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ABSTRACT
To address biodiversity loss and other negative environmental effects of land use, science and policy are increasingly recognising 
multi-functional landscape governance. This approach involves place-based policymaking across multiple governance levels, 
engaging various stakeholders and balancing multiple landscape values and functions. Due to the complexity involved, calls have 
been made for additional research addressing institutional challenges, policy coherence and practical tools and frameworks. This 
article introduces a novel framework for analysing coherence in multi-functional landscape governance, designed to be useful for 
both researchers and policymakers in land use contexts. The exploratory framework is inspired by multiple policy frameworks 
such as the European Landscape Convention and IPBES and draws from the two literatures on multi-functional landscape gov-
ernance and policy coherence. By applying this framework, users can systematically analyse trade-offs and synergies between 
multiple, interacting policies, with a focus on landscape, multi-functionality and stakeholders throughout policy processes. The 
study includes an illustrative application of the framework to the EU Biodiversity Strategy and the Swedish Forest Strategy, re-
vealing a lack of coherence on a series of parameters of relevance for biodiversity protection, including critical policy instruments. 
The article concludes by identifying areas that warrant further research to advance multi-functional landscape governance and 
thereby potentially improve biodiversity protection.

1   |   Introduction

Anthropogenic destruction of biotopes causes serious problems 
in terms of biodiversity decline and losses of other ecosystem 
services (IPBES 2019). Multiple stressors cause multiple impacts, 
in turn motivating broad countermeasures to safeguard ecosys-
tem multi-functionality, including landscape-based governance 
(Angelstam et al. 2020; Bostedt et al. 2021; IPBES 2019; Sayer 
et al. 2017; Solbär, Marcianó, and Pettersson 2019). Various land-
scape governance approaches have received increasing attention 
in both science and policy (Fors et al. 2024; Hölting et al. 2019; 
Mastrangelo et  al.  2014; Song, Robinson, and Bardsley  2020; 
van Oosten, Runhaar, and Arts 2021) and generally concern 

place-based and multi-level policies and measures that engage 
stakeholders in dialogue (Sayer et  al.  2017; van Oosten  2021). 
They commonly span interacting administrations, policies, 
sectors, actors and disciplines (van Oosten  2021; Westerink 
et al. 2017). Nevertheless, governance research in the field is frag-
mented and still limited. First, there is no consensus in the liter-
ature on how to define various concepts of integrated landscape 
governance, which has caused confusion on how to interpret 
and apply the terms (Reed et al. 2020). This includes the con-
cept of multi-functional landscape governance (Fors et al. 2024), 
which is often referred to by international bodies, such as the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD  2001) and the Intergovernmental Science-Policy 

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is 

properly cited.

© 2025 The Author(s). Environmental Policy and Governance published by ERP Environment and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

https://doi.org/10.1002/eet.2149
https://doi.org/10.1002/eet.2149
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-8312-6844
mailto:
mailto:frida.ohman@geo.uu.se
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1002%2Feet.2149&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-02-11


451

Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES 2019) 
to stress the importance of taking multi-functionality into ac-
count, in contrast to traditionally dominant monocultural prac-
tices. Despite the varying views on definitions, a commonality 
among them is the emphasis placed on managing synergistic 
and conflicting functions, which risks being overlooked in other 
approaches, for example, when ‘win-win’ outcomes are in focus 
(Brandt and Vejre 2004; Reed et al. 2017). Second, scholars call 
for studies on how to cope with different institutional challenges 
linked to multi-functional landscape governance (Ros-Tonen, 
Reed, and Sunderland 2018; van Oosten 2021), including how to 
prevent contradictory policies (Howard 2004; Reed et al. 2017; 
Ros-Tonen, Reed, and Sunderland 2018; Sandström et al. 2020; 
van Oosten  2021) and implementation gaps due to different 
views between those who set policies and those who apply them 
(Holl 2017; van Oosten, Uzamukunda, and Runhaar 2018).

At the same time, policy coherence has also gained increased at-
tention in governance research and practice, including in the en-
vironmental field (Blicharska et al. 2023; Bocquillon 2018; Fopa 
Tchinda and Talbot  2023; Gottenhuber et  al.  2023; Lenschow, 
Bocquillon, and Carafa 2018; Righettini and Lizzi 2022). By ex-
amining policy interactions, policy coherence analysis aims to 
identify trade-offs and synergies throughout policy processes 
(Nilsson and Weitz 2019). Among those calling for policy coher-
ence, the IPBES (2019) underlines the need to implement cross-
sectoral integrated governance at the landscape level to achieve 
transformative change. However, land use issues have received 
limited attention within the policy coherence literature (Fopa 
Tchinda and Talbot 2023). To our knowledge, no previous stud-
ies have linked policy coherence analysis to multi-functional 
landscape governance, nor has any framework for analysis in 
that context been presented.

Moreover, while policy coherence analysis often aims to guide 
the assessment and development of policies, studies show that 
policymakers seldom know how to promote coherence in prac-
tice (Blicharska et  al.  2023; Browne et  al.  2023; Nilsson and 
Weitz 2019). This has led to calls for tools and frameworks to aid 
policymakers (Bocquillon 2018; Fopa Tchinda and Talbot 2023). 
Additionally, criticism has been directed at previous policy 
coherence research for being methodological vague, and for 
neglecting normative dimensions, which has led to requests 
for, e.g., greater analytical transparency (Bocquillon  2018; 
Fopa Tchinda and Talbot  2023; Lenschow, Bocquillon, and 
Carafa 2018; Muscat et al. 2021).

