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Abstract

Recent discussions on the future of European Union governance highlight a growing
emphasis on integrated policy frameworks that align agricultural, territorial, and socio-
economic development objectives within unified strategic planning systems. One of the
proposed innovations for the next EU programming period is the introduction of National
and Regional Partnership Plans (NRPPs), which aim to coordinate several EU funding
instruments within a single national planning framework. This article explores stakeholder
perspectives on the development of integrated policy planning in this context. The analysis
is guided by analytical propositions derived from the literature on policy integration and
multi-level governance, focusing on how stakeholder interpretations influence strategic
priority alignment, perceived policy trade-offs, and governance coordination capacity.
The study is based on a qualitative focus group discussion involving policy stakeholders,
researchers, and institutional representatives in Lithuania. Using thematic analysis, the
study examines how stakeholders interpret integrated planning concepts, identify strategic
priorities, and assess governance challenges associated with policy integration. The find-
ings reveal three key issues shaping stakeholder perspectives. First, conceptual ambiguity
surrounding strategic priorities such as competitiveness, regional vitality, and sustainability
may complicate policy coordination. Second, perceived conflicts between economic com-
petitiveness and environmental sustainability may be less pronounced than often assumed.
Third, the implementation of integrated policy frameworks requires stronger governance
capacity, including improved cross-ministerial coordination and shared monitoring sys-
tems. The article contributes to research on policy integration and multi-level governance
by providing empirical evidence on how policy actors interpret integrated strategic plan-
ning frameworks and how these interpretations shape perceptions of governance capacity,
policy trade-offs, and stakeholder participation in EU funding reforms.

Keywords: integrated policy planning; policy integration; multi-level governance; regional
development; rural policy; stakeholder governance

1. Introduction

Across the European Union, policymakers increasingly confront complex societal chal-
lenges that cannot be addressed through isolated sectoral policies. Issues such as climate
change, food security, demographic change, and regional inequality require coordinated
interventions that span agricultural policy, territorial development, environmental gover-
nance, and social policy. However, European policy instruments have historically evolved
within distinct sectoral frameworks, including the Common Agricultural Policy, cohesion
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policy, and various territorial and social development programmes. This institutional
fragmentation has generated growing concerns about policy coherence and the capacity of
existing governance systems to address interconnected development challenges [1-4]. As a
result, integrated policy planning has emerged as a central theme in contemporary debates
on the future architecture of EU governance.

In response to these challenges, the European Union has increasingly emphasized
integrated policy frameworks designed to align multiple policy objectives within coherent
strategic planning systems. Recent discussions on the future of EU funding instruments
have highlighted the potential role of integrated national planning frameworks that coordi-
nate policies related to agriculture, rural development, territorial cohesion, environmental
sustainability, and social development [5-7]. One such proposal is the development of
National and Regional Partnership Plans (NRPPs), which aim to strengthen strategic coor-
dination across policy domains while maintaining flexibility for Member States to adapt
policy interventions to national and regional contexts [8-10].

The growing emphasis on integrated policy planning reflects broader transformations
in European governance. Policy integration has become a key principle guiding reforms
in areas such as environmental governance, territorial development, and innovation pol-
icy [1,11-14]. At the same time, the EU’s system of multi-level governance requires policy
coordination across multiple institutional levels, including EU institutions, national gov-
ernments, and regional authorities [15,16]. These governance arrangements create both
opportunities and challenges for integrated policy planning. While they allow policies to
reflect diverse territorial contexts, they also require effective coordination mechanisms to
ensure policy coherence across sectors and administrative levels.

Despite growing interest in integrated policy frameworks, relatively little empirical
research has examined how policy actors themselves interpret these emerging governance
approaches. Much of the existing literature focuses on institutional reforms, policy in-
struments, or administrative capacities [17,18]. However, the effectiveness of integrated
governance frameworks also depends on how policy stakeholders understand strategic
priorities, perceive potential policy trade-offs, and engage in collaborative policy design
processes. Stakeholder perspectives are particularly important in policy areas such as
agricultural and rural development policy, where governance systems involve complex
interactions between public institutions, research organizations, and sectoral actors.

This article addresses this gap by analyzing stakeholder perspectives on the develop-
ment of integrated national policy frameworks in Lithuania. The article therefore addresses
the following research question: How do policy stakeholders interpret the strategic priori-
ties, governance arrangements, and implementation challenges associated with emerging
integrated national planning frameworks within EU governance? In addition, the study
explores how stakeholders perceive potential policy trade-offs and opportunities for coor-
dination across policy sectors within such frameworks. The study focuses on discussions
surrounding the potential implementation of National and Regional Partnership Plans and
explores how stakeholders interpret the strategic objectives, governance challenges, and
policy implications of integrated planning approaches.

The analysis draws on qualitative data from a focus group discussion involving policy
experts, institutional representatives, and stakeholders engaged in agricultural, rural, and
regional development policy. Using thematic analysis, the study examines how participants
conceptualize integrated policy priorities, how they interpret potential policy conflicts, and
how they assess governance arrangements required for effective policy coordination.

By examining stakeholder perspectives on integrated policy planning, the article
contributes to the literature on policy integration, multi-level governance, and territorial
development in three ways. First, it provides empirical insights into how integrated policy
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concepts are interpreted and negotiated in practice. Second, it highlights the governance
challenges associated with coordinating policy sectors within complex multi-level gover-
nance systems. Third, it contributes to the debate on territorial development by examining
how stakeholders link integrated policy frameworks to regional economic vitality and rural
development strategies.

