in April 2009. This legislation set the rules for the production 
and promotion of renewable energy and set a target of 20% renewables from the total energy
consumption for 2020. The policymaking processes for this directives and the IEM directive
occurred simultaneously. So, the knowledge generated in the other policy subsystem could have
influenced the third IEM directive which could explains the introduction of renewable energy
and more explicit environmental protection in several articles. Meaning that the policymakers 
for the IEM have learned about this topic from the other policy subsystem which resulted in
changes in their belief system and policy preferences towards more sustainable policy instruments.
Learning from the interaction in other policy subsystems is also an external factor. 

In the end, a policy learning process for the inclusion of RES and more environmental protection 
can be detected. It is clear that external factors, such as new studies which caused more media
attention, or technological innovations, resulted in new knowledge for the policymakers which
may well have affected their policy core beliefs. The type of policy-oriented learning may be 
different for the specific article in which these topics are mentioned. For some articles that were
discussed it was only a small addition by simply adding the terms environmental protection or
renewable energy source. However, in general these inclusions greatly affect the outset of the
directives and will recalibrate the liberalisation goal of the internal electricity market. In order 
to also make this market sustainable and able to adapt to future market changes. 

The topics of environmental protection and RES have also been important in EU legislation 
following the final IEM directive, and will also be crucial for upcoming policies. However, several
challenges for the IEM and RES are predicted. The increasing generation of electricity from RES
demands a change in infrastructure, as the supply of electricity from RES varies constantly due 
to its dependence on the weather conditions. But, the electricity grids are bound to a minimum
and maximum amount of electricity, in order to have a reliable network. With conventional energy
sources, control over supply was more accessible (Buchan, 2012: 24). In addition, the increase 37
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in decentralised electricity generation asks for modifications to the grids as the consumers are
now also producers and need to be able to transfer electricity back to the market. 

These challenges were also expressed by Cañete (European Energy Commissioners) in his 2016
speech at the Florence Forum. 'We have been unable to adapt our market framework quickly enough
to the challenges that decarbonisation, and in particular the massive roll-out of variable renewable 
generation, have brought along' (Commission, 2016). Therefore, adapting the IEM to increasing
generation of renewable electricity should be a fundamental component of a possible new 
policymaking process to renew the IEM directives. Also with the current Energy Union, the EU
wishes to integrate Energy and Climate policies and the IEM is an important aspect that should
facilitate an energy transition to renewable energy. 

5.5. Conclusion
The analysis shows that the changed directives cannot be viewed as part of a policy learning
process in general. Specific articles have shown no change or merely an incremental adjustment,
claiming non-learning has been present there. Whereas other articles showed bigger change 
in the policy by making substantial adjustments to the instruments or by introducing newly
established actors. These change comply with either the first or second type of policy-oriented
learning. Thus, learning about the secondary aspects of the belief system and the causal 
relationships internal to the belief system. However, for these two types of policy-oriented 
learning and non-learning, the policy goal remained the same. Therefore, these changes are
defined as learning a little. Through the instrumental learning that has taken place, the 
policymakers tried to better understand the policy problem in order to further the policy goal. 

The differences between the directives that show more significant policy change can be 
characterised by policy-oriented learning type 3. They are more significant because these are
newly introduced topics that do not automatically fit in with the goal of liberalisation. The third
type is chosen here, because in general these are rather substantial changes and contained 
completely new elements that could not have been established by reviewing and evaluating the
previous policies. The introduction of these elements show that the policymakers truly adjusted
their beliefs in order to compete with new challenges. Therefore, only these additions can be
reviewed as a lot of policy learning. 

To conclude, the analysis has explained which aspects can be defined as policy learning or 
as non-learning. Some types of policy learning can clearly be detected in the three directives. 
In the end it has also stated some of the future challenges for the IEM by focussing on the
environmental and sustainable aspect of the electricity market. However, now that a process 

of policy learning has been detected in the IEM policies concerning RES, this process may 
well continue and benefit future policies on the IEM or RES to overcome these challenges. 
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6. Conclusion

6.1. Main findings
Through extracting the theories and thoughts on policy learning in policymaking from the 
main literature (Sabatier: 1988; 1998 & Rietig: 2013), specific types of policy-oriented learning
have been constructed in order to make a clear analysis and get trustworthy research outcomes.
These types have distinctive criteria to help to detect policy learning in the three directives on the
common rules of the IEM. These three types can be summarized as follows: a policy change can
be defined as policy-oriented learning when the change adjusts the secondary aspects of the belief system
(type 1) and the causal relationships within the three levels of the belief system (type 2) or when external
factors have influenced the belief system (3). See figure 5 on page 20 for the exact definitions of
these types. When one of these changes is detected it can be characterized as policy learning,
because this change is a clear indication that policy learning might have commenced. 

On the contrary, this thesis has also identified criteria for non-learning. Meaning that the 
policymakers consciously or unconsciously decided not to address the policy problem of the IEM
differently which prevented them from entering a policy learning process. Cases without visible
policy change or merely incremental change such as small changes in language are defined as
non-learning in this thesis.

The research is executed with the use of qualitative literature content analysis which helps to 
analyze the three directives in order to see the changes or uniformities. This has resulted in 
several detections of a policy learning process within the differences and similarities between 
the directives.

