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Within the discourse of environmental politics, ecological modernization has been a popular theory 

combining economic growth with environmental improvements. However, there is a considerable 

body of research that demonstrates the need to limit economic growth in order to achieve 

environmental sustainability. This study aims, by employing discourse analysis, to test the theory 

of ecological modernization against specific energy efficiency polices from Finland and Sweden, 

based on a Directive from the European Union, and investigate how it influences the environmental 

discourse. The energy policies establish the general persistence of ecological modernization 

ensuring economic growth while performing some environmental improvements, with a few 

discursive differences. Also, the energy policies of Finland and Sweden are found to be rather 

similar, reflecting the discursive power of the European Union.  
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1. Introduction 

The Industrial Revolution, which started in the mid-1700s and is in many ways still an ongoing 

process, enabled an unprecedented acceleration in technological development and economic 

growth. However, this development also has meant a proportional increase in the pace at which 

natural resources are extracted and exploited. The expansion of industrial production also brought 

a major increase in generated waste, and as production got more advanced, entirely new waste 

products kept emerging, the environmental impacts of which would typically not be understood 

until major damage had already been dealt, and until society had already made itself largely 

dependent on its sources. Examples are many and include Freon eroding the atmosphere's ozone 

layer, leaded gasoline globally poisoning ecosystems, and the insecticide DDT travelling up the 

food chain and making birds' eggs too weak to hatch (Carson, 1962). Perhaps the most prominent 

and extreme example however is the emission of excess CO2 into the atmosphere, which has been 

going on since the Industrial Revolution's very inception, with the exploitation of coal and later oil 

reserves, and the ramifications of which humanity only relatively recently started discovering, after 

having made modern society and economy completely dependent on fossil carbon energy. Because 

of issues like those aforementioned, critique against the practice of unhinged economic growth at 

any price has become more intense over time, and scientists in the fields of economics and ecology 

have over the past decades examined the issue and attempted to find systemic solutions. 

Today, the wealth of research on the subject has brought a political consensus which opposes 

business-as-usual, and conversely includes a focus on the importance of resource conservation. 

Still, there is a gap within the environmental discourse between academical economics and 

practical economics, wherein the former is more open to radical change and regulations. 

Meanwhile, the political sphere, which should be considering both, tends to lean more towards the 

latter. 

Even if focused solely on economic growth, the tendency of these practical economists to be 

reluctant to consider negative environmental impacts is, on a grander scale, irrational. Ultimately, 

there must necessarily be an incentive from an economic perspective to ensure the continued 

availability of natural resources and services, because of their vital role and function within the 

economic system. Without natural resources, an economic system simply cannot exist. 

This is however not completely neglected in the political sphere. Considering environmental issues 

is of rising priority, especially as tangible negative economic effects when following business-as-

usual arise. The European Union (EU), with origins dating back to 1958, although under different 

names and structures, started out as an economic union and has been promoting free trade and free 

mobility between its member states. Over the decades, and with additional organizational changes 

in 1993 when it became what now is known as the EU, the union has become more of a political 

one, and inclined to also consider environmental challenges while still promoting economic 

growth. One such environmental challenge is energy security, which has clear links to 

environmental and ecological degradation. 
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In the energy sector, there is opportunity to lessen environmental impact, making it more 

sustainable. Such opportunities include better energy efficiency, renewable energy sources, and 

reduced energy consumption. Politically, energy efficiency is a popular focus, as it does not entail 

obvious negative economic effects (quite the opposite) while still promoting ecological 

improvements. This is framed by a discourse referred to as ecological modernization, one of many 

discourses on how to approach policies regarding environmental issues 

The EU member states that comply with these objectives and this vision thus include energy 

efficiency planning in their national policies. Although, because of immutable geographical 

differences, these policies might differ between member states. But comparing two countries, such 

as Sweden and Finland, can differences still be found, and to what extent is ecological 

modernization the dominant discourse? This requires an identification of what geographical 

differences exist, as well as the part played by social and political constructions, such as the fact 

that the EU sets the framework for policy regarding energy efficiency. 

 

1.1 Purpose and research questions 

The study aims to examine Finnish and Swedish energy efficiency policies, functioning as 

specimens of testing the ecological modernization theory, and thus explore the environmental 

discourse. These findings will then be compared between each other and against the political 

context in which the policies were written. 

What can discursively be found in Finnish and Swedish energy efficiency policies and to what 

extent are the policies dominated by ecological modernization? 

What differences can be found between Finnish and Swedish energy efficiency policies and how 

can these differences be understood? 
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2. Background 

2.1 Finland 

Because of the close connection between Finland's economy and industry, mainly including 

technological manufacturing and the forestry and paper industry, the energy consumption per 

capita is relatively speaking quite high. Of course, the cold climate is a constant variable that will 

likely always demand a high energy consumption (IEA, 2013a).  

One of the greatest political concerns regarding energy in Finland, following a high energy need, 

is the security of energy, because of the country's high dependency on especially imported fossil 

fuels. This will most likely continue in the foreseeable future due to a low amount of domestic 

resources suitable for energy production. To tackle these challenges, Finland is focusing on further 

diversifying its energy production, reducing the energy demand (which is currently only integrated 

in energy efficiency), and being part of strengthening the Nordic electricity market, bearing in 

mind the hydro-endowed neighboring countries (IEA, 2013a). 

Looking at Finland's energy situation statistically, almost half of the total primary energy supply 

(TPES) comes from oil and biofuels, together accounting for 49.7 percent of the TPES. Although, 

projections made by the government indicates a shift in the most major energy sources, displaying 

a growth of nuclear energy from 17.4 percent in 2011, to 38.4 percent in 2030, which in that case 

would help increasing the national energy security. Important to note is that nuclear energy 

represents 35.4 percent of the domestic production, but as mentioned, Finland is forced to import 

much of its energy, only producing 49 percent of the TPES. Biofuels and waste make up 47.5 

percent of the domestic production, making it the largest energy source in production (IEA, 2013a). 

In growing the domestic production of nuclear energy, Finland will diversify the energy security 

which is a clear political focus. However, in doing so, the country is one of the few EU member 

states to further expand the production of nuclear energy, and if such a nuclear expansion is to be 

implemented successfully, safe disposal of radioactive waste must be of paramount priority (IEA, 

2013a).  

As a country that is usually keen on following EU directives and recommendations, Finland's 

arrangements of the gas market are something of a contradiction. This is due to the fact that only 

one pipeline is entering the country, coming from Russia, which is considered problematic by the 

EU. Partly because it constitutes an undiversified import source which goes against the principles 

of an open and competitive market, and partly because there are no connections in the gas market 

to any another EU member state. Although, this can be seen as an exception, as Finland's energy 

policies are generally closely integrated with energy policies from the EU (IEA, 2013a). 

In conclusion, a high energy demand due to a cold climate and an industrialized economy, 

combined with a poor endowment of domestic energy resources, has forced the government to 

focus on energy security as well as diversifying the domestic production. This explains the plan to 

expand production of nuclear energy. 
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2.1.1 Finland and the Soviet Union 

Beyond the basic geographical conditions and the current energy situation, it is also necessary to 

explain a part of the political background in Finland, which in some ways have affected today's 

production and consumption of energy. Essentially, this includes the special relations between 

Finland and the Soviet Union during the Cold War. The following section will thus cover a brief 

overview of these relations, starting after the Second World War, and ultimately concretized to 

today's energy situation in Finland.  

What later became the coined expression Finlandization is based on the process of how Finland 

positioned itself as a democratic country with political freedom and a market economy, while at 

the same time adapting its policy to meet the demands of the Soviet Union. Allison (1985) presents 

Finlandization as specific relations between a weaker state which remains independent to a 

stronger sate. The weaker state is within a soft sphere of influence under the stronger state, 

tolerating political accommodations which entail a level of dependency, rather than the risk of a 

more direct domination or conquest. In the same way, Forsberg and Pesu refer to Finlandization 

as "a foreign policy strategy where a smaller state adapts its policy to the interests of a bigger 

neighboring country, typically a Great Power" (Forsberg and Pesu, 2016: 474). They also discuss 

whether the Finnish policy during the Cold War was successful, or merely a means to survive. 