The article is structured as follows: The next section presents the theoretical framework
on policy integration and multi-level governance. The methodology section describes the
qualitative research design and data analysis procedures. The subsequent section presents
the empirical findings, followed by a discussion of their implications for integrated policy
planning in the European Union. The article concludes by outlining key policy implications
and directions for future research.

The objective of this study is to examine how policy stakeholders interpret emerging
integrated national planning frameworks within EU governance and how these interpreta-
tions shape perceptions of strategic priorities, governance challenges, and policy trade-offs.
To guide the empirical analysis, the study advances three analytical propositions derived
from the literature:

(1) Conceptual ambiguity in strategic priorities constrains effective policy integration;
(2) Perceived policy trade-offs are shaped by stakeholder interpretations rather than
structural incompatibilities;
(3) Governance capacity and stakeholder engagement are critical enabling conditions for
integrated planning.
These propositions structure the analysis of stakeholder perspectives in the context of
the proposed National and Regional Partnership Plans.

2. Literature Review

The literature review is structured into several sub-sections, each addressing a key
theoretical dimension relevant to integrated policy planning and EU governance.

2.1. Policy Integration and Complex Policy Challenges

In recent decades, public policy research has increasingly focused on the governance
of complex societal challenges that transcend traditional sectoral boundaries. Issues such
as climate change, food security, demographic change, and regional inequalities involve
multiple policy domains and therefore require coordinated policy responses. In this context,
the concept of policy integration has emerged as a central analytical framework in the
study of contemporary governance systems [3,8,19]. Policy integration broadly refers to
the alignment and coordination of policy objectives, instruments, and implementation
mechanisms across different policy sectors in order to address interconnected problems
more effectively.

Originally developed within environmental governance research, the concept of policy
integration was closely associated with efforts to ensure that environmental considerations
are incorporated into other policy domains such as agriculture, energy, and transport [11].
Over time, however, the concept has been extended to a broader range of policy fields.
Scholars increasingly recognise that many contemporary policy challenges require cross-
sectoral approaches that combine economic, environmental, and social objectives within
integrated policy frameworks [3].

Despite its normative appeal, policy integration remains difficult to achieve in practice.
Public administrations are typically organised around sector-specific ministries, agencies,
and policy instruments. As a result, coordination across sectors often requires significant
institutional change. It is argued [12] that policy integration should be understood not as a
fixed institutional arrangement but as a dynamic governance process that unfolds over time.
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Successful policy integration depends on political commitment, administrative capacity,
and institutional mechanisms capable of facilitating coordination across policy domains.

Another important dimension of integrated policymaking concerns the design of coher-
ent policy portfolios. Policy design scholars emphasise that policy instruments should func-
tion as complementary components of a broader policy mix rather than as isolated measures
developed independently by different administrative units. It is argued [20] that poorly co-
ordinated policy portfolios often result in fragmented or contradictory policy instruments,
which can undermine policy effectiveness. Integrated policy frameworks therefore require
mechanisms that ensure consistency between policy objectives and policy instruments.

In the European Union, policy integration has become increasingly important as EU
policy agendas have expanded to include cross-cutting priorities such as climate neutrality,
sustainable food systems, and territorial cohesion [5]. These objectives cannot be achieved
through isolated sectoral programmes. Instead, they require coordinated policy frameworks
that align investments across different policy areas and governance levels.

2.2. Multi-Level Governance and EU Policy Coordination

The challenges of policy integration in the European Union are closely connected to
the concept of multi-level governance. Multi-level governance describes the distribution
of decision-making authority across different territorial levels, including supranational
institutions, national governments, and regional and local authorities [12,16]. Unlike tradi-
tional hierarchical governance models, multi-level governance systems involve complex
networks of interaction between actors operating at different levels of government.

European integration has significantly transformed national governance structures by
introducing policy frameworks that operate simultaneously across multiple levels. Many
EU policies are designed at the European level but implemented at the national or regional
level through shared management arrangements. Cohesion policy, rural development
programmes, and agricultural policy provide prominent examples of this governance
model [5,21].

The literature on multi-level governance emphasises both the opportunities and the
challenges associated with this institutional structure. On the one hand, multi-level gover-
nance allows policies to be adapted to diverse territorial contexts and development needs.
Regional and local authorities can contribute valuable knowledge about local economic
conditions and social dynamics. On the other hand, the distribution of authority across
multiple levels can complicate coordination and accountability [16].

Effective governance in such systems, therefore, requires institutional arrangements
that facilitate cooperation between actors across governance levels. It is argued [21] that
successful multi-level governance depends on coordination mechanisms capable of aligning
policy objectives between different administrative levels. Without such mechanisms, policy
fragmentation and implementation gaps may emerge.

In the context of EU policy frameworks, coordination challenges are particularly
visible in programmes financed through the EU budget. Instruments such as the Common
Agricultural Policy and EU cohesion policy involve shared responsibilities between the
European Commission and Member States [5]. While EU institutions define regulatory
frameworks and strategic objectives, national governments are responsible for programme
design and implementation. This institutional structure creates a need for governance
mechanisms capable of linking EU priorities with national and regional development
strategies [3,4].
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2.3. Territorial Development and Regional Resilience

Integrated policy frameworks are also closely linked to theoretical perspectives on ter-
ritorial development. Territorial development approaches emphasise the spatial dimension
of economic development and highlight the importance of place-based policy strategies that
reflect the specific characteristics of different regions [12,22]. Rather than applying uniform
policy measures across all territories, place-based approaches seek to tailor development
strategies to local economic conditions, institutional capacities, and social dynamics.