To meet these calls for additional research, this study aims to 
develop a framework for exploring coherence in policy for multi-
functional landscapes. By describing the framework as ‘explor-
atory’, we want to underline that it is designed to explore and 
investigate policies in a flexible manner rather than being rigid 
and fixed. Exploratory approaches are especially valuable when 
new perspectives are needed in areas that have received little 
attention or scrutiny to help generate new ideas and avenues 
(Stebbins  2001; Swedberg  2020). We base the framework on 
the main international agreement relevant to multi-functional 
landscapes - the European Landscape Convention (COE 2000) 
and the work of IBES (2019). Additionally, the framework was 
inspired by the two bodies of literature on multi-functional 
landscape governance and policy coherence. The framework 

is designed to aid, foremost practitioners and policymakers but 
also researchers. The article makes three contributions: first, it 
presents a comprehensive overview of the two bodies of litera-
ture, which has so far been missing. Second, it helps to clarify 
the multi-functional landscape governance approach that previ-
ously has been contested. Third, it presents a novel framework 
for analysing coherence in multi-functional landscape gover-
nance. We moreover provide an illustrative example of how the 
framework can be used, by briefly applying it to the European 
Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 (European Commission 2020) and 
the Swedish Forest Strategy (Swedish Government 2018).

In order to identify key aspects to include in the framework, 
Section  2 introduces the literatures on multi-functional land-
scape governance and policy coherence analysis. Section  3 
opens with an operationalisation of these two concepts with 
respect to the exploratory framework, which is then developed 
and described in detail. Section 4 presents an illustrative exam-
ple of how the framework can be applied. The article ends with a 
discussion in Section 5 and a conclusion in Section 6.

2   |   Literature Overview: Multi-Functional 
Landscape Governance and Policy Coherence

In order to identify critical aspects for constructing the frame-
work, a snowball literature search was conducted (Wohlin 2014). 
This method departs from key studies and identifies additional 
publications using forward and backward tracing. One advan-
tage of this approach is the ease of examining reference lists, 
allowing efficient identification of relevant studies. It may also 
provide a broader set of studies than what major databases do. 
However, focusing on a few publication clusters risks overlooking 
other clusters. This can be counteracted by selecting a strong ini-
tial set of studies that decreases bias (Wohlin 2014). In our study, 
the snowball search departed from well-cited articles on policy 
coherence (Nilsson et al. 2012; Kurze and Lenschow 2018) and 
systematic reviews (Fopa Tchinda and Talbot 2023; Righettini 
and Lizzi  2022). Regarding multi-functional landscape gov-
ernance, initial sources were conceptual reviews (Hölting 
et al. 2019; Neyret et al. 2023; Reed et al. 2017), an editorial in 
a special issue (Ros-Tonen, Reed, and Sunderland 2018) and a 
doctoral thesis (van Oosten 2021).

2.1   |   Multi-Functional Landscape Governance

The multi-functional landscape approach has become promi-
nent in policymaking (Fors et al. 2024; Hölting et al. 2019; Song, 
Robinson, and Bardsley  2020). Historically, it was introduced 
in the late 1980s in order to counteract the negative impacts 
of monocultures and competing landscape interests (Brandt 
and Vejre 2004; Oostindie, Roep, and Renting 2006). It further 
gained importance after having been addressed in the Agenda 
21 (UN  1992) and in OECD's analytical framework for multi-
functional agriculture (OECD  2001). The first international 
agreement in the field, ‘the European Landscape Convention 
(ELC)’—which focuses on landscape protection, management 
and planning, and emphasises public participation and col-
laboration—was initiated in 2000 by the Council of Europe 
(COE 2000).
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Despite growing recognition in policy and practice of apply-
ing a multi-functional landscape governance approach, it has 
been considered under-theorised due to contested definitions 
(Fors et  al.  2024; Reed et  al.  2017). Studies have presented 
several frameworks, based on concepts such as ‘landscape ap-
proach’ (Sayer et al. 2017), ‘integrated landscape governance’ 
(Ros-Tonen, Reed, and Sunderland  2018; Reed et  al.  2017), 
‘landscape management strategies for multifunctionality and 
social equity’ (Neyret et  al.  2023), ‘multifunctional agricul-
tural landscapes’ (Song, Robinson, and Bardsley  2020) and 
‘landscape governance’ (van Oosten 2021). This diversity has 
contributed to terminological confusion, allegedly inhibit-
ing policy applicability (Fors et al. 2024; Reed et al. 2017). A 
key topic of debate concerns the interpretation and definition 
of the ‘landscape’ concept as such (Brandt and Vejre  2004; 
Hölting et al. 2019; Mastrangelo et al. 2014; Neyret et al. 2023; 
Song, Robinson, and Bardsley  2020). Furthermore, the term 
‘multifunctionality’ is contested; some argue that it is merely a 
new term for sustainable development (Wiggering et al. 2003), 
while others criticise it for being too focused on ‘win-win’ out-
comes, overlooking the management of conflicting interests 
(Reed et al. 2017). The concept ‘multifunctional landscape’ is 
intended to be spatially sensitive, incorporating biophysical, 
social and spatial characteristics of a landscape, as well as the 
interactions between them (Brandt and Vejre  2004; Duncan 
et al. 2020; O'Farrell and Anderson 2010; Reed et al. 2017; van 
Oosten 2021; Westerink et al. 2017). Another debate revolves 
around which governance aspects to include in the concept 
(van Oosten  2021). Since governance processes often focus 
on balancing multiple stakeholder objectives, as well as on 
addressing issues across different sectors and scales, partic-
ipatory processes are being recognised as highly important. 
Such processes can facilitate knowledge exchange between 
local communities and policymakers. This local input can 
foster a more comprehensive view, which can help alleviate 
conflicts and trade-offs (Neyret et al. 2023; Reed et al. 2017; 
Sandström et al. 2023; van Oosten 2021). In addition, multi-
sectoral cooperation between different governmental bodies 
is recognised as important for effective management, both on 
a horizontal level (at the same governance level) and vertically 
(at various governance levels such as national, regional and 
local) (IPBES 2019; Reed et al. 2017; van Oosten 2021).