Compared to other Soviet-led states, such as the Baltics which were formally included in the Soviet 

Union, Finland enjoyed a greater level of social welfare, political freedom, and economic growth. 

Allison (1985) however submit arguments suggesting that Finland had to pay a price for refusing 

to be part of the Soviet Union, sacrificing some of its sovereignty. However, agreeing to be part 

of the Soviet Union would have, very probably, meant even less sovereignty. Additionally, it is 

important to note that Soviet involvement in Finland's foreign policy was superior to the 

involvement in the country's domestic policy. 

In fact, when it comes to trade, these relations led to the Soviet Union being the biggest trade 

partner for Finland in 1980, while Finland was the second biggest market economy the Soviet 

Union had trade relations with the same year (The Finnish Institute of International Affairs, 1983). 

Of course, excluding the Finlandization, the high trade rates were also to some extent a result of 

on geographic proximity, not least concerning energy because of its long distance transfer 

complications. In 1980, 62 percent of Finland's energy imports came from the Soviet Union.  

Concluding the Finnish-Soviet relations, it is evident that the interaction between the countries 

during the Cold War has contributed to the current Finnish energy situation, mainly represented 

by the import of gas. 

 

2.2 Sweden 
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Sweden, like Finland, has an elevated basic energy demand because of the high need for heating 

during its comparatively long and cold winters. Sweden also currently has an export-oriented and 

energy-intensive economy, which inflates power needs for transport and industry. However, unlike 

Finland, Sweden has the advantage of many rivers suitable for hydropower exploitation. The result 

of this may be seen when comparing electricity production of the two countries, where Sweden 

has a notably higher proportion, and significantly higher total amount of power from hydro plants 

at almost half of the country's electricity production in 2012 (SCB, 2012).  

The second most important electricity source is nuclear power, generating around 40 percent of 

the country's total electricity, which also puts Sweden among the top few OECD member states 

with the highest portion of nuclear in its total primary energy supply (IEA, 2013b). A partial 

explanation for this might be found in the concern for climate change in the general public, and 

the consequent reluctance to phase out nuclear fearing it would need to be replaced by coal or oil 

(Hakkarainen & Fjaestad, 2012). 

Electricity from wind turbines has seen rapid development in recent years, and Sweden aims to 

make wind and other renewable energy sources (hydropower excluded) a third pillar of the 

country's energy supply. For now however, and especially around the time of publication for our 

objects of analysis, it remains only a complementary contributor (IEA, 2013b). 

Sweden is also one of the leading OECD countries when it comes to low CO2 intensity and a high 

portion of renewable energy. This is mainly thanks to efficient district heating which utilizes 

mostly biofuels and waste, as well as a heavily electrified industry coupled with the fact that very 

little of the country's consumed electricity is generated using fossil carbon sources (IEA, 2013b). 

Oil however remains dominant in the transport sector with over 90 percent of energy from this 

source in 2010. Transportation also stands as the single sector emitting by far the most energy-

related CO2 at 45 percent of total carbon dioxide in the same year. For this reason, transport has to 

be seen as the sector in the country with the greatest potential for further reduction in emissions. 

Sweden has set a very ambitious goal for 2030 to have a fossil-fuel-independent vehicle fleet (IEA, 

2013b), a goal for which the country is largely on track. The portion of renewable energy in the 

transport sector has seen a drastic increase in the last few years (Eurostat, 2016: 76), and many 

improvements to more fuel efficient vehicles have been made. However, despite this, the net total 

emissions from the transport sector increased rather than decreased in recent years, mainly due to 

an increase in driving, spurred by a stronger economy (Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, 

2017: 26). 

One overarching guiding principle to Sweden's energy policy has been to facilitate neutrality. As 

a historically militarily non-aligned state, the country has tried to avoid being too dependent on 

any one powerful actor for energy. This rose to a high priority after the energy crises of the 1970s 

when Sweden after much deliberation decided to join the newly formed International Energy 

Agency, despite this action being widely seen as problematic and compromising to the nation's 

neutrality principle (SOU 2002:108: 419). Sweden also has no domestic production of any fossil 
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fuel; all coal, oil and natural gas have to be imported (IEA, 2013b). Decarbonization policy can 

therefore easily be rationalized as a matter of increasing energy security. 

 

3. Previous research 

Considering the issue of continuous economic growth hinging on decidedly non-growing natural 

resources, scientists and economists have attempted to outline possible economic systems coping 

with finite resources in the last century. Such suggestions of economic systems have fluctuated 

during this period of time due to changes in the global scenery as well as different perspectives 

among scholars. This ranges from radical thoughts on changing the political-economic system 

constitutively towards environmental sustainability, all the way to a belief in neoclassic economics 

as a force that will on its own solve environmental challenges trough technical innovation and 

increased energy efficiency. Some even argue that presenting scientific views that warn of the 

effects of unhinged economic growth threatens to hinder the technological progress that they 

believe will in itself bring about ecological sustainability. 

Scientists and economists who have advocated fundamental changes have struggled to have any 

greater impact on politicians and other decision-makers because of the rather normalized status of 

neoclassic economics within institutions and public spaces, with little incentive for the most 

powerful actors to change. A discussion then occurs, which describes the need of democratizing 

economics and being more open to alternative ideas, in order to reach meaningful discussion, 

instead of immediately discarding any arguments not following the current of neoclassic 

economics (Söderbaum, 2013). 

When searching for relevant research, the most frequent keywords used were; ecological 

economics; environmental economics; green economics; green growth; population growth; 

sustainable economics. 

The presented research will be categorized based on the standpoints taken on economy and 

ecology, also containing the method employed in each paper. This will provide insight into what 

has been said within the field on a large scale. We are interested in identifying different themes 

pertaining to previous research, so that we may later usefully apply the lessons learned in areas 

containing gaps of knowledge.  

 

3.1 Ecological and Economical Modernization 

The research suggesting more conservative approaches, accepts (to some extent) the existence and 

continuation of neoclassic economics as it stands, and neglects the idea of making radical changes, 

which is seen as unrealistic or undesirable. Instead, changes and regulations should, according to 

this view, be implemented without drastically altering established structures, making incremental 

environmental improvements while maintaining political and economic stability. 
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When trying to find a negotiating path between economic growth and environmental sustainability, 

Sterner and Damon (2011) qualitatively reviewed previous research in connection to current 

policies and frameworks from intergovernmental organizations, suggesting possible solutions. The 

authors make sure to acknowledge economic growth as a force which has lifted hundreds of 

thousands of humans out of extreme poverty, while simultaneously describing its problematic 

relation to climate change. The possible future concerning greenhouse gas emissions, having the 

biggest effect on climate change, is presented in two directions. Either the solution is 

grandfathering, a concept in which a country's allowed future emission level is based on a portion 

of its emissions historically, leading to a specific amount of what a country is allowed to emit. The 

authors recognize the absence of dealing with inequity in grandfathering, as effectively it rewards 

historically high emitters with a higher permitted level of future emission. The other presented 

solution focuses on per capita need and endowment, called equal per capita allocation. For 

example, an area with poor alternative energy resources and a cold climate should be allowed 

higher emission rates. 

In conclusion of the article, Sterner and Damon (2011) stress the need for global policies and 

participation when dealing with these environmental issues that clearly have a global impact. In 

addition to what has just been mentioned, the authors do not view their findings and support of 

green growth as the final solution, but merely as a pathway and learning experience facing global 

environmental issues. 

With a rather quantitative method, Byrne used a three-sector model allocating labor to 

"manufacturing (which is pollution increasing), technology accumulation (pollution neutral), or 

emissions abatement (pollution reducing)" (Byrne, 1997: 264). The general statement of the article 

is that achieving sustainable development does not require an economy with zero growth, quite 

the opposite. Because of certain parts of economic growth being non-polluting, neglecting all 

economic growth in favor of a zero growth economy would be ignorant, according to the author. 

Byrne (1997) takes on a pragmatic role, claiming that the truth lies somewhere between the two 

extremes; zero economic growth is inevitable and will lead to environmental sustainability, or; 

economic growth will automatically solve any environmental issues worth solving. 

 

3.2 Radical Change in Political-Economic System 

This section will focus on research that examines theories emphasizing the need to radically change 

the political-economic system, as a solution to environmental issues. Here, the notion of simply 

regulating the current system is generally regarded as inadequate. Even though it might lead to 

some reduction to environmental degradation, it is seen as not nearly enough to "save the world". 