Research on regional development has demonstrated that institutional quality, eco-
nomic diversification, and innovation capacity play a crucial role in determining regional
growth trajectories [13,14]. Regions with diversified economic structures and strong in-
stitutional frameworks are generally better positioned to adapt to economic shocks and
structural transformations.

In rural regions, development dynamics are often shaped by long-term structural
changes in agriculture. Technological progress and productivity gains have significantly
reduced labour demand in agricultural production across Europe. As a result, many rural
regions face challenges related to demographic decline, limited employment opportunities,
and economic restructuring [23].

These structural transformations have led policymakers to emphasise the importance
of diversified rural economies. Rather than focusing exclusively on agricultural production,
rural development policies increasingly promote economic diversification, entrepreneur-
ship, and innovation in rural areas [13,14]. Such approaches aim to create new income
opportunities while maintaining the economic and social viability of rural communities.

At the same time, agriculture remains a key component of rural economies. Agri-
cultural production supports food systems, contributes to landscape management, and
provides income for rural populations. The challenge for policymakers therefore lies in
balancing agricultural support policies with broader territorial development objectives.
Integrated policy frameworks that combine agricultural policy, regional development strate-
gies, and social policy measures may provide more effective solutions to these challenges.

Research on rural development governance highlights that successful development
strategies often depend on the quality of local institutions and governance structures [24].
Local actors frequently possess detailed knowledge of regional economic conditions and
social networks, which can improve the effectiveness of development policies [25,26].
However, effective territorial development requires coordination between local initiatives
and broader national and European policy frameworks.

2.4. Collaborative Governance and Stakeholder Participation

Another important theoretical perspective relevant to integrated policy frameworks
concerns collaborative governance. Collaborative governance refers to decision-making
processes in which public institutions engage non-state actors, including civil society
organisations, private sector representatives, and research institutions, in policy design and
implementation [27,28].

Collaborative governance approaches have become increasingly common in policy
areas characterised by complex challenges and uncertainty. Government institutions often
lack sufficient knowledge or resources to address these challenges independently [7,8].
Engaging stakeholders in policy processes can therefore improve the quality of policy
design and enhance the legitimacy of policy decisions.

Scholars [27] identify several conditions that influence the success of collaborative
governance arrangements. These include the presence of shared problem definitions, trust
between stakeholders, and institutional structures that support inclusive and transparent
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decision-making processes. Effective facilitation mechanisms are also important in enabling
stakeholders with different interests to engage in constructive dialogue.

In the context of integrated policy planning, stakeholder participation can help identify
potential policy trade-offs and reveal opportunities for policy synergies [28]. Stakeholders
often possess practical knowledge about policy implementation challenges and local condi-
tions. Incorporating this knowledge into policy processes can improve the effectiveness of
integrated development strategies.

However, collaborative governance also introduces challenges related to decision-
making efficiency and power imbalances between stakeholders. Effective collaborative
governance, therefore, requires institutional designs that balance inclusiveness with the
need for timely and coherent policy decisions.

2.5. Integrated Planning in EU Policy Frameworks

Recent reforms of EU policy frameworks reflect the increasing importance of inte-
grated policy approaches. For example, the introduction of CAP Strategic Plans requires
Member States to coordinate different agricultural policy instruments within a unified
national planning framework [9]. Similarly, EU cohesion policy increasingly emphasises
cross-sectoral objectives such as climate adaptation, digital transformation, and social inclu-
sion [5,17,29,30]. These developments illustrate a broader trend towards strategic planning
frameworks that link multiple policy domains within a single governance architecture. The
proposed introduction of National and Regional Partnership Plans represents a further step
in this direction by seeking to consolidate several EU funding instruments within a unified
strategic planning framework.

Such reforms aim to improve policy coherence and reduce administrative fragmen-
tation. At the same time, they raise important questions about governance capacity, co-
ordination mechanisms, and stakeholder participation [6]. Integrated policy frameworks
require effective institutional arrangements that allow governments to manage policy
trade-offs while maintaining strategic consistency across policy sectors. Recent research
also emphasises the need for more analytically grounded approaches to policy integration,
highlighting the lack of consistent theoretical frameworks and the importance of integrative
capacity in governance systems [12,18].

Understanding how policymakers and stakeholders interpret these evolving gover-
nance frameworks is therefore crucial. Stakeholder perspectives can provide valuable
insights into perceived policy priorities, governance challenges, and opportunities for
improving policy coordination.

Against this theoretical background, the present study examines stakeholder perspec-
tives on the development of integrated national planning frameworks in Lithuania. By
analysing deliberations among policy actors and stakeholders, the study contributes to the
broader literature on policy integration, multi-level governance, and territorial develop-
ment. In particular, it provides empirical insights into how integrated policy frameworks
are interpreted in practice and how stakeholders perceive the opportunities and challenges
associated with their implementation.

Integrated policy frameworks therefore require coordination across policy sectors,
governance levels, and stakeholder communities. In addition, the effectiveness of such
frameworks depends on how policy actors interpret strategic priorities and negotiate
potential trade-offs between policy objectives. Understanding these processes requires
attention not only to institutional structures but also to stakeholder perspectives involved
in policy design and implementation.

The analytical framework guiding this study conceptualises integrated policy planning
as a governance process shaped by interactions between policy priorities, governance
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coordination capacity, and stakeholder participation (see Figure 1). These factors jointly
influence the extent to which policy integration can contribute to coherent territorial
development outcomes.

