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Abstract 

This thesis investigates the structural transformation of the European Union's governance architecture 

catalyzed by the Geopolitical and Competitiveness Turn, addressing the primary research question: 

How has the geopolitical and competitiveness turn transformed the European Green Deal from a 

model of regional cohesion into a strategy for geopolitical competitiveness? Rooted in Historical 

Institutionalism, the study challenges classic integration theories by demonstrating that the EU 

executed this extensive geopolitical and economic pivot not through treaty-shattering critical 

junctures, but through the subtle mechanism of institutional conversion - repurposing its existing 

regulatory and fiscal machinery while leaving formal treaty rules intact on paper. Utilizing a 

qualitative content analysis of primary EU legislative texts, strategic communications, and 

institutional reports, the empirical analysis tracks this conversion across three core dimensions: the 

financial conversion through the institutionalization of the Recovery and Resilience Facility’s (RRF) 

"cash for reforms" model, the budgetary conversion over the centralization of the 2028–2034 

Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) into National and Regional Partnership Plans (NRPPs), and 

the regulatory conversion completed by the defensive approach of the Single Market rulebook via the 

Industrial Accelerator Act (IAA) and the Revised Renewable Energy Directive (RED III). The 

findings reveal that this administrative conversion has fundamentally reconfigured multi-level 

governance, vertically flattening regional autonomy and expanding the European Commission’s top-

down supranational steering capacity over member states. The thesis concludes that true institutional 

resilience in contemporary global politics is driven by the elasticity and interpretive flexibility of 

converted frameworks, allowing a historically decentralized global actor to rapidly construct an 

insulated geopolitical and economic fortress from within. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Problem Formulation: The Geopolitical and Competitiveness Turn 

The European Union (EU) is currently reorienting its foundational political priorities. 

Launched in 2019, the European Green Deal (EGD) was originally conceptualized as a dual-

purpose strategy: a green transition framework designed to achieve carbon neutrality that 

simultaneously functioned as a tool for internal solidarity, deeply intertwined with the 

territorial development goals of Cohesion Policy. However, following a series of external 

crises - most notably the return of warfare to the European continent, an abrupt energy 

transition, and aggressive global industrial sponsorship - this paradigm shifted dramatically. 

This pivot was institutionalized during the so-called Geopolitical and Competitiveness Turn, 

a defining political shift catalyzed by high-level strategic audits (such as the Letta and Draghi 

reports) and the subsequent architecture of the Clean Industrial Deal. This turn raised external 

survival, supply chain security, and industrial sovereignty into existential priorities for the 

Union, effectively re-wiring the EGD to serve defensive geopolitical and economic 

competition. 

Yet, executing such a transformation exposes a fundamental institutional paradox. The EU’s 

constitutional architecture is notoriously rigid. Formally amending the treaties or building 

entirely new supranational institutions requires absolute domestic unanimity and carries 

immense political risks. Under traditional political science models, a rigid system facing an 

environmental shift of this scale should either suffer structural paralysis or undergo a treaty-

amending rupture. 

Instead, the EU evaded constitutional constraints through a subtle, administrative strategy. 

To unpack this puzzle, this thesis addresses the following primary research question: How 

have geopolitical and competitiveness turns transformed the European Green Deal 

from a model of regional cohesion into a strategy for geopolitical competitiveness? 

To systematically resolve this overarching inquiry, the investigation is structured around 

three interconnected sub-questions: 
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• Sub-Question 1 (SQ1): To what extent did the 2019 EGD create institutional paths 

that forced the EU to reconcile its normative foundations with subsequent exogenous 

geopolitical shocks? 

• Sub-Question 2 (SQ2): How has the Geopolitical and Competitiveness Turn driven 

the institutional conversion of EU climate policy toward Strategic Autonomy? 

• Sub-Question 3 (SQ3): In what ways does the geopoliticization of the Green Deal 

reconfigure the power relations between industrial competitiveness and social 

cohesion? 

To answer this, the study investigates the hidden mechanisms of path dependence, critical 

juncture and institutional conversion - the processes by which strategic actors leave formal 

rules intact on paper but systematically redirect their internal guidelines, funding targets, and 

operational objectives to serve entirely new functions. 

 

1.2. Theoretical Relevance 

As the Union actively debates the 2028–2034 Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF), the 

real-world consequences of the Competitiveness Turn are unfolding in real time. Historical 

legislative pillars like Cohesion Policy and the Single Market rulebook are being structurally 

transformed. Rather than allocating public finance based on regional conditionalities and 

local socio-economic development, the emerging "European Fund" model consolidates these 

streams into centralized, performance-based National and Regional Partnership Plans 

(NRPPs) conditioned on structural economic and defense reforms. 

Theorizing this transition addresses a major blind spot within Historical Institutionalism (HI). 

This classic institutional theory favors models of path dependency, which assume that highly 

rigid frameworks only change during external and unpredictable ruptures – called critical 

junctures. By demonstrating how the EU has executed the Geopolitical and Competitiveness 

Turn, this project challenges the notion that institutional strength equals structural rigidity. 

Instead, it demonstrates that true institutional resilience in international governance is a 

function of elasticity and interpretive flexibility, showing how strategic actors can quietly 

hollow out and reconstruct an institution from within. 
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1.3. Research Approach and Project Structure 

To dissect the mechanics and consequences of this transformation, this study adopts an 

analytical framework rooted in modern Historical Institutionalism, utilizing the theories of 

gradual institutional change (Streeck & Thelen, 2010). This framework is executed to 

evaluate the empirical conversion of the EU's budget, financial instruments, and single 

market rulebook across three distinct analytical levels. 

The remainder of this thesis is structured as follows: 

• Chapter 2 – Theoretical Framework: Details the theoretical architecture of the 

thesis. The chapter begins by situating the thesis within the broader landscape of main 

European integration theories before establishing Historical Institutionalism as the 

primary analytical lens. It systematically unpacks the core conceptual mechanics of 

HI, contrasting classic models of path dependence and the punctuated equilibrium 

driven by critical junctures with contemporary accounts of gradual, evolutionary 

institutional change. 

• Chapter 3: Methodology: Outlines the research design and empirical toolkit used to 

operationalize the study. The thesis adopts a qualitative single-case study design 

focused on the EU's contemporary geopolitical and competitiveness turn. Within this 

framework, Process Tracing is used as the primary methodology to systematically 

uncover the causal mechanisms and sequential steps that drive institutional change. 

This methodology is executed through a qualitative content analysis approach, 

tracking the systematic coding of a robust dataset comprising primary EU legislative 

texts, European Commission communications, European Parliament briefings, and 

contemporary policy reports. 

• Chapter 4: Analysis: Functions as the empirical core of the project and directly 

addresses sub-questions 1 and 2 (SQ1 and SQ2) by tracking the structural, financial, 

and regulatory mechanics of the EU's geopolitical turn. The chapter is divided into 

three thematic sub-sections that map the execution of the institutional conversion 

mechanism: 
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o Financial Conversion: Assessing the permanent institutionalization of the 

Recovery and Resilience Facility's (RRF) "cash for reforms" model. 

o Regulatory Conversion: Analyzing the shift from open environmental 

diplomacy to geopolitical and economic protectionism via the Industrial 

Accelerator Act and RED III. 

o Budgetary Conversion: Tracing the path from the mid-term deployment of 

STEP to the centralization of the 2028–2034 MFF. 

• Chapter 5: Discussion: Synthesizes the empirical findings to directly answer the 

third sub-question (SQ3). It evaluates the broader systemic fallout of the geopolitical 

turn across three non-subdivided sections: the reconfiguration of power relations 

(5.1); the normative displacements and legitimacy trade-offs (5.2); and the theoretical 

implications for institutional resilience in international politics (5.3). 

• Chapter 6: Conclusion: Summarizes the core arguments of the thesis, delivers the 

final answer to the primary research question, and reflects on the future trajectory of 

a converted European Union. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 

The evolution of the EGD from a project centered on socio-economic cohesion to a 

cornerstone of the Union's geopolitical and industrial strategy requires an analytical lens 

capable of capturing both temporal continuity and strategic transformation. While the shift 

toward competitiveness in the mid-2020s may appear as a sudden pivot, this thesis contends 

that it is the result of deep-seated institutional processes and reactive adaptations to global 

systemic shocks. To investigate this transition, this chapter establishes a multi-layered 

theoretical framework designed to bridge the gap between macro-level integration theories 

and the meso-level mechanics of policy evolution. 

This chapter is structured into three primary sections, moving from the broad grand theories 

of European integration toward the concepts of HI. First, the chapter situates the study within 

the classic debates of the field. By reviewing Neofunctionalism, Liberal 

Intergovernmentalism and Postfunctionalism, it establishes the baseline understanding of 

how the Union functions. While these theories offer vital insights into the spillover effects of 

green policy or the bargaining power of Member States, they often struggle to explain the 

institutional resilience of policies that survive even when the political climate turns hostile 

(Pierson, 2004). 

To address these gaps, the second section introduces Institutionalism, with a dedicated focus 

on Historical Institutionalism. This provides the core analytical engine of the thesis. By 

utilizing concepts such as path dependence and critical junctures, we move beyond the binary 

view of "states vs. supranational bodies" and instead examine how past policy commitments 

constrain or enable future strategic choices. 

Finally, the chapter connects these theoretical dots to the specificities of the energy transition. 

It defines the EGD not merely as a technical regulation, but as an architecture of power. It is 

an institutional structure that organizes political authority, allocates massive financial 

resources and establishes a hierarchy of policy priorities that constrains the choices of future 

political actors (Pierson, 2004). This section justifies the use of HI to explain how the Union’s 

climate logic underwent a process of institutional adaptation, repurposing the machinery of 

the Green Deal to meet the existential demands of global industrial competition. 
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2.1. Main theories of European integration 

The study of European integration has been the subject of various theories within the field of 

International Relations (IR) over the years. During the 1950s, with the establishment of the 

European Coal and Steel Community, scholars started to explore the process of regional 

integration. Realistically and idealistically speaking, the classic IR theories were scarce in 

explaining how actors were interacting through these new dynamics and the outcomes 

emerging from them. Therefore, the European integration theories materialized these 

questions by conceiving and designing the processes of regional integration. 

Ernst B. Haas introduced neofunctionalism (Rosamond, 2005). This theory is an eclectic, 

process-oriented framework that conceptualizes European integration by disaggregating 

states into their societal entrepreneurial groups. This approach conceives that integration is 

primarily driven by non-state actors and supranational entrepreneurs who exploit policy 

interdependencies (Hooghe & Marks, 2019). This means that “states are not the exclusive 

and may no longer be the predominant actors in the regional/international system.” 

(Schmitter, 2005). The central dynamics of this process are called functional spillovers, 

which suggests that cooperation generates unanticipated pressures or opportunities that lead 

to further integration between actors to solve collective problems and maximize economic 

gains. Therefore, the integration outcome of this theory is deeper regional integration, even 

when external crises delay the process (Hooghe & Marks, 2019).  

On the other hand, liberal intergovernmentalism establishes a state-centric framework that 

challenges the supranational logic of neofunctionalism by explaining integration as the 

outcome of cooperation and competition among national governments (Hooghe & Marks, 

2019). Moravcsik introduced this theory, and other scholars developed various streams. 

Liberal intergovernmentalism conceptualizes European integration as a deliberate, three-

stage process: the formation of national preferences by domestic economic interests, 

intergovernmental bargaining where outcomes are determined by the relative power and 

intensity of state preferences, and the creation of European Institutions by delegating state 

authority to supranational bodies, ensuring the credibility of interstate commitments 

(Moravcsik, 1995). In this model, Member States are the fundamental actors of integration, 
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and the institutions are viewed not as independent political drivers, but as functional 

instruments designed to manage cooperation problems among states. 

Departing from the models of neofunctionalism and intergovernmentalism - which became 

the dominant framework in the early 1990s to explain the negotiation of the Maastricht Treaty 

-, Hooghe and Marks’ postfunctionalism theory (formalized in the late 2000s) represents a 

paradigm shift in European studies by centering the role of identity and mass politics over 

economic or functional logic. Developed amid the rising tide of Euroscepticism, this theory 

argues that the era of "permissive consensus" - where pro-integration elites operated with 

little or no public interference - has been replaced by a "constraining dissensus." (Hooghe & 

Marks, 2019). In this context, integration has become highly politicized, moving from the 

technical offices of Brussels to the center of the domestic electoral agenda. Postfunctionalists 

argue that when the economic reasoning of integration clashes with national identities, the 

latter often prevails, leading to an unpredictable path for the Union. 

While neofunctionalism, intergovernmentalism, and postfunctionalism provide important 

perspectives on the drivers of European integration, they often fall short in explaining the 

internal mechanisms of policy evolution once an institutional path has been set (Christiansen 

& Verdun, 2020). By focusing primarily on the dynamics of functional spillovers, interstate 

bargaining, or national identities, these grand theories risk overlooking how established rules 

and past decisions affect the institutional development and decision-making processes in the 

EU. To move beyond these broad debates and analyze the incremental transformation of EU 

climate governance, the following section introduces Historical Institutionalism. This 

'middle-range' theory provides the necessary conceptual framework, specifically through the 

lenses of path dependency, critical junctures, and institutional layering, to explain how the 

European Green Deal has been repurposed to meet the Union's emerging geopolitical and 

industrial demands. 

 

2.2. Historical Institutionalism 

The theoretical framework of this thesis is centered on HI. This approach suggests that 

historical choices regarding the institutionalization of specific policies explain subsequent 
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patterns of political outcomes (Thelen, 1999). By analyzing how time and institutional 

structures interact, HI provides an analytical lens through which to examine both the 

persistence of existing frameworks - through path dependence -, and the emergence of 

significant shifts during critical junctures. As this thesis explores the evolution and the 

geopoliticization of the EGD, the HI framework offers the analytical capacity to explain how 

the Union manages the tension between policy continuity and the pressures of contemporary 

crises. 

To fully contextualize this approach, it is essential to recognize HI as a specific branch within 

the school of New Institutionalism. This school is a diverse theoretical framework composed 

by three distinct schools: historical institutionalism, rational choice institutionalism, and 

sociological institutionalism (Hall & Taylor, 1996). Emerging in the 1980s as a reaction to 

the behavioralist perspectives - which prioritized individual actor preferences and 

quantitative data over structural constraints - these 'New Institutionalist' approaches share a 

foundational interest in explaining how institutions determine social and political outcomes 

(Hall & Taylor, 1996). Despite this common focus, Hall and Taylor highlight a significant 

paradox: these three branches developed largely in isolation from one another, offering 

fundamentally different interpretations of how institutions shape the processes through which 

they originate or change. By placing institutions at the center of political analysis, this 

institutionalist turn provides the necessary framework to move beyond the behavioral or 

state-centric models, though each branch offers a unique picture of the political world. 

Firstly, Rational Choice Institutionalism views institutions as strategic tools designed to 

resolve the inherent instabilities of collective decision-making. Grounded in the study of 

legislative behavior, RCI explains how formal rules prevent "cycling" - where shifting 

majorities endlessly overturn prior agreements - by establishing a "structure-induced 

equilibrium" (Hall & Taylor, 1996). By lowering transaction costs, reducing information 

asymmetries, and enforcing compliance, institutions solve persistent collective action 

dilemmas. In International Relations, this functionalist logic explains regime persistence: 

international organizations survive not through cultural inertia, but because they provide 

actors with strategic benefits that far outperform uncoordinated alternatives. 
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Secondly, Sociological Institutionalism blurs the distinction between structure and culture, 

defining institutions as "frames of meaning," symbol systems, and cognitive scripts (Hall & 

Taylor, 1996). Rather than a rationalist "logic of instrumentality," SI argues that actors follow 

a "logic of appropriateness," where behavior is driven by a desire for social legitimacy over 

functional efficiency. Under this framework, institutions and actors are mutually constitutive; 

structures do not merely constrain pre-existing preferences but actively construct identities. 

In International Relations, this lens explains institutional isomorphism, demonstrating how 

states adopt standardized structures and policies to align with dominant global cultural 

templates and enhance their international standing, irrespective of material utility. 