In this study, we focus on the concept ‘multifunctional landscape 
governance’ to underline the importance and management of 
multiple functions within landscapes, functions that might oth-
erwise be overlooked in broader landscape approaches. When 
using the concept, we refer to place-based policymaking, which 
typically involves multiple-level stakeholder dialogues aimed at 
balancing environmental and socioeconomic landscape func-
tions, values and objectives.

2.2   |   Policy Coherence

The quest for policy coherence reflects the need to prevent 
conflicts and promote synergies in public efforts to govern an 
increasingly complex world. Improved understanding of in-
teractions between multiple goals and instruments can sup-
port more effective, equitable and transparent policymaking 
(Browne et  al.  2023; Nilsson and Weitz  2019). Since policy 

coherence gained attention in the 1990s, foremost in the EU, 
studies have presented various analytical approaches, mainly 
in development and environment policy (Fopa Tchinda and 
Talbot 2023; Pickering 2023). The interest in policy coherence in-
creased following the adoption of Agenda 2030 and Sustainable 
Development Goal 17.14, which explicitly aims to enhance pol-
icy coherence for sustainable development (Fopa Tchinda and 
Talbot 2023; Pickering 2023). IPBES has recognised the impor-
tance of applying an integrated landscape perspective to foster 
policy coherence as a tool for achieving transformative change 
(IPBES 2019).

In policy coherence research, various policy levels are anal-
ysed. Most studies focus on vertical coherence, exploring the 
differences between varying levels of government, such as na-
tional and local, often resulting in multi-level analyses (Fopa 
Tchinda and Talbot 2023). Policy coherence can also be stud-
ied horizontally, across policy areas on the same government 
level. Finally, interactions can be examined either within 
one policy (internal) or between multiple (external) policies 
(Browne et al. 2023; Fopa Tchinda and Talbot 2023; Nilsson 
and Weitz 2019).

In the increasingly rich literature on policy coherence, the meth-
ods for analysing it differ (Fopa Tchinda and Talbot 2023). Two 
main approaches have emerged: the functionalist and norma-
tive branches, each attributing incoherence to different causes, 
either regulatory and institutional factors, or normative and 
ideological differences. Therefore, the approaches also differ in 
terms of their focus on the policy process. Studies on regulatory 
and institutional barriers often concentrate on the later stages 
of policy processes, such as implementation, while research on 
normative issues tends to focus on the initial stages, such as 
agenda setting.

In the functionalist branch, a well-cited analytical framework by 
Nilsson et al. (2012) focuses on rules and procedures, including 
the interplay between objectives, instruments and implementa-
tion practices. Objectives are considered as comparatively vague 
and therefore tend to exhibit greater coherence, whereas imple-
mentation is regarded as a critical stage and a locus of conflicts. 
To support the analysis, Nilsson et al. (2012) argue for involving 
combinations of experts, which has been done by e.g., Benson 
and Lorenzoni  (2017) and Blicharska et al.  (2023). The results 
point towards regulatory and institutional barriers to coherence, 
from overlaps to silo structures (Fopa Tchinda and Talbot 2023; 
Nordbeck and Steurer  2016).

The more recent normative branch instead emphasises politi-
cal ideas, norms and power dimensions (Bocquillon 2018; Fopa 
Tchinda and Talbot 2023; Kurze and Lenschow 2018; Shawoo 
et al.  2023; Skovgaard 2018). Here, it is argued that a policy 
may appear coherent from one actor's perspective but not from 
another, and calls are made for analyses that address inequal-
ity, power dynamics and distributional effects (Browne et al.  
2023; Shawoo et al. 2023; Bocquillon 2018). Additionally, un-
derlying interests and ideologies are recognised to influence 
goal selection, prioritisation and how trade-offs are man-
aged, pointing to a need to consider norms, ideas and prob-
lem framings, particularly in initial policy stages (Kurze 
and Lenschow  2018; Pickering  2023; Shawoo et  al.  2023; 
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Skovgaard  2018; Yunita et  al.  2022). Claims are made that 
these political dimensions have often been overlooked, not-
ing the importance of including ‘problem definition’ in the 
analysis, while reducing the focus on implementation (Kurze 
and Lenschow 2018; Lenschow, Bocquillon, and Carafa 2018). 
However, a common critique of this branch is that political 
factors, such as norms, are often embedded within complex 
institutional structures, making them challenging to unravel 
(Blicharska et al. 2023).

Some researchers argue that policy coherence research needs to 
integrate these dimensions (Benson and Lorenzoni 2017; Fopa 
Tchinda and Talbot 2023; Righettini and Lizzi 2022). Examples 
of holistic approaches include the system analysis framework 
for nature-based solutions by Castro  (2022), and an analyti-
cal framework based on the three I's—ideas, institutions and 
interests (Shawoo et  al.  2023). The latter study highlights the 
importance of analysing how ideas influence policy coherence, 
including problem definition and goal formulation. A recent 
systematic review of policy coherence research presents a com-
prehensive framework, based on eight barriers and enablers to 
policy coherence, such as institutions, instruments, political rea-
sons, negotiations and anchoring, but is not empirically tested 
yet (Fopa Tchinda and Talbot  2023). However, systematic ap-
proaches in turn face criticism for being too time-consuming to 
apply and too complex for policymakers to understand and im-
plement. Nilsson and Weitz (2019) agree that reality is dynamic, 
non-linear and involves actors, ideas and interests affected by 
short-term needs, slow governance processes and shocks, but 
they still advocate a more streamlined model to improve clarity 
and practical applicability.

