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INTRODUCTION  

 

This master’s thesis features a rather singular format. Indeed, it is centered around a 

communication entitled ‘Stability and agility of advocacy coalitions in the French politics 

of hydraulic fracturing’ presented at the Joint Sessions of the European Consortium for 

Political Research in Nicosia (Cyprus) on April 12th, 2018. This communication is part of 

a wider international comparative effort on hydraulic fracturing initiated by the University 

of Colorado Denver, in which Université catholique de Louvain is responsible for the 

French case.  

 

Hydraulic fracturing is an exploitation technique of unconventional hydrocarbons. In 

France, hydraulic fracturing became a policy issue 2010, when the Minister of Environment 

issued three licenses for shale gas exploration. According to the US EIA data (2013, 

attachment A-2), France has the largest shale deposit in Europe. In 2010-2011, a 

heterogeneous social movement of opposition put pressure on the public authorities to ban 

hydraulic fracturing, which occurred in July 2011. This made France the first country to 

forbid this technique. Hydraulic fracturing is controversial because it offers benefits and 

involves risks at the same time. The benefits are mainly economic while the risks are 

environmental and health-related. One of the objectives of the research program applying 

the advocacy coalition framework (ACF) to the politics of hydraulic fracturing is to 

understand why, while benefits and risks related to hydraulic fracturing are pretty similar 

around the world, some countries allow its use (e.g., the U.S.) while others forbid it (e.g., 

France). 

 

The ACF conceptualizes policy processes as political struggles among policy actors 

organized in advocacy coalitions within a policy subsystem. The ACF is a conceptual 

platform for three theories of policy processes: a theory of policy learning looking at the 

cognitive and social dynamic of policy actors maintaining or revising their beliefs and 

preferences toward policy issues and solutions; a theory of collective action looking at the 

structure and action of coalition members to transform the policy preferences that ‘glue’ 

them to each other into concrete policy decisions; and, finally, a theory which aims at 

explaining policy change on the basis of learning processes, collective action, as well as 

institutional of contextual factors. 
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One of the main hypotheses of the ACF is that, on major controversies within a policy 

subsystem when policy core beliefs are in dispute, the lineup of allies and opponents tends 

to be rather stable over periods of a decade or so. In the communication, we do not 

challenge this notion of stability, which is analyzed with individual-level observation of 

policy actors to assess whether or not they stick to their coalition’s policy options over time. 

However, we assume that coalitions may also be more or less ‘agile’ – a collective-level 

notion that refers to their ability to respond to contextual events and to their opponent’s 

strategies in order to push for their policy positions over time. Thus, the communication 

aims at answering the following question: can coalitions be stable and agile at the same 

time?  

 

In the communication, we combine individual-level and collective-level data collected 

through the search and coding of 254 French newspaper articles about the politics of 

hydraulic fracturing between 2010 and 2017. With the analysis of these data, we examine 

whether coalitions may be stable and agile at the same time and we contribute to a better 

understanding of the reasons why agile coalitions can win over the others. Furthermore, the 

communication contributes to wider efforts at refining and expanding the ACF.  

 

This master’s thesis will be divided in several chapters. First, a thorough descriptive chapter 

will detail the research process leading to communication. Divided in three sections, this 

first chapter will address the theoretical framework, the research conditions and the 

research process (including the methodological challenges and problems related to the data 

we encountered) paving the way of our communication. Then, a chapter will be exclusively 

dedicated to our communication. Presented at the Advocacy Coalition Framework Panel of 

the ECPR Joint Sessions at the University of Nicosia (Cyprus), it is here presented 

unamended. Therefore, the version featured is exactly the one the discussants of the panel 

received prior to our presentation.  Finally, a last chapter will address the research 

prospects. First, since the aim is to publish the communication here presented in a peer-

reviewed journal, a section will compile all the improvements we plan on implementing 

based on the comments we received and our own reflection upon them. Then, a second 

section will address three new proposals for future research based on our dataset. Finally, 

a last section will aim at detailing what should be improved in the coding grid we used for 

this research. 
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CHAPTER I: A COALITION STUDY THROUGH MEDIA ANALYSIS 