Hall and Taylor characterize HI as an approach that emerged from a dual engagement with 

group theory, which focuses on the competition between interest groups, and structural 

functionalism, which views institutions as functional solutions to systemic needs (Hall & 

Taylor, 1996). HI transcends these by arguing that institutions are neither neutral arenas for 

group competition nor perfectly functional designs but are rather legacy structures that shape 

and constrain political conflict over time (Pierson, 2004.; Thelen, 1999). While accepting the 

pluralist idea that politics is a struggle among rival groups for scarce resources, historical 

institutionalists moved beyond simple behavioralism to explain why national outcomes 

remain so distinct and unequal. They argue that the institutional organization of the polity 

and economy is not a neutral stage, but a structural force that privileges specific interests 

while disfavoring others. By shifting the focus from the "functionalist" needs of a system to 

the "structuralism" of its institutions, HI posits that the organization of the political economy 

is the principal factor structuring collective behavior (Hall & Taylor, 1996). This focus is 

central because the political economy serves as the primary arena where institutional rules 

allocate power, define actors’ interests, and create path-dependent trajectories that constrain 

future policy choices (Pierson, 2004; Thelen, 1999) 

Historical institutionalists adopt a broad definition of institutions, viewing them as the formal 

or informal procedures, routines, norms, and conventions embedded in the organizational 

structure of the political economy (Christiansen & Verdun, 2020). Under this definition, 

institutions encompass a spectrum of structural constraints, ranging from high-level 

constitutional rules and treaties to the standard operating procedures of bureaucracies and the 
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informal conventions governing financial relations. Crucially, HI associates institutions with 

formal organizations and the specific rules they promulgate, viewing them as relatively 

persistent features of the historical landscape. 

According to Hall & Taylor (1996), the historical variant is distinguished from other 

institutionalisms by four specific characteristics. Firstly, in HI, the relationship between 

institutions and behavior explains how institutions affect individuals – in this case, Member 

States actions -, utilizing both a calculus approach and a cultural approach. The calculus 

approach assumes countries are strategic actors seeking to maximize their goals. Here, 

institutions provide certainty by offering information, enforcement mechanisms, and 

penalties, thereby altering an actor's expectations about the future behavior of others. On the 

other hand, the cultural approach suggests that behavior is bounded by an individual’s 

worldview. Institutions provide moral or cognitive templates (symbols, scripts, and routines) 

that act as filters for interpretation. In this view, institutions do not just provide information; 

they shape the very identities and preferences of the actors. This is evident in how the Green 

Deal has transitioned from a mere policy package into a core institutional identity for the 

European Commission. 

Secondly, asymmetries of power is a defining trait of HI. Unlike theories that assume 

institutions make everyone better off through voluntary contracting, historical 

institutionalists emphasize that institutions distribute power unevenly. They analyze how 

institutional structures grant disproportionate access to the decision-making process to 

specific social groups, resulting in a political world marked by "winners and losers" rather 

than neutral brokerage. Thirdly, HI is most closely associated with a path-dependent view of 

social causation. This perspective rejects the idea that the same forces will produce the same 

results everywhere; instead, the effect of any force is mediated by the policy legacies and 

state capacities inherited from the past. Once a path is chosen, it often yields unintended 

consequences and becomes costly to shift. Change typically occurs during critical junctures, 

which are brief windows of crisis or conflict where existing structures break down, creating 

a "branching point" that moves historical development onto a new trajectory. 

Finally, HI rarely treats institutions as the sole causal force. It seeks to locate institutions 

within a broader causal chain that includes socioeconomic development and the diffusion of 
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ideas. Historical institutionalists are particularly interested in how institutional structures can 

reinforce certain beliefs or ideas while undermining others, showing how the timing and 

durability of influence are dictated by the structural environment in which they land. 

While these four characteristics provide a comprehensive foundation for HI, focusing equally 

on every dimension would misalign with the scope of this research. Specifically, the first 

characteristic - the debate between the calculus and cultural approaches - is less necessary 

here, as this study is concerned with systemic institutional conversion rather than the 

psychological or behavioral drivers of individual state actors. Similarly, while asymmetries 

of power (the second characteristic) are inherently embedded in EU governance, analyzing 

them as a standalone product of competing social interest groups falls outside this project's 

boundaries. Instead, this thesis treats power as a structural variable already codified within 

existing policy designs. 

Consequently, this research deliberately prioritizes the third and fourth characteristics - path-

dependent view of social causation and the integration of institutions within broader causal 

chains - as its primary analytical pillars. Because the primary research question seeks to 

explain the Competitiveness Turn not as an isolated and random policy shift, but as a 

trajectory-altering structural response to systemic crises, these two dimensions are uniquely 

appropriate. They provide the precise analytical tools required to investigate how inherited 

policy legacies (such as the original, cohesion-oriented Green Deal architecture) interact with 

massive, exogenous socioeconomic and geopolitical shocks. By centering the framework on 

this specific intersection of structural legacy, external crisis, and the temporal mechanics of 

gradual path change, the study can effectively demonstrate how the EGD was successfully 

converted into a geopolitical strategy without causing the formal constitutional collapse of 

the Union’s underlying frameworks. 

The justification for choosing HI over the other branches of new institutionalism lies in its 

unique ability to account for the temporal dimension and the path dependencies of the EGD. 

While Rational Choice Institutionalism and Sociological Institutionalism provide useful 

perspectives on the initial incentives and normative identities of the European Union, they 

often fall short when explaining why a policy persists and expands in the face of severe 

economic and geopolitical shocks (Hall & Taylor, 1996; Pierson, 2000). 
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From a Rational Choice perspective, the EGD is seen as a functional response to collective 

action problems. However, this framework struggles to explain why the Union did not simply 

reverse its environmental targets during the 2022 energy crisis, when the costs of the green 

transition escalated. HI resolves this by introducing the concept of path dependence. It argues 

that the EGD is not a flexible contract, but a deeply entrenched trajectory characterized by 

"increasing returns." Because the EU had already enacted binding legislation and triggered 

massive investments prior to the crisis, the costs of exit became prohibitively high. Thus, HI 

explains the EGD’s resilience as an institutional lock-in rather than a mere calculation of 

short-term efficiency. 

Similarly, while Sociological Institutionalism correctly identifies the Green Deal as a "logic 

of appropriateness" that defines European identity, it often downplays the role of material 

power and strategic competition. HI, by contrast, explicitly incorporates asymmetries of 

power and the structuralism of institutions. This allows the thesis to analyze the 

"geopoliticization" of the Green Deal not just as a shift in values, but as a strategic layering 

of security objectives onto existing green structures. Finally, the HI framework provides the 

specific concept of the "critical juncture," which is essential for analyzing the 2022 crisis. 

This allows to treat the war in Ukraine not as a random external shock, but as a "branching 

point" that fundamentally altered the EGD’s direction toward strategic autonomy, a temporal 

nuance that other branches of institutionalism lack. 

Despite its established rigor in American and Comparative Politics - and its application 

within European Studies to explain the path-dependent lock-in of internal integration 

(Christiansen & Verdun, 2020)- HI has historically seen more limited engagement within 

traditional IR theory (Fioretos, 2011). This relative omission in IR is significant because 

scholars have long called for a theoretical bridge to close the analytical gap between domestic 

institutional rule-making and international systemic pressures. This project is positioned 

precisely at this disciplinary intersection. By investigating the Competitiveness and 

Geopolitical Turns, this study does not treat the EGD merely as an isolated regional policy; 

rather, it uses the EU as a unique case to demonstrate how an international actor's internal, 

path-dependent structures are systematically converted to navigate external, global-systemic 

shocks. 
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HI is distinguished by its reliance on the mentioned concepts of path dependence and critical 

junctures. The reliance on these temporal mechanisms provides the framework for examining 

the tension between institutional stability and transformative change. Firstly, the concept of 

path dependence is utilized to explain the persistence of institutional trajectories over time. 

Path dependence is fundamentally grounded in a dynamic of increasing returns, where the 

costs of switching from one alternative to another increase over time (Pierson, 2000). 

Drawing on the logic of social choice and economic history, Pierson argues that political 

institutions are particularly susceptible to this phenomenon as they often lack the competitive 

pressures that drive institutional change in the private sector. Consequently, once a particular 

policy path is initiated, such as the legal and regulatory framework of the European Green 

Deal, it generates self-reinforcing processes. This occurs as actors adapt their expectations 

and investments to the existing institutional environment, creating a self-reinforcing cycle 

that narrows the range of future possibilities. For this thesis, path dependence is defined not 

merely as the relevance of past events, but as a causal sequence in which the Union's initial 

institutional commitments significantly constrain the strategic options available during 

subsequent moments of crisis. This causal sequence serves as the foundation for the 

methodology, where it is further elaborated how these theoretical concepts are translated into 

measurable indicators for the subsequent analysis. 

Secondly, the concept of critical junctures is employed to identify the transformative 

moments of institutional flux that disrupt established trajectories. Critical junctures are 

fundamentally characterized by a period of heightened contingency, where the structural 

constraints of a path-dependent system are temporarily relaxed, allowing for a broader range 

of possible outcomes and an increased role for political agency (Thelen, 2002). During these 

relatively brief windows of crisis or conflict, the structural antecedents that typically govern 

institutional behavior are suspended. Consequently, once a crisis triggers a critical juncture - 

such as the recent shift toward industrial competitiveness within the European Union - it 

creates an opening for the adoption of new institutional logics that would otherwise be 

unaffordable. This occurs as decision-makers navigate moments of uncertainty to select a 

new direction from a range of alternatives, effectively focusing on a different trajectory for 

future development. 
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For this thesis, a critical juncture is defined not merely as a period of crisis, but as a decisive 

window of opportunity where the Union’s strategic redirection toward a competitiveness-

driven strategy became possible. This concept is essential for explaining how the European 

Green Deal transitioned away from its original cohesion-oriented logic in response to 

existential geopolitical and economic shocks. This causal sequence serves as the foundation 

for the methodology, where it is further elaborated how these theoretical concepts are 

translated into measurable indicators for the subsequent analysis. 

While the roots of HI conceptualized change as phenomenon driven almost exclusively by 

exogenous shocks during critical junctures (Pierson, 2004), contemporary institutionalists 

has evolved to demonstrate that institutions exist in a state of continuous, internal, and 

incremental evolution (Streeck & Thelen, 2010a). Rather than being perfectly locked into 

static trajectories of increasing returns, institutions are constantly subject to political 

contestation, strategic drift, and the exploitation of rule ambiguity by creative actors 

(Mahoney & Thelen, 2010). To capture these subtle dynamics, the literature identifies 

specific mechanisms of gradual change, most notably layering and conversion. Institutional 

layering occurs when actors add new rules, sub-structures, or amendments alongside or on 

top of an existing core, gradually shifting the institutional trajectory over time without 

formally dismantling its foundational architecture (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010). By contrast, 

institutional conversion represents a shift in functional orientation rather than structural 

design; it occurs when the formal, hard-to-amend rules of an institution remain completely 

unaltered on paper, but strategic actors actively capture, reinterpret, and redirect those intact 

frameworks to serve entirely novel goals, priorities, and functions that diverge fundamentally 

from their original design (Christiansen & Verdun, 2020). Integrating these mechanisms into 

the core HI framework shifts the theoretical focus from rigid path reproduction to a dynamic 

model of institutional elasticity, explaining how highly path-dependent structures adapt to 

shifting environmental pressures through administrative manipulation and conceptual re-

engineering. 

2.2.1. Historical Institutionalism in the European Integration 

The inclusion of Historical Institutionalism in this study responds to the governance turn in 

European integration studies, moving the analytical focus away from the macro-debates of 
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International Relations, such as the zero-sum struggle for sovereignty between states and 

supranational bodies, toward the internal mechanics of policymaking. HI provides a crucial 

middle-range theory that addresses the gaps left by traditional integration theories. While 

Neofunctionalism anticipates the functional spillovers and Intergovernmentalism emphasizes 

the dominance of fixed Member State preferences, HI illuminates the significance of 

developments occurring over the medium to long term (Christiansen & Verdun, 2020). 

This approach is grounded in the re-characterization of the European Union; rather than 

viewing the EU as a static international organization, it defines it as an "emergent multitiered 

system of governance." Within this framework, the approach is "historical" because it 

recognizes that political development is a process unfolding over time, and "institutionalist" 

because the implications of these temporal processes are embedded in formal rules and policy 

structures (Hall & Taylor, 1996). 

HI’s primary contribution to the study of the Union is its explanation of unintended 

consequences and the subsequent loss of member-state control (Christiansen & Verdun, 

2020). Unlike intergovernmentalism models that suggest Member States can recalibrate 

integration at any moment, HI shows that the complexity of EU decision-making and the 

time constraints of political actors create institutional gaps. These gaps emerge when 

decisions made at one point in time - such as the 2019 commitment to a cohesion-led Green 

Deal - generate long-term regulatory frameworks that become exit-prohibitive for future 

governments. 

Furthermore, the HI lens allows for an analysis of institutional evolution through mechanisms 

like layering and conversion. As Christiansen and Verdun argue, European institutions rarely 

undergo clean breaks; instead, they adapt to new crises by layering new objectives onto 

existing structures. For the purposes of this thesis, this explains why the competitiveness 

crisis did not result in the dismantling of the Green Deal’s climate targets. Rather, the path-

dependent nature of the original legislation forced a process of institutional conversion, 

wherein the Green Deal’s machinery was repurposed from an internal cohesion tool into a 

spearhead for global competitiveness and strategic autonomy. By focusing on these temporal 

dynamics, HI reveals how the policy legacies of the early Green Deal era continue to 

constrain and shape the Union’s geopolitical response in 2026. 
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2.2.2. Historical Institutionalism and the European Green Deal 

The application of HI to the EGD allows this study to move beyond the technicalities of 

carbon pricing or renewable energy targets, inherent to this policy plan. Energy transitions 

and decarbonization processes are not just socio-technical shifts but are fundamentally 

institutional processes that unfold over time, characterized by the already mentioned path 

dependence and the unintended consequences of institutional design – or critical junctures 

(Lockwood et al., 2017). 

In the context of the EGD, this theoretical lens is indispensable for three primary reasons: 

1. Institutions as the Architecture of Power 

In addition to their role in establishing path-dependent trajectories, institutions serve as the 

architecture of power. Institutions are not neutral administrative frameworks but are the 

outcomes of historical struggles that reflect and reinforce deep-seated inequalities 

(Lockwood et al., 2017). Within the EGD, these institutional structures perform a dual 

political function: they facilitate the organization of certain emergent groups - most notably 

green technology lobbies and "clean" industrial champions - while systematically 

disarticulating others, such as traditional fossil-fuel-dependent industries or regions lacking 

the requisite infrastructure for a rapid transition. 

By centering the analysis on how institutions "influence the capacities of groups to recognize 

shared interests" (Lockwood et al., 2017; Thelen, 2002) this study maps the shifting 

coalitional logic of the Union. Initially, the EGD’s original cohesion logic functioned as an 

institutional strategy to organize a broad coalition of Member States, utilizing mechanisms 

of solidarity to secure the support of diverse economic actors. However, as the geopolitical 

landscape has darkened, the competitiveness turn has fundamentally reconfigured these 

power relations. This transition has prioritized the interests of strategic industrial players and 

security-oriented actors, effectively realigning the EGD's institutional power to favor global 

geopolitical resilience over internal regional convergence (European Commission. European 

Political Strategy Centre., 2025). 

2. Navigating the Wider Arena of Politics 
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While other branches of institutionalism, such as the sociological variants, frequently 

emphasize organizational niches and the diffusion of norms within specific fields, HI 

supports that sustainable energy transitions are contested within a far more expansive wider 

societal arena (Lockwood et al., 2017). This perspective recognizes that transitions 

envisioned by the EU are not merely technical adjustments but are deeply political projects 

that engage the entirety of the state-society relationship. The moment a political entity 

commits large-scale public resources to specific technologies or creates policies to favor 

particular industrial approaches, the transition moves beyond the administrative sphere and 

becomes an issue to be "thrashed out through broader societal debate" (Lockwood et al., 

2017; Meadowcroft, 2009). 