EU POLICY CONTEXT

(CAP - Cohesion Policy — Green Deal — Territorial Policy)

v

Integrated Policy Planning Framework

(National and Regional Partnership Plans)

/ } ¢

Strategic Priorities Governance Capacity Stakeholder Engagement
- Competitiveness - Cross-ministerial coordination - Policy dialogue
- Sustainability - Data integration - Consultation processes
- Regional vitality - Monitoring systems - Collaborative governance

- Social cohesion

- v g
Policy Integration Outcomes

- Coordinated policy instruments
- Reduced policy fragmentation
— Place-based development strategies

4

Territorial Development Outcomes

- Regional economic resilience
- Sustainable agricultural systems
— Social and territorial cohesion

Figure 1. Conceptual framework of stakeholder perspectives on integrated policy planning. Source:
Author’s elaboration based on policy integration and multi-level governance literature (Schakel &
Tatham, 2025; Trein et al., 2023; Pike et al., 2017) [12,16,22].

The conceptual framework presented in Figure 1 is derived from the literature on
policy integration and multi-level governance and was developed a priori to guide the
analytical structure of the study. It identifies key dimensions relevant to integrated
policy planning, including strategic priorities, governance coordination capacity, and
stakeholder participation.

At the same time, the empirical analysis followed a thematic approach that combined
deductive and inductive elements. While the framework informed the organisation of
the analysis, themes were developed through an iterative coding process grounded in the
empirical data. This allowed the analysis to remain sensitive to stakeholder perspectives
while maintaining a clear analytical structure.

The figure illustrates how integrated national planning frameworks mediate the
relationship between EU policy priorities and territorial development outcomes. Strategic
policy priorities, governance coordination capacity, and stakeholder participation are
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conceptualised as key governance dimensions shaping the effectiveness of integrated
policy planning. These three dimensions influence how policy actors interpret policy
objectives, identify potential policy synergies or trade-offs, and design implementation
mechanisms. Understanding these interactions is particularly important in the context of
emerging EU governance reforms that seek to align multiple funding instruments within
integrated national planning frameworks.

Building on this framework, the study adopts an analytical perspective that treats
stakeholder interpretations as constitutive elements of policy integration processes. Rather
than viewing integrated planning solely as an institutional design challenge, the analysis
focuses on how policy actors construct, interpret, and negotiate key governance dimensions.
In this sense, stakeholder perspectives are conceptualised as shaping three interrelated
analytical dimensions: (i) the alignment of strategic priorities, (ii) governance coordination
capacity, and (iii) stakeholder engagement processes. These dimensions provide the basis
for the empirical analysis and enable a more systematic interpretation of how integrated
policy planning is understood in practice.

3. Materials and Methods

This section outlines the research design, data collection procedures, and analytical
approach adopted to examine stakeholder perspectives on integrated policy planning.

Research design. This study employs a qualitative research design to explore stake-
holder perspectives on the development of integrated policy frameworks within the pro-
posed National and Regional Partnership Plans (NRPPs). Qualitative approaches are well-
suited for examining complex governance processes and capturing how policy actors inter-
pret institutional reforms, strategic priorities, and policy coordination challenges [31,32].
Because integrated policy planning involves interactions among multiple actors and pol-
icy sectors, qualitative methods provide an appropriate framework for analysing how
stakeholders understand and negotiate emerging governance arrangements.

The selection of Lithuania as a case study reflects its relevance as a Member State
actively engaged in discussions on the future design of EU funding instruments and inte-
grated planning frameworks. As a relatively small and institutionally coherent governance
system, Lithuania provides a suitable context for examining how policy stakeholders
interpret emerging coordination mechanisms across sectors. The case therefore offers ana-
lytically relevant insights into the challenges and opportunities associated with integrated
policy planning in multi-level governance settings.

The research is based on a focus group discussion involving experts and stakeholders
engaged in agricultural, rural, and regional development policy in Lithuania. Focus groups
enable researchers to examine collective interpretations and interactive deliberation among
participants, making them particularly useful for analysing policy debates and governance
challenges [33,34]. This approach allows the analysis to capture how policy actors articulate
policy priorities, identify perceived policy trade-offs, and discuss potential governance
arrangements within an interactive discussion setting.

Data collection. Data were collected through a structured focus group discussion
conducted as part of a stakeholder consultation process examining integrated policy plan-
ning under emerging EU governance frameworks. The focus group consisted of eleven
participants representing different institutional backgrounds: three participants from na-
tional ministries, two from national authorities, three representing non-governmental
organisations, and three from academia. The group included a balanced representation of
perspectives, with six female and five male participants.

Participants were selected through purposive sampling in order to include individuals
with direct knowledge and experience relevant to integrated policy planning and EU
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governance frameworks. This approach aims to identify information-rich cases rather
than statistically representative samples, ensuring that participants are well-positioned
to provide informed insights into the research topic, as widely used in qualitative policy
research [35]. Participants were recruited through professional networks and institutional
contacts within the policy and research community involved in EU governance and regional
development processes.

The discussion followed a semi-structured discussion framework organised around
two main thematic blocks. The first block addressed strategic priorities within integrated
policy planning, including the identification of national missions, potential policy trade-offs,
and mechanisms for aligning financial resources with strategic objectives. The second block
focused on governance arrangements, including leadership structures, inter-institutional
coordination, stakeholder participation, and monitoring mechanisms.