Ascending from the earlier theories of scientists such as Kenneth Boulding, Herman Daly's greatest 

scientific contribution is the idea of a steady-state economy, imagining an economy not interested 

in economic growth. The steady-state idea is not far off from the earlier stationary-state idea by 
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John Stuart Mill (de Steiguer, 1995) in which consumption and population were proposed to be 

stabilized, also stressing the importance of an equal distribution of wealth globally. Daly (1995) 

explains that the concept of a steady-state economy has previously been regularly pressed when it 

comes to limiting the growth of population, but overlooked when discussing limiting the growth 

of consumption. In his paper, an overview of previous research comparing the traditional view of 

value added (only labor and capital bring value added to production and consumption), with an 

alternative view of value added (nature, as well as labor and capital, adds value), Daly (1995) also 

make suggestions on how nations should act related to value added. The author proposes that 

"nations can limit their total consumption by a strategy of low population and high per capita 

consumption; or by a strategy of high population and low per capita consumption" (Daly, 1995: 

468), as long as they actually limited their total consumption. Although, Daly (1995) makes a 

distinction between nations in the global South who should focus more on population growth, and 

nations in the North who should focus more on consumption growth. He stresses that each 

individual nation should be able to control this individually, instead of an overarching global 

policy, and continues by stating that "different national strategies for limiting consumption cannot 

coexist in an integrated world economy dominated by free trade, free capital mobility, and free 

migration" (Daly, 1995: 472), a most radical notion promoting fundamental changes to the global 

system. The overarching idea is, thus, that countries through national policies decrease their 

consumption, consequently leading to reduced environmental destruction and resource depletion. 

Regardless of what harm economic growth inflicts on the environment, Daly (2011) is also most 

critical of economic growth in itself. In his article Growth, debt, and the World Bank, Daly (2011) 

makes conclusions by overviewing previous research on ecological economics and using 

experiences from the World Bank. He recognizes that capitalists have finally understood that it is 

impossible to separate capital and labor from natural resources, but if possible, there would be no 

limiting factor to growth. Instead it is said that capital be regarded as a substitute for natural 

resources, which Daly (2011) argues is absurd. Capital and natural resources can only be seen as 

complimentary in production, because if capital was used as a substitute for natural resources, you 

would only have capital and no product. 

In an attempt, not to get lost in theoretical discussions, Friedrich Schmidt-Bleek developed a 

practical suggestion called Factor 10, dating back to 1991 in which economic profit and growth 

still could exist. The idea does not conceptually seek to decrease consumption, but instead an 

increase in resource productivity by a factor of 10 worldwide. Meaning; to increase the resource 

productivity ten times over. Although, Schmidt-Bleek (2008) argues that factor 10 should be the 

goal globally, while specific countries could have a higher or lower factor. For example, using 

indicators towards achieving sustainability in the year 2050, the United Sates would have to apply 

a factor of 15, and Finland a factor of 20. He further discusses the imbalance between different 

parts of the world, because all humans are affected by environmental issues due to flaws in the 

economic system, but only 20 percent of humans can fully enjoy its benefits. The article, a short 
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suggestion of what needs to be done, is concluded by stating that this has to be implemented 

globally, especially among more industrialized countries. 

However, Daly (2011) opposes the suggestion that a decrease in material resources could be 

complemented by an increase in efficiency; "you can't bake the same cake with half the ingredients 

no matter if you double or triple the number of cooks and ovens" (s.7). He argues that ultimately, 

finite resources set a limit to economic growth, which in the end means that there is no way to 

"trick" the system, and the main focus must be on decreasing consumption. 

Looking back, the idea of Factor 10 ascended from the concept of MIPS (material input per unit 

of service) developed by Schmidt-Bleek, and explained by Hinterbergen, Luks, and Schmidt-Bleek 

(1997). The authors apply experiences from previous studies and challenge the discourse of 

constant natural capital, and criticizes the concept as a tool for measuring sustainable 

development. Instead Hinterbergen et al. (1997) propose using MIPS, which they insist is a better 

ecologic as well as economic tool. The reasoning behind this is that "with MIPS we have an 

instrument to measure the environmental impacts of the production of services" (Hinterbergen et 

al., 1997: 12). They also argue that MIPS is a unique measuring tool able to function within 

economics, and compare relative environmental demands. 

 

3.3 Population Growth and Resource Scarcity 

The research in this section deals with the interactions between economic systems, human 

population growth, and resource scarcity. The main focus is on the problems inherent to an ever-

growing population and how different schools of economics have approached the issue, and what 

solutions have been proposed to either reduce nativity rates or increase the planet's upper 

population limit, or carrying capacity, for humans. 

At least since the writings of classical economists of the time of the Industrial Revolution, there 

has been concern about the physical limits to population growth, and about what will happen when 

it is finally reached. Joseph Edward de Steiguer (1995), in Three theories from economics about 

the environment, summarizes the much cited doctrine of Thomas Robert Malthus, which states 

that a human population will always grow faster than it is able to increase its capability to produce 

critical resources, such as food. In other words: population increases faster than carrying capacity. 

As such, it is posited that humanity is doomed to periodically reach a point where the vast majority 

of people struggle greatly to only survive, until a calamity like war or disease inevitably reduces 

the population drastically, and the cycle starts over. 

As de Steiguer (1995) points out, the Malthusian prediction has so far turned out to be false: 

increasingly efficient mechanized farming, as well as other important technological innovations 

and discoveries, have proven able to continue to increase production of critical resources at a pace 

that has so far been more than enough to support an exponentially growing world population.  
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However, obvious natural limits remain. Staying focused solely on production of the limiting 

factor of food: arable land is not infinite, and our highly productive modern agriculture hinges on 

the availability of a set of irreplaceable finite resources, such as concentrated stocks of the element 

of phosphorus for fertilization, and crude oil to power agricultural machinery as well as 

transportation of produce to population centra. Something similar to Malthus's dismal scenario 

may thus yet materialize, on a more global scale (Ehrlich & Ehrlich, 2012). 

It is obvious then that human population growth cannot continue indefinitely, and that one would 

not want to arrive at the point of maximum carrying capacity unprepared. With this in mind, many 

attempts have been made to calculate the probable upper limit to how many people the planet is 

able to support.  

Projecting carrying capacity for humans is however a difficult task, as it depends on numerous 

interacting variables in complex systems that are hard or impossible to predict, and the effects of 

which are not always well understood. Additionally, many previous estimates use unscientific or 

flawed methods. Exactly which resource or factor, or combination of factors, will come into play 

first to set the upper limit for human population remains uncertain and a source of disagreement 

(Cohen, 1995).  

In the assessment of Brown, et al. (2014), the human population is already far beyond a point 

where we can maintain our population and lifestyles for much longer, regardless of technical 

innovations, and drastic measures are needed in order to avoid a collapse.  

Cohen (1995) summarizes a few different perspectives on how overpopulation is to be dealt with. 

First of all, what he calls the bigger pie approach, of striving to improve technology and increase 

productivity to support the growing number of mouths to be fed. This view is not necessarily 

incompatible with decreased consumption and a lowered rates of resource depletion, as we can 

discern from the previously mentioned Factor 10 suggestion of Friedrich Schmidt-Bleek (2008). 

However, as we can also see from Factor 10, it does imply a need for radically better resource 

efficiency, and, with finite and irreplaceable resources in mind, probably to an unrealistic degree. 

The second approach, Cohen (1995) calls fewer forks: the notion that we need to take measures to 

slow or stop population growth. This is the main view shared by Paul R. Ehrlich and Anne H. 

Ehrlich (2012) in their study Can a collapse of global civilization be avoided?, where giving rights 

and opportunities to women globally, as well as making available contraceptives and abortions to 

as many as possible, are recommended practical suggestions. Cohen (1995) points out that there 

are numerous proposed ways of achieving this goal, but that it is difficult to judge the efficacy of 

each method. Thirdly, he brings up the better manners school of thought, which promotes 

improved terms of interaction between people, in the form of better governance and better defined 

ownership of resources, stating that people generally choose to bear more children than they would 

have if they had to communally and rationally consider the negative "externalities" of childbearing, 

effectively treating overpopulation as a market failure. According to Cohen (1995), a combination 
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of these three approaches will probably be necessary to alleviate the problems stemming from 

global overpopulation. 