For the EGD, this wider arena serves as the primary site where the tension between cohesion 

and competitiveness becomes most visible. The strategic commitment of vast public 

resources - transitioning from the logic of the Just Transition Fund, which prioritized regional 

solidarity, to the Net-Zero Industry Act (NZIA), which prioritizes industrial scaling - is not a 

neutral administrative act. Rather, it represents a deliberate political choice. Within the 

Historical Institutionalist framework, this shift reflects the Union’s evolving response to a 

"dangerous geopolitical landscape," where the imperative of industrial survival has 

necessitated a re-negotiation of how public wealth is distributed. Consequently, the wider 

arena of the Green Deal is no longer solely about environmental stewardship; it is the stage 

upon which the EU is redefining its economic and geopolitical identity for the mid-2020s 

(Veugelers et al., 2024a). 

3. Historical Institutionalism as a Mid-Range Theory 

The application of HI enables this thesis to bypass the analytical trap of treating the EGD as 

a purely idiosyncratic or unique historical event. By grounding the study in HI, the research 

adopts a mid-range theoretical perspective, which seeks to provide generalizable 

explanations for patterns of institutional diversity and change (Steinmo et al., 1992). This 

approach bridges the gap between grand systemic theories, which often overlook domestic 

nuance, and purely descriptive accounts that fail to account for broader causal mechanisms. 

By identifying the specific institutional arrangements that are more or less supportive of rapid 

sustainable transitions, this framework offers a compelling explanation for the EGD's 
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resilience. Specifically, it illuminates why the EGD survived the significant "greenlash" of 

2024 and the subsequent energy crises not by collapsing or disappearing, but by evolving. 

Through the lens of HI, the competitiveness turn is understood not as the failure of the Green 

Deal, but as a path-dependent process of institutional adaptation. This perspective allows the 

thesis to demonstrate how established institutional structures can repurpose their original 

logic to accommodate new geopolitical imperatives, ensuring the survival of the overarching 

transition path through a process of strategic evolution rather than fundamental stasis. 
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3. Methodology 

3.1. Research Design: The Theory-Testing Single Case Study 

This research employs a theory-testing single case study design. Rather than providing a 

broad comparative overview of cross-national responses to geopolitical and economic 

competition - such as contrasting the EU’s clean-tech strategy with the United States’ (US) 

Inflation Reduction Act (IRA), this study focuses exclusively on the EU’s transition from the 

original 2019 EGD logic to the geopolitical and competitiveness turn during the period of 

2022–2026. 

In qualitative political methodology, single case designs are explicitly optimized for 'within-

case analysis' (George & Bennett, 2005). This approach allows for the granular investigation 

of causal mechanisms - such as institutional conversion - that are frequently lost or flattened 

in large-N comparative frameworks. By focusing on the EU, this design facilitates a thick 

description of the institutional and geopolitical pressures that forced the EGD to evolve. 

Furthermore, this is a theory-testing design. Following the logic of HI, the EGD serves as a 

critical case to test the resilience of path-dependent policies when faced with external shocks. 

By examining how the Union's climate-industrial nexus responded to the greenlash and 

geopolitical instability of the mid-2020s, this design aims to demonstrate the utility of HI in 

explaining institutional conversion. The intensive study of a single case can provide a high 

degree of internal validity, ensuring that the link between the identified "critical juncture" 

and the resulting policy shift is both transparent and robust (Gerring, 2017). 

3.1.1. Why a Single Case Study? 

The choice of a single case study is driven primarily by the sui generis nature of the EU and 

the project's core objective to understand internal institutional development. While a 

comparative design contrasting the EU with global actors like the United States (e.g., 

analyzing the IRA) or China might offer a broader mapping of global geopolitical and 

economic trends, such an approach would misalign with the puzzle at hand. The US and 

China operate as centralized sovereign states; they do not navigate the unique institutional 

constraints or the delicate constitutional balancing act between regional cohesion and 

external competitiveness that characterizes the EU's hybrid, multi-level polity (Caporaso, 
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1998). Because the primary objective of this research is to unpack EU institutional evolution 

- specifically how its rigid governance architecture adapts to external shocks from within - a 

cross-national comparative framework would sacrifice the granular, within-case detail 

necessary to isolate these mechanics. Therefore, by treating the EU as a single case, this study 

can focus strictly on the linking nature of EU crises and the internal conversion of its distinct 

policy legacies, prioritizing deep structural analysis over an overarching survey of 

international shifts in this policy area. 

A single case study design provides two distinct analytical advantages for this thesis. Firstly, 

it offers the requisite causal depth to trace causal mechanisms - the grained operational gears 

of institutional change - without the analytical trade-offs often imposed by cross-case 

comparison (George & Bennett, 2005). While comparative or multi-case designs are fully 

capable of tracing mechanisms, they inherently rely on a degree of cross-case standardization 

to maintain equivalence across different contexts. For a highly complex, path-dependent 

phenomenon like the internal conversion of the EGD, a comparative framework risks 

obscuring the unique administrative maneuvers that drive the transition. By prioritizing a 

single case design, this study avoids the necessity of flattening context for the sake of 

comparative symmetry. Instead, it facilitates an uninterrupted process-tracing approach 

capable of capturing the highly contingent, sequential events that constitute the 

Competitiveness Turn (Beach, 2016) 

Secondly, the EGD is not merely one policy among many; it is the Union’s 'master project,' 

positioning it as an ideal unit of analysis. While early scholarship suggested the EGD's initial 

launch might constitute a traditional, path-breaking critical juncture for EU climate policy 

(Dupont et al., 2024), its rapid operational evolution under the weight of the post-2022 crises 

tell a different story (Dekeyrel et al., 2024). Instead of a total institutional breakdown and 

fresh constitutional start, the 2019–2026 trajectory of the EGD serves as a revelatory case for 

the mechanics of institutional conversion. A single-case design justifies a high-resolution 

investigation into this specific phenomenon, demonstrating how an existing master 

framework can be fundamentally re-engineered from within to redefine the Union's economic 

and geopolitical identity for decades to come. 
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Ultimately, this design aligns to produce high-quality data collection by ensuring that the 

analysis is not spread thin across disparate cases but is instead concentrated on the most 

significant legislative and strategic shift in modern European history. 

3.1.2. Operationalizing the Framework: From Theory to Indicators 

To move from the abstract concepts of HI to a structured analysis, this thesis operationalizes 

the theory into an analytical framework built around three core indicators of institutional 

change. Operationalization is essential for ensuring that theoretical concepts are measurable 

and applicable to the empirical data gathered (Mason, 2009). The following indicators serve 

as the signposts for the process-tracing analysis: 

1. Path Dependence: The Baseline 

Path dependence serves as the starting point of the analysis, identifying the increasing returns 

and lock-in effects of the original 2019 European Green Deal (Pierson, 2000). Crucially, these 

commitments did not emerge in a vacuum; they are the product of a long-standing 

developmental trajectory. To establish a robust baseline, the analysis briefly accounts for the 

foundational evolution of EU climate policy from 1990 to 2019, mapping how early 

regulatory frameworks institutionalized environmental governance as a Union competence. 

It is this multi-decade accumulation of legislative momentum that ultimately culminated in 

the 2019 EGD framework. By tracking specific institutional commitments and funding 

mechanisms from this launch period as indicators - most notably the Just Transition Fund 

and the European Climate Law - this study establishes the initial institutionalized 'social-

cohesion' path the Union was locked into prior to the geopolitical and economic shocks of 

the mid-2020s. This establishes the baseline against which subsequent changes are measured, 

highlighting how and why early policy choices constrained the Union's future options 

(Pierson, 2004) 

2. Critical Junctures: The Trigger 

The analysis identifies critical junctures as brief periods in which the range of viable 

alternatives for action is significantly expanded, often triggered by external crisis (Capoccia 

& Kelemen, 2007). 
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This thesis analyzes external shocks, specifically the greenlash (political pushback against 

environmental regulations) and the geopolitical energy crisis following 2022, as indicators 

for the pivot. By identifying these triggers, the research explains why the path-dependent 

trajectory of the EGD was forced into a state of flux, necessitating the geopolitical turn seen 

between 2024-2026. 

3. Institutional Conversion: The Mechanism 

Finally, to explain the shift toward competitiveness without the formal abolition of previous 

climate laws, this study utilizes the concept of institutional conversion. This occurs when 

existing institutional structures are repurposed to serve new goals (Bocquillon et al., 2024). 

I look for legislative shifts in key documents like the Net-Zero Industry Act or the Clean 

Industrial Deal (CID) as indicators. Specifically, we look for language and resource 

allocations that prioritize global industrial competition and energy security over the original 

goals of regional convergence and social equity. This allows the thesis to document change 

that is "incremental in form but transformative in result" (Thelen, 2003). 

3.1.3. Structuring the Analysis: Sub-Questions 

To ensure a transparent and logical flow, the analysis is structured around three sub-questions 

derived from the main problem formulation: “how have the geopolitical and competitiveness 

turns transformed the European Green Deal from a model of regional cohesion into a 

strategy for geopolitical competitiveness?” These questions bridge the gap between the 

broad problem formulation and the specific data analysis, ensuring that the research remains 

focused on the "how" and "why" of institutional change. 

SQ1: The Baseline and The Shock 

To what extent did the 2019 EGD create institutional paths that forced the EU to reconcile 

its normative foundations with subsequent exogenous geopolitical shocks? 

This question combines the concepts of Path Dependence and Critical Junctures. It analyzes 

how the normative 2019 EGD and the 2021–2027 MFF created a set of financial and legal 

commitments that the Union could not easily abandon when crisis hit. By examining these 

exogenous pressures, SQ1 evaluates whether and how these shocks functioned as a 

trajectory-altering critical juncture that forced the existing path to be renegotiated. 
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SQ2: The Mechanism of Change 

How has the Geopolitical and Competitiveness Turn driven the institutional conversion of 

EU climate policy toward Strategic Autonomy? 

This question targets the Institutional Conversion indicator. It analyzes the political gears and 

traces how the tools of the Green Deal (regulations, subsidies, and industry targets) were 

repurposed to serve industrial competition and geopolitical security rather than just planetary 

health. This represents the core mechanism where the institution's function changes while its 

formal structure remains intact. 

SQ3: Consequences and Legitimacy 

In what ways does the geopoliticization of the Green Deal reconfigure the power relations 

between industrial competitiveness and social cohesion? 

Serving as the transitional bridge to the Discussion chapter, this final question evaluates the 

broader structural consequences of the institutional changes mapped in SQ1 and SQ2. It 

directly engages with HI’s focus on how institutions distribute power unevenly among 

competing interests. By analyzing the previous indicators of HI, this question explores 

whether the Union’s original, path-dependent commitment to a 'just transition' is being 

structurally displaced by a new, asymmetric geopolitical and economic logic. 

 

3.2. Research Method 

3.2.1. Choice and Justification of Data Collection Tools 

This study adopts a qualitative research method centered on Process Tracing (PT) to bridge 

the gap between high-level theory and empirical observation. The value of process tracing 

lies in its ability to "open the black box" of European decision-making, moving beyond 

simple correlations to identify the mid-level causal links that drive integration (Beach, 2016). 

By treating the Competitiveness Turn of the EGD as a causal chain rather than an isolated 

event, this research identifies the specific causal mechanisms as a system of interdependent 

parts composed of entities and events that connect the geopolitical shocks to the 2026 policy 

outcomes (Beach, 2016). To reconstruct this system, the research utilizes a multi-



28 
 

methodological toolkit designed to capture both formal structural changes and informal shifts 

in institutional logic. 

The foundational tool for this investigation is Qualitative Document Analysis (QDA), which 

serves to capture the traces of institutional evolution (Checkel, 2005). Within a process-

tracing framework, documents are treated as diagnostic evidence with varying degrees of 

probative value, allowing the researcher to establish both the path of the 2019 EGD baseline 

and the "critical juncture" prompted by 2024 legislative responses (Beach, 2016; Pierson, 

2004). By analyzing a purposive sample of high-level institutional texts, including European 

Commission Communications, Council Conclusions, and core legislative proposals such as 

the Net-Zero Industry Act and the Clean Industrial Deal, this study maps exactly when and 

where the original Green Deal logic began to merge with Strategic Autonomy narratives. 

Data collection is explained further below. 

Furthermore, policy analysis is employed to operationalize the Historical Institutionalist 

concept of institutional conversion, wherein existing frameworks are repurposed for new 

goals without a total change in their formal structure (Streeck & Thelen, 2010a). 

Methodologically, this study prioritizes the evolution of policy mechanisms and structural 

adaptation over a behavioral analysis of individual political actors. However, to account for 

the impact of the Union's institutional architecture, this policy analysis explicitly recognizes 

the agency of key institutional actors - principally the European Commission as an executive 

entrepreneur and the Council as an intergovernmental steering body - who navigate crises by 

exploiting ambiguities within existing legal frameworks. This tool evaluates the functional 

shift in EU instruments by comparing the normative baseline of the 2019 EGD, which 

focused on climate mitigation and social equity, with the instrumental logic of 2026, which 

prioritizes industrial competitiveness and security. By analyzing how these institutional 

actors manipulated funding criteria within the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) and 

enacted regulatory "simplification" measures, this analysis reveals the mechanical gears of 

the policy shift and determines whether the EGD survived through resilience or through a 

fundamental, actor-driven transformation. 

Finally, in line with the cultural approach to Historical Institutionalism (Hall & Taylor, 1996), 

the study utilizes discursive mapping to identify the cognitive and moral templates that filter 
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how actors interpret political reality. This tool recognizes that institutions provide the scripts 

and symbols used to frame policy changes; in this case, it identifies how the Competitiveness 

Turn was framed as a logical evolution of the green agenda rather than a political failure 

(Schmidt, 2008; Thelen, 1999). By examining high-level political rhetoric, specifically 

communications from the Commission, discursive mapping captures the "Social Learning" 

and "Persuasion" processes (Checkel, 2005). Ultimately, this allows us to observe how the 

Commission managed the greenlash by rebranding green policy as the ultimate tool for 

European survival and geopolitical power. 

3.2.2. Data Selection: Validity and Representativeness 

The selection of data for this study follows a theory-driven sampling strategy, ensuring that 

the evidence collected is systematically aligned with the requirements for testing HI 

hypotheses regarding path dependence, institutional conversion and critical junctures. In 

process tracing, data selection is not about the quantity of documents, but about their ability 

to provide probative evidence of a causal mechanism in action (Beach, 2016). 

To ensure the reliability of the findings, this study utilizes data source triangulation across 

institutional documents. This involves cross-validating the official narrative found in 

European Commission communications with the strategic political priorities reflected in 

European Council conclusions, alongside the independent legislative analyses and oversight 

reports provided by the European Parliament Research Service (EPRS). Crucially, while this 

project maintains a structural focus on institutional mechanisms rather than media or 

behavioral analysis, the material pressures and resistance from key societal actors - such as 

industrial interest groups and agricultural lobbies - are systematically captured within this 

data framework. By checking these distinct institutional perspectives and formal stakeholder 

inputs against one another, the research reduces individual document bias and ensures that 

the identified causal chain is robust, reflecting a comprehensive institutional reality rather 

than selective executive rhetoric. 

Primary and expert secondary data were systematically collected using purposive sampling 

across five main digital repositories: 
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• EUR-Lex: The principal database for EU law was searched to retrieve binding 

legislative texts, draft regulations, amending directives, and official European 

Commission Communications. Search queries relied on combinations of keywords 

including "European Green Deal," "Strategic Autonomy," "Clean Industrial Deal," 

"competitiveness," "industrial policy," and specific legislative identifiers. 

• Consilium Library and Digital Repository: Used exclusively to gather European 

Council Conclusions, summit declarations, and Council negotiating mandates to track 

high-level intergovernmental shifts and geopolitical crisis responses. 

• European Parliament Think Tank (EPRS Repository): Accessed to collect 

independent legislative briefings, implementation assessments, and European 

Parliament resolutions to integrate parliamentary oversight perspectives. 

• European Commission "Have Your Say" Portal: Utilized to retrieve technical 

annexes and the results of public consultations, ensuring that the material inputs of 

external stakeholders (industrial lobbies and agricultural associations) were captured 

as filtered through official institutional processes. 

• Think Tank Research Repositories (e.g., Bruegel, CEPS, EPC): Independent 

economic and policy archives were searched to gather peer-reviewed policy briefs, 

working papers, and economic impact analyses. Repositories of prominent European 

think tanks - most notably Bruegel - were systematically queried to retrieve expert-

driven, quantitative, and qualitative evaluations of the EU's fiscal and industrial 

transition strategies. 