The focus group was moderated by members of the research team, who guided
the discussion using a semi-structured discussion guide. The guide consisted of open-
ended questions organised around the two main thematic blocks described above and was
designed to encourage interaction among participants while ensuring that key topics were
systematically addressed. The discussion lasted approximately 120 min, which allowed
sufficient time for an in-depth exchange of perspectives. The moderator facilitated balanced
participation and ensured that different viewpoints were expressed during the discussion.

The discussion was recorded and subsequently transcribed for analysis. Transcripts
were reviewed and corrected to ensure accuracy while preserving the meaning of partici-
pants’ statements.

The study is based on a single focus group, reflecting its exploratory design and
the focus on obtaining in-depth insights from a purposively selected group of expert
stakeholders. The sample size is consistent with qualitative research practices, where
relatively small groups are sufficient to generate meaningful insights, particularly in focused
and expert-based discussions. In this context, the objective was not to achieve full thematic
saturation across a broad population but to capture a range of informed perspectives within
a specific policy setting.

Data sufficiency was assessed during the analysis by examining the recurrence of
themes and the emergence of new insights. The discussion revealed a high degree of con-
vergence across participants, and no substantially new themes emerged in the later stages
of the analysis, suggesting that the data were sufficient to address the research objectives.

Data analysis. The coding and analysis were conducted by the research team, with
iterative discussion used to review code definitions and ensure consistency in interpretation.
The focus group transcript was analysed using thematic analysis [36]. The transcript was
read repeatedly to ensure familiarisation with the data. An initial open coding stage
was conducted, during which segments of text were assigned codes reflecting participants’
interpretations of strategic priorities, governance challenges, and policy coordination issues.

The coding process combined inductive and deductive elements. Several dozen initial
codes were derived from the empirical material; their organisation was informed by the
analytical framework developed in the literature review. Codes were iteratively refined,
merged, or redefined as the analysis progressed. The coding process was therefore informed
by the conceptual framework while remaining open to themes emerging from the data.

In a subsequent stage, related codes were grouped into broader analytical categories,
which were then synthesised into higher-level themes corresponding to the key dimensions
of the study. This iterative procedure allowed for continuous comparison between empirical
observations and emerging conceptual interpretations.

Particular attention was given to identifying both areas of consensus and divergent
perspectives among participants in order to capture the diversity of viewpoints expressed
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during the discussion. Any differences in interpretation were resolved through discussion
and reference to the original transcript, ensuring that final themes were grounded in the
empirical material. The resulting themes were subsequently supported through participant
validation, as described above.

The final analytical framework consisted of several key themes, including the concep-
tualisation of strategic priorities, the economic foundations of regional vitality, perceived
policy trade-offs, governance coordination challenges, and stakeholder participation in
integrated policy planning.

The coding structure used in the analysis is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Coding structure of thematic analysis.

Initial Codes Analytical Categories Themes

Different interpretations of policy goals;

unclear definition of regional vitality; Conceptu.al ambiguity of Concep tua}l ah.gm.n'ent of
. e policy goals strategic priorities
overlapping objectives
Employment opportunities as a basis of o . .
. L . Economic drivers of Economic foundations of
regional vitality; structural change in . o
rural development regional vitality

agriculture; economic diversification

Competitiveness versus environmental
sustainability; small versus large farms; Perceived policy trade-offs Reframing policy conflicts
complementary production models

Fragmentation across ministries; separate
programmes and monitoring systems; need for
coordination mechanisms

Institutional fragmentation Governance capacity for
and coordination integrated planning

Stakeholder dialogue; expert consultation;
participatory planning processes

Stakeholder engagement in

Collaborative policy design integrated planning

Source: elaborated by authors.

The coding structure presented in Table 1 provides the analytical basis for the identifi-
cation of themes discussed in the following section.

The transition from initial codes to analytical categories and themes followed a struc-
tured and iterative procedure. First, individual statements from the transcript were assigned
descriptive codes reflecting specific ideas or interpretations expressed by participants (e.g.,
“different interpretations of policy goals” or “employment as a basis of regional vitality”).

In the second step, conceptually related codes were grouped into broader analytical
categories by identifying recurring patterns and shared meanings across the data. For
example, codes related to unclear definitions and overlapping objectives were grouped
under the category “conceptual ambiguity of policy goals”, while codes referring to em-
ployment, structural change, and diversification were grouped under “economic drivers of
rural development”.

In the final step, these analytical categories were further synthesised into higher-level
themes that capture the main dimensions of stakeholder perspectives, such as “conceptual
alignment of strategic priorities” and “economic foundations of regional vitality”. This
process involved iterative comparison between data, codes, and emerging themes to ensure
consistency and analytical coherence.

Reliability and validity. Several strategies were used to enhance analytical reliability
and validity. First, the coding process followed a transparent and systematic procedure con-
sistent with established qualitative research standards [36]. Second, the analysis involved
iterative comparison between data, codes, and emerging themes in order to ensure internal
consistency [34]. Third, the findings were grounded directly in the empirical material gen-
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erated during the focus group discussion, with particular attention to accurately reflecting
participants’ perspectives. In addition, a short follow-up survey was distributed to focus
group participants after the discussion in order to validate the key findings derived from
the analysis. All eleven participants responded to the survey. Respondents were asked to
indicate their level of agreement with the main conclusions and to comment on whether
the summary accurately reflected the discussion.

The results indicated a high level of agreement with the identified themes, with
participants confirming that the findings accurately reflected the discussion. No substantial
disagreements were reported, although some respondents provided minor clarifications
that did not alter the overall interpretation. This procedure supports the credibility of the
analysis in line with the principle of participant validation [37].