Methodological criticism has also been directed at policy coher-
ence studies in general, claiming that results are not convinc-
ing due to insufficiently transparent analytical tools, making 
it unclear what perspectives are analysed (Fopa Tchinda and 
Talbot  2023; Muscat et  al.  2021). This has spurred a demand 
for clarifications of contextual descriptions in assessments, 
particularly on which interactions are analysed (Blicharska 
et al.  2023). Another challenge is the temporal dimension, for 
instance when short- and long-term objectives are contradictory 
(Strambo, Nilsson, and Månsson 2015), as well as geographical 
perspectives that may affect policy interactions (Nilsson et  al. 
2012). Linked to the latter, only a fraction of studies focuses on 
land use issues compared to climate change and energy topics 
(Fopa Tchinda and Talbot  2023). Finally, there is an ongoing 
discussion about which method should be used to measure pol-
icy coherence. The majority use qualitative methods rather than 
quantitative ones, whereas some employ mixed methods (Fopa 
Tchinda and Talbot 2023).

3   |   An Exploratory Framework for Coherence of 
Policy for Multi-Functional Landscapes

In the following section, we outline the exploratory framework. 
First, we operationalise the concepts ‘multifunctional landscape 
governance’ and ‘policy coherence’ and then integrate them into 
a framework. Finally, we describe how the framework can be 
applied in a three-step process.

3.1   |   Operationalisation of Multi-Functional 
Landscape Governance

To operationalise the concept of multi-functional landscape 
governance through an iterative process, we depart from the 
ELC, where the three terms (multi-functional, landscape, 
governance) are partially defined and further enriched with 
detailed meaning, and additionally considering work by 
IPBES and academic scholars. The result is summarised and 
presented in Table 1, which forms the basis for analysis. The 
Council of Europe (2008) presented theoretical, methodolog-
ical and practical guidelines for the implementation of the 
ELC. The ELC guide provides definitions and general prin-
ciples that concern all authorities responsible for develop-
ing and implementing landscape policies, divided into seven 
themes: legal recognition of landscapes; rights and responsi-
bilities; integrating the landscape dimension; public participa-
tion; knowledge, awareness raising, education and training; 
landscape policy; division of responsibilities and compe-
tences. With respect to landscape multi-functionality and gov-
ernance, these can be summarised into three main aspects, as 
shown in Table 1. First, landscape aspects are identified. ELC 
defines ‘landscape’ as ‘an area perceived by people, resulting 
from natural and/or human factors’ (COE  2000, art. 1) and 
states that each Party shall recognise the significance of land-
scapes in law and promote awareness of their values among 
stakeholders. Second, different multi-functional aspects are 
suggested. The ELC and the IPBES highlight the landscapes' 
multiple functions and diverse cultural, environmental, aes-
thetic, social and economic values (Council of Europe  2008; 
IPBES  2019). The ELC moreover identifies three actions: 
landscape protection, which focuses on conserving and main-
taining landscape characteristics; landscape management, 
which guides regular protection of landscapes from changes 
following social, economic and environmental processes and 
landscape planning, which promotes forward-looking action 
to enhance and restore landscapes. IBES  (2019) also recog-
nises the importance of integrated planning and management 
at the landscape level, promoting conservation strategies that 
prioritise connectivity across multiple functions. Finally, 
general governance issues are identified in the ELC guide, 
among which we will focus on stakeholder aspects. The ELC 
and the IBES highlight the importance of increased collabo-
ration between national authorities to integrate and manage 
multiple perspectives. They also emphasise public participa-
tion through, for example, stimulation of local and regional 
knowledge co-production, signifying a shift towards deliber-
ative processes that may enhance legitimacy and inclusivity. 
For more details, see Table 1.

3.2   |   Operationalisation of Policy Coherence

As a point of departure, a policy coherence analysis frame-
work should serve as a practical tool for policymakers, en-
abling better-informed decisions (Nilsson and Weitz  2019). 
While frameworks may not lead to complete answers, they 
can complement other policy analyses and serve as a basis for 
political discussions and decisions. Transparency regarding 
the perspectives underlying the analysis is widely recognised 

 17569338, 2025, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/eet.2149 by U

ppsala U
niversity L

ibrary, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [14/08/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



454 Environmental Policy and Governance, 2025

as crucial. Our framework builds on the functionalist defi-
nition of policy coherence by Nilsson et  al. (2012), which 
views it as an attribute of policymaking that systematically 
reduces conflicts and promotes synergies both between and 
within different policy areas (see Table  2). In response to 
calls for considering normative aspects, we integrate political 
and ideological dimensions into the framework, in line with 
Kurze and Lenschow  (2018) and Lenschow, Bocquillon, and 
Carafa  (2018). Therefore, ‘problem definition’ is included in 
the framework, defined as the nature of the prevailing prob-
lem to be governed, linking to the ideological arguments of 
why the policy should be implemented. The problem defini-
tion specifies the issues to be governed and is connected to 
the policy adoption phase, helping to illuminate subsequent 
incoherence. In line with Nilsson et al. (2012), we also include 
policy objectives, instruments and implementation. Policy 
objectives reflect the main strategic policy priorities and di-
rections. Policy instruments consist of regulatory, economic 
or informative means supporting the achievement of policy 
objectives. Analysing both objectives and instruments clari-
fies the conditions for implementation. When analysing policy 
implementation, governance actors are a key consideration. A 
variety of actors can be involved in policy processes on var-
ious levels, both within and outside governments. Key sites 
for policy development are ministries and agencies where pub-
lic officials and expert advisors participate in detailed policy 
formulation (Boswell and Rodrigues 2016). Policies are often 
influenced and redesigned multiple times under the influence 
of additional actors, such as external stakeholders (Gofen 
et al. 2021). Finally, we include economic resource allocation 
in policy implementation, addressing a gap in the literature 
(Fopa Tchinda and Talbot 2023).