Following the methodological framework established by Beach (2016), the validity of the 

data is assessed by its probative value in proving a causal link. This research specifically 

seeks out "smoking gun" evidence: instances where the language of climate action was 

explicitly and formally linked to security or industrial competitiveness in legislative drafts 

(Beach, 2016). Such evidence is critical for proving the mechanism of conversion, as it 

demonstrates a conscious repurposing of green institutional structures for geopolitical ends. 

In PT, this type of evidence provides high certainty that the mechanism exists, as the 

observation would be highly unlikely if the alternative hypothesis (total policy abandonment) 

were true. 
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3.4. Limitations of the Research Design 

3.4.1. Limits to External Validity and the Challenge of Generalizability 

Every research design necessitates a trade-off between the depth of the inquiry and its 

horizontal breadth. By opting for a theory-testing single case study focused on the EGD, this 

research prioritizes causal description over statistical generalizability (George & Bennett, 

2005). The primary limitation of this approach is its constrained external validity. Because 

the findings are inextricably linked to the unique, supranational institutional architecture of 

the European Union, the identified mechanisms of institutional conversion may not be 

directly transferable to unitary nation-states or less legalized international organizations. 

Specifically, the EU’s susceptibility to "joint-decision traps" - where institutional inertia is 

reinforced by the need for consensus among diverse member states - creates a specific 

environment for path dependence that is rarely mirrored in other political systems (Scharpf, 

1988). 

This limitation implies that the findings of this thesis should not be interpreted as a universal 

law of policy change. Instead, following the logic of Eckstein (Almond, 1998), the study 

serves as a "plausibility probe." It tests the internal validity of HI hypotheses within a "most-

likely" case, determining whether the theory can sufficiently explain the resilience of the 

green agenda under extreme geopolitical pressure. While the specific outcomes are grounded 

in the European context, the value of the research lies in its analytic generalization - using 

the EGD case to refine the theoretical understanding of how institutionalized worldviews 

filter exogenous shocks and facilitate gradual, yet transformative, institutional change 

(Schmidt, 2008). 

3.4.2. Causal Complexity and the "Small-N" Problem 

While process tracing provides the granular detail required to identify the specific causal 

mechanisms driving policy change, it remains inherently vulnerable to the "Small-N" 

problem. The lack of comparative control cases in a single case study design makes it difficult 

to definitively rule out all alternative explanations for the European Green Deal’s transition 

into a Geopolitical Green Deal. As Checkel (2005) observes, the methodological demand to 

"open the black box" of institutional decision-making can inadvertently lead to a risk of 

"infinite regress". This occurs when a researcher, in an attempt to be exhaustive, struggles to 
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determine the precise boundaries of a mechanism, as every micro-level interaction can be 

traced back to an even smaller preceding cause, potentially obscuring the most significant 

institutional drivers. 

The implication of this complexity is that the study must remain strictly bounded by a theory-

driven sampling strategy to maintain analytical clarity. By focusing primarily on evidence 

that tests the core hypotheses of HI - such as path dependence, critical junctures, and 

institutional conversion - the research effectively avoids 'data drowning' and ensures that the 

identified mechanisms remain parsimonious. However, it is acknowledged that this structural 

focus necessitates a deliberate marginalization of other potentially relevant variables as 

standalone independent factors. Contextual features - such as the strategic leadership style of 

the Commission presidency or partisan shifts within key member-state governments - are not 

disregarded entirely. Rather, they are treated as exogenous catalysts and background 

conditions. While this design does not isolate these political dynamics to measure their 

independent explanatory power, it integrates them insofar as they generate the external 

political pressures and shifting windows of opportunity that trigger the internal mechanics of 

institutional conversion. Consequently, while the research provides a deep understanding of 

institutional persistence, it acknowledges that it traces the structural gears of the process 

rather than every political agency involved. 

3.4.3. Data Accessibility and Selection Bias 

A third limitation of this research concerns the methodological reliance on QDA within a 

highly politicized executive environment. In the context of the Geopolitical Turn, a 

significant portion of the critical negotiations within the European Council and the 

Commission’s cabinets inherently occur behind closed doors, shielded from immediate 

public or parliamentary scrutiny (Puetter, 2014). This introduces an unavoidable data 

accessibility constraint, as the study must primarily rely on public-facing institutional 

outputs, legislative drafts, and strategic communications. These documents, while diagnostic, 

are often strategically framed to present a veneer of consensus, potentially masking the raw 

political friction that drives policy shifts (Puetter, 2014). While investigative media reports 

could offer snapshots of these informal disputes, a systematic media analysis falls outside the 

bounded scope of this project. Instead, to mitigate the risk of relying solely on polished 
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executive rhetoric, this study purposefully cross-references official outputs with the critical, 

data-driven insights of independent think tanks like Bruegel and the oversight reporting of 

the EPRS. Nonetheless, the analysis primarily captures the formalized, codified trajectory of 

institutional change - what is ultimately stabilized for the legal and public record - rather than 

the fluid, informal backroom dynamics that characterize EU executive politics (Checkel, 

2005). 

This accessibility constraint implies that while triangulation is employed to enhance the 

reliability of the findings, the research may nonetheless miss the informal gentlemen’s 

agreements or unspoken compromises that influenced the shift toward industrial 

competitiveness. Consequently, the findings of this study characterize the institutionalized 

results and the formal discursive transformations of the turn, rather than every granular, 

informal interaction that preceded the final policy outputs. This analytical focus is consistent 

with a HI approach, which prioritizes how changes are eventually codified into paths and 

structures, but it acknowledges that the private preferences of actors during crisis negotiations 

remain, to some extent, a methodologically inaccessible "black box" (Pierson, 2004). 
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4. Analysis 

4.1. Operationalizing the Causal Chain 

To bridge the gap between the theoretical framework and the empirical data, the analysis 

follows a structured causal sequence. This ensures that every inference drawn is rooted in the 

"probative value" of the evidence collected (Beach, 2016). In process tracing, 

operationalization requires transforming abstract theoretical concepts into observable 

diagnostic traces within the textual record (Checkel, 2005). By adhering to the principles of 

systematicity and transparency, this section defines the criteria used to identify the presence 

and influence of path dependence, critical junctures, and institutional conversion. 

The table below visualizes how the theoretical elements interact to form the causal chain 

investigated in this chapter. It maps the transition from the EU’s Cohesion-Oriented baseline 

to the Competitiveness Strategy outcome, identifying the specific mechanisms that enabled 

this shift. 

Table 1 - Operationalization of the Causal Chain 

Analytical 

Phase 

Theoretical 

Indicator 

Sub-Question 

(SQ) 
Observable Evidence 

1. Establishing 

the Path 

Path 

Dependence 

SQ1: The Baseline 

and the Shock 

Evidence of increasing 

returns and institutional lock-

ins 

2. Identifying 

the Break 
Critical Juncture 

SQ1: The Baseline 

and the Shock 

Documentation of the 

Competitiveness Turn as a 

window of opportunity 

3. Tracing the 

Mechanism 

Institutional 

Conversion 

SQ2: The 

Mechanism of 

Change 

Evidence of repurposing 

existing instruments for new 

industrial and security goals 

4. Discussion & 

Impact 

Institutional 

Outcome: 

Geopoliticization 

of the EGD 

SQ3: 

Consequences and 

Legitimacy 

Evaluating the 

reconfiguration of power 
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Building upon the causal chain visualized above, the operationalization of this analysis 

functions as a systematic process, where theoretical concepts are translated into specific 

empirical steps. To ensure transparency and maintain a critical stance, the analysis follows a 

sequential logic that connects the sub-questions (SQs) to the HI indicators, utilizing the 

methodological toolkit justified in Chapter 3. 

The conduct of the analysis and following discussion is divided into four distinct phases, 

each designed to test a specific segment of the causal chain. 

Phase 1: Establishing the Path (SQ11 & Path Dependence) 

The analysis begins by establishing the initial conditions of the EGD, incorporating a concise 

evaluation of the pre-2019 climate policy framework to map the historical origins of these 

commitments. Using QDA and Discursive Mapping, both this foundational legacy and the 

core 2019–2023 period are investigated to identify markers of Path Dependence. The 

operationalization here involves searching for increasing returns - evidence that the EU's 

cumulative climate trajectory, codified by the EGD's normative focus on climate neutrality 

and social cohesion, created powerful legal and financial lock-ins (such as the 2030 climate 

targets and the 2021–2027 MFF). By answering SQ1, this phase proves that the green path 

was too deeply embedded to be simply abandoned, setting the stage for transformation rather 

than exit (Pierson, 2004) 

Phase 2: Identifying the Break (SQ1 & Critical Juncture) 

Once the baseline is established, the analysis moves to identify the Critical Juncture triggered 

by the 2024 Competitiveness Turn. This step analyzes the shocks and its effects to the system 

- specifically the energy crisis, the greenlash political resistance, and the publication of the 

Draghi Report. By continuing to address SQ1, these events are examined as a window of 

opportunity where the old scripts of social cohesion were disrupted, forcing a reconciliation 

between the established green path and a new, hostile geopolitical reality (Capoccia & 

Kelemen, 2007). 

                                                       
1 SQ1: To what extent did the 2019 EGD create institutional paths that forced the EU to reconcile its normative 

foundations with subsequent exogenous geopolitical shocks? 
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Phase 3: Tracing the Mechanism of Change (SQ22 & Institutional Conversion) 

This phase represents the core of the PT, focusing on the “how" of the transformation. 

Addressing SQ2, the Mechanism of Change is investigated by looking for evidence of 

Institutional Conversion. Through Policy Analysis, I trace how existing EGD instruments - 

such as the REPowerEU, Net-Zero Industry Act (NZIA) or the Just Transition Fund - were 

strategically repurposed. The operationalization here looks for a shift in functional logic: the 

formal rules remain (maintaining the green label), but their objectives are converted toward 

Strategic Autonomy and industrial competition.  

Phase 4: Discussion and Impact (SQ3)3 & Consequences and Legitimacy 

The final step of the analytical process, specifically addressing SQ3 regarding the 

consequences and legitimacy of the geopolitical turn, will be expanded upon in a dedicated 

Discussion section to facilitate a more nuanced critical reflection on how this transformation 

has reconfigured power relations. This phase involves evaluating whether the Clean 

Industrial Deal genuinely preserves the original environmental ambition or if the 

foundational commitment to social cohesion has been strategically sacrificed to secure 

European competitiveness in an increasingly fragmented global order. By situating this 

synthesis within the Discussion, the research ensures a systematic return to the central 

problem formulation, providing a comprehensive evaluation of how the EGD survived 

through institutional conversion while clearly distinguishing between the empirical "how" of 

the process and the normative "what" of its broader institutional implications. 

                                                       
2 SQ2: How has the Geopolitical and Competitiveness Turn driven the institutional conversion of EU climate 

policy toward Strategic Autonomy? 
3 SQ3: In what ways does the geopoliticization of the Green Deal reconfigure the power relations between 

industrial competitiveness and social cohesion? 
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Figure 1 – Operationalization Diagram 

 

4.2. Phase 1: Establishing the Path (SQ1 & Path Dependence) 

To fully understand why the EU opted for institutional conversion rather than a total policy 

reversal, we must first map the depth of the path established prior to the external shocks. 

4.2.1. The "Longue Durée" of EU Climate Policy (1990–2019) 

The EGD did not emerge as a spontaneous response to a singular crisis; rather, it represents 

the strategic culmination of over three decades of incremental institutional building that 

shifted climate action from a peripheral environmental concern to the core identity of the EU. 

Within the theoretical framework of HI, this expansive period established the deep path 

dependence that made a full policy reversal in 2024 practically impossible. This evolution 

was driven by recurring institutional patterns that systematically narrowed the window of 

opportunity for subsequent EU policymakers, locking the Union into a progressive 

decarbonization trajectory (Dupont et al., 2024) 

The foundation of this path was laid in the 1990s, a period during which the EU actively 

sought to establish its credentials as an international leader in global climate governance 
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(Oberthür & Roche Kelly, 2008). Following the adoption of the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in 1992, the EU progressively assumed a soft 

leadership role, culminating in the 1997 negotiations for the Kyoto Protocol, where the Union 

aggressively pushed for binding emission reduction targets for industrialized nations 

(Oberthür & Roche Kelly, 2008). 

However, during this foundational decade, a significant "credibility gap" existed between the 

EU's external rhetoric and its internal policy execution (Oberthür & Roche Kelly, 2008). 

Internally, climate policy was treated as a peripheral environmental portfolio managed by 

technical ministers rather than heads of state. Furthermore, early integration efforts in the 

1990s faced severe institutional friction; for instance, the Commission’s ambitious proposals 

to introduce a centralized, EU-wide carbon and energy tax were repeatedly vetoed in the 

Council due to the rigid requirement of unanimity voting on fiscal matters (Dupont et al., 

2024). 

This structural friction in the 1990s acted as a historical catalyst, forcing the European 

Commission to seek alternative regulatory pathways that could avoid intergovernmental 

constraints. This led to a profound shift in the mid-2000s, where climate policy was formally 

uplifted into the realm of "high politics" at the European Council level (Dupont et al., 2024; 

Oberthür & Roche Kelly, 2008). By transforming emissions reduction into a permanent 

agenda item for heads of state and government, the EU institutionalized a process of decadal 

target-setting (Dupont et al., 2024). This institutionalization began in earnest with the 

adoption of the 2020 Climate and Energy Package (negotiated between 2007 and 2009), 

which established the binding "20-20-20" targets, and was subsequently mirrored in the 2030 

Climate and Energy Framework adopted in 2014. This shift ensured that climate 

commitments carried immense intergovernmental political capital, elevating them above 

normal legislative volatility. 

In parallel, the Commission reinforced this path through entrepreneurial policy packaging 

(Dupont et al., 2024). Recognizing the difficulty of passing standalone environmental laws, 

the Commission began pushing diverse legislative measures – covering market-based 

mechanisms like the EU Emissions Trading System (EU ETS) launched in 2005, alongside 

renewable energy and energy efficiency mandates - into comprehensive regulatory 
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frameworks (Dupont et al., 2024). Over three decades, this strategy exponentially increased 

the EU's internal regulatory density and legislative volume. By the time the EGD was 

unveiled in 2019, these cumulative policy layers had generated a dense, tightly 

interconnected web of laws. In HI terms, this web functioned as an immovable institutional 

anchor and a source of massive increasing returns, rendering the core decarbonization path 

highly resistant to the severe geopolitical and economic shocks that would later strike the 

Union. 

The generation of massive increasing returns serves as the primary engine for the path-

dependent trajectory of EU climate governance leading up to the 2019 baseline. From an HI 

perspective, each successive round of policy-making from the 1990’s to 2019 deepened the 

institutional and economic costs associated with the green transition (Dupont et al., 2024; 

Pierson, 2004). As the EU’s internal market became increasingly regulated by green 

standards and its international reputation as a climate leader became a core component of its 

external identity, the costs of exit from this path grew to be prohibitive (Pierson, 2000). By 

the time the European Green Deal was published in 2019, these cumulative developments 

had created a robust institutional path that effectively bound the Union to its decarbonization 

goals. The integration of climate objectives into fiscal structures and cross-sectoral domains 

- such as energy, land use, and social equity through the Just Transition Mechanism 

(European Commission. Directorate General for Communication., 2020) - ensured that the 

institutional architecture was too deeply embedded to be dismantled during times of crisis. 

4.2.2. The 2019 Baseline: A Cohesion-Oriented Development Model 

To evaluate the extent of the EU's geopolitical turn, this analysis must first isolate and define 

the initial structure of the EGD at its inception in late 2019. The foundational script of the 

EGD was explicitly framed not as a tool for global geopolitical competition, but as an 

internal, socio-economic transformation strategy designed to reconcile decarbonization with 

regional equity. The EGD was fundamentally conceived as a "new growth strategy" that 

aimed to transition the EU toward climate neutrality while ensuring the process remained 

structurally "fair and inclusive" (Commission, 2019). This initial path prioritized internal 

compromise between Member States and EU institutions, balancing the economic 

modernization of the single market with a robust mechanism for territorial cohesion, thereby 
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establishing a domestic development model rooted in ecological modernization rather than 

strategic sovereignty (Siddi, 2020). 