Given the interpretative nature of thematic analysis, the potential influence of re-
searcher bias was considered. To mitigate this, the analysis was conducted using a transpar-
ent coding framework and iterative review of the data. Interpretations were continuously
checked against the original transcript to ensure that conclusions remained grounded in
participants’ statements. The use of clearly defined coding procedures and participant
validation further contributed to reducing subjective bias.

Ethical considerations. The study followed standard ethical principles for qualitative
social research. Participation in the focus group was voluntary, and participants were
informed about the purpose of the research and the use of the collected data. To protect
confidentiality, individual participants are not identified in the analysis, and quotations
are presented in anonymised form. The research process adhered to established ethical
guidelines for qualitative inquiry, including transparency in data interpretation and respect
for participants’ perspectives. Generative artificial intelligence (GenAl) was utilized in this
study solely for the creation of graphical elements; it was not employed in study design,
data collection, analysis, or interpretation.

Given the qualitative and exploratory nature of the research design, the findings
are not intended to be statistically representative. Instead, the study aims to provide
analytically generalizable insights by identifying patterns in stakeholder interpretations
that may be relevant to similar governance contexts. The value of the analysis lies in its
ability to reveal underlying mechanisms and perspectives that inform policy integration
processes rather than in producing generalizable estimates.

The research team is affiliated with a national research institution specialising in
economic and rural development policy, and possesses prior expertise in EU policy frame-
works. This background provided relevant contextual knowledge for the study but may
also have influenced the framing of research questions and interpretation of findings.

In addition, some degree of professional proximity to the policy community may
have shaped interactions during the focus group discussion. To mitigate potential bias,
the study employed a structured discussion guide, ensured balanced moderation, and
applied a systematic and transparent coding procedure. Interpretations were continuously
checked against the empirical material to ensure that findings remained grounded in
participants’ perspectives.

In line with qualitative research principles, these considerations are acknowledged
as part of the interpretative process, recognising that researcher perspectives inevitably
influence knowledge production, while transparency enhances analytical credibility.

4. Results

The presentation of findings follows the analytical propositions outlined in the previ-
ous section, allowing for a structured examination of how stakeholder perspectives reflect
key dimensions of integrated policy planning. This section presents the main findings
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derived from the thematic analysis of the focus group discussion. The analysis identified
five major themes, which are derived from the coding structure presented in Table 1 linking
initial codes, analytical categories, and higher-level themes. These themes correspond to the
analytical dimensions outlined in the conceptual framework presented earlier in the article.
They include the conceptual alignment of strategic priorities, the economic foundations
of regional vitality, the reframing of perceived policy conflicts, governance capacity for
integrated planning, and stakeholder engagement in policy development processes.

4.1. Conceptual Alignment of Strategic Priorities

One of the central issues raised during the discussion concerned the interpretation of
key strategic objectives commonly used in policy planning, thematically corresponding
to the category of conceptual ambiguity of policy goals identified in the coding structure
(Table 1). Participants noted that concepts such as competitiveness, regional vitality, sustain-
ability, and social cohesion are frequently used in policy discourse but may be interpreted
differently across policy sectors and institutional contexts. As one participant noted, “the
same concept means different things depending on the institution, which makes it difficult
to agree on priorities.” This conceptual ambiguity can create challenges when attempting
to define integrated strategic priorities within a single policy framework.

Several participants emphasised that the identification of national strategic missions
should be based on clearly defined objectives that are understood consistently across sectors.
Without a shared understanding of these goals, the integration of policies across agriculture,
regional development, environmental policy, and social policy becomes difficult to opera-
tionalise. Stakeholders suggested that the development of integrated national plans should
therefore begin with a clear definition of key policy concepts and measurable objectives.

In this context, participants discussed several potential strategic missions that could
guide integrated planning. These included strengthening the competitiveness and resilience
of the agricultural sector, supporting economically viable and socially vibrant rural regions,
ensuring sustainable management of natural resources, and promoting balanced territorial
development. While these priorities were generally considered complementary, partic-
ipants acknowledged that their practical implementation requires careful coordination
across policy domains.

4.2. Economic Foundations of Regional Vitality

Another major theme concerned the economic foundations of regional vitality, corre-
sponding to the second category in the coding structure (Table 1). Participants emphasised
that the long-term sustainability of rural and regional communities depends primarily on
the availability of employment opportunities and competitive income levels. One stake-
holder emphasised that “without viable jobs, no policy framework can sustain rural regions
in the long term.” In this perspective, economic development was considered a key driver
of territorial vitality and demographic stability.

Several stakeholders noted that structural changes in agriculture have reduced the
number of people directly employed in farming, reflecting broader trends observed across
the European Union. As agricultural productivity increases, employment in the sector
tends to decline, which requires rural regions to diversify their economic base. Participants
therefore emphasised the importance of developing complementary economic activities
that can provide additional sources of income for rural populations.

At the same time, stakeholders observed that rural vitality does not depend solely on
agricultural employment. Increasingly, individuals may choose to live in rural areas while
working in nearby urban centres or combining agricultural activities with other economic
activities. These evolving patterns of rural livelihoods suggest that integrated territorial
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development policies should consider broader economic dynamics rather than focusing
exclusively on agricultural production.