 

3.4 The Mainstreaming of Neoclassical Economics 

Lastly, we will highlight the discourse on economics and environmental issues within 

governments, national and international institutions, and the general public. Some scientists stress 

the importance of changing the ambience towards a climate where alternative economic 

approaches are not immediately neglected.  

Peter Söderbaum (2013) did an overview of previous research on the discourse of economics and 

environmental issues, where he partly applies his findings on the report from the United Nations 

(2012) Resilient People, Resilient Planet: A Future Worth Choosing. Söderbaum (2013) 

exemplifies four important issues where change is needed, that are absent in the report from the 

UN. Firstly, "from technocracy to democracy" (Söderbaum, 2013: 222), he argues that scientists 

should be viewed as experts in a democratic sense, rather than a technocratic sense, because the 

technocratic view ignores discussions of for example ideological standpoints. Secondly, "opening 

up economics from neoclassical monopoly to a political economics that is more open and sensitive 

to ethical and ideological issues" (Söderbaum, 2013: 222), here, neoclassic economics becomes a 

sub-category that actors can like or dislike. Thirdly, "from market fundamentalism to ideologies 

that emphasize sustainable development" (Söderbaum, 2013: 222), which is somewhat brought up 

in the UN report but not enough according to Söderbaum (2013). Fourthly, "from protection of the 

present capitalist system or focus on modernization to also consider radical changes" (Söderbaum, 

2013: 222), he states that the presented unsustainable environmental trends in the UN report is not 

connected to the political-economic system. In summary, Söderbaum (2013) challenges the 

mainstreaming of neoclassic economics, and argues that anybody taking a "neutral" view is 

actually supporting neoclassical theory, because there is no neutrality. 

Lorek and Spangenberg (2014) made a similar overview of research focusing on sustainable 

consumption. They generally identify the absence of the topic on a high political level, and when 

finally discussed, the answer is simply to increase efficiency in production rather than to decrease 

consumption. This affects organizations and actors on a lower level, who are forced to limit their 

agenda in order to get a large recognition, according to the authors. As a solution, Lorek and 

Spangenberg (2014) suggest a carrot and stick approach. The stick would in this case be the 

inevitable fact that we must limit the use of natural resources because they are finite, and thus we 

will be forced to limit our consumption. The carrot on the other hand, would be to create well-

being for humans connected to aspects other than material consumption. The authors' examples 

are reduced working hours and extended holidays, which promote sustainable consumption as well 

as human well-being. 
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Another important lesson from Lorek and Spangenberg's article is that the general discourse 

accepts the fact that the biggest environmental issues concerning consumption are food, housing, 

and mobility, but neglects that "hard policies like regulatory and economic instruments are most 

effective for changing consumption patterns" (Lorek & Spangenberg, 2014: 40). They identify a 

shift of responsibility towards the consumer, as long as the consumer is informed of the 

environmental issues that follow a certain type and amount of consumption. The authors do not 

agree with putting too much responsibility on the consumer, arguing that policies surrounding 

consumption are most necessary if achieving sustainable consumption. 

 

3.5 Summary 

Regardless of the different views, there is somewhat of a consensus among ecological economists, 

which problematizes how the current hegemony in intergovernmental and supranational 

organizations normalize neoclassic economics in policies and frameworks. Such a normalization 

could be speculated to exist because of strong underlying economic interests that currently trump 

action from the environment. Therefore, it is productive to provide these organizations with 

suggestions that do not put economic growth at risk. Although, scientists who posit economic 

growth as a fundamental problem are forced to oppose the hegemony, thus running the risk of 

having less influence. 

A particularly difficult task is faced by those who have identified not only overconsumption, but 

overpopulation, as a central issue, as tackling this would require global structural social changes 

that go beyond the economic system, and government imposed family planning is for many reasons 

highly controversial. This is further complicated by the fact that most economies of the world rely 

on having an ever growing population to sustain growth and stability. 

As can be seen from this overview there are different thoughts on dealing with environmental 

challenges within economic structures. The most notable similarity is that a change or paradigm 

shift of some sort to economic structures is needed in order to achieve sustainable development, 

but as shown, the answer to the question of what has to change differs between perspectives 

because of their different perception of underlying issues. 
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4. Theoretical perspectives 

Based on the different perspectives found in previous research, this section will more closely focus 

on ecological modernization, suggested to be a common approach within environmental politics. 

Furthermore, theories such as green growth and circular economy will also be given light to below, 

because of their recent growing presence on the political stage. 

 

4.1 Ecological modernization  

As Hajer (1995) explains, ecological modernization has to be understood in relation to when 

environmental problems surfaced in the Western political agenda in the early 1970s. Now, it will 

shortly be illuminated, leading up to today's discursive situation and consequently what supposed 

impact the NEEAPs will have on the discourse. He gives four reasons as to why it became popular 

in the political sphere. Firstly, the more radical environmentalists who in depth questioned the 

capitalist consumer society failed to have any significant political influence because it overlapped 

with the economic recession during the 1970s, when economic insecurity was overthrowing 

environmentalist thoughts of selective growth. Although such radical ideas were meant to solve 

both environmental and economic problems, they were marginalized in the environmental 

discourse. Secondly, the confrontational style of the radical movement worried the NGO-elites as 

hampering the opportunity to grow in social power. Instead, softer approaches of environmental 

strategies focusing on reformations were favored, as they were not seen as an obstacle to gaining 

social influence, while simultaneously effecting environmental improvements. Thirdly, other 

environmental problems emerged (such as a diminishing ozone layer and acid rain), which became 

symbolic issues that NGOs used to enhance the public understanding and engagement of 

environmental problems. Fourthly, the fact that parts of the environmental discourse suggested 

pragmatic solutions, and that these solutions in many cases came from expert and the academical 

sphere, made it popular in politics. 

The theory of ecological modernization as explained by Hajer (1995) can initially appear rather 

simplistic. Environmental challenges are recognized and are thought to be solved mainly through 

technological innovations increasing the efficiency in production. Policies are used as tools to 

encourage innovation, because of a strong focus on efficiency. It is important to note that 

ecological modernization is separate from previous environmental theories such as the prominent 

Limits to Growth. There are no incentives to lower consumption in any way, but merely to increase 

the efficiency.  

Why has the concept become popular in politics? It has been self-destructive for politicians to 

neglect environmental issues (excluding recent trends in the USA) because of the scientific 

evidence and consequently the increased public awareness and demands. Hajer also states this is 

to be true in industries, where "a simple denial of environmental risks has ceased to be a credible 

option" (Hajer, 1995: 261). Simultaneously, taking a radical position and opposing economic 

growth in favor of environmental sustainability will most likely end in failure. The more successful 
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pragmatic path is thus ecological modernization, which ensures less criticism from economic 

spheres while still showing some improvements in environmental areas. In conclusion: 

maintaining  the pursuit of economic growth while still implementing environmental adjustments 

is the core of ecological modernization, which in reality is open to different kinds of specific 

strategies (Buttel, 2000) (Murphy & Gouldson, 2000). 

The question that naturally follows is whether this orientation will be enough to prepare society 

for serious environmental challenges, such as an oil-free subsistence. Hajer (1995) posits that 

within ecological modernization, environmental challenges are viewed as solvable, thus making 

the theory even more attractive to support, contrary to some other approaches with a more 

pessimistic outlook. 

Beck (2010) contributes with a perspective concerning how a modern approach can help solve 

environmental challenges. In general, Beck (2010) agrees with Hajer (1995), but his most 

important remark for politics to solve environmental challenges is that the majority of the 

population, including very different groups of people, act and vote for environmentally friendly 

policy. Thus, Beck (2010) shows the significance of a "bottom-up" approach and public 

involvement in order for ecological modernization to be successful in solving environmental 

problems. 

The following theories of green growth and circular economy are two slightly different concretized 

ways of how ecological modernization can appear in practice. They are relevant because of their 

expanding popularity within the environmental discourse.  