 

This chapter will focus on the research process that has led to delivering the communication 

presented at the ECPR Joint Sessions in Nicosia on April 12th, 2018. To do so, this chapter 

will be divided in several sections. A first section will address the theoretical framework of 

our research, i.e. the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF). Then, a second section will 

provide insight into the conditions under which the research has been carried out. Finally, 

a last section will detail the research process and methodology through a logbook (including 

the methodological challenges and problems related to the data we encountered). 

 

A. THE ADVOCACY COALITION FRAMEWORK 

 

This section will be dedicated to the theoretical contextualization of the framework used 

throughout our research project: the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF). The aim is to 

better understand in what context our project fits and show how it contributes to 

strengthening the theoretical framework. Indeed, the ACF is a growing framework and this 

research project is an original contribution to its development with its own methodology 

(i.e. media analysis) and use of the theoretical assumptions of the ACF.  

 

In this aim, the major intellectual roots, theoretical contributions, applications and an 

overview of the empirical applications of the Advocacy Coalition Framework will be under 

scrutiny. First, an overview of the framework will provide an explanation of the concepts 

used and the logic behind the theory. Then, a review of its origins and intellectual 

foundations will aim at understanding where the framework is coming from. After that, 

emphasis will be put on the development of the ACF over the years. Finally, we will 

examine in which direction the framework is heading and detail the contribution of our 

research to these prospects. 

 

1) THEORY AND CONCEPTS  

 

The Advocacy Coalition Framework originated in the early 1980s, back when Pr. Paul 

Sabatier was spending a year at the University of Bielefeld, Germany. Influenced by the 

recent shortcomings in public policy research, Sabatier started seeking for new ways of 
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looking into policy processes (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014). The first publication related to 

the ACF released in 1986 by Sabatier (1986) where it is described as a synthesis of a top-

down and a bottom-up approach, then in 1987 (Sabatier and Pelkey) where it is addressed 

as an approach to regulatory policymaking. Overall, the idea lying behind the ACF provides 

straightforward keys to understand policy processes and a fresh way of examining public 

policy. 

 

According to the Advocacy Coalition Framework, a policy can be defined as the product 

of a specific belief system, resulting from the continuous confrontation and successive 

compromises between the belief systems of each coalition in a given subsystem (Sabatier, 

1993). A belief system is formed of fundamental values, of social representations of the 

reality tending to explain it, of perceptions of this reality including the definition of what 

poses problem and the evaluation of the various instruments of resolution of the problem. 

For the same public policy, several belief systems coexist, specific to each of the coalitions 

(Sabatier, 1993). Although Sabatier (1993) distinguishes three main types of beliefs, 

analysis will be here limited to the intermediate layer known as policy core belief, a more 

specific type of belief encompassing basic strategies, programmatic options and politically 

oriented positions.  

 

Moreover, the concept of subsystem, defined as ‘issue-specific networks’ (Cairney, 2013) 

comprising ‘the group of people and/or organizations interacting regularly, over periods of 

time or more than a decade, in order to influence the formulation and implementation of 

public policy within a domain or data area’ (Bergeron et al., 1998), allows to draw a line in 

the analysis of a specific public policy. 

 

Within the subsystem, coalitions are defined by Sabatier (1993) as a set of actors from 

governmental and private organizations whom share a set of normative and causal beliefs 

and participate to a ‘non-trivial degree of coordinated activity over time’ (Cairney, 2013). 

As there may be several coalitions, public policy will be the result of the confrontation of 

these. 
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2) ORIGINS AND INTELLECTUAL FOUNDATIONS 

 

Following a first overview of the Advocacy Coalition Framework (Sabatier, 1987), the 

logic of the framework has been constantly evolving. However, to come up with his new 

framework, Paul Sabatier was inspired by already existing theories, and his inspirations 

covered a wide range of authors and theories.  