3.3   |   The Framework

In this section, the two concepts are combined into a unified 
framework, presented in Table 3. The three Landscape, Multi-
functional and Stakeholder aspects (rows) are to be explored in 
relation to the categories of Policy objectives, Instruments and 
Implementation (columns). Since the Problem definitions spec-
ify the overall issues to be governed, they are incorporated as 
an overarching row, intersecting all aspects of multi-functional 
landscapes. A table with more detailed guidance on the frame-
work is presented in the Appendix A (Table A1).

The framework is to be applied in three steps: Mapping, Comparing 
and Concluding, as detailed in Figure 1. These steps are adapted 
from Nilsson et al. (2012) and are preferably iterated after input 
from expertise. The framework can be applied to policies focused 
on various environments and landscapes, such as forests and 
mountains, or on land use, spatial planning, nature protection and 
water management. Analysis can be done within a single policy 
(internal) or between policies (external) and across different levels 
of government, such as national and municipal (vertical), or on the 
same level of government (horizontal). While these steps can be 
carried out by an individual practitioner, Nilsson et al. (2012) sug-
gest an expert group approach with both individual and collective 
components. Ideally, the group includes environmental and sec-
toral policy officers, as well as scientists, enabling in-depth analy-
sis and avoidance of bias.T
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3.4   |   Step 1: Mapping

This step involves mapping and analysing the problem defini-
tions, and the objectives, instruments and implementation of a 
specific policy (by filling in Table 3), based on content analysis of 
policy documents (for details, see Table A1 in the Appendix A).

3.5   |   Step 2: Comparing

In this step, the different policies are compared, using Table 4, to 
identify the interactions and assess internal, external, vertical and/
or horizontal coherence. Internal coherence is analysed separately 
for each policy (and detailed in the final row in Table 4). External 
coherence is analysed by comparing both policies, aspect by aspect 
(the outer right column in Table 4). The table is to be filled with 
qualitative data on problem definitions, objectives, instruments 
and implementation, to determine whether interactions are syn-
ergistic, conflicting or both, based on the data gathered in Table 3 
or the detailed guide in Appendix A (Table A1). In the framework, 

a policy synergy refers to a positive or mutually beneficial connec-
tion of a policy component within or between policies, e.g., when 
a policy instrument helps to fulfil objectives in a different policy. 
Conversely, a policy conflict is defined as a negative interaction, 
i.e. where a policy component is undermining or leading to con-
flicts within or between policies (Paleari  2024). Therefore, key 
questions to consider are whether suggested instruments and im-
plementation strategies help to achieve stated objectives or prob-
lem definitions, or if they counteract them and why. In addition, 
when analysing external coherence, an important question is to 
identify the differences and similarities between the various poli-
cies, to determine whether they are synergistic or conflictual. This 
comparison helps identify and map key interactions, contributing 
to the concluding step.

3.6   |   Step 3: Concluding

The final step determines to what extent the studied policies are 
coherent or not, as presented in Table  5. Given our interest in 

TABLE 2    |    Operationalisation of policy coherence elements.

Problem 
definitions The nature of the prevailing problem to be governed

Policy objectives Instruments Implementation

The main strategic 
priority and direction 

of the policy

The regulatory, economic or 
informative instruments that support 
the achievement of policy objectives

The responsible authorities (e.g., 
national agency, regional/municipal 

level, private actors, companies) 
and economic funding allocated for 
implementation of the instruments

TABLE 3    |    Analytical framework for coherence in multi-functional landscape governance.

Problem definitions The nature of the prevailing problem to be governed

Policy objectives
The main strategic priority 
and direction of the policy

Instruments
The regulatory, economic, 
or informative instruments 

that support the achievement 
of policy objectives

Implementation
The responsible authorities 

(e.g., national agency, 
regional/municipal level, 

private actors, companies) 
and economic funding 

allocated for implementation 
of the instruments.

Landscape aspects
Definition
Landscape policies

Multi-functional aspects
Definition
Multi-functional land use 
policy
Trade-offs and synergies

Stakeholder aspects
Collaboration
Public participation

Note: The colors are to distinguish the different aspects: Green -Landscape aspects; Yellow - Multifunctional aspects; Pink - Stakeholder aspects.
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practical applicability, we adopt a qualitative approach, avoiding 
the need for statistical analysis and providing practitioners with 
opportunities for in-depth dialogue. Following Beland Lindahl 
et  al.  (2023) we consider coherence to be ‘high’ when interac-
tions are predominantly synergetic, and ‘low’ if interactions are 
conflictual or synergies are absent. To diversify, we add ‘partial 
coherence’ for instances when a policy to some extent achieves 
synergies within or between other policies. When data is missing, 
or other factors hamper analysis, a policy may be deemed ‘incon-
clusive’. The concluding step thus summarises the interactions 
between problem definitions, policy objectives, instruments and 
implementation.

4   |   An Illustrative Example: Biodiversity and 
Forest Policy in the EU and Sweden

To illustrate the framework, we return to the central issue at 
the beginning of the article—biodiversity decline and the po-
tential of multi-functional landscape governance to counteract 
it. We provide an example of how to apply the framework to a 
vertical external policy relation, between the European Union 
and Sweden in the fields of biodiversity and use of forest land-
scapes. More specifically, we focus on the European Biodiversity 
Strategy for 2030 (European Commission 2020) and the Swedish 
Forest Strategy (Swedish Government 2018).

FIGURE 1    |    Three steps of analysing the policies.