 

4.2 Green Growth 

The wide concept of green growth falls under and is similar to that of Ecological Modernization, 

as it too assumes that economic growth may continue in the face of more environmentally sound 

policy. One distinct element, and what we will particularly look into for the purposes of this study, 

is however the focus on the position that a transition to sustainable energy and an otherwise 

environmentally friendly society can in itself be a significant driver of economic growth. This is 

supposed to offset the negative short-term economic effects of restrictive environmental policy, so 

that net growth of the economy may be maintained or even boosted compared to a business-as-

usual scenario. It is posited that the various novel green technologies and sustainable solutions 

necessary will give rise to a plethora of new industries and business opportunities and "unlock new 

growth engines", as put by the OECD (2012: 8). It is argued that a focus on development of green 

technology and solutions domestically will provide the country with a competitive advantage and 

export opportunities, and that savings in the form of more efficient use of resources translates to 

profits for businesses (OECD, 2012). Therefore, according to this concept, appropriately managed 

environmentally friendly policy is not only a means to protect the environment and ensure 

sustainability, but rational also from a crass economic perspective. 
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As demonstrated by Sterner and Damon (2011) however, while increases in efficiency can 

certainly immediately benefit economic growth, the consequent drop in energy costs reliably tends 

to change consumer behavior and increase demand to a point where no net reduction of emissions 

is seen. Increased efficiency therefore does not seem to provide a solution on its own, but has to 

be coupled with strict and well directed regulation to incentivize development of alternative clean 

energy. 

A further critique of the concept of green growth is that it critically hinges on very optimistic 

estimates about future technological innovation to be truly sustainable (Lorek & Spangenberg, 

2014).  

 

4.3 Circular Economy 

The idea of a circular economy can be summarized as an economic system ideally without input 

from depletable stocks of material, and without any used up material disposed of as waste. Even 

more simply put, it is a society where everything is recycled and all energy is renewable. This 

stands in contrast to the standard modus operandi of industrialized society, where as long as 

extraction is cheap, the flow of materials often goes quickly from extraction to production and use 

to disposal, without re-entering the economy.   

While this description of a circular economy is already implied as part of a truly sustainable 

society, it is useful as a framework for setting an economic course of action regarding material 

flows, and as a measurement of sound and efficient use of raw materials.   

Circular economy is distinct from green growth as it does not necessarily imply growth at all, in 

fact, a realistic implementation might bring something closer to the opposite. Because of this, it 

can also in practice be placed outside of the broader concept of ecological modernization as well, 

as no technological innovation is strictly required.   

Nevertheless, arguments in favor of a more circular economy often cite possible contributions to 

economic growth as one of the benefits, similar to some arguments for green growth. One 

argument goes that as global population increases and more people leave poverty, and resources 

subsequently become more scarce, a country or region having made the transition to a more 

circular economy may position itself as a prominent exporter of sustainable solutions and 

technologies to meet these challenges, and gain a competitive edge internationally. Another less 

speculative argument is that reducing waste is a form of effectivization, which should mean 

savings and increased profits for businesses (SOU 2017:22). 

However, many of the changes intrinsic to such a shift should lead to a necessarily slower 

economy, at least within an otherwise unaltered economic model. Enforcing consistently more 

durable products and extended time of use for consumer items before disposal, and generally lower 

levels of consumption, should be detrimental to profits for retailers and producers alike, not to 
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even mention extractive industries. Although difficult to predict, it is hard to imagine that these 

losses to GDP would be offset by such things as increased business opportunities for repair shops 

and recycling plants. 

The circular economy proposal has roots in the ideas of the steady- or stationary-state economy, 

and can be seen as a modern application or rebranding of these concepts, with the notable 

modification that talk of limiting population growth seems conspicuously absent (SOU 2017:22) 

(Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment, 2016). This seems like a strange oversight 

considering documents from governments and intragovernmental organizations that promote 

circular economy will often point to the growing world population to motivate the need for a more 

circular use of materials. 

As pointed out in a previous section, the Malthusian scenario has failed to realize because the 

capacity for production has so far accelerated at a faster pace than the growth of population. It 

should follow then that a system that in effect proposes an artificial hard ceiling to available 

resources has to take population growth into account, or it might see a scenario where each person, 

as part of a growing population, has to make do with an ever smaller share of the scarce resources 

available. 

 

5. Method 

The methodology for this study is discourse analysis, especially as portrayed by Maarten Hajer 

(1995), identifying story-lines to understand communication. The discursive findings in Swedish 

and Finnish energy policies will be compared within different themes consisting of different 

attributes of influence, from the perspective of a most similar case, which accepts the similarities 

between the two, and is primarily interested in investigating the differences, and why differences 

exist. 

 

5.1 Material 

Based on the Directive 2012/27/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 25 October 

2012 on energy efficiency (hereinafter Energy Efficiency Directive or EED), each member state 

produced in 2014 a National Energy Efficiency Action Plan (NEEAP), and should according to 

the Directive continue to do so every three years. In general, such plans should cover projections 

on energy consumption, energy efficiency improvement measures, and nationally individual 

improvements expected to be achieved. Previously, the EU set a target of an increase in energy 

efficiency of 20 percent for 2020, compared to projections made in 2007 based on a business-as-

usual scenario. This should increase the security of supply through less import of energy, reduced 

greenhouse gas emissions, and promotion of economic growth by improved competitiveness and 

a boost to innovative technological solutions, according to the EU, which is the basis of the EED. 

Simultaneously, the directive does not require EU member states to present binding energy savings 
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targets, but rather to present binding energy measures and actions in each energy sector, 

consequently contributing to collectively reaching the 2020 target of increasing energy efficiency 

with 20 percent. 

In general, the NEEAPs should include the member states' policy measures in different sectors 

such as horizontal measures, energy efficiency measures in buildings, energy efficiency measures 

in public bodies, energy efficiency measures in industry, energy efficiency measures in transport, 

promotion of efficient heating and cooling, and energy transformation, transmission, distribution, 

and demand response.  

This study will use the Swedish and Finnish National Energy Efficiency Action Plan from 2014 

when comparing the two countries' policies on energy as explained within the research questions. 

These policies are chosen because of their relevance partly as relatively new policies, as well as 

covering a large political field within the EU's visions for energy, mainly consisting of a focus on 

efficiency. Furthermore, these policies are primarily focused on presenting measures for energy 

efficiency, only mentioning the national energy efficiency targets. Because of this, it is both 

possible and appropriate to analyze these documents discursively, since the explained national 

measures are considerably more descriptive, compared to strictly viewing national energy 

efficiency targets. 

 

5.2 Discourse analysis 

The common understanding of discourse as a discussion or mode of talking is a meiosis in the 

context of social science. Keeley's (1990) understanding of Foucault's views on discourse is that 

statements are connected to social practices, rather than just being theoretical statements. These 

statements then "define a phenomenon; provide a basis for analyzing, assessing, and evaluating it; 

and provide guidance for action with respect to it in terms of both ends and means" (Keeley, 1990: 

91). Along the same lines, Hajer (1995) explains that the analytical benefits of studying the 

discourse is extensively to interpret what is being said and written in a certain social context, who 

is saying it and to whom it is directed, while simultaneously relating this to make sense of the 

social background. Although discourse's primary distinction is within the spoken language, van 

Dijk (1997) also give light to the written language as similar to how ideas are communicated and 

received. Yet, there are some differences between the two, mainly including the written language 

as a less obvious type of interaction. Texts, and the policies this study aims to examine, is rather 

viewed as products or objects than forms of interactions. However, readers are still as active when 

receiving and understanding the communication as listeners would be. 

In discourse surrounding environmental discourse, it is most relevant to include both the context 

in which something is said, as well as the actual content (Hajer, 1995). Also, when it comes to 

environmental discourse that deals with policy, Hajer explains that "everybody agrees that the 

issue of environmental decline deserves more attention but policies do not match social 
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expectations" (Hajer, 1995: 43), which shows a clear gap. The actors who seek to close (or expand) 

these gaps should not be seen as having fixed roles such as politicians, scientists, or industrialists, 

but instead they are all part of an argumentative struggle in which these actors try to influence and 

position one another in certain specific ways. We cannot consider the actors to have fixed roles 

because there are no fixed attributes to how a scientist or a politician functions within a discussion. 

However, Hajer (1995) explains that actors are not completely free, when a discourse is in a 

process of transformation or reproduction, instead they are in some sense holders of different 

positions, entwined in webs of meaning. At the same time, when actors with different sorts of 

position and power make statements or actions, they ought to be understood against the belief 

systems whence they come. 