An empirical analysis of the core policy documents from this baseline period - specifically 

the 2019 European Green Deal Communication and the immediate legislative proposals for 

the European Climate Law - reveals a distinct discursive architecture centered on social 

preservation and equity. A discursive mapping of these texts highlights the ubiquity of 

normative anchors such as "leave no one behind," "just transition," and "generational equity" 

(Commission, 2019, 2020b). These concepts were not merely rhetorical; they served as the 

organizing principles for the initial institutional design. The phrase "leave no one behind" 

functioned as a political guarantee to carbon-intensive and economically vulnerable member 

states, signaling that the costs of the transition would be collectively buffered by the Union 

(Wolf et al., 2021). This promise materialized in the immediate architecture of the Just 

Transition Mechanism, which was legally and financially calibrated to protect regions reliant 

on fossil fuel extraction rather than subsidizing globally competitive clean-tech industries 

(European Commission. Directorate General for Communication., 2020). Similarly, the 

concept of "generational equity" provided the long-term normative justification for the 

European Climate Law, transforming the 2050 climate neutrality target into a legally binding 

commitment intended to protect future European cohorts from ecological degradation.  

From a HI perspective, this 2019 baseline established a specific, path-dependent trajectory 

governed by self-reinforcing positive feedback loops. As Christiansen & Verdun (2020) note, 

early historical choices in institutionalizing policy scripts heavily constrain subsequent 

patterns of agency, reinforcing the persistence of institutional structures even during later 

periods of instability. In the context of the EGD's inception, the deliberate integration of 

environmental targets with social equity and regional cohesion did not merely represent a 

fleeting political compromise; it fundamentally altered the institutional matrix of EU 

governance. By embedding these redistributive mechanisms directly into the foundational 

legal architecture - such as the European Climate Law - the EU generated deep institutional 

expectations and structural lock-ins (Pierson, 2004; Siddi, 2020). 

These lock-ins operated on both material and normative dimensions. Materially, they created 

concrete financial dependencies and regulatory veto points, specifically mobilizing domestic 
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constituencies in carbon-intensive member states who became structurally reliant on EU 

resource streams like the Just Transition Fund. Normatively, they institutionalized a paradigm 

shift; by legally constitutionalizing the 2050 climate-neutrality target, the EU transformed 

decarbonization from a flexible policy preference into a core value and binding identity 

marker of legitimate EU governance (Dupont et al., 2024; Pierson, 2004). Consequently, this 

initial configuration tied the project’s identity to a redistributive and welfare-conscious 

framework where economic development was structurally coupled with social protection. 

This original setup represents the vital analytical standard for this thesis: a deeply 

institutionalized and cohesion-driven pact that prioritized internal socio-economic harmony 

as the necessary prerequisite for external environmental leadership. Because the structural 

costs of dismantling this dense regulatory architecture were prohibitively high for EU 

institutions and member-state governments alike, and the reputational costs vis-à-vis 

international diplomatic partners and domestic electorates were so severe, any subsequent 

systemic shocks would not lead to the abandonment of the EGD, but would instead force 

actors to engage in creative institutional repurposing (Pierson, 2000). 

4.2.3. Institutional Lock-ins: The 2021–2027 MFF and the Climate Law 

While the 2019 baseline established the institutional path for a cohesion-oriented transition, 

the subsequent period between 2021 and 2023 witnessed the statutory consolidation of this 

path, effectively trapping the European Union within its own green architecture. From a 

Historical Institutionalist perspective, this phase represents the operationalization of 

structural lock-ins and positive feedback loops, where political commitments are translated 

into irreversible economic and legal realities (Pierson, 2004). The further down a chosen path 

an institutional framework takes, the higher the political and economic "sunk costs" become 

(Pierson, 2000), increasing the barriers to exit and leaving policy reversal catastrophic for 

political actors. By 2023, the EU had constructed a strong architecture of financial allocations 

and legal obligations that systematically excluded the possibility of abandoning the green 

transition. 

The material anchor of this lock-in was forged through the institutionalization of the 2021–

2027 MFF and the parallel NextGenerationEU (NGEU) recovery instrument (Commission, 

2020). By legally embedding a strict 30% climate-mainstreaming target across the entirety 
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of this combined €1.8 trillion budgetary envelope, the Union effectively rewired its fiscal 

operational scheme. This financial commitment meant that hundreds of billions of euros were 

structurally and legally bound to green initiatives. According to Bloomfield & Steward 

(2020), this unprecedented alignment of environmental policy with macroeconomic 

coordination signified a profound structural pivot toward "green industrialism." Rather than 

treating sustainability as a siloed regulatory burden, the EGD systematically created 

decarbonization targets into the core framework of the European economy, covering energy, 

mobility, buildings, and heavy industry. Crucially, while climate mainstreaming within the 

EU budget was not entirely new - having been introduced as a soft 20% target in the 2014–

2020 MFF - the EGD fundamentally revolutionized this financial architecture (Dupont et al., 

2024; European Parliament. Directorate General for Parliamentary Research Services., 

2019). It did so by scaling the climate expenditure mandate to an unprecedented 30% across 

both the 2021–2027 MFF and the NGEU recovery instrument, while backing it with the 

legally binding mandates of the European Climate Law (European Parliament. Directorate 

General for Parliamentary Research Services., 2019; Siddi, 2020). 

This systemic integration generated powerful economic expectations among private market 

actors, corporate sectors, and national governments who calibrated their long-term capital 

investments, research and development cycles, and national recovery plans to the EU’s green 

financial architecture (Bloomfield & Steward, 2020). The path became resilient to disruption 

because dismantling it would not merely mean repealing an environmental law; it would 

entail setting aside the financial foundations of the post-pandemic European economic 

recovery. 

Simultaneously, this financial lock-in was legally constitutionalized through the adoption of 

the European Climate Law in 2021, which converted political declarations into binding 

statutory mandates (European Parliamentary Research Service, 2021). By transforming the 

2030 emission reduction targets and the 2050 climate-neutrality goal into enforceable 

obligations, the Regulation established a permanent legal baseline that endured the specific 

political configurations that birthed it. This statutory lock-in removed climate goals from the 

realm of executive discretion, embedding them into a rigid bureaucratic and judicial oversight 

apparatus (Leonard et al., n.d.). 
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4.3. Phase 2: The Critical Juncture (SQ1) – The 2024 Geopolitical and 

Competitiveness Turn 

The structural stability that characterized the early consolidation of the EGD was abruptly 

and systematically challenged by a series of systemic crises between 2022 and 2024. This 

phase represents a classic critical juncture from an HI perspective, a period of significant 

structural contingency in which exogenous shocks disrupt an established path-dependent 

equilibrium, loosening existing institutional constraints, expanding the boundaries of 

permissible political agency, and forcing a fundamental re-evaluation of foundational policy 

scripts (Capoccia & Kelemen, 2007). 

For the EU, the baseline expectation of a cohesion-driven ecological transition was shattered 

by the return of hard geopolitical realities, weaponized energy dependencies, and a global 

clean-tech subsidy race. Under the weight of these external pressures, the long-standing 

domestic compromises over territorial equity and social buffering were forced to compete 

with the immediate, existential imperatives of economic survival and strategic autonomy. 

Crucially, however, because the institutional and economic sunk costs of the green 

architecture were already too deeply embedded to permit a total retreat or policy 

abandonment (Pierson, 2004), this critical juncture did not lead to the collapse or dismantling 

of the green acquis. Instead, it generated an institutional crisis, creating a unique analytical 

window during which the Union’s green governance model was drastically reoriented. This 

section examines how these exogenous disruptions loosened the path established in 2019, 

paving the way for a major discursive and structural pivot that shifted the EGD away from 

its original internal cohesion framework and toward a model dominated by international 

competitiveness, supply chain security and geopolitical power projection. 

4.3.1. Exogenous Shocks and Path Disruption (2022–2024) 

The structural factor that sustained the 2019 EGD baseline – built on a socio-economic 

transition - was systematically unraveled by a series of international crises between 2022 and 

2024. Within the HI framework, exogenous shocks do not automatically dismantle 

institutions, but they can induce a phase of critical path disruption by fundamentally 

undermining the material assumptions that support positive feedback loops (Capoccia & 
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Kelemen, 2007). For the EU, the dynamics of the original Green Cohesion script relied on a 

favorable external environment where economic growth and a stable energy supply could 

subsidize internal territorial development. However, the convergence of the 2022 European 

energy crisis, aggressive foreign subsidy regimes, and widening clean-tech supply chain 

vulnerabilities fractured this domestic state, entering the Union into a volatile critical juncture 

where the costs of path maintenance began to clash with economic survival. 

The primary and most destabilizing catalyst of this path disruption was the sudden, violent 

termination of the EU’s historic reliance on cheap Russian pipeline gas following the 2022 

invasion of Ukraine. As Leonard et al. (2021) foresightedly argued, while the EGD was 

designed as an internal decarbonization strategy, its implementation would inevitably collide 

with international energy architecture and the geopolitical weaponization of asymmetric 

dependencies. The abrupt cessation of Russian gas imports caused electricity and gas prices 

in Europe to skyrocket to unprecedented levels, exposing the acute vulnerability of the single 

market's industrial foundation (IEA, 2025; McWilliams et al., 2022). This energy shock fell 

squarely on European heavy industry - most notably energy-intensive sectors such as 

chemicals, steel, metallurgy, and fertilizers. Rather than managing a structured, well-paced 

transition focused on regional equity, European policymakers faced an immediate threat of 

systemic de-industrialization, as factories shortened production or fell into outright 

insolvency under the weight of uncompetitive operating costs (Sgaravatti et al., 2023). 

This internal vulnerability was severely compounded by a secondary, simultaneous shock 

from across the Atlantic: the enactment of the US Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) in late 2022. 

The IRA, characterized by its massive, protectionist deployment of tax credits and domestic-

content requirements, altered the global clean-tech landscape. As Tagliapietra et al. (2023) 

observe, the IRA fundamentally shifted the nature of environmental governance from 

international standard-setting to aggressive green industrial competition. 

This foreign subsidy regime threatened to drain capital away from the single market, as 

European clean-tech manufacturers and heavy industries began shifting their long-term 

investment portfolios to North America to capture lucrative US subsidies (Kleinman et al., 

2023). Consequently, the EU’s green financial architecture, established via the 2021–2027 

Multiannual Financial Framework, was suddenly forced to compete with an external, 
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mercantilist economic model that the inward-focused 2019 baseline had never anticipated 

(Kleinman et al., 2023; Tagliapietra et al., 2023). 

Combined, these exogenous shocks fractured the normative and material coherence of the 

EGD’s original script. The original redistributive focus of "leave no one behind" was built 

on the assumption that the single market's industrial base was secure enough to bear the 

regulatory and financial weight of territorial cohesion. By 2024, the existential threat of 

industrial flight and skyrocketing energy costs forced a structural prioritization of 

macroeconomic survival over development. The path established in 2019 was disrupted not 

because the EU abandoned its net-zero targets, but because the material conditions required 

to sustain a cohesion-oriented development model evaporated. This disruption effectively 

opened the critical juncture, compelling European institutional actors to expand their agency 

and look beyond internal distribution toward the defense of the Union's global industrial 

competitiveness. 

4.3.2. Discursive Shift: From Green Cohesion to Strategic Sovereignty 

To understand how the structural lock-ins of the EGD were navigated during this critical 

juncture, the analysis must account for the mechanisms that operate when a path-dependent 

state is disrupted. According to HI, exogenous shocks introduce structural uncertainty, 

loosening the binding power of existing rules and forcing institutional actors to deploy new 

narratives to reframe policy problems, redefine strategic preferences, and legitimize path 

adaptation (Schmidt, 2010). Ideas and strategic framing function as crucial cognitive maps 

during a critical juncture; they provide the interpretive framework necessary for political 

elites to justify a shift in a policy's core objectives without formally dismantling its 

underlying legal and fiscal architecture. 

Between 2023 and 2024, the European Commission started shifting the message of the EGD 

away from its original internal socio-economic cohesion focus - symbolized by the 

foundational mantra "leave no one behind" - and toward the security-driven paradigm of 

strategic sovereignty and competitive survival (European Parliament. Directorate General for 

Parliamentary Research Services., 2025). This discursive pivot was empirically 

operationalized through legislative initiatives such as the 2023 Green Deal Industrial Plan 

and the subsequent NZIA (Commission, 2025b). Within these frameworks, the primary 
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justification for decarbonization shifted from global environmental stewardship to the urgent 

necessity of securing domestic clean-tech supply chains and securing from systemic 

competitors (Tagliapietra et al., 2023). This rhetorical transformation was explicitly 

cemented in Ursula von der Leyen’s 2023 State of the Union address, which marked the 

transition to a business-centric "next phase of the European Green Deal" (von der Leyen & 

Sefcovic, 2023). By declaring that the future of Europe's net-zero industry "must be made in 

Europe" and launching anti-subsidy investigations into Chinese electric vehicles, the 

Commission leadership effectively re-subordinated the EGD's original redistributive goals to 

the hard imperatives of geopolitical and industrial competition (European Parliament. 

Directorate General for Parliamentary Research Services., 2025).  

This reframing of the green script was further strengthened by the Critical Raw Materials Act 

(CRMA). The CRMA introduced an institutional discourse loaded with geopolitical risk 

management, emphasizing import diversification, processing targets, and the mitigation of 

dangerous supply chain dependencies on systemic rivals, such as China (Gómez et al., 2024). 

The environment was no longer treated as an ecosystem to be preserved via redistributive 

cohesion funding, but rather as an arena of global resource competition where the EU had to 

assert its open strategic autonomy to guarantee its economic survival. 

The formal consolidation of this ideational shift reached its peak in mid-to-late 2024 with the 

publication of the high-level strategic reports authored by Enrico Letta and Mario Draghi. 

Letta’s report, Much More Than a Market, and Draghi’s landmark diagnosis, The Future of 

European Competitiveness, structurally decoupled the green transition from its original 

equity-conscious framework. Draghi explicitly reframed the EGD’s emission reduction 

targets not as a baseline for social harmony, but as an existential competitiveness challenge 

for European industry if left unaccompanied by radical fiscal expansion and structural 

modernization (European Commission. European Political Strategy Centre., 2025). 

Decarbonization was discursively subsumed under an overarching imperative of global 

economic defense, transformed into an instrument designed to lower energy costs, secure 

technological leadership, and defend European power projection on the global stage (Letta, 

2024). 
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By substituting the 2019 baseline of green cohesion with the 2024 imperative of strategic 

sovereignty, institutional entrepreneurs successfully altered the normative meaning of the 

EGD. This cognitive realignment provided the flexibility necessary to adapt the EU's green 

trajectory to a hostile geopolitical environment, laying the essential ideational foundation for 

the subsequent conversion of the policy's underlying mechanisms. 

4.3.3. Institutional Friction: The Veto Players' Dilemma 

The narrative shift toward strategic sovereignty did not translate into policy approval; instead, 

it collided directly with the dense regulatory and fiscal architecture established during the 

baseline period. Within the HI tradition, institutional paths foster stability by generating 

positive feedback loops and increasing returns that exponentially raise the costs of exit 

(Pierson, 2000). This path-dependent stability empowers specific actors - such as the 

European Commission’s Directorate-General for Climate Action (DG CLIMA), 

transnational environmental NGO networks, and green-technology business coalitions - 

while creating rigid legal frameworks that resist sudden change (Pierson, 2004). When an 

external shock forces a shift in political priorities during a critical juncture, it inevitably 

triggers acute institutional friction as new strategic priorities run abruptly into pre-existing 

statutory barriers. In the EU's case, these barriers took the form of the legally binding 

mandates of the European Climate Law and the locked-in carbon pricing mechanisms of the 

Fit for 55 package, which legally prevented national policymakers within EU Member States 

from unilaterally overturning environmental targets to shield struggling domestic industries. 