4.3. Reframing Perceived Policy Conflicts

The discussion also addressed potential policy conflicts that are often highlighted
in debates on agricultural and environmental governance. In particular, stakeholders
examined the perceived tension between agricultural competitiveness and environmental
sustainability, addressing the category of perceived policy trade-offs identified in the coding
structure (Table 1). A participant argued that “competitiveness and sustainability are not
necessarily in conflict if farms have the resources to invest.”

While these objectives are sometimes presented as conflicting, many participants ar-
gued that the relationship between them is more complex. Several stakeholders suggested
that economically viable farms are often better positioned to adopt environmentally sus-
tainable practices because they possess the financial resources necessary to invest in new
technologies and sustainable production methods. From this perspective, competitiveness
and environmental sustainability may reinforce rather than undermine one another.

Similarly, participants discussed the commonly cited contrast between large-scale and
small-scale farms. Rather than viewing these production models as mutually exclusive,
several stakeholders emphasised that different types of farms often operate in distinct mar-
ket segments and therefore contribute in complementary ways to agricultural development.
Small farms may focus on local markets, niche products, and diversified activities, while
larger farms may specialise in export-oriented production and technological innovation.

These perspectives suggest that policy debates framed as binary conflicts may overlook
the potential complementarities that exist within agricultural systems.

4.4. Governance Capacity for Integrated Planning

Further theme concerned the institutional capacity required to implement integrated
policy frameworks, as reflected in the institutional fragmentation and coordination category
in the coding structure (Table 1). Several participants highlighted fragmentation, with one
noting that “ministries still operate in parallel rather than in coordination.” Thus, existing
policy structures are often characterised by fragmentation across ministries, programmes,
and administrative systems. Separate funding instruments and monitoring systems may
limit the ability of policymakers to coordinate policy interventions effectively.

Stakeholders noted that integrated planning frameworks such as the proposed Na-
tional and Regional Partnership Plans could potentially improve policy coherence by
aligning strategic priorities across sectors. However, achieving such coordination requires
effective governance mechanisms, including clear leadership structures, inter-institutional
coordination mechanisms, and shared monitoring frameworks.

Participants also emphasised the importance of analytical capacity in policy planning.
The development of integrated strategies requires reliable data, analytical tools, and evalu-
ation frameworks capable of linking policy objectives with measurable outcomes. Without
such analytical capacity, integrated planning risks becoming a formal exercise rather than a
substantive mechanism for policy coordination.

4.5. Stakeholder Engagement in Integrated Planning

The final theme concerned the role of stakeholder participation in the development of
integrated policy frameworks, linking to the collaborative policy design category in the
coding structure (Table 1). Participants widely agreed that effective stakeholder engagement
is essential for ensuring that policy strategies reflect diverse perspectives and respond to
practical implementation challenges.
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However, stakeholders also observed that traditional consultation formats may not
always facilitate meaningful dialogue. As one participant observed, “large consultation
meetings often do not allow for real dialogue.” Large meetings involving diverse stake-
holder groups can limit the depth of discussion, particularly when participants have
different policy interests or levels of technical expertise. Several participants suggested that
more targeted consultation formats, such as thematic working groups or smaller expert
workshops, may enable more productive exchanges.

Participants also emphasised the importance of involving stakeholders early in the
policy design process rather than limiting participation to later consultation stages. Early
engagement may help identify potential policy conflicts and improve the feasibility of
proposed policy measures.

5. Discussion

The findings of this study provide several insights into the governance challenges
associated with integrated policy planning within evolving European Union policy frame-
works. By analysing stakeholder perspectives on the development of National and Regional
Partnership Plans, the study highlights how policy actors interpret strategic priorities, insti-
tutional coordination challenges, and stakeholder participation within emerging integrated
planning structures.

First, the findings highlight the importance of shared conceptual understanding in
policy integration processes. Stakeholders emphasised that key policy concepts such as
competitiveness, regional vitality, sustainability, and social cohesion are often interpreted
differently across policy sectors and institutional contexts. This observation corresponds
with existing research on policy integration, which emphasises that integration involves not
only institutional coordination but also the alignment of policy narratives and policy objec-
tives across sectors [1,17,18]. As these authors argue, policy integration requires a coherent
understanding of policy goals across policy domains in order to avoid fragmentation and
conflicting policy interpretations.

Second, the discussion of regional vitality highlights the central role of economic devel-
opment in sustaining rural and regional communities. Participants consistently emphasised
employment opportunities and competitive income levels as key determinants of regional
vitality. This perspective aligns with research on regional development and rural resilience,
which emphasises the importance of economic diversification, labour market opportunities,
and productive regional economies in maintaining viable rural regions [12,22]. The find-
ings therefore reinforce existing arguments that rural development policies should address
broader economic dynamics rather than focusing solely on agricultural production.

Third, the findings suggest that commonly cited policy conflicts may sometimes be
overstated in policy debates. Stakeholders frequently interpreted relationships between
policy objectives in more nuanced ways than suggested by simplified policy narratives. For
example, the perceived tension between agricultural competitiveness and environmental
sustainability was often reframed as a potential area of complementarity rather than conflict.
Similar interpretations were expressed regarding the relationship between small and large
farms within agricultural systems. These observations resonate with research on policy
portfolios and policy design, which emphasises that policy instruments and objectives may
interact in complementary ways when policy frameworks are carefully coordinated [18].

Fourth, the findings underline the importance of governance capacity for implement-
ing integrated policy frameworks. Participants highlighted institutional fragmentation
across ministries, programmes, and administrative systems as a major challenge for ef-
fective policy coordination. These concerns reflect broader debates in the literature on
multi-level governance, which emphasise that policy coordination across multiple insti-
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tutions and policy domains requires effective governance arrangements and institutional
capacities [16,21]. Integrated planning frameworks may therefore improve policy coherence
only if they are supported by effective coordination mechanisms and shared monitoring
systems.