 

Among those, one can name the Institutional Analysis Development Framework (Kiser & 

Ostrom, 1982) from which he drew the distinction between stable parameters and external 

events; Hjern, Hanf and Porter (1978) from whom he retained the bottom-up approach to 

implementation and the identification of policy subsystems; or Heclo (1974, 1978) from 

whom he got his causality between policy change and policy learning, as well as his issue 

networks. Other influences were decisive in the construction of Sabatier’s framework: he 

retained the intuitions of Pressman and Wildavsky (1973) on the importance of causal 

theory and belief systems in public policies; the articulation of the hierarchical structure of 

the elite belief systems from Putnam (1976); the concept of enlightenment function and 

learning from Weiss (1977); and the influence of scientific analysts in policy debates from 

Meltsner (1976). 

 

Furthermore, the intellectual foundations of the ACF were also influenced by the debates 

in the philosophy of sciences (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014). Thus, Lakatos (1976) explains 

that scientific theories appear to have a hard core of unchanged axiomatic proposals 

surrounded by a protective belt of auxiliary hypotheses, which are more flexible. In the 

Advocacy Coalition Framework, a central concept is the belief systems. These belief 

systems are characterized by core beliefs (axiomatic proposals) and secondary aspects 

(auxiliary hypotheses), which is undeniably inspired by the assumptions developed by 

Lakatos.  

 

Furthermore, Lakatos (1976) develops the concept of problem shift. This phenomenon 

occurs upon the passing of a theory onto another expected to take it further its predecessor. 

The problem shift is deemed progressive if the new theory predicts more phenomena than 

its predecessor, and when these new predictions are confirmed by actual observations 

(Lakatos, 1976). Therefore, a theoretical framework must be defended in a progressive 

fashion to appear legitimate. It is precisely in this spirit that the Advocacy Coalition 
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Framework grew: a hard core of basic assumptions (such as the existence of subsystems 

and coalitions) and auxiliary hypotheses compiling new proposals. Therefore, revisions of 

auxiliary hypotheses in the ACF had to add substantive theoretical content to the hard core 

in order to develop in a progressive manner (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014). 

 

3) AN EVOLUTIVE PROCESS 

 

If the Advocacy Coalition Framework finds inspiration elsewhere, it has nonetheless 

developed tremendously since its birth. Over the years, research projects have contributed 

to expand the framework. According to Jenkins-Smith et al. (2014), the evolution of the 

ACF can be found in four areas of adjustment: modifying and adding hypotheses, 

modifying and clarifying concepts, adding concepts and clarifying the framework and 

theoretical emphases.  

 

Since the beginning of the ACF, several hypotheses have been added or modified, all 

becoming important and central in the framework: hypotheses on the role of policy brokers; 

the possibility that major policy change can be imposed by a hierarchically superior 

jurisdiction, led by a negotiated agreement or driven by external change; or the more 

moderate positions taken by administrative agencies are among those added or modified 

elements (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014).  

 

Then, categories of concepts such as the model of individual (Sabatier, 1998), the belief 

system – for instance by adding policy core preferences (Jenkins-Smith and Sabatier, 1999) 

– and the policy subsystems – for instance by emphasizing on the overlapping of nested 

properties (Nohrstedt and Weible, 2010) – have received deep revisions over the years 

(Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014).  

 

New concepts were also added such as purposive and material groups (Sabatier and 

Jenkins-Smith, 1993), strong and weak coordination (Zafonte and Sabatier, 1998), mature 

and nascent subsystems (Jenkins-Smith and Sabatier, 1999), coalition opportunity 

structures (Gupta, 2013) and coalition resources (Sabatier and Weible, 2007). These 

profound revisions in hypotheses as well as in concepts have led to internal reorganization 

of the framework and its rules. Therefore, the ACF studies have gradually specialized and 
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divided into separated studies of coalitions, policy change and policy-oriented learning 

(Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014). 