To understand the mechanics of this friction, this framework operationalizes how path-

dependent trajectories are conditioned by the multiplication of veto points and veto actors 

within a governance structure. In HI terms, veto points represent formal structural decision-

making contraints within the legislative process where institutional or partisan veto players 

(Tsebelis, 2002) possess the formal or informal power to resist, delay, or block policy 

alteration (Pierson, 2004). Between late 2023 and 2024, the EU's institutional ecosystem 

transformed into a highly polarized arena where the legal lock-ins of Phase 1 clashed with an 

expanding array of newly mobilized supranational, intergovernmental, and societal veto 

players operating at both the EU and domestic levels, all demanding a regulatory pause to 

protect economic competitiveness (Bocquillon, 2024; Thalberg et al., 2024). 
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This institutional gridlock manifested empirically during the intense interinstitutional 

bargaining over the final legislative files of the "Fit for 55" package and the wider EGD 

agenda. The established institutional stability was fundamentally disrupted by the right-wing 

shift in the European Parliament leading up to and following the 2024 elections, alongside 

growing pushback within the Council of the European Union (Jansen & Jäger, 2025). The 

ideological distance between key institutional veto actors widened significantly as 

conservative, nationalist, and agrarian factions capitalized on a broader societal greenlash 

(Siddi & Prandin, 2025). This friction was vividly illustrated by the near collapse of the 

Nature Restoration Law (Regulation (EU) 2024/1991), which was repeatedly blocked and 

watered down by a shifting coalition of member states and parliamentary blocs who argued 

that strict conservation mandates directly undermined agricultural profits and national 

economic security in a volatile geopolitical climate (Fleckenstein et al., 2025). 

This internal friction was reinforced by the entry of powerful external interest groups acting 

as societal veto mechanisms, most notably agricultural and heavy industrial lobbies. The 

transnational European farmers' protest in early 2024 served as a highly disruptive factor, 

leveraging civil discontent to break the pre-existing green consensus. These actors 

successfully pressured the European Commission to stall or scrap key environmental 

regulations - such as targeted pesticide reductions under the Sustainable Use Regulation 

(SUR) - by explicitly reframing regulatory compliance as an existential threat to food 

sovereignty and domestic industrial competitiveness (Siddi & Prandin, 2025). Concurrently, 

member state executives, facing immense domestic political pressure, operated as defensive 

intergovernmental veto actors - meaning they utilized their institutional voting weight within 

the Council to actively obstruct or dilute legislation to protect their domestic electoral bases 

and shield local industries from uncompetitive operational costs (Dupont et al., 2024). 

Consequently, by mid-2024, the EU faced a profound systemic contradiction. On one hand, 

the European Climate Law operated as a rigid, legally binding institutional lock-in that 

mandated emission reduction pathways. On the other hand, the proliferation and ideological 

polarization of institutional and societal veto actors meant that the legislative mechanisms 

required to fulfill those targets were effectively paralyzed. This critical impasse demonstrated 

that the original EGD path could no longer expand in its current form. The Union could not 
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move backward due to the legal lock-ins of Phase 1, nor could it move forward under the 

original green cohesion model due to the veto congestion of Phase 2. This structural block 

created the precise institutional preconditions for a phase of institutional conversion 

(Mahoney & Thelen, 2010; Streeck & Thelen, 2010). Rather than resulting in formal path 

abandonment or standard path adherence, the EU was driven to rearrange the existing green 

architecture from within, repurposing its mechanisms to serve the new realities of 

geopolitical and industrial survival. 

 

4.4. Phase 3: The Mechanism of Change (SQ2) – Institutional Conversion 

In the vocabulary of HI, institutional conversion occurs when existing rules, administrative 

structures, or financial frameworks are not formally abolished or replaced, but are instead 

strategically re-engineered from within to serve entirely new goals, values, or functions 

(Streeck & Thelen, 2010). Within contemporary EU scholarship, this analytical mechanism 

has been explicitly operationalized by Bocquillon et al. (2024), who demonstrate that major 

EU policy instruments can undergo significant, gradual evolution via the conversion and 

repurposing of existing regulatory frameworks without requiring formal legislative 

revolutions.  

This conversion mechanism occurs when the legal lock-ins of an established path prevent its 

abandonment, yet the polarization of newly mobilized veto players prevents the path from 

expanding under its original logic. Unable to move backward or forward under the baseline 

paradigm, policymakers creatively repurpose the pre-existing architecture to redirect 

institutional outputs toward alternative goals - a process theorized as adapting to shifting 

environmental conditions and structural pressures. In the current critical juncture, this 

manifests as a profound pivot toward competitive survival, clean-tech protectionism, and 

geopolitical security. 

To understand why conversion became the dominant mechanism of change during this 

period, the analysis must examine the institutional deadlock generated by the collision of 

Phase 1 and Phase 2. As Mahoney & Thelen (2010) observe, institutional change often occurs 

not through spectacular moments of structural destruction, but through subtle, actor-driven 
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processes of internal adaptation. When institutions are highly resistant to formal revision due 

to dense statutory lock-ins, strategic institutional entrepreneurs - led by the European 

Commission - who seek policy adaptation but lack the political or legislative capital to 

overturn entrenched rules, will pivot toward reinterpreting and weaponizing those exact rules 

for alternative purposes. Therefore, the following subsections will evaluate the precise 

financial, regulatory, and budgetary dimensions of this conversion. 

4.4.1. Financial Conversion: REPowerEU and the Geopolitization of the RRF 

In HI, financial conversion occurs when actors take existing financial tools - such as off-

budget funds or debt mechanisms - and reshape them from within to serve a completely new 

strategic goal (Streeck & Thelen, 2010). This approach allows the Union to dodge the intense 

political fights and structural constraints associated with building new funds from scratch. 

Instead of negotiating a new treaty or funding mechanism - tasks that would inevitably trigger 

fierce intergovernmental resistance from fiscally conservative Member States - institutional 

entrepreneurs within the European Commission exploit the ambiguity of the existing 

financial framework. Crucially, HI does not present this dynamic as a normative prescription; 

rather, it describes a recurring empirical pattern where actors alter the administrative rules, 

spending guidelines, and target behaviors of pre-existing funds, re-aligning their original 

normative goals while keeping the structural framework fully intact (Mahoney & Thelen, 

2010; Streeck & Thelen, 2010). As Bocquillon et al. (2024) notes, the EU's recent macro-

fiscal response to crises demonstrates how existing funding structures can be incrementally 

converted and adapted by institutional actors to navigate shifting political compromises 

without necessitating formal constitutional revisions. 

The prime empirical illustration of this mechanism during the EU's geopolitical turn is the 

deployment of REPowerEU, which fundamentally transformed the Recovery and Resilience 

Facility (RRF) from an instrument of socio-economic solidarity into a tool of geopolitical 

economic crisis management (Schramm & Terranova, 2024). Established in 2021 as the 

centerpiece of the €750 billion NextGenerationEU (NGEU) package, the RRF was originally 

designed as a temporary, post-COVID-19 recovery tool. Its baseline path was strictly bound 

to long-term structural reforms, territorial leveling, and a highly centralized green spending 

architecture that scholars initially viewed as a potential institutional revolution for EU 
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climate governance (Bocquillon et al., 2024). Under the original design, Member States were 

legally mandated to allocate at least 37% of their National Recovery and Resilience Plans 

(NRRPs) to climate objectives, all while adhering to the "Do No Significant Harm" (DNSH) 

principle safeguarding the six core ecological and environmental objectives defined by the 

EU Taxonomy Regulation (Commission, 2021; Regulation (EU) 2020/852). This baseline 

configuration aimed to utilize common European debt to accelerate a market-led, ecological 

transition toward a modernized, green economy. 

However, the exogenous shock of the 2022 energy crisis and the full-scale invasion of 

Ukraine overturned this transition paradigm, creating an urgent context for energy security 

that clashed with the RRF's long-term environmental timelines. Rather than dismantling the 

RRF, the European Commission executed a highly pragmatic financial conversion in May 

2022 by proposing the insertion of dedicated "REPowerEU chapters" into existing national 

recovery plans (Schramm & Terranova, 2024) 

This re-engineering was achieved without opening foundational treaties or creating new 

fiscal instruments. Instead, the decision-making process relied on fast-tracking the ordinary 

legislative procedure, culminating in the adoption of Regulation (EU) 2023/435, which 

legally grafted the new emergency mandates directly onto the pre-existing RRF architecture. 

Through these legislative adjustments, unspent loans and repurposed grants of the RRF were 

suddenly re-routed. The fiscal muscle of a fund built for economic cohesion was effectively 

captured and repurposed to eliminate the Union's systemic reliance on Russian fossil fuels. 

This structural conversion altered the operational logic of EU public finance on the ground. 

Instead of evaluating financial spending through a purely ecological or long-term socio-

economic lens, the primary metric of success became the speed and efficacy of short-term 

energy decoupling and crisis management (De Bellis, 2025; Schramm & Terranova, 2024). 

Consequently, hundreds of billions of euros were redirected to funding projects that would 

have been unthinkable under the baseline EGD paradigm. This included the rapid 

construction of liquefied natural gas (LNG) terminals, the expansion of cross-border gas 

pipelines, and the modernization of oil infrastructure to secure alternative supply chains 

(Schramm & Terranova, 2024). 
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Furthermore, to expedite this geopolitical agenda, the converted framework authorized 

Member States to designate specific territories as "renewables acceleration zones." While 

apparently framed as a mechanism to fast-track clean energy deployment, this designation 

strategically streamlined the bureaucratic process by exempting wind and solar projects 

within these zones from individualized Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs), shifting 

the regulatory burden to a macro-level strategic assessment and effectively prioritizing 

geopolitical speed over localized ecological protection (Directive (EU) 2023/2413). 

Ultimately, this shift demonstrated how an existing path-dependent asset could be repurposed 

from within. The underlying financial framework of the RRF - its performance-based 

disbursement model, its centralized governance structure, and its reliance on common debt 

issuance - remained entirely unaltered, confirming that institutional conversion maintains 

structural continuity while fundamentally redirecting policy outputs (Bocquillon, 2024; 

Schramm & Terranova, 2024). However, its normative core had undergone a profound 

change. By transforming a green recovery fund into an emergency energy sovereignty 

mechanism, the EU demonstrated that when formal path departure is blocked by institutional 

constraints, financial conversion allows strategic actors to successfully redirect the massive 

fiscal legacy of the past to serve the competitive realities of a volatile geopolitical climate. 

This fiscal mutation provided the necessary structural template for the EU's Competitiveness 

Turn, functioning as the operational context to a new geopolitical competitiveness compass 

that re-centered public finance away from territorial cohesion and toward industrial defense 

and macroeconomic survival. 

4.4.2. Regulatory Conversion: From the Net-Zero Industry Act (NZIA) to the Clean 

Industrial Deal 

In the theoretical framework of HI, regulatory conversion occurs when a dense architecture 

of rules and legal standards is left intact on paper, but its purpose is fundamentally rerouted 

to serve an entirely new political or economic agenda (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010). Rather 

than repealing existing environmental laws - a process that would trigger intense legal battles 

and bureaucratic resistance - policymakers modify the enforcement mechanisms, award 

criteria, and administrative targets of those rules. In the context of the EU's shifting paradigm, 

regulatory conversion has transformed the massive body of climate standards established 
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under the EGD. What was originally designed as a framework for global ecological 

leadership and open market competition has been converted into a protectionist shield for 

domestic industry. 

This regulatory transformation began in earnest with the NZIA, which signaled a major 

departure from the EU's traditional market-led transition model (Veugelers et al., 2024). For 

decades, the baseline path of EU environmental policy relied heavily on market-driven 

carbon pricing via the Emission Trading System (ETS) and state aid discipline to let the 

market pick green winners. The NZIA fundamentally shifted this focus by introducing 

concrete domestic manufacturing benchmarks, such as a legally codified target to produce at 

least 40% of the Union's strategic net-zero technologies internally by 2030 (Veugelers et al., 

2024). By introducing administrative fast-tracking for domestic clean-tech projects and 

relaxing state aid guidelines for strategic sectors, the NZIA initiated the conversion of climate 

regulation, moving it away from pure emissions reduction and toward localized industrial 

capacity. 

This trajectory reached its full institutional consolidation with the launch of the Clean 

Industrial Deal, unveiled by the European Commission on February 26, 2025, as the core 

operational framework for the 2024–2029 legislative mandate (Commission, 2025). The 

Clean Industrial Deal represents a profound ideological and structural conversion of the 

original EGD. Rather than relying on global regulatory symmetry and open-market 

mechanisms, the new strategy systematically transforms environmental compliance into a 

competitive mechanism designed to survive the pressure from the US Inflation Reduction 

Act and state-subsidized Chinese manufacturing. Under this new approach, adhering to high 

environmental standards is no longer just a legal obligation for global governance; it has been 

converted into the primary legal justification for locking foreign competitors out of the 

European single market. As Wendler (2026) notes, this policy shift reframes the very 

boundaries and rationales of EU climate action, prioritizing green industrial policy and 

supply chain security over the original goals of climate policy integration.  

The primary operational instrument of this regulatory conversion is the Industrial 

Decarbonisation Accelerator Act, presented as part of the Clean Industrial Deal framework 

(Commission, 2026). This act actively rewrites the rules governing public procurement and 
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public support schemes within strategic sectors. Specifically, it dismantles the traditional 

paradigm of awarding public contracts and subsidies based solely on the lowest economic 

bid, replacing it with a mandatory multi-dimensional evaluation system. Under this revised 

framework, public tenders and state support schemes must weigh non-price structural criteria 

- such as supply-chain resilience, environmental circularity, and cybersecurity - alongside 

financial cost.  

Simultaneously, the Act introduces a legal architecture to fast-track administrative 

permitting, drastically cutting the bureaucratic timelines required for energy-intensive plants 

to transition to clean energy systems, and establishes designated 'Industrial Acceleration 

Areas' to concentrate public infrastructure investments. For the first time, the EU has 

structurally embedded these strict "Made in EU" resilience, sustainability, and minimum 

domestic content criteria into public procurement processes (Commission, 2026). This 

effectively allows Member States to legally bypass the lowest-bidder rule and favor European 

manufacturers over cheaper foreign alternatives.  

Crucially, this regulatory conversion also alters the relationship between carbon pricing and 

public subsidies. Under the Clean Industrial Deal, the EU has proposed the creation of an 

Industrial Decarbonisation Bank, aiming to mobilize up to €100 billion in targeted support 

(Commission, 2025). Instead of utilizing ETS auction revenues and Innovation Fund assets 

exclusively for broad Research & Development or global climate mitigation projects, these 

massive carbon assets are being redirected to directly subsidize the operational and transition 

costs of domestic heavy industries. 

Ultimately, the evolution from the NZIA to the Clean Industrial Deal provides clear evidence 

of a regulatory path conversion. The overarching climate targets and emissions limits 

mandated by the European Climate Law remain fully binding, satisfying the institutional 

lock-ins established during Phase 1. However, the administrative tools used to enforce these 

targets have been completely rewired. Environmental standards are no longer utilized as a 

tool for global ecological diplomacy; they have been converted into an institutional 

mechanism for European industrial survival, resource independence, and defensive economic 

protectionism. 
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4.4.3. Budgetary Conversion: From Regional Cohesion to the 2028–2034 "European Fund" 

While financial conversion focuses on off-budget resources and regulatory conversion alters 

Single Market rules, budgetary conversion targets the formal, on-budget core of the Union: 

the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF). As Mahoney & Thelen (2010) observe, 

conversion occurs when political actors leave the formal rules of an institution unchanged 

but actively redirect them toward new purposes and functions beyond their original intent. In 

the context of EU governance, this mechanism systematically rewires long-term legislative 

pillars, shifting resources away from traditional territorial redistribution and social cohesion 

toward European strategic autonomy and economic competitiveness (European Parliament. 

Directorate-General for Cohesion, Agriculture and Social Policies et al., 2026). This 

institutional transition unfolded in two consecutive, path-altering steps.  

The first step occurred during the mid-term revision of the 2021–2027 MFF, which 

established the Strategic Technologies for Europe Platform (STEP). STEP functioned as an 

initial mechanism of budget conversion by structurally bypassing historical funding sectors. 

Rather than keeping traditional Cohesion Policy allocations strictly bound to local socio-

economic development and infrastructure projects, STEP allowed member states to legally 

divert assets - such as the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) - toward critical 

deep-tech, biotechnology, and defense technologies (Regulation (EU) 2024/795). This policy 

modification proved that the protective regulatory walls surrounding regional development 

funding could be re-engineered from within to meet a changing geopolitical environment 

without the need to dismantle the existing budget pillars. 