1. Mapping: Analyse
individual policies by using 
table 3 (or table A in the 
Appendix consis�ng of
detailed ques�ons) to map
the aspects.

2. Comparing: Use 
table 4 to compare the 
policies and to iden�fy 
synergies and conflicts.

3. Concluding: Valuate the 
results from table 4, using table 
5, to conclude if the policies 
have high, par�al or low 
coherence.

TABLE 4    |    Comparisons of policies.

Policy 1 Policy 2 External analysis

Problem definitions Synergistic?
Conflicting?

Landscape aspects Definitions Objectives
Instruments

Implementation

Objectives
Instruments

Implementation

Synergistic?
Conflicting?

Landscape policies Objectives
Instruments

Implementation

Objectives
Instruments

Implementation

Synergistic?
Conflicting?

Multi-functional 
aspects

Definitions Objectives
Instruments

Implementation

Objectives
Instruments

Implementation

Synergistic?
Conflicting?

Multi-functional 
land use policy

Objectives
Instruments

Implementation

Objectives
Instruments

Implementation

Synergistic?
Conflicting?

Trade-offs/synergies Objectives
Instruments

Implementation

Objectives
Instruments

Implementation

Synergistic?
Conflicting?

Stakeholder aspects Collaboration Objectives
Instruments

Implementation

Objectives
Instruments

Implementation

Synergistic?
Conflicting?

Public participation Objectives
Instruments

Implementation

Objectives
Instruments

Implementation

Synergistic?
Conflicting?

Internal analysis Synergistic?
Conflicting?

Synergistic?
Conflicting?

Note: The colors are to distinguish the different aspects: Green -Landscape aspects; Yellow - Multifunctional aspects; Pink - Stakeholder aspects.
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To put the European Biodiversity Strategy (EBS) into context, 
biodiversity protection has long been on the EU agenda, with 
the 1979 Birds Directive and the 1992 Habitat Directive as early 
examples. Despite this, biodiversity remains a critical issue for 
political efforts and debate. The EBS acknowledges that previ-
ous targets have not been met (European Commission 2020) and 
aims to ensure that biodiversity in Europe ‘will be on the path to 
recovery by 2030 for the benefit of people, the planet, the climate 
and our economy…’, thereby recognising multiple functions and 
benefits of natural landscapes for Europeans. From a governance 
point of view though, much of the implementation is assigned 
to Member States rather than EU institutions. Consequently, it 
is of interest to examine whether and how governance arrange-
ments in a Member State correspond to the strategy. We focus 
on Sweden, considering its history of being a green frontrunner, 
but we limit the analysis to Swedish forest landscapes, where the 
threats to biodiversity are severe (SFA 2023).

In Sweden, forestry has long been a major industrial sector, 
and nearly all forest land is used for industrial production. The 
core legislation in place, the Swedish Forestry Act (1979:429), 
aims for a management that ‘provides a valuable yield and at 
the same time preserves biodiversity’, also taking other public 
interests into account. In practice though, the act clearly pro-
motes intensive forestry at the expense of biodiversity, and con-
servation measures may never cause ‘significant difficulties for 
current land use’, i.e. for forestry (Forsberg 2012). Nevertheless, 
the Swedish government has adopted a forest strategy that spec-
ifies goals for the multi-functional use of forest land, including 
to achieve a ‘diverse forest landscape for forest ecosystem ser-
vices’ (Swedish Government 2018).

The Swedish Forest Strategy (SFS), and the EBS, will serve as 
illustrative examples of how to apply the framework. The first 
step, the mapping of each of the two strategies, is shown in 
Tables A2 and A3 in the Appendix A, which illustrate the prob-
lem definitions, and the policy objective, instrument and imple-
mentation parameters for each policy. In the second step, shown 
in Table 6 below, the policies are compared.

In the final step, concluding, the analysis reveals that coher-
ence between the two strategies is low on several parameters, 
foremost regarding instruments and aspects linked to imple-
mentation, such as responsible actors (see Table 7). One of the 

main conflicts  is that the SFS more or less entirely relies on a 
voluntary approach, meaning that the interests, options and 
measures of forest owners largely determine the outcome in 
practice. The EBS also recognises voluntary measures but is 
more specific on ways and means, and foremost holds Member 
States responsible for implementing various strategies such as 
regulations or monitoring. Coherence exists in that both strat-
egies recognise multiple landscape functions, collaboration and 
inclusion of stakeholders but often differ in regards of instru-
ments and implementation measures. A key reason for this is 
the Swedish government's long-standing position that the EU 
should not interfere in Swedish forest policy and the relatively 
limited governmental interventions in forest policies. The possi-
bility to protect biodiversity in forests in Sweden instead lies in 
applying the Swedish Environmental Code (1998:808), which al-
lows for the establishment of e.g., nature reserves, but such land-
use decisions typically require economic compensation to forest 
owners, even above land market values, rendering conservation 
expensive. This helps explain why Sweden, despite the EBS, has 
not met its biodiversity targets for forest land (SFA 2023).

The EBS and SFS selected for this brief analysis serve to illus-
trate how the framework can be applied. While each strategy 
can be described in greater detail, and a full analysis of the re-
lations between EU biodiversity protection and Swedish forest 
use would require including other policies and laws, such as the 
Environmental Code, this analysis nevertheless highlights ex-
isting tensions and demonstrates the usability of the framework 
(due to word limits we have not performed an internal coher-
ence analysis, leaving this for future studies to explore).

5   |   Discussion

This article presents a novel framework for analysing coher-
ence in policy for multi-functional landscapes, addressing calls 
from previous research (Fors et al. 2024; van Oosten 2021) and 
international bodies (IPBES 2019) for greater clarity and guid-
ance in assessment and policymaking concerning landscape 
multi-functionality. Integrating the relevant but distinct bodies 
of literature concerned with multi-functional landscape gover-
nance and policy coherence presented challenges, particularly 
due to definitional ambiguities and differing conceptual scopes, 
but the shared focus on identifying conflicts and synergies 

TABLE 5    |    Concluding.