To make sense of a discourse, in our case the environmental discourse, the use of story-lines can 

be of help. Not to over-complicate the definition of story-lines, Hajer expressed story-lines to be 

"a generative sort of narrative that allows actors to draw upon various discursive categories to give 

meaning to specific physical or social phenomena" (Hajer, 1995: 56). They are in other words the 

carriers of the communicative content within a discourse. Most often, story-lines are understood 

within frames that economize the use of language because these frames consist of ideological 

concepts that actors and spectators are assumed to know. As long as actors produce, reproduce, 

and transform story-lines the discourse is alive and will continuously influence, and get influenced 

by, surrounding actors. Hajer (1995) then explains that story-lines in turn are economized by 

deconstructing symbols, metaphors and icons, which in the end can be referred back to the 

ideological frames and thus the discourse. The production of completely new frames is unusual 

since it requires an ideological degeneration. 

As mentioned, the discourse of interest for this study is environmental discourse, and more 

specifically the energy discourse, which can be seen as a sub-discourse within environmental 

discourse. We aim to study the previously described Swedish and Finnish energy policies by 

identifying the ideological frames as well as the story-lines of which these policies consist. To 

make sense of the findings, we search for similarities and differences between our findings from 

the two documents. Regarding the reliability of the study, i.e. supposing the study will show the 

same results if conducted again (Bryman, 2011), it is related to a theory testing method. When 

identifying story-lines, they will be related to how they affect the theory of ecological 

modernization, whether they confirm or in any way change the theory, and thus the environmental 

discourse. The comparative aspect of the study will help to further explore the theory of ecological 

modernization (Hopkin, 2002). 

Also contemplating the validity of the study, it is important to focus on causality, and if we can 

assure that x affects y (Bryman, 2011). Because of this, the study includes a short presentation of 

Finland's and Sweden's respective political backgrounds concerning energy, as well as the 

influence of geographic differences (see section 3.). Such comprehend external factors entail a 

support of getting a wider scope of causality, which will endorse what effect the NEEAPs have on 

the environmental discourse.  
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5.3 Most Similar Case 

Why then not choose one object, or country, or policy document to investigate? When it comes to 

discourse analysis, it is a pertinent method to understand power, which is the object of a political 

struggle (Foucault, 1989). However, if only examining one object, Quinn (2009) explains that such 

a study would find it difficult to conceptualize its findings and to understand what causes have had 

what effects (overdetermination), and to interpret what is being said on a larger scale 

(parochialism). Instead, to make sense of the discursive findings, power relations between EU and 

a member state can be understood by comparing it to similar member states, in this study Finland 

and Sweden, formulated as most similar case. Here, the countries are similar concerning political 

and economic development, as well as in climate, which is an important factor to energy. The 

interest is in identifying the differences between Finland and Sweden discursively regarding 

energy efficiency, and consequently making sense of what might have caused such variations in 

the discourse.  

Focusing further on power, it is important to understand how a hegemonic discourse becomes a 

regime of truth, and the power that entails. In relation to Foucault's theories of discourse analysis, 

Keeley (1990) presents the concept of a hegemonic discourse. Keeley (1990) discusses the 

difficulties of challenging a dominant or hegemonic discourse. Arguments of a competing 

discourse, whether true or false, can still be regarded as meaningless by the dominating discourse, 

which make the arguments subjugated knowledges. If so, there is a legitimacy issue when 

knowledge is neglected not because it is wrong, but simply because it is in opposition. Such 

difficulties should be kept in mind when analyzing the NEEAP of Finland and Sweden, and their 

relations to the EU. 

To clarify, the method of the study is discourse analysis. Subsequently, to make sense of the 

discursive findings, Finland and Sweden are compared. 

 

5.4 Consideration of Sources and Methodology 

5.4.1 National Energy Efficiency Action Plans 

Of course, the NEEAPs only play a certain part in the contribution to the environmental discourse 

at large, as they are limited to focusing on energy efficiency. There are other areas which also 

deserve attention if one wants to form a more complete understanding of the environmental 

discourse. However, environmental policy documents from the EU alone constitute is a massive 

volume. Focusing solely on energy efficiency makes the study feasible and allows for a relevant 

study of how ecological modernization is incorporated in reality and a specific issue. 

Furthermore, we choose to mainly use statistics that were available at the time before the NEEAPs 

were produced in 2014. Later data are not directly interesting to the documents, and the times when 

they are used it is for comparison or other specific purpose. 
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5.4.2 Discourse Analysis and Ecological Modernization 

The usage of both discourse analysis and ecological modernization is quite closely connected. The 

study employs discourse analysis as a method because of how the objects of the study is policies 

(Hajer, 1995). It is also a suitable method for investigating and understanding power relations 

(Foucault, 1989) (Keeley, 1990). Ecological modernization is a theory that tries to explain the 

political environmental discursive situation, and can be related to the material of the study, taking 

an interest in efficiency. Put differently, ecological modernization is a discursive frame in which 

story-lines are produced. This study aims to investigate how story-lines found in the NEEAPs can 

be related to ecological modernization, in a theory-testing manner. 

 

6. Discourse Analysis 

In discursively analyzing the National Energy Efficiency Action Plans (NEEAP) of Sweden and 

Finland, they will function as specimens of how ecological modernization is present in 

environmental politics, and whereto the discourse is heading, also portraying the complications for 

advocates of more challenging alternative economic systems. Within different themes (which 

constitute different attributes of influence), the action plans will be analyzed in relation to each 

other. 

 

6.1 Geographical impacts 

6.1.1 Cold climate 

Although Finland is averaging a slightly lower annual temperature than Sweden, it is an 

insignificant difference compared to most other EU member states. Of course, a generally cold 

climate increases the demand for energy consumption when it comes to heating up buildings in 

both countries. However, the biggest focus in the NEEAPs is not on the energy source in this case, 

but instead on the opportunities of increasing the energy efficiency of buildings, mainly through 

renovations to improve thermal insulation. 

Previous to the 2014 NEEAP (although mentioned in the document), Finland laid down a national 

strategy for building renovations the same year. Issued in the making of that strategy was a 

requirement for renovations to plan permission to conform to cost-optimal levels of minimum 

energy performance in those renovations. An important part of energy efficiency in buildings 

relates to renovation in the EED, thus making renovations an important part of Finland's NEEAP. 

Sweden's action plan similarly highlights renovation, stating it as "crucial for making energy 

consumption more efficient in the sector as a whole" (Swedish NEEAP: 37). Achieving a well-

functioning market is explained as key to improve the energy efficiency through renovations of 

buildings. 
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If endorsing Sterner and Damon's (2011) research, countries with a cold climate, such as Finland 

and Sweden, should be allowed higher emission rates when it comes to the heating of houses, to 

ensure equal living conditions compared to countries located in warmer areas (see section 4.1). It 

should be noted though, that both countries now use very little fossil fuels for heating, instead 

making use of their rich biofuel resources for this purpose. 

 

6.1.2 Opportunities of Domestic Production 

In domestic production of energy, the most obvious geographical difference between the countries, 

regarding the potential for renewable energy, is Sweden's clear advantages for hydropower due to 

a greater endowment of water streams suitable for hydro plants. Viewable in section 3.2 of this 

study, almost half of Sweden's electricity production came from hydro plants in 2012, when 

approximately 15 percent of electricity production came from hydro plants in Finland the year 

before (IEA, 2013a). The difference in the endowment of hydropower played an important part in 

why Sweden generated 56.7 percent of its electricity from renewable energy in 2011, while the 

equivalent figure for Finland was only 33.6 percent. However, the countries do display similarities 

in other domestic renewable energy sources, especially regarding biofuel, because of large land 

areas occupied by forest. In relation to efficiency, Sweden's greater potential for domestic 

production of electricity from renewable sources, and thus renewable energy, allows it to have 

better control over efficiency in the early stages of the chain of energy. 