Finally, the analysis emphasises the role of stakeholder participation in shaping inte-
grated policy strategies. Participants stressed that meaningful stakeholder engagement
requires structured dialogue formats and early involvement in policy design processes.
These observations correspond with research on collaborative governance, which high-
lights the importance of inclusive deliberation and trust-building among stakeholders
when addressing complex policy challenges [17]. Participatory governance mechanisms
may therefore play an important role in improving the legitimacy and practical feasibility
of integrated policy frameworks.

Taken together, these findings suggest that, within the context of this study, the
effectiveness of integrated national planning frameworks is closely associated with the
interaction between strategic policy alignment, governance coordination capacity, and
participatory policy processes.

While the findings are derived from a single national case, they highlight broader
governance dynamics relevant to ongoing EU policy reforms. The identified patterns, such
as conceptual ambiguity in policy priorities and the importance of coordination capacity,
are consistent with challenges documented in the literature on policy integration and multi-
level governance. In this sense, the study provides context-specific insight into how these
dynamics are interpreted and negotiated by policy actors in practice.

Beyond these empirical observations, the analysis suggests that policy integration
within EU governance should be understood not only as a problem of institutional coordi-
nation but also as a process of interpretation and meaning-making among policy actors. The
Lithuanian case illustrates that key policy concepts are not fixed but are actively constructed
and negotiated in practice, which influences how integrated frameworks are implemented.
This implies that governance capacity depends not only on formal coordination mech-
anisms but also on the ability to align interpretations across institutions. In this sense,
stakeholder perspectives are not merely reflections of policy processes but constitute an
integral dimension of how policy integration unfolds in multi-level governance systems.

6. Conclusions and Policy Implications

This study examined stakeholder perspectives on the development of integrated
national planning frameworks in the context of the proposed National and Regional
Partnership Plans within the evolving European Union policy architecture. Based on a
qualitative focus group discussion with policy stakeholders and experts in Lithuania, the
analysis explored how actors interpret emerging integrated policy approaches, how they
perceive potential policy trade-offs, and what governance arrangements they consider
necessary for effective implementation.

The findings highlight several issues that are highly relevant to the literature on policy
integration, multi-level governance, and territorial development. First, the analysis demon-
strates the importance of conceptual clarity in integrated policy frameworks. Participants
noted that strategic objectives such as competitiveness, regional vitality, sustainability, and
security are often interpreted differently by various policy sectors and institutions. This
conceptual ambiguity may complicate policy coordination and weaken the coherence of
integrated planning frameworks. Establishing clearer strategic priorities and shared policy
narratives therefore appears essential for effective policy integration.

Second, the findings suggest that widely assumed conflicts between economic com-
petitiveness and environmental sustainability may be overstated. Participants argued
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that economically viable agricultural enterprises are often better positioned to adopt envi-
ronmentally sustainable practices. This observation indicates that policy trade-offs may
depend more on the design of policy instruments than on structural contradictions between
policy objectives. Integrated policy frameworks therefore offer opportunities to identify
potential synergies between economic, environmental, and territorial development goals.

Third, the study highlights the importance of governance capacity in implementing
integrated policy frameworks. The findings indicate that existing policy systems remain
fragmented across ministries, programmes, and administrative infrastructures. Separate
programme management systems and monitoring mechanisms complicate coordination
between policy sectors. Strengthening cross-ministerial coordination, improving analytical
tools, and developing shared monitoring systems were therefore identified as important
prerequisites for successful policy integration.

Fourth, the discussion emphasised the central role of economic opportunities in sus-
taining regional vitality. Participants stressed that employment and income generation
remain fundamental drivers of regional development. While social services and infras-
tructure investments contribute to regional well-being, they cannot substitute for a viable
economic base. Integrated policy frameworks should therefore prioritise policies that
support diversified regional economies while simultaneously addressing environmental
and social objectives.

Finally, the findings underline the importance of stakeholder participation in inte-
grated policy planning. Early and meaningful engagement of stakeholders can improve
policy design by identifying potential policy synergies and implementation challenges.
Collaborative governance processes may therefore strengthen both the legitimacy and
effectiveness of integrated development strategies.

Overall, the study contributes to the growing debate on integrated governance within
the European Union by providing context-specific empirical insights into how stakeholders
interpret emerging policy reforms. As EU policy frameworks increasingly emphasise
cross-sectoral coordination and strategic planning, understanding stakeholder perspectives
becomes essential for designing governance arrangements that can effectively translate
integrated policy concepts into practical implementation.

This study has several limitations. It is based on a single focus group conducted within
one national context, which limits the ability to capture the full diversity of stakeholder
perspectives. The sample was purposively selected and relatively small, reflecting the
exploratory nature of the research. In addition, the findings are based on stakeholder
perceptions rather than observed policy implementation outcomes. The results should
therefore be interpreted as analytically informative and indicative of broader dynamics,
rather than directly generalizable across EU Member States.

The findings suggest that successful implementation of integrated policy frameworks
may depend not only on institutional reforms but also on the ability of governance systems
to create shared strategic narratives, strengthen administrative coordination, and facilitate
meaningful stakeholder engagement across policy sectors.

These conclusions should be interpreted in light of the study’s qualitative design and
single-country focus and therefore indicate tendencies rather than generalizable patterns
across the European Union.
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