Internal External Horizontal Vertical

High coherence
Predominantly synergy between problem definitions, policy objectives, 
instruments and implementation within or between policies

Partial coherence
Partial synergy between problem definitions, policy objectives, instruments 
and implementation within or between policies

Low coherence
Predominantly conflicts or lack of synergies between problem definitions, 
objectives, instruments and implementation within or between policies

Inconclusive
e.g., in cases of lack of data
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facilitated their integration into one analytical tool. The illus-
trative example indeed demonstrates that the framework can 
support the analysis of value for policy improvements. We want 
to point out though, that while some researchers, including 
Ostrom (2009), emphasise the value of incorporating complexity 
into analysis to reflect real-world interactions, we had to bal-
ance this call in the framework against practical applicability 
for practitioners (Nilsson and Weitz  2019), identified as im-
portant in prior research (Bocquillon 2018; Muscat et al. 2021). 
Additionally, the need for aggregation of policy analysis data 
has been recognised as important, especially for sustainability 
issues, due to the often-inherent complexity (Golobič et al. 2015; 
Radej 2011). Considering that, we included fewer variables than 
some previous studies (Fopa Tchinda and Talbot 2023) but still 
more than others (Nilsson et al. 2012). The result is a framework 
that is broad and comprehensive and that indicates where more 
in-depth analysis may be needed.

The framework now needs to be tested and calibrated in fur-
ther studies, involving researchers, policymakers as well as 
practitioners. Future studies might also include, e.g., temporal 
aspects that are not an explicit part of the presented framework. 
The new EU Nature Restoration Regulation (EU  2024) offers 
an interesting case, and the EU Territorial Impact Assessment 
tool (CoR 2023) could benefit from the findings by applying the 
framework. The framework could also help in evaluating the 
ELC as such, for example in coherence analysis of national im-
plementation, albeit all aspects of the ELC are covered.

Another topic deserving further inquiry concerns whether pol-
icy coherence is best measured qualitatively or quantitatively 
(Nilsson and Weitz 2019). While the use of point scales (Nilsson 
et al. 2012) offers transparency and a common language, it still 
remains difficult to determine an appropriate scale for the find-
ings. Qualitative methods provide nuanced insights that numer-
ical metrics might overlook but risk being overwhelming and 
vague. Departing from our qualitative approach, future studies 
could explore hybrid methods that combine quantitative rigour 
and qualitative depth.

When applying the framework to assess policy coherence, 
we also wish to highlight an issue not necessarily identified 
through the framework, while coherent policies can enhance 

effectiveness, they may simultaneously exacerbate inequali-
ties, disproportionately affecting marginalised groups (Browne 
et al. 2023; Shawoo et al. 2023). The framework incorporates a 
problem definition step to identify underlying normative and 
political factors influencing goal selection and prioritisation, 
but it may not fully capture dimensions of power and justice. 
This highlights the importance of complementing the analysis 
with considerations of e.g., power dimensions and distributional 
effects.

Moreover, we want to underline that achieving full policy coher-
ence is unlikely, as policies are seldom designed to fully align 
with one another. The goal of policy coherence studies is to visu-
alise and understand how policies interact, highlight synergies 
and conflicts and inform policymaking (Blicharska et al. 2023; 
Nilsson and Weitz  2019). Our framework aids in identifying 
areas of high and low coherence, which can inform deeper anal-
yses where needed. This is visible in our illustrative comparison 
of the EBS and the SFS, which highlights tensions between EU 
ambitions for biodiversity protection and Sweden's prioritisa-
tion of forest production, a challenge also identified by Beland 
Lindahl et al. (2023). The finding underscores the need for in-
depth studies that identify instruments that can better reconcile 
environmental and production goals, for example, economic 
compensation (Lidestav and Westin 2023; Michanek et al. 2018) 
that may counteract trade-offs and address governance imbal-
ances, such as lack of involvement of small-scale forest owners 
(Beland Lindahl et al. 2023).

Additionally, the findings highlight the need to consider the 
actual output of instruments. An instrument may appear syn-
ergistic with the objectives stated on paper, but the output in 
practice may be the opposite. Policies are often reshaped under 
the implementation process, in which civil servants have in-
terpretative agency, resulting in differences between the inten-
tions among those who set the policy and those who implement 
them (Holl  2017; Peters  2019; van Oosten, Uzamukunda, and 
Runhaar 2018). An example is that the use of non-coercive for-
est policy instruments in Sweden has resulted in goal conflicts 
between biodiversity and forestry, pointing out an area in need 
of guidance (Beland Lindahl et al. 2023; Danley, Bjärstig, and 
Sandström 2021; Pokorny-Kindlman 2024), including on the role 
and agency of civil servants working on policy implementation.

TABLE 7    |    Concluding table for comparing EBS and SFS.

Internal External Horizontal Vertical

High coherence
Predominantly synergy between problem definitions, policy objectives, 
instruments and implementation within or between policies

Partial coherence
Partial synergy between problem definitions, policy objectives, instruments 
and implementation within or between policies

Low coherence
Predominantly conflicts or lack of synergies between problem definitions, 
objectives, instruments and implementation within or between policies

x x

Inconclusive
e.g., in cases of lack of data
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Finally, future research should investigate how governance 
arrangements influence policy coherence efforts in practice, 
focusing on institutional challenges faced by public officials as 
they navigate complex interactions across different policy and 
governance areas and levels (van Oosten 2021). To provide valu-
able insights into addressing real-world governance challenges, 
future studies may focus on institutional coherence.