Although the NEEAPs should focus on efficiency, the EED regularly makes a point to underline 

the role of energy efficiency for the EU to reach its targets in reducing CO2 emissions. Some 

analysis of how renewable energy is discursively described is therefore appropriate. The most 

obvious connection to renewable energy is how taxes and subsidies are mentioned. Sweden's 

NEEAP states that energy taxes in its best form should be a means of controlling resources, which 

will contribute to promoting the use of renewable energy, exemplified by a carbon dioxide 

emission tax. Finland's NEEAP is more focused on subsidies for renewable energy, granting 

subsidies to investments towards both the production and use of renewable energy for NGOs and 

businesses. Some sporadic mentions of renewable energy notwithstanding, it is not heavily 

featured. On one hand it is not surprising because of the patent distance between efficiency and 

type of energy source (in this case renewable energy), but on the other hand efficiency is regularly 

connected to technological innovations (Hajer, 1995), which possibly should increase the 

incentives to involve renewable energy in the NEEAP even more. Of course, this must apply 

predominantly to Sweden, simply because it has higher rates of renewable energy in total supply 

as well as in domestic production, creating more opportunities to ensure high efficiency of 

renewable energy overall. 
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6.2 Additional Lessons from the NEEAPs 

6.2.1 Horizontal Measures 

Finland and Sweden comply with article 7 in the EED which specifies that member states shall set 

up an energy efficiency obligation scheme, although, they both choose the alternative way of 

implementation described in paragraph 9 of article 7, which states the possibility of incorporating 

the scheme in national energy efficiency programs.  

Viewing the descriptions in the NEEAPs following article 8 in the EED surrounding energy audits, 

it is obvious that Finland has made greater efforts than Sweden in ensuring the "availability to all 

final customers of high quality energy audits which are cost-effective" (EED: 17). In fact, Finland's 

current energy audit system is nearly already sufficient in relation to the requirements in the EED. 

Sweden is not discursively displaying the same enthusiasm towards energy audits, however, it is 

set on meeting the EED requirements and shows its main focus on large enterprises.  

Article 9-11 in the EED dedicated to energy metering and billing, particularly stresses that such 

information should be provided to the final consumer on a household level. Finland and Sweden 

both describe the importance of individual metering, as expressed in the EED, to ensure that 

households with a lower energy consumption get an accordingly lower bill. Although usually 

absent, this represents an example of an incentive from the EU to actively lower the final 

consumption of energy. Of course, no one is actually forced to lower their energy consumption 

and the directive cannot ensure that it will happen, but it is a rare case of when a statement in the 

EED of any kind can be traced, although loosely, to lowering energy consumption. 

A part that cannot go unmentioned from the EEDs article 12 and 17, and thus Finland's and 

Sweden's NEEAPs, is the availability of information to all relevant market actors, when it comes 

to different energy efficiency mechanisms, as well as legal and financial frameworks. Both 

countries refer to free-access websites where information about energy efficiency measures is 

available. While this is better than nothing, questions arise whether the information, while freely 

available, is actually disseminated to all relevant actors and whether those actors are aware that 

such information exists. These questions are not for this study to answer but they still contribute 

to the analysis on an inexhaustible level.  

Finally, the EED also requires the action plans to include other national horizontal measures that 

remove barriers to energy efficiency. Finland and Sweden share an aim towards ecodesign and 

energy labelling. The argument in favor of such practices mainly consists of the opportunities for 

consumers to be able to identify products and services with high energy efficiency. However, 

similar to what is described concerning renewable energy in section 7.1.2, for horizontal measures 

in general, Finland has more of a focus on energy subsidies, while Sweden concentrates more on 

energy and carbon dioxide taxation.  
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6.2.2 Transport and Industry 

The biggest focus concerning transport shared by both Finland and Sweden is the requirements of 

vehicles and tires, preferably increasing the efficiency of the entire vehicle. Furthermore, both 

countries describe the importance of suitable speed limits concerning efficiency. However, 

Sweden also presents the purpose of taxation in transport, such as road taxes for non-green 

vehicles. Such energy taxes are sought to promote the use of greener vehicles as well as more 

environmentally sound means of transportation. 

Improvements of energy efficiency in industry is cursorily passed by, although, the joint focus in 

the NEEAPs is on the opportunities and availabilities of energy audits for the industry sector to 

make use of in order to find ways of increasing efficiency. 

 

6.2.3 Heating and Cooling 

The measures in the NEEAPs concerning heating and cooling are carefully expressed to be 

integrated within the market. In fact, when looking at the expansion of heating and cooling, the 

Swedish state lays down a framework that the market players must respect, however the expansion 

is initiated by market actors, which will thus only occur when it is profitable. This will ensure the 

EED requirement of only expanding heating and cooling through a cost/benefit analysis. Finland 

on the other hand mentions an Energy Production Action Plan (sought to improve the efficiency 

of primary energy consumption as well as efficiency of energy generation for businesses), and an 

Energy Service Action Plan (obligating companies to set a target to cut their own energy 

consumption by at least 5 percent by 2016 through energy efficiency improvements). These 

national action plans are well integrated in Finnish businesses.  

 

6.2.4 Energy transformation, transmission and distribution 

The most important measure regarding transformation, transmission and distribution of energy is 

that network tariffs do not become barriers to efficiency. However, it does not mean that all tariffs 

should be eschewed, but instead that they should be designed to be conducive to electricity 

network, production, and consumption efficiency. This is expressed in Finland's and Sweden's 

NEEAPs, as well as in article 15 of the EED. 

 

6.3 Story-lines 

Already by the manifest overhaul of the EED, the reasoning of ecological modernization makes 

its presence known as an apparent ideological frame. The EED falls in line with the theory for 

several reasons. Not only in that it sees environmental challenges as solvable, but also that there 

is a focus on energy efficiency, which will come about through policy-making. Such policies 
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should show that environmental protection is rational from an economic perspective and will in 

the end pay off, something that can be found in the EED. 

The most obvious general analysis when overviewing the action plans is that they do not radically 

oppose or change the current environmental discourse. Of course, this is not surprising because of 

the simple fact that the action plans are written in accordance to the EED produced by the EU, 

which is a major and influential actor when it comes to setting in essence any discourse with 

political connections. However, there are some ways in which the NEEAPs differ from each other, 

and also differ from the perception of ecological modernization. 

 

6.3.1 Comprehension of the NEEAPs 

Other than the differences between Finland's and Sweden's NEEAPs regarding content, a 

particularly striking difference is the overall extensiveness of the action plans themselves. This 

can be seen simply by viewing the number of pages. While Finland conducted 37 pages, Sweden 

conducted 57 pages (excluding the annexes), which implies that a majority of the sections was 

more thoroughly described in Sweden's action plan. 

How should this be understood? 

In Finland's case, it is relevant to accentuate the country's relations to the Soviet Union and the 

Finlandization of Finland, viewable in section 3.1.1, and how it has affected its relations to the EU. 

As Allison (1985) describes, Finland took part of the western market economy while at the same 

time applying themselves to have good relations with the Soviet Union. Consequently, this has 

influenced the relations with the EU, which a less extensive NEEAP is perhaps an expression of. 

It is important to remember that still to this date, Finland's only import of gas comes through a 

single pipeline from Russia (IEA, 2013a), which directly contradicts EUs vision of a competitive 

energy market and the free flow of energy across national borders of its member states. The 

European Commission expresses such worries quite openly, arguing that "Finland should step up 

the development of cross-border gas connection to diversify supply sources and continue to 

promote competition" (The European Commission, 2014: 71), mainly by focusing on better 

integration with the Baltic energy market. 

It is of relevance to point out that Sweden similarly only has one pipeline for natural gas import, 

from Denmark. This dependency has to be seen as much less problematic though, as Denmark is 

first of all another EU member state, and secondly, even though natural gas is comparatively 

important to the southern and western parts of Sweden, it makes up only around 2–3 percent of the 

country's TPES. Additionally, Sweden has together with Denmark prepared preventive and 

emergency action plans regarding this pipeline (IEA, 2013b: 65). 
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6.3.2 Energy end-use efficiency 

A gap between the theory of ecological modernization and the findings in Finland's and Sweden's 

NEEAPs is the focus on efficiency in production, which is not as elaborated in the plans. There, 

the focus is more on efficiency in the late stages of the energy chain, which can be exemplified by 

building renovations, energy labelling, or requirements for vehicles and tires. The gap can be 

explained partly by a slight change in the environmental discourse, and partly by the scope of what 

the action plans ought to perform. Then again, these two can be seen as different sides of the same 

coin. The EED's demand on the NEEAPs to focus on energy end-use efficiency is signaling a 

discursive change set by the EU rather than the member states. In this case, Finland and Sweden 

are under obligation to perform improvements in energy end-use efficiency. 