Starting with the cases displaying either policy-oriented learning types 1 or 2, signifying learning
about the secondary aspects or the causal relationships within the belief systems. Some articles
showed instrumental changes in existing policy measures, such as the changed rules for the 
tendering procedure from 1996 to 2003. These rules from the first directive were repealed in the
succeeding one. Also additional tasks for existing actors can be characterised as policy learning
type 2, which has been the case for the tasks created for the transmission and distribution system
operators in the second and third directive. Many more policy changes occurred in the rules 
concerning unbundling in which a policy learning process has been detected for both the TSO
and DSO. Through unbundling, the policymakers wish to separate the companies' functions of
having control on the transport networks and generating or supplying electricity at the same
time. The final examples of policy learning that has been defined as the second type, are the new
actors that have been created throughout the three directives. The national regulatory authorities,
the ISO and the ITO for the national level and the Agency and the ENTSO-E for the European
level. 

The reason for defining these changes and learning processes as 'learning a little' is because
these adjustments, even though rather substantial, still comply with the goal of the IEM policy,
namely market liberalisation. The changes are simply improvements of the existing policy 
instruments in order to effectively achieve the functioning IEM, no major change in the belief
systems was necessary. 

On the other hand, also a few policy changes that do not directly correspond to the goal of 
market liberalisation have been identified. These changes have therefore been characterised as 39



a lot of policy learning. The newly introduced topics that are defined as policy-oriented learning
type 3 are consumer protection and the highly increased mentioning of RES. Consumer protection
entered the IEM policy in 2003, however only becoming a legitimate part of the scope of the
directive in 2009. Nonetheless, due to external factors, for instance new actors entering the 
policymaking process, the policymakers realized that the customers had to have some sort of 
protection against the open market for electricity. Additionally, the policymakers also adjusted
their policy beliefs concerning RES and environmental protection in the IEM. RES have been
mentioned more frequently in the second and especially in the third directive, when it was also
added to several articles. In articles concerning the generation of new electricity and the general
rules for the organisation of the sector. This suggests that the EU is acknowledging the increased
legitimacy of this industry and actors from this industry. It also suggests that renewables are now
considered a part of the solution for energy production, delivery, and security in Europe.     

However, not all cases could have been characterised with a degree of policy learning. Several
articles have shown the existence of non-learning in the policymaking of the IEM. Non-learning
has been detected in cases where the policy or policy instruments did not change at all, or when
it only changed slightly in an incremental manner. For instance merely changes in language as
was the case in the articles on the designation of the TSO and DSO. 

In the end, the results of this research show that in specific articles some degree of policy 
learning can be detected. The most policy changes that occurred fall in the category of learning a
little, reflecting policy-oriented learning type 1 or 2. Suggesting that the main goal is still market
liberalisation. However, due to the detected learning types 3, this goal has been recalibrated
toward a liberalised electricity market that is also fair and sustainable. Nonetheless, this research
claims the EU policymakers are able to initiate a policy learning process as they have done so in
several parts in the IEM policies. The current IEM still has several challenges to deal with and
policies will be more successful when policy learning is happening, this research may be very
useful for the future IEM policies, other research and policymakers.

6.2. Limitations of the Research
The main limitation of this research is the fact that the theory of policy learning also focuses 
on cognitive aspects. Because policy learning is truly happening when the policymakers actively
make the decision to address the policy problem differently as a result of changed beliefs.
However, these cognitive changes are difficult to examine without interviewing all relevant 
policymakers throughout the years. But, even then the policy outcome would not be definite
because of restrictions and barriers connected to this method of research. For instance, the 
policymakers cannot clearly remember their exact thoughts on the change or they try to give 
the answer they feel the researcher wishes to hear. In addition, it would be very challenging to
get in contact with all the relevant policymakers and that they are also willing to take part in 
such a project. 

Therefore, this research has tried to give a clear description of what policy learning, and in 
specific policy-oriented learning, is and how it may be detected in the directives. In order to 
validate and strengthen the outcomes of the research. Nonetheless, when this research states 
policy-oriented learning was likely the case, it can never be claimed for sure. 

Additionally, the analysis started by trying to identify policy change. Because policy change is able
to indicate that policy learning has occurred. However, policy learning is also possible when the40



policy remained the same. Without policy change, some policymakers could still have actively
changed their preferences and strived for other policies, but for instance a bargaining process
may have ended up in an unchanged policy (Eising, 2002: 91). Yet again, because these cognitive
adjustments are not easy to identity, policy change has been used as an indicator for a possible
policy learning process. 

6.3. Outlook to further research
As also mentioned in the introduction several steps have been constructed by academics in order
to research policy learning. The first step was to make a clear distinction between the types of
policy learning. This has been done in chapter three writing about the theoretical framework and
chapter 5.1 which states the distinctive types of policy-oriented learning this research uses. The
next step was to point out what is learned by the policymakers. This research has also focused on
this step, it mainly tried to detect a policy learning process within the changed policy instruments
for the creation of the IEM.  

However, when the change is known, the next step is to establish how the actors involved have
learned, for instance through learning by doing, thus experience. Or through additional studies
by for example research from think tanks or interest groups, thus learning by knowledge.
Another option would be through primarily external factors, such as an economic shift or a 
natural disaster (Rietig, 2013). The final step, is to research what the role of this learning was for
the policy change and possibly also for the innovation in the public sector (Kemp & Weehuizen,
2005: 16-18). These two final steps have not been discussed in this thesis.

Therefore, further research could focus on these steps in order to be more certain an actual 
policy learning process has been taken place. But also to understand how the actors have learned.
When doing this, it would be very useful to define all the actors in the policy subsystem for the
IEM and clarify the network structure. When this is known, the research can show if and how
the beliefs of certain actors within the policy subsystem might have changed or which group of
actors might have prevented the IEM directives to change more drastically. For instance, large
national energy companies, the incumbent actors, might lobby hard against more liberalisation
and more influence of renewable energy as this will change their position in the market. Such
research on the IEM and policy learning would be interesting and could shed new light onto the
ability of policymakers to learn and could detect possible barriers which result in non-learning. 
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