 

4) OUR CONTRIBUTION TO THE ACF RESEARCH AGENDA 

 

As the framework is in constant evolution, it still faces many challenges on its theoretical 

and empirical development. The last overview of the Advocacy Coalition Framework 

(Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014) presents its future research agenda by detailing nine major 

areas of improvement on which the framework should continue to develop. Thus, our 

research and the communication below contribute to developing three of these areas.  

 

First, using the ACF for comparative purposes in public policy research is one of the main 

goals pursued by the research program. Indeed, comparative work can bring “important 

gains in terms of new insights regarding the role of political institutions and culture in 

shaping the formation, maintenance and behavior of the advocacy coalitions” (Jenkins-

Smith et al. 2014, p. 206). As our research fits into a comparative framework, the results 

obtained can be put into perspective with those obtained elsewhere (e.g. The United States, 

China or Argentina). This helps explaining the different legal framework across these 

countries related to a common extractive method, hydraulic fracturing, basically identical 

from one country to another. Plus, it is a great opportunity to investigate how specific 

institutional attributes shape coalitions structure. 

 

Then, another challenge met by the Advocacy Coalition Framework is to establish 

“common approaches for applying the framework while striking the right balance in fitting 

the framework to answer questions in a particular context” (Jenkins-Smith et al. 2014, p. 

207). At this point, three key issues can be highlighted: promoting creativity in ACF 

applications in different governing systems, offering guidelines for data collection and 

offering best methods for analyzing coalition structure, policy learning and policy change. 

As our research is part of a comparative project, it had to use common data collection 

method and coding grid set by scholars from the University of Colorado Denver. Also, we 

had to make sure that data on the French case would fit. Therefore, media coding analysis 

coming from the research can be translated and compared with other governing systems 

and other issues using the same coding guidelines. 
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Finally, there is a need to refine the theory of coalition formation and maintenance. 

Consequently, efforts in understanding coalition structure and the reasons for defection or 

stability among them appear quite useful. By analyzing the coalitions structure in the 

French politics on hydraulic fracturing over a period of seven years, our research brings 

insight in comprehending the behavior patterns of each coalition. On one hand, by looking 

to defectors among them, which allows us to better understand defection patterns as well 

as profiling defectors according to their organizational affiliation. One the other hand, by 

looking at the agility of coalitions, which enables improved understanding of how 

coalitions as a whole adapt to changing environment and to what extent it affects their 

stability. Thus, the research question of the communication featured in this master’s thesis 

(i.e. can coalitions be stable and agile at the same time?) directly contributes to refining the 

Advocacy Coalition Framework. To this respect, the fact that the research focuses on a 

seven years-long case gives strong credit to the results obtained. 

 

In conclusion, our research ambitions to contribute to the advancement of the ACF research 

agenda by tackling some of its critical issues. Firstly, by fitting into a comparative project 

likely to advance explanations on institutional attributes. Secondly, by using a common 

data collection method while developing an original analysis on it that could be applied to 

a range of different governing systems and issues. Lastly, by bringing insights into patterns 

of coalitions behavior in their stability and defection. 

 

B. RESEARCH CONDITIONS 

 

This master’s thesis is part of an international comparative project that seeks to better 

identify the actors involved in the hydraulic fracturing decision-making process, as well as 

the strategies these actors use to influence decisions. Thus, Université catholique de 

Louvain contributes to the international effort by handling the French case on hydraulic 

fracturing. France has not been chosen randomly, as the country has major alleged reserves 

of shale oil and shale gas, both requiring the use of hydraulic fracturing to be recovered. 

Plus, since the research required a media analysis based on newspapers, it made sense that 

French-speakers should handle data collection in their native tongue. When it comes to 

temporality, the research covers an important time period for hydraulic fracturing in France. 