This piecemeal conversion was fully institutionalized and scaled up in the European 

Commission's landmark proposal for the 2028–2034 MFF, presented on July 16, 2025 

(Commission, 2025). Valued at nearly €2 trillion, this framework fundamentally overhauls 

the EU’s long-term spending architecture (European Parliamentary Research Services, 

2025). The proposal dramatically flattens the budget's historical design by merging fourteen 

previously independent shared-management instruments - including Cohesion Policy and the 

Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) - into a singular, centralized "European Fund" (European 

Parliament. Directorate-General for Cohesion, Agriculture and Social Policies et al., 2026). 

Delivered through individualized NRPPs, this model deliberately impersonates the top-
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down, performance-based architecture originally engineered for the Recovery and Resilience 

Facility (European Parliament. Directorate-General for Cohesion, Agriculture and Social 

Policies et al., 2026).  

By shifting from cost-based regional entitlements to performance-based disbursements 

conditional on structural economic reforms, the proposal systematically alters the normative 

priorities of EU public spending (European Parliament. Directorate-General for Cohesion, 

Agriculture and Social Policies et al., 2026). It opens the door for traditional cohesion assets 

to serve pan-European competitive priorities, such as securing clean-tech supply chains under 

the newly established European Competitiveness Fund (Commission, 2025). Crucially, the 

MFF proposal expands the budget's security and military portfolio fivefold, allocating a 

massive €131 billion to support investments in joint defense and space capabilities 

(Commission, 2025; European Parliamentary Research Services, 2025).  

Ultimately, this structural evolution reveals how an entire fiscal regime can undergo 

conversion. The foundational commitment to territorial leveling and internal social cohesion 

remains embedded in the rhetoric of the treaties, but the rules governing those resources have 

been hollowed out from within (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010). The long-term budget of the 

European Union has been permanently converted from an instrument of internal regional 

solidarity into a streamlined fiscal engine optimized for pan-European industrial survival, 

resource independence, and military sovereignty. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



57 
 

5. Discussion: Consequences, Legitimacy and Power (SQ3) 

The empirical analysis in Chapter 4 demonstrated how the European Union responded to an 

era of permanent crisis not through formal treaty revision or the creation of new standalone 

institutions, but through the iterative mechanism of institutional conversion. By leaving 

existing structures intact while systematically re-engineering their operational guidelines, 

administrative targets, and funding rules, strategic actors successfully repurposed the Union's 

financial, regulatory, and budgetary machinery to serve the demands of geopolitical 

securitization. 

This chapter serves to contextualize these findings by directly addressing the third sub-

question (SQ3) of this study: What are the structural consequences, legitimacy trade-offs, 

and power reconfigurations driven by the European Union’s geopolitical turn? 

Moving beyond the mechanisms of policy transformation, the discussion synthesizes the 

broader institutional outcome of this shift across three interrelated analytical dimensions. 

Firstly, the Reconfiguration of Power Relations evaluates how the transition to top-down, 

performance-based funding models alters the balance of power within the EU’s multi-level 

governance architecture, expanding the European Commission’s supranational steering 

capacity over member states. 

Secondly, the Legitimacy of the Geopolitical Turn examines the deep institutional friction 

between the EU’s historic commitment to internal solidarity (territorial cohesion) and its new 

mandate for external survival (geopolitical and economic competitiveness). It unpacks the 

democratic trade-offs inherent in prioritizing rapid crisis management over traditional input 

and procedural legitimacy. 

Lastly, the final section, Theoretical Implications: Explaining Institutional Resilience through 

Conversion, reconnects the empirical data to the core debates within HI, illustrating how the 

concept of institutional conversion challenges traditional models of institutional change and 

offers a more dynamic explanation of the resilience of supranational frameworks. 

By exploring these dimensions, this chapter provides a critical evaluation of the systemic 

costs, structural re-orderings, and theoretical lessons of an EU that is increasingly converting 

its historic legacy into an insulated fortress for industrial and geopolitical survival. 
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5.1. The Reconfiguration of Power Relations 

The institutional conversion of the EU's financial and budgetary architecture has driven a 

structural reconfiguration of power relations across its multi-level governance system. 

Historically, EU public finance - particularly through Cohesion Policy - served as the premier 

empirical example of multi-level governance, characterized by decentralized management, 

partnership principles, and legally guaranteed regional entitlements. However, the strategic 

deployment of the RRF and its subsequent institutionalization in the 2028–2034 MFF - which 

remains under active interinstitutional negotiation - have systematically dismantled this 

decentralized paradigm (Schramm & Terranova, 2024). While the legislative framework is 

still under intense discussion following the Commission’s July 2025 draft proposals and the 

European Parliament's April 2026 interim stance, it provides a definitive empirical roadmap 

of the executive's long-term design. By aiming to replace cost-based reimbursement with top-

down, performance-based delivery models, the European Commission has drastically 

expanded its supranational steering capacity, altering the horizontal balance between Brussels 

and member states, while vertically flattening the autonomy of subnational actors (European 

Parliament et al., 2026; Schramm & Terranova, 2024). 

The core of this power shift is the performance-based disbursement mechanism originally 

designed for the RRF and now scaled up across the €2 trillion 2028–2034 "European Fund" 

(Commission, 2025; European Parliamentary Research Services, 2025). Under the historical 

baseline framework, funds were allocated based on territorial entitlement, and compliance 

was measured through legal eligibility and financial auditing of actual expenditures (Molica 

et al., 2023). In contrast, the converted architecture links financial disbursements directly to 

the fulfillment of qualitative milestones and quantitative targets, structurally operating on a 

"cash for reforms" logic (De Bellis, 2025). This shift hands the European Commission 

unprecedented power; because the Commission retains the sole administrative authority to 

evaluate whether a milestone has been satisfactorily met, it can unilaterally freeze payments, 

effectively turning the EU budget from a tool of regional solidarity into an instrument of top-

down macroeconomic and geopolitical coercion. 

This centralization of control is structurally consolidated by the merger of fourteen 

independent funding streams into individualized National and Regional Partnership Plans 
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(NRPPs) (Commission, 2025); European Parliament. Directorate-General for Cohesion, 

Agriculture and Social Policies et al., 2026). By removing the legislative criteria that 

previously protected regional and agricultural budgets, the Commission has created a highly 

integrated fiscal architecture. This consolidation achieves a dramatic vertical flattening of the 

EU's governance hierarchy. The Commission orchestrated this structural shift by capitalizing 

on narratives of "administrative simplification" and fiscal agility in the face of geopolitical 

shocks, arguing that the traditional, fragmented multi-fund model was too procedurally slow 

and fragmented to meet the demands of competitive survival. Practically, it executed this by 

dissolving the distinct regulatory ring-fencing that previously guaranteed direct budgetary 

allocations to regional managing authorities, subsuming these independent streams into a 

single, comprehensive national envelope negotiated directly with central governments. 

In the traditional model, regional authorities enjoyed direct legal management of localized 

funds (such as the ERDF), giving them significant agenda-setting power within their 

territories. Under the NRPP model, however, all structural funding is negotiated centrally 

between national capitals and the European Commission (European Parliament. Directorate-

General for Cohesion, Agriculture and Social Policies et al., 2026). Subnational and regional 

actors are effectively marginalized, transformed from autonomous decision-makers into 

lower-tier implementers dictated by Brussels and state governments. Furthermore, this 

mechanism allows the Commission to bypass domestic political constraints and impose 

uniform policy directions over reluctant member states.  

Far from an indisputable evolution, this fiscal centralization has triggered intense political 

friction and open resistance across the Union. A diverse coalition of recipient member states 

has fiercely contested this "conditionality creep," accusing the Commission of executing an 

illegitimate executive power that uses public funds to force domestic policy alignments in 

fields where Brussels lacks explicit treaty competence, such as national defense procurement, 

industrial subsidies, and labor market reforms (European Parliament. Directorate-General for 

Cohesion, Agriculture and Social Policies et al., 2026; Schramm & Terranova, 2024). 

Simultaneously, supranational advocacy bodies, such as the European Committee of the 

Regions, have publicly denounced the NRPP framework as a flagrant violation of the 

constitutional principle of subsidiarity, warning that it hollows out democratic accountability 
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at the local level (European Committee of the Regions, 2026). Rather than operating as a 

neutral secretariat, the Commission has successfully used the converted fiscal framework to 

act as a centralized economic directorate. 

Ultimately, the reconfiguration of power relations driven by this budgetary conversion 

demonstrates how administrative adjustments can reshape political reality. While the formal 

division of competences between the EU and its member states remains legally unaltered in 

the treaties, the operational reality on the ground has shifted toward centralized supranational 

steering. This fiscal centralization is structurally reinforced on the regulatory side by the 

Commission’s deployment of sweeping "Omnibus" simplification packages (Commission, 

2025). By utilizing these legislative instruments to rapidly rewrite compliance rules across 

sustainability, investment, and defense frameworks, executive actors avoid lengthy 

legislative friction. The historical commitment to decentralized multi-level partnership has 

thus been replaced by an elite-driven, top-down governance model, empowering executive 

actors in Brussels and national capitals to steer the collective resources and regulatory 

frameworks of the Union toward the overarching imperatives of geo political and economic 

defense and strategic survival. 

 

5.2. Normative Displacements and the Legitimacy of the Geopolitical Turn 

The structural conversion of the European Union’s regulatory, financial, and budgetary 

frameworks does not just modify administrative rules; it drives a normative displacement that 

reshapes the core values of European integration. Historically, the EU's identity has rested on 

a delicate balance: promoting internal solidarity and territorial leveling through Cohesion 

Policy while pursuing global environmental governance through an open, market-led green 

transition. The geopolitical turn, however, has introduced severe institutional friction 

between these historical commitments to internal solidarity and a new imperative of external 

survival. Under this revised paradigm, geopolitical and economic competitiveness, supply 

chain security, and military sovereignty have been elevated to existential priorities, 

overriding the EU's traditional normative goals as an open, rules-based global actor. This 

transition triggers a fundamental shift in how the Union secures political authority, forcing a 
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heavy reliance on what political scientists conceptualize as a structural trade-off across 

distinct legitimizing dimensions. 

To evaluate the political and democratic cost of this institutional conversion, this discussion 

operationalizes Schmidt (2013) tripartite framework of input, throughput, and output 

legitimacy: 

• Input legitimacy focuses on governance by the people, achieved through political 

representation and democratic participation. 

• Output legitimacy centers on governance for the people, judged by the substantive 

effectiveness and problem-solving capacity of policy outcomes. 

• Throughput legitimacy captures governance with the people, evaluating the quality 

of internal decision-making processes based on their transparency, administrative 

accountability, inclusiveness, and openness to stakeholder consultation. 

As Schmidt observes, throughput legitimacy is typically invisible when functioning 

smoothly, becoming salient only in its absence - specifically when opaque administrative 

shortcuts damage the perceived integrity of public governance. The empirical findings of this 

study demonstrate that the EU's geopolitical turn is defined by a reliance on output legitimacy 

as an all-purpose justification, deliberately sacrificing both input representation and 

throughput procedural safeguards to maximize the velocity of executive crisis management. 

This structural trade-off is clearly visible in the administrative design of the renewables 

acceleration zones introduced under the RED III to facilitate the REPowerEU decoupling 

strategy (Directive (EU) 2023/2413). In the name of output efficiency - specifically, the 

urgent geopolitical necessity to rapidly eliminate dependence on imported fossil fuels - the 

converted framework authorized Member States to administratively suspend standard 

project-specific EIAs within designated territories. This procedural shortcut represents a 

severe compression of throughput legitimacy (Schmidt, 2013). By bypassing decades of 

established environmental law, the Union has systematically restricted the rights of local 

populations, subnational authorities, and civic groups to participate in regional planning 

decisions. The throughput requirement for transparent, inclusive, and open consultation has 

been traded away to maximize the output speed of clean energy deployment.  
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Far from an abstract theoretical compromise, this throughput compression has triggered 

intense, public institutional and civil society criticism (Wingenbach et al., 2024). 

Environmental NGO coalitions, such CAN Europe, European Environmental Bureau, 

BirdLife and WWF, have formally denounced the "overriding public interest" designation 

and the sweeping EIA exemptions, arguing that it creates an illegitimate hierarchy that 

sacrifices local biodiversity protection on the altar of energy geopolitics (Davis, 2024). Clear 

signs of this democratic alienation are already manifesting on the ground. Local 

governments, regional planners, and civic networks in Member States - most notably in 

Spain, France, and Germany - have experienced severe friction over the uneven transposition 

of these acceleration areas, explicitly citing a lack of meaningful public consultation and the 

exclusion of local stakeholders as a fundamental breach of procedural justice (Wingenbach 

et al., 2024). 

A parallel normative displacement is occurring via the regulatory conversion of the Single 

Market rulebook, institutionalized in the Industrial Accelerator Act (IAA), presented under 

the broader Clean Industrial Deal roadmap (Commission, 2026). Notably, what was initially 

drafted as the "Industrial Decarbonisation Accelerator Act" had its explicit focus on 

decarbonization dropped by executive actors - rebranded simply as the Industrial Accelerator 

Act - to signal a prioritized shift toward safeguarding and expanding domestic manufacturing 

capacity up to a hard target of 20% of EU GDP by 2035.  

By inserting strict local sustainability and Union-origin resilience criteria - which practically 

manifest as mandatory minimum local-content requirements specifying that a set percentage 

of sustainable industrial products (such as 25% of procured steel and aluminium, and 5% of 

concrete) must be manufactured inside the single market to qualify for public support - 

directly into public procurement rules, the act deliberately maneuvers to lock cheaper foreign 

clean-tech manufacturers out of the European single market (Commission, 2026).  

This regulatory protectionism fundamentally weakens the democratic credibility of the 

Union's economic governance. First, it severely damages throughput legitimacy - which 

measures the transparency, accountability, and fairness of administrative processes. 

Traditionally, public contracts were awarded through transparent international bidding where 

the most cost-effective global offer won. The new rules replace this open system with highly 
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complex, technical scoring matrices and strict clauses that exclude foreign companies based 

on their origin. Because these evaluation systems are so complex, they reduce overall 

tendering transparency. Furthermore, they introduce significant administrative loopholes, 

such as "cost-escape clauses" that allow governments to overpay by 20% to 25% simply to 

buy European-made goods. By clouding the rules, this framework limits the scope of 

independent financial audits and leaves massive public spending decisions highly vulnerable 

to influence by powerful industrial lobbies. 

Second, input legitimacy - the core principle of democratic representation and citizen voice 

- is even more deeply undermined. This massive macroeconomic shift toward European self-

sufficiency was executed through top-down executive decisions and fast-tracked legislative 

pathways. By rushing these policies through Brussels, the EU bypassed a genuine, pan-

European public debate regarding the long-term financial consequences of protectionism. As 

a direct result, ordinary citizens and local authorities are forced to foot the bill. They must 

absorb a heavy financial burden - a costly "green premium" for new public infrastructure - 

without ever having a democratic say in the trade-off between cheap, open-market consumer 

prices and state-directed strategic insulation. 

Ultimately, this irregular reliance on output legitimacy creates a highly volatile institutional 

equilibrium. By hollowing out the partnership principles that protected territorial cohesion 

(eroding input legitimacy) and bypassing the procedural checks that guaranteed 

environmental oversight (eroding throughput legitimacy), the EU risks permanently 

alienating subnational governments, regional communities, and civil society actors who find 

themselves excluded from decision-making. Environmental protection and regional 

solidarity are no longer treated as intrinsically valuable, standalone goals within the EU's 

normative hierarchy. Instead, through the hidden mechanics of institutional conversion, they 

have been permanently re-framed and instrumentalized as secondary assets designed to 

support the hard, competitive demands of an increasingly contested and geopolitically 

vulnerable actor. 
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5.3. Theoretical Implications: Explaining Institutional Resilience through 

Conversion 

The empirical realities of the EU’s geopolitical turn offer profound insights that extend far 

beyond the immediate boundaries of contemporary European policy analysis, returning 

directly to the core theoretical puzzles of HI. For decades, the dominant paradigm within 

institutionalist scholarship has relied on classic models of path dependency and punctuated 

equilibrium (Pierson, 2004). According to this traditional view, major public institutions are 

understood to be highly rigid structures locked into fixed trajectories of "increasing returns," 

where the political cost of exit or structural overhaul becomes progressively prohibitive over 

time (Pierson, 2000,). Consequently, significant institutional change is theorized to occur 

almost exclusively during rare critical junctures - passing historical windows where a 

massive exogenous shock shatters the existing path, allowing strategic actors to create 

entirely new institutional frameworks from scratch (Capoccia & Kelemen, 2007). 