 

6.3.3 Reducing Consumption 

There are certain story-lines in the NEEAPs that can be interpreted as incentives towards reducing 

consumption of energy, although imbedded in efficiency phrasing. Already mentioned, meter and 

billing, and energy taxes are such examples of when lowering consumption actually is the 

conceived goal. If relating it to the research of Lorek and Spangenberg (2014), it is problematic to 

put the responsibility on the consumer. If there is a goal of reducing consumption, it should be on 

a structural level. However, drawing up discursive conclusions based on this would be 

scientifically insecure. Studying the NEEAPs holistically will not give the apparent discursive 

impression that reduced consumption of energy is desirable. The overall reasoning is rather to not 

interfere with consumption, while instead increasing efficiency, which should lead to less emission 

and less environmental degradation.  

The EED, and consequently the NEEAPs also take a rather narrow view of efficiency. Traces of 

established concepts like a circular economy are nowhere to be found, even though such things as 

enforced extended lifespan of consumer goods would certainly reduce energy use, while 

maintaining the same or a higher level of functionality. This would inarguably constitute increased 

efficiency in all ways but when related to GDP. Even though it is more focused on material flows 

than energy use, the concept of a circular economy can be seen as the logical conclusion to energy 

efficiency policy, as many of its points, such as reduced production of consumer goods, also 

translate to energy savings, and the fact that a truly circular economy would need to eschew all 

forms of fossil energy.  

Green growth is another concept not mentioned in Finland's and Sweden's NEEAPs, nor the EED. 

However, it is gaining popularity within the EU as well as the OECD. Its ideas of profits for 

businesses increasing efficiency, thus leading to savings in total, is a concrete thought still within 

the frame of ecological modernization. It is rather surprising that it is left out from the EED and 

the action plans, but downright speculative, it could possibly be included in future policies from 

the EU and/or its member states. 
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6.3.4 Market Benefits 

It is apparent through different sections of the NEEAPs that market benefits are promoted. In fact, 

throughout the NEEAPs efficiency measures are expressed to not entail any negative consequences 

towards the market. Therefore, this part is rather focused on the direct benefits towards the market. 

This is for example evident in renovation of buildings, because buildings then increase their energy 

efficiency as well as contribute to economic growth. Also, the expressed way of using (or not 

using) tariffs in heating and cooling, are strategies to ensure that market forces perform 

improvements in energy efficiency, which will consequently only occur when it is cost beneficial. 

Similar concepts can be seen in the transformation, transmission and distribution of energy.  

 

6.3.5 Symbols, Metaphors, and Icons 

How can these findings be further deconstructed? Concerning energy efficiency at large, it should 

be expressed that it is in fact aimed at lowering the use of recourses in production of energy while 

still extracting the same amount in final consumption. Consequently, this will entail a reduced use 

of resources. In a sense, the environmental improvements are in the end affected by a reduction of 

resource use. However, the discursive metaphor is instead the increase of efficiency. Regardless 

of such a discursive choice being conscious or unconscious, it can be traced back to the ideological 

frames of ecological modernization and the persistence of economic growth, which is quite 

symbolic since growth, strictly from a linguistic perspective, pairs well with increase. 

Going even further down, the icon that is the market, plays an important discursive part. As 

previously shown, benefits for the market are always prioritized, and efficiency measures seem 

never to be encouraged if they imply negative market effects. Such a concept applies irrespective 

of what environmental effects an energy efficiency measure might lead to. Straightforwardly put, 

economic incentives are stronger and more important than environmental. Environmental 

improvements should not triumph over economy. This pushes the ecological modernization frame 

towards economic rather than environmental arguments, though without leaving the frame entirely.  

How does the production and reconstruction of story-lines then affect the environmental 

discourse? We can see that ecological modernization is still discursively relevant after analyzing 

the NEEAPs, as well as the EED. On a political level, economic growth is promoted and efficiency 

is the strategy to ensure the realization of some environmental improvements. Furthermore, we 

have to analyze what kind of actors this is producing, making use of using Foucauldian theories of 

discourse and power. 
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6.4 Discourse and Power 

While displaying some differences, Finland's and Sweden's NEEAPs are quite similar. Why are 

they similar? If it is understood against the concept of a hegemonic discourse (Foucault, 1989) 

(Keeley, 1990), they are similar simply as a result of following the EED, which implies the power 

of the EU in setting the discourse. Thus, the EU can choose whether other statements are true or 

false, as well as whether they are beneficial towards where they want the discourse to go. When 

viewing the political struggle of an alternative discourse, this corresponds in many ways to 

Söderbaum's (2013) research of how scientists, when they do not follow the current of neoclassic 

economics, have trouble communicating their findings through legitimate channels, thus limiting 

their opportunities to influence the discourse. Of course, research can be conducted in different 

ways, and scientists do not all agree with each other. But why is some research, though just as 

scientifically valid, more politically neglected than other? Herman Daly’s steady-state idea, which 

warns of how refusing to limit the growth of resource consumption ultimately will lead to 

environmental disaster, does not make itself known in the EED nor the NEEAPs. It is unsurprising 

that the steady-state idea gets neglected, but that a reduction of consumption within the 

environmental discourse is completely avoided should be taken note of from a scientific point of 

view. 

Stepping away from Daly and reduced consumption, Schmidt-Bleek’s (2008) concept of factor 10 

which focuses only on efficiency is presented in section 4.2 of this study. However, the concept is 

based on increasing the efficiency ten times over, to achieve sustainability in the year of 2050. For 

a country like Finland, Schmidt-Bleek (2008) states that efficiency would have to increase by a 

factor of 20. Such a massive increase in efficiency is nowhere near indicated in the national action 

plans, nor in the directive, despite how it is presented by Schmidt-Bleek (2008) as necessary if 

efficiency alone is to bring about sustainability. 

In summary, it can be established that the EU has the power to influence the energy discourse in 

Finland and in Sweden, consequently producing actors that conform to the idea of energy 

efficiency and the promotion of economic growth taking priority over more effective 

environmental improvements. Arguments questioning infinite economic growth are subjugated, 

regardless of whether or not they are based in science. 
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7. Conclusion 

The European Union ensures economic growth through the way they set the discourse on energy 

efficiency, while still bringing some environmental improvements. This proves the relevance of 

ecological modernization as an ideological frame, although, differences can be found in relation 

to Hajer's (1995) focus on efficiency in production: in the NEEAPs, efficiency is rather focused 

on the end-use of energy. Advocates for alternative discourses are being subjugated as a result of 

the absence in the dominant discourse of limiting economic growth. 

Some differences can be found between Finland's and Sweden's respective action plans, such as 

the general disparity in volume of the documents themselves, explained in part by different 

political backgrounds. However, their general similarity seems to suggest a substantial political 

power of the European Union, and the way Sweden and Finland appear as less strong actors 

submitting to the European Union’s strive for energy efficiency. Hence, Efficient Power. 

 

7.1 Further Research 

Because of the study’s focus on the NEEAPs from Finland and Sweden using discourse analysis, 

it was possible to conduct the study within the given time frame. Its relevance comes through the 

in depth analysis of these specific policies, how it can be related to relevant theories, and shows 

tendencies of how the EU can influence policies of its member states. Of course, the power of the 

EU regarding energy policies cannot be generalized, since the findings only portrays the same kind 

of policy from two member states. Further research could therefore include additional energy 

policies from other EU member states with different geographical conditions and political 

backgrounds. Such research could also include alternative approaches of analysis, such as using a 

most different case, depending on which countries being examined. 

Further research could also focus on independent energy policies from EU member states, and if 

they show any differences to energy polices “ordered” by the EU. A conjecture to explore could 

be that independent energy policies would show greater differences between countries, because 

they are written on an unfixed level, contrary to the NEEAPs. Taking another step, it would be 

interesting to investigate what energy policies can be seen when it comes to implementation within 

countries, and how the implementation procedure is played out. Such exploration was however not 

possible, if accounting for the comprehension of this study, which was why the focus was limited 

towards the Finnish and Swedish NEEAPs. 
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