Our analysis begins January 1st 2010, which corresponds to the year that saw hydraulic 
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fracturing become a policy issue in France. Our analysis stops January 31st 2017, allowing 

to encompass policy debates on a reform on subsurface mineral rights (hence concerning 

hydraulic fracturing as well). 

 

In this section, two contextual dimensions will be developed. On one hand, the international 

comparative project our master’s thesis is part of will be further explained. On the other 

hand, the French case on hydraulic fracturing will also be under scrutiny.  

 

1) AN INTERNATIONAL COMPARATIVE PROJECT 

 

This master’s thesis as well our traineeship at ISPOLE find their origins in a research 

project entitled “The dynamic of policy processes on hydraulic fracturing: an international 

comparative research project”. Initiated by Profs. Drs. Christopher Weible and Tanya 

Heikkila from the University of Colorado Denver after previous efforts (Weible et al., 

2016), this international comparative research project aims at examining the dynamic of 

hydraulic fracturing in several countries using the same methodological framework. It will 

aim at better identifying the actors involved in the hydraulic fracturing decision-making 

process, as well as the strategies these actors use to influence decisions. 

 

Methodologically speaking, the project is based on a media analysis. More specifically, it 

is focused on the coding of newspapers articles from several countries concerned with 

hydraulic fracturing (and thus shale gas and oil). For obvious comparative purposes, 

homogeneity in the coding process needs to be ensured. Therefore, the University of 

Colorado Denver coordinating the international effort provides a common coding grid 

along with coding guidelines to be respected. 

 

Theoretically speaking, the research project is based on the Advocacy Coalition Framework 

(ACF) developed by Paul Sabatier (1987). The results will enable a theoretical contribution 

to further understand the dynamics highlighted in the ACF: coalitions dynamics, policy 

learning and policy change among others. Furthermore, the research project will also allow 

comparison between the national or subnational systems and thus examine differences and 

similarities.  
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2) THE FRENCH CASE ON HYDRAULIC FRACTURING 

 

France was among the countries considered for the project as the country allegedly has 

major reserves of both shale oil and gas, thus sparking controversy on exploiting those 

resources using hydraulic fracturing (Chailleux & Moyson, 2016). Moreover, France was 

singular in the sense that it enforced a nation-wide ban on hydraulic fracturing, which was 

upheld despite numerous attempts at overturning it (Chailleux & Moyson, 2016). 

 

In this international comparative research project, Université catholique de Louvain had 

been chosen to work on the French case. Profs. Drs. David Aubin and Stéphane Moyson 

were responsible for this project. Moreover, Dr. Sébastien Chailleux from Sciences Po 

Bordeaux would also co-supervise the project and bring his extensive knowledge of the 

French case to the research.  

 

However, two master’s students were to join the project. Indeed, the two trainees would be 

responsible of handling data collection and complete the dataset based on the coding grip 

provided by UCDenver. As the project was on a joint traineeship/master’s thesis setting, it 

gave the opportunity to students to carry out their traineeship at the Institut de Sciences 

Politiques Louvain-Europe (ISPOLE) and use the dataset as ground for their master’s 

thesis. Upon entering our first year as public administration master’s students, we found 

out about this opportunity. Quickly, the two of us decided and apply to this international 

comparative research project.  

 

C. RESEARCH LOGBOOK 

 

Following a long research process, the ultimate aim of our research project is to provide a 

comprehensive coalition study through media analysis on the French case on hydraulic 

fracturing. Hence, this section will be dedicated to developing and explaining all the tasks 

we carried out as trainees at the Institut de Sciences Politiques Louvain-Europe leading to 

delivering a communication.  

 

First, the coding process leading to the completion of a thorough dataset based on a coding 

grid provided by the University of Colorado Denver will be described. Indeed, the coding 

process involved two major steps: article selection and the coding of articles in itself. Thus, 
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the completion of these tasks resulted in a dataset containing one row for each statement 

about hydraulic fracturing expressed in each of the articles selected while in columns, data 

on the institutional affiliation of the actor making this statement, the nature of this 

statement, his or her (dis)agreements with other actors, as well as the risks or benefits of 

hydraulic fracturing he or she mentioned were systematically reported.  