6   |   Conclusion

Policy coherence in multi-functional landscape governance is 
called for in order to prevent biodiversity loss, but it commonly 
involves balancing challenging trade-offs and synergies in gov-
ernance processes, often impeded by vague concepts and am-
biguous analytical tools. This study presents a straightforward 
exploratory framework designed to help in this endeavour, 
recognising the value of conducting policy coherence analysis. 
While the quest for coherence may not necessarily simplify pol-
icymaking, it will most likely lead to better-informed decisions, 
thereby aiding multi-functional landscape governance, as a 
means to prevent biodiversity loss.
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t p
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s m
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 re
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 b
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 c
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s p
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 d
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 p
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 p
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 b
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 p
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 c
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 b
e 

se
t u

p.
M

an
ag

e 
la

nd
sc

ap
es

: M
ul

tip
le

 m
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r l
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 m
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 b
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 b
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 d

ec
re

as
e 

th
e 

nu
m

be
r o

f R
ed

 L
is

t s
pe

ci
es

 th
ey

 
th

re
at

en
 b

y 
50

%
’.

Pl
an

 la
nd

sc
ap

es
: P

la
nn

in
g 

is
 m
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 re
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 c
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t f
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, d
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 p
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, d
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 c
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 p

ri
m

ar
y 

an
d 

ol
d-

gr
ow

th
 

fo
re

st
s s

ho
ul

d 
be

 m
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 d
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 m
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s m
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 p
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t c
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r p

ro
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 c
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 c
ov

er
 a

ll 
pu

bl
ic

 
fo

re
st

s a
nd

 m
or

e 
pr

iv
at

e 
fo

re
st

s.
 T

he
 p
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e 

th
at

 a
t 

le
as

t 3
0%

 o
f p

ro
te

ct
ed
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 p
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s b
et
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d 
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 d
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d 
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 p
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s,
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C
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m
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r c

on
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 n

ee
de
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e 
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at
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ra
m

ew
or
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D
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d 
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at
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d 
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 b

lu
e 
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.

M
em
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r S
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te
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e 
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m
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g 
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 b
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it 
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ow
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 b

e 
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 p
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e.
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 b
y 
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C
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m
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 m
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t 
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t d
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 c
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 b
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M
u

lt
i-

fu
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ti
on

al
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pe

ct
s

D
ef

in
iti
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M

ul
ti-

fu
nc

tio
na

l 
la

nd
 u

se
 p

ol
ic

y
Tr
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e-

of
fs

 a
nd

 
sy

ne
rg

ie
s

Th
er

e 
is
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o 

de
fin

iti
on

 o
f m

ul
ti-

fu
nc

tio
na
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y 
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 o

th
er
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m
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r 
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ep
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. H
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ev
er

, m
an

y 
fu

nc
tio
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 m
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d 
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. p

ro
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on

 o
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d,

 d
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g 
w
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er

, c
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an
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ir
, c
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n 
si

nk
, e

co
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m
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m
e 

an
d 
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od

iv
er

si
ty

's 
m

ea
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r h
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an
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al

th
, c

lim
at

e 
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tio
n 

an
d 
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e 
ag

ai
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t e
.g
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t 
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.
Th

e 
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S 
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gn
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at

 fu
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ns

 c
an

 e
xi

st
 si

m
ul
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ne
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y 
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d 
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lls
 fo
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ci
et
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ho
le
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pp
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lim
at

e 
an

d 
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od
iv

er
si
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gn
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ed
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nt
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d.
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ul
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le
 fu
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e 
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 re
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ed
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te
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, i
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di
ng

 c
om
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d 
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ot
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n 

of
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ity
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en
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r, 
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in
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 p
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ht
s.
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s 
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d 
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ie
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ra
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s a
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ot

 m
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d.
 

Bu
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er
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, e
.g

. b
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er
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ty
, c
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e 
an
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m
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 c
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s.
 T
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S 
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ha
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th
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is
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o 
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ce
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et
w

ee
n 

ec
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om
y 

an
d 

th
e 
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—

th
ey
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o 
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d 

w
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en
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w
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ro
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ct
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e 
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 o

th
er

 E
U
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et
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 p
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iti
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r b
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w
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le
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y,
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s 
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in

d 
st

at
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 th
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o 
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h 
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.
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ra
l i
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um
en
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d 
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 m
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.g
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ng
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 n

et
w
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k 

of
 p

ro
te

ct
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 a
re
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t s
ea
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ul
at
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y 
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st
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m

en
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 d
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cr
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cl
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e 
an
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U

 n
at
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e 

re
st
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gi
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 c
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s a

re
 m
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n 
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 C
A

P 
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d 
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 b
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di
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 su
pp
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es
tm

en
t p
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A
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om
m
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 a
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en

t o
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d 
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 b
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m
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 b
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se

t u
p.
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to
 th
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M

em
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o 
cr
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te
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 c
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, b
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d 
w
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is
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e 
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r t
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 c
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n 
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n 
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be
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ta
te
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s w
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th
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 p
ol

ic
ie

s f
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 u
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er
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e 

C
om

m
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si
on

.
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de
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s

C
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ra
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n
Pu
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ic
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ip
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n
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ra
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pa
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p 
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n 
lo
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 c
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e 
N

et
w
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k 
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 c
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P
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 p
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ll 
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de
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 c
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ll 
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, c
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 c
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m
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m

en
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d 
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od
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ty
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e 
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 b

as
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n 
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d 
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e 
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.
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os
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en
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e 
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d 
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nt
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en
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M
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.g
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m
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t p
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r c
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n.
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ov
id
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m
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at
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e 
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r d
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lly
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na
nc

e 
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 b
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