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The Danish construction industry has historically relied on 
legislative measures to drive technological development and 
the uptake of new practices and methods. While legislation is 
a significant tool at the disposal of policymakers, policymak-
ing is becoming increasingly polycentric, involving a range of 
participants, such as industry boards, NGOs, social move-
ments, companies, and national as well as supranational 
organizations, that all exert influence on the functioning and 
trajectory of the industry. This development is tied into the 
decentralization and devolution wave that has spread across 
societal sectors over the last three or four decades, leading 
to profound changes in the governance of most industries, 
with critical implications for their coherence and functioning 
(Gottlieb and Frederiksen, 2020). Consequently, policymak-
ers have begun to rely on hybrid approaches to regulation, 
where traditional ‘hard law’ and legally binding instruments 
constitute only one measure among several in a policy mix 
of instruments. In addition to hard legislative measures, 
‘soft law’ — such as recommendations, industry-developed 
guidelines, codes of practice, and rules of conduct — is in-
creasingly used as a basis for regulatory efforts. In particular, 
standards, in the form of norms and voluntary agreements, 
play a prominent role in policymakers’ efforts to govern 
industry development and direct companies toward a partic-
ular political agenda.

The reliance on standards is evident when obser
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ving that Danish building regulations contain references to 
close to 100 DS/EN standards. Also, policies on the circular 
economy refer to voluntary standards as a basis for the 
implementation of political ambitions. The recent national 
circular economy action plan, highlighting measures for the 
prevention and handling of waste, exhibits a strong reliance 
on voluntary standards and recommendations. For example, 
the use of the waste hierarchy encourages prioritization of 
waste types to promote increased circularity. Furthermore, 
an explicit indicator of the efforts to reduce the environmen-
tal impact of construction activities is the designation of 
projects according to labels and certification schemes such 
as the Nordic Swan Ecolabel, DGNB, BREEAM, or LEAD. 
Moreover, to encourage the use of climate-friendly building 
materials, there is a recognized need to create awareness 
about the embodied CO2 emissions of building materials 
through the implementation of a voluntary sustainability class 
in the Danish building regulations. 

These are examples of how standards are used to 
inform and implement policymaking at an industry level 
and to promote the circular economy, which has at least 
two important repercussions. First, standards and certifi-
cation schemes are often developed at the industry level by 
representatives from different companies who are mem-
bers of committees under the auspices of a standardization 
organization or an industry council. As such, the design 
of standards is heavily influenced by private interests that 
may be directed more towards business opportunities and 
competitive advantage than concerns for the environment 
and the common good. Second, measures to change indus-
try practices take the form of what political scientists (e.g., 
Bemelmans-Videc et al., 2011) would refer to as “sermons” 
rather than “sticks” or “carrots”. Sermons are informational 
policy tools that use knowledge, arguments, advice, etc. to 
influence a target group to act, or not act, in a given way.  
As such, they differ significantly from the traditional com-
mand and control policy instruments that either incentivize 
or enforce action.

Informational policy instruments rely on voluntary com-
pliance, meaning that the effectiveness of such regulation 
depends on the willingness of individuals and companies 
to follow prescriptions. This is especially problematic if the 

Economy & Societal Structures Article



45

changes necessitated by a policy are significant, or if the 
policy aims at achieving substantial transformations. In such 
cases, there may be resistance among the target population, 
meaning that informational instruments may have limited 
impact due to the lack of credible enforcement behind them. 
This means that policies that can support more radical 
changes, such the move toward the circular economy, but 
rely on voluntary standards, may risk being less ambitious, 
as market players arguably often follow, rather than chal-
lenge, existing market relations (Flynn and Hacking, 2019). 
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