 

Upon completion of the dataset, the two trainees had to carry on the research. Since the 

data were now available, the project was moving forward. Thus, the analysis of the data 

and ultimately the presentation of our results in two major events (an Advocacy Coalition 

Framework Workshop in Mons and then the ECPR Joint Sessions in Nicosia) will be under 

scrutiny. A particular attention will be given to these tasks, since these presentations widely 

contributed to improve our research by the discussions following them. As we aim at 

publishing a scientific article in a public administration review, these steps were crucial 

and kept us busy throughout our traineeship.  

 

1) ARTICLE SELECTION 

 

To code newspaper articles, the first thing we needed was a list of articles to work on. Thus, 

a careful selection of the articles was necessary, and this turned out being the very first 

challenge we came across. Our supervisors and ourselves discussed the best way to get a 

good list of articles to ensure the best data. A series of elements was decided on our first 

meeting: we chose to use Europresse, an online platform centralizing a very wide range of 

articles from different newspapers, countries and time periods ; a custom algorithm on 

which an article search will be launched ; the choice of 11 newspapers representative of the 

entire political spectrum as well as a balance between regional and national press ; a time 

period comprised between January 1st 2010 to December 31st 2017. But along the way, 

substantial adjustments had to be made to these elements.  

 

First, upon reading various articles on the French case on hydraulic fracturing, we quickly 

noticed that the date selection was missing a potentially important moment. Indeed, the 

parliamentary debates on the subsurface mineral rights reform, occurring in January 2017, 

made us reconsider our time period and extend it to January 31st 2017. 
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Then, a major issue was newspapers selection. Europresse allows to search for articles in 

many newspapers, but some we wanted to analyze were missing from their data base. 

Initially, La Croix, Libération, Le Figaro, Le Monde, Les Echos, l’Est-Eclair, Midi Libre, 

La Provence, Le Parisien, Le Dauphiné Libéré et La République de Seine-et-Marne were 

chosen. Le Dauphiné Libéré and La République de Seine-et-Marne were missing from 

Europresse , and we got in touch with them to see if we could get access to their articles 

and operate a selection, which was unsuccessful. Plus, L’Est-Éclair was available in 

Europresse, but only for a tiny fraction of the selected period. Therefore, it was decided 

not to include those three and limit ourselves to a selection of 8 newspapers. 

 

Last, the algorithm we collectively set up (“gaz/pétrole de schiste”, “fracturation 

hydraulique”, “fracking”, “hydrocarbure de roche-mère”, “gaz/pétrole non-

conventionnel”) gave unsatisfying and too many results once launched in Europresse. 

Therefore, the two of us worked on a new one: "(gaz+  |  pétrole+) de schiste+" (dans tout 

le texte)  OU "fracturation hydraulique" (dans tout le texte) OU "fracking" (dans tout le 

texte) OU "hydrocarbure de roche-mère" (dans tout le texte) OU "(gaz  | pétrole) & non-

conventionnel" (dans tout le texte) ET "France" (dans tout le texte). The inclusion of 

"France" to the algorithm enabled a much more precise selection while the other 

adjustments allowed to encompass more hydraulic fracturing-related keywords. 

 

This new algorithm allowed to obtain satisfactory results in terms of relevance of the 

articles. Nevertheless, the number of articles was still too large and did not yet fit the rules 

we were expected to follow. The guidelines provided by UCDenver deemed that "for an 

article to be included, there must be at least one actor mentioned in relation to the search 

terms (either with a position or not specified view of fracking)” and we also had to “omit 

articles that are editorials, opinions pieces, or letters to the editor”. Our role was to 

implement those rules and shortlist articles on this basis. 

 

To do so, we used the ‘multiselection tool’ of Europresse. Based