However, the EU's response to the compounding polycrisis of the mid-2020s directly 

contradicts this classic punctuated model, revealing a theoretical blind spot. The Union has 

experienced precisely the kind of systemic, exogenous shocks - ranging from military conflict 

on its borders to a structural energy decoupling and fracturing global supply chains - that 

should theoretically precipitate a classic critical juncture. Yet, due to the extreme legal 

rigidity of the EU treaties, the requirement for absolute unanimity, and the high risk of 

domestic referendum failures, formal constitutional replacement or treaty revision remains 

politically impossible. 

Instead of fracturing under this pressure or generating entirely new standalone supranational 

architectures, the EU has demonstrated a remarkable capacity for institutional resilience. As 

this study demonstrates, this resilience has not been achieved through rigid path maintenance 

or formal institutional replacement, but through an institutional conversion (Bocquillon et 

al., 2024; Mahoney & Thelen, 2010). 

This institutional conversion is structurally quiet precisely because it completely sidesteps 

political arenas. Rather than triggering highly visible public debates or intergovernmental 

treaty conferences, institutional conversion occurs via low-salience administrative 
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modifications, technical guidelines, and secondary legislative re-engineering executed safely 

beneath the constitutional radar (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010; Streeck & Thelen, 2010). 

By applying the conversion framework developed by Streeck & Thelen (2010), we can 

unlock a more sophisticated understanding of how highly rigid institutions survive profound 

environmental shifts. Institutional conversion occurs when the formal, hard-to-amend rules 

of a system remain completely unaltered on paper, but strategic actors actively repurpose, 

redirect, and re-engineer those intact structures to serve completely novel goals and functions 

that their original creators never intended. 

Through this theoretical lens, the massive structural pillars of the Union - the Multiannual 

Financial Framework (MFF), the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF), and the regulatory 

architecture of the Single Market - are revealed not as rigid, unyielding tracks, but as highly 

elastic instruments of executive action. Strategic actors within the European Commission and 

national executives successfully executed a systemic geoeconomic transformation by 

working within the legal boundaries of the existing institutional legacy, avoiding the 

politically fatal friction of treaty reform: 

• The Budgetary Pillar (MFF): The formal architecture of the MFF remained intact, 

yet its operational columns were structurally re-wired. Traditional funding streams 

explicitly designed for regional solidarity and territorial leveling were converted - 

first through the Strategic Technologies for Europe Platform (STEP) and 

subsequently via the centralized €2 trillion 2028–2034 "European Fund" - into a 

streamlined fiscal engine optimized for pan-European industrial protectionism and 

joint military procurement. 

• The Financial Pillar (RRF): The temporary, crisis-driven governance architecture 

of the RRF was permanently institutionalized. Its top-down, "cash for reforms" 

performance model was lifted and grafted directly onto the permanent budget via 

National and Regional Partnership Plans (NRPPs), systematically transforming the 

Union's long-term spending power into a centralized steering mechanism (Bocquillon 

et al., 2024). 

• The Regulatory Pillar (Single Market): The historical rules of the Single Market, 

long dedicated to open global competition, underwent a profound regulatory 
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conversion. Through the Industrial Accelerator Act, the Commission repurposed 

standard compliance, sustainability, and procurement rules into defensive, economic 

barriers explicitly designed to protect domestic supply chains and enforce regional 

industrial sovereignty. 

To fully appreciate this theoretical payoff, it is necessary to explicitly conceptualize what 

constitutes "resilience" within international governance, as the term is frequently 

misconstrued (Bourbeau, 2015; Capano & Woo, 2017). In classic political science literature, 

institutional resilience is often treated as a static attribute, directly equated with structural 

rigidity, path maintenance, or the capacity of a system to resist external shocks and snap back 

to its original status quo configuration (Capano & Woo, 2017). 

This study, however, conceptualizes resilience as a dynamic, evolutionary capability 

(Bourbeau, 2015). Dynamic resilience denotes the capacity of an institutional architecture to 

undergo deep internal functional mutation, behavioral adaptation, and purposive structural 

reorganization to ensure its systemic survival in a volatile environment, even if its original 

normative goals are completely hollowed out. 

This study proves that true institutional resilience in an era of permanent crisis is a function 

of elasticity and interpretive flexibility rather than rigid structural defense. When formal 

structural modification is legally blocked, an institution's survival depends entirely on the 

capacity of strategic actors to engage in pragmatic reinterpretation and administrative 

manipulation. 

The EU’s geopolitical turn proves that highly path-dependent structures do not necessarily 

snap when exposed to existential external shocks. Instead, they survive by allowing their 

internal logic to be converted from within, enabling the Union to rapidly construct a 

centralized framework out of the institutional bricks originally laid down to build a 

decentralized, market-led global power. 
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6. Conclusion 

This thesis has investigated the structural, normative, and operational reorientation of the 

EU’s governance architecture during an era of unprecedented global instability. By tracking 

the systemic pivot away from the Union’s traditional paradigms of internal territorial 

development toward a strategy of geopolitical and economic security, this study has 

addressed the primary research question: How has the geopolitical and competitiveness turn 

transformed the European Green Deal from a model of regional cohesion into a strategy for 

geopolitical competitiveness? 

The final answer to this question lies not in a constitutional revision of the European treaties, 

but in the mechanics of institutional conversion (Capoccia & Kelemen, 2007; Pierson, 2004). 

The Competitiveness Turn - codified through the strategic blueprints of the Letta and Draghi 

reports and operationalized via the Clean Industrial Deal - acted as the catalyst for this 

transformation. It systematically re-wired the EGD from within. By leaving the formal 

structural pillars of the Union intact on paper, strategic supranational and national executive 

actors successfully repurposed the EGD’s regulatory and fiscal machinery. A framework 

initially designed to balance carbon neutrality with regional solidarity was thus converted 

into a defensive competitiveness strategy optimized for a hostile geopolitical environment 

marked by intense sub-national subsidization and regional warfare. 

The empirical core of this project demonstrated that this sweeping institutional 

transformation was executed simultaneously across financial conversion, where the Union 

permanently institutionalized the governance architecture of the RRF. By lifting its top-down, 

performance-based "cash for reforms" model and joining it onto the Union's permanent 

structural funds, the European Commission successfully moved away from traditional 

entitlement-based distribution, conditioning future funding on explicit economic and 

structural reforms. Secondly, budgetary conversion, through the proposed centralization of 

the 2028–2034 MFF into NRPPs marks the operational apex of this turn. This structural 

consolidation effectively dismantles the historical Cohesion Policy, converting regional 

development funds into a streamlined fiscal engine dedicated to pan-European industrial 

sovereignty and joint defense procurement. Lastly, regulatory conversion, as the historical 

principles of the Single Market rulebook underwent a defensive conversion. Through the 
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legislative mechanics of the IAA and the fast-tracked permitting processes of the RED III, 

standard compliance, environmental sustainability, and public procurement rules were re-

engineered into geopolitical and economic barriers designed to insulate domestic clean-tech 

supply chains. 

Beyond the immediate policy shifts, this thesis has exposed the structural and normative 

consequences of the converted Union. Grounded in the tripartite legitimacy framework 

articulated, the findings reveal a severe democratic trade-off inherent in the EU’s new 

geopolitical and economic posture. To secure political efficacy and rapid crisis-

responsiveness, the Union has increasingly relied on executive-driven output legitimacy - the 

velocity and performance of its centralized crisis management machinery. 

However, this output efficiency has been achieved at the direct expense of input 

representation and throughput procedural safeguards. The centralization of fiscal and 

regulatory control within the European Commission has vertically flattened the EU's multi-

level governance model, systematically marginalizing sub-national authorities, regional 

parliaments, and local stakeholders. Furthermore, the relaxation of environmental impact 

assessments and the bypass of localized consultation mechanisms under the banner of 

geopolitical emergency have severely diluted the democratic integrity of the transition 

process. The green industrial turn has thus institutionalized a highly technocratic, top-down 

steering capacity that risks alienating local communities and undermining the long-term 

democratic consensus required for the green transition. 

Theoretically, this study offers a vital contribution to HI. While institutionalist scholarship 

has previously positioned the concept of conversion to explain evolutionary shifts in EU 

social policy, environmental directives, and Eurozone crisis governance, this project extends 

the framework to a new analytical frontier: the absolute convergence of climate action, fiscal 

integration, and hard geopolitical and economic security. 

Furthermore, classic institutionalist accounts have long maintained that path-dependent 

architectures can only deviate from their trajectories during critical junctures that completely 

shatter existing frameworks (Capoccia & Kelemen, 2007; Pierson, 2004). The EU's 

geopolitical pivot offers a nuanced challenge to this rigid dichotomy. 
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Rather than proving a universal law of institutional change, this case study illustrates how a 

polycrisis context serves as the indispensable permissive environment for structural 

conversion. It was precisely the sequential nature of overlapping emergencies - beginning 

with the COVID-19 pandemic (which justified the original RRF architecture) and 

accelerating with the land war in Ukraine and the subsequent energy crisis - that broke open 

the political space for executive actors. This permanent state of exception allowed Brussels 

to normalize sub-constitutional administrative modifications that would have been highly 

controversial in stable political times. 

Thus, this project demonstrates in this specific case that institutional resilience in 

international politics is not a function of structural permanence, but rather of elasticity and 

interpretive flexibility. Highly path-dependent structures do not necessarily break under 

intense external pressure; instead, they survive because strategic actors possess the agency to 

exploit rule ambiguity during crises, hollowing out old mandates to install a centralized, 

geopolitical and economic structure within the architectural shell of a decentralized global 

power. 

Looking forward, the long-term trajectory of the EU appears locked into this converted path. 

As the ongoing negotiations for the 2028–2034 MFF threaten to cement these structural 

changes, the converted Green Deal will continue to operate primarily as a tool of statecraft 

rather than solidarity. For scholars of European integration and international relations, the 

EU’s transformation provides a powerful conceptual template for understanding how 

contemporary international organizations adapt to an era of permanent crisis: by quietly 

changing the internal function of their institutions while maintaining the comforting illusion 

of structural continuity. 
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Appendix - Declaration on the Use of Assistant Digital Tools and 

Generative AI 

In accordance with Aalborg University’s (AAU) regulations on academic integrity, good 

scientific practice, and transparency in exam submissions, this declaration outlines the 

precise scope, methodology, and boundaries of digital assistance tools used during the 

drafting and revision of this thesis. 

All core analytical frameworks, independent syntheses of primary literature and final 

thematic conclusions remain exclusively the intellectual and original work of the author. 

1. Scope and Methodology of Tool Deployment 

Digital tools were integrated into the research workflow strictly as cognitive and linguistic 

aids to refine the structure, clarity, and academic delivery of the author's original prose. The 

table below specifies the clear division of labor: 

Tool 
Functional 

Phase 
Specific Purpose Verification Method 

Google 

Gemini 

Iterative 

Editing & 

Structural 

Feedback 

Addressing 

supervisor comments, 

untangling complex 

academic jargon, and 

optimizing theoretical 

application. 

Every factual claim, 

institutional timeline, 

and citation was 

manually verified 

against primary EU 

legislation and peer-

reviewed literature. 

Grammarly 

Technical 

Proofreading 

& Syntax 

Polish 

Identifying 

typographical errors, 

ensuring punctuation 

consistency, and 

Manual line-by-line 

review of all 

suggestions to protect 

specialized technical 
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Tool 
Functional 

Phase 
Specific Purpose Verification Method 

correcting passive 

phrasing. 

terminology from 

automated distortion. 

 

2. Prompt Log and Empirical Applications 

To fulfill AAU’s requirement for explicit transparency, the following log details the precise 

prompts provided to Google Gemini during the revision of Chapters 5 and 6, demonstrating 

the interactive nature of the editing process. 

Clarifying Policy Mechanisms and Resolving Ambiguity 

• Context: Deployed when initial text drafts were flagged by the supervisor as too 

vague regarding the concrete operational mechanisms of proposed EU acts. 

• Prompt Example: 

"I have a paragraph in my thesis explaining the EU's Clean Industrial Deal, but my 

supervisor commented that it is unclear what the 'Industrial Decarbonisation Accelerator 

Act' actually does. Rewrite this section to explicitly state the operational mechanism (e.g., 

shifting from lowest-bidder rules to mandatory non-price criteria like resilience and 

sustainability). Keep the academic tone formal and suited for Historical Institutionalism." 

• Analytical Outcome: The text was restructured to move away from casual 

descriptions, replacing them with a clear explanation of how public procurement 

criteria are transformed into tools of state-directed insulation. 

Mapping Empirical Observations onto Theoretical Frameworks 

• Context: Used to translate policy outcomes into Vivien Schmidt's tripartite 

legitimacy framework following a supervisor request to explicitly separate input and 

throughput dynamics. 
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• Prompt Example: 

"My supervisor wants me to explain exactly how green regulatory protectionism (like 

mandatory minimum local content criteria) erodes both input and throughput legitimacy in 

the EU. Based on Vivien Schmidt’s (2013) definitions, rewrite this section to clearly show the 

cause-and-effect chain. Break it down so that the distinction between the process metrics 

(throughput) and democratic voice (input) is highly understandable for the reader." 

• Analytical Outcome: The text was separated into distinct, signposted thematic 

blocks that structurally isolated process transparency flaws (throughput) from top-

down executive acceleration limits on public debate (input). 

Replacing Journalistic Expressions with Academic Concepts 

• Context: Used to audit the text for non-standard metaphors or overly casual language 

that lacked grounding in political science literature. 

• Prompt Example: 

"In my draft, I used the metaphor 'insulated fortress' to describe the EU's defensive regulatory 

stance. My supervisor will likely flag this as un-academic. Give me four rigorous alternative 

concepts from international political economy or institutional literature that capture this 

phenomenon, and rewrite the sentence using the best fit." 

• Analytical Outcome: The metaphor was systematically extracted and replaced with 

the established theoretical concept of a "strategic regulatory shield," seamlessly 

bridging the transition to the literature on defensive regulatory regionalism. 

Applying Academic Nuance 

• Context: Used to scale back overgeneralized conclusions and adjust text framing to 

reflect ongoing legislative realities. 

• Prompt Example: 

"My supervisor pointed out that my conclusion states that the EU's geopolitical turn 'proves' 

a theory universally. They noted that this might just be a specific reaction to the polycrisis 

(like the RRF during COVID-19). Rewrite this section to tone down the absolute claim, frame 
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the polycrisis as a 'permissive environment' rather than a universal rule, and explicitly 

acknowledge that the 2028-2034 MFF is still an active legislative proposal under 

negotiation." 

• Analytical Outcome: The final chapter's conclusions were adjusted to utilize 

appropriate conditional academic hedging ("illustrates in this specific case", "is 

poised to shift"), explicitly positioning the polycrisis as the primary facilitating 

mechanism for executive action. 

3. Data Integrity, Plagiarism Protection, and Source Control 

To ensure absolute adherence to the university’s anti-plagiarism and data classification 

frameworks, the following strict boundaries were maintained throughout the process: 

• Independent Source Verification: Generative AI was completely barred from 

conducting independent literature reviews or creating bibliographic citations. All 

foundational texts utilized (e.g. Schmidt, 2013; Streeck & Thelen, 2005) were 

sourced, read, and cited directly from their primary publications by the author. 

• Data Security Compliance: In strict alignment with AAU data protection protocols, 

no internal university records, confidential interviews, sensitive personal data, or 

unreleased draft manuscripts were uploaded into public, open web-based Large 

Language Model (LLM) interfaces. 

• Zero Verbatim Reproduction: No text blocks generated by the AI tool were 

integrated verbatim into the final manuscript. The tool functioned solely as an 

interactive dialogue partner to optimize text flow, eliminate repetitive sentence 

structures, and test logical consistency. 

4. Formal Academic Responsibility Statement 

Following Aalborg University’s disciplinary rules regarding examinations and project work, 

the author maintains unshared, singular authorship of this thesis. The author assumes full 

academic, ethical, and legal accountability for the integrity of the research design, the 

accuracy of the historical and policy facts presented, and the final interpretations articulated 

throughout this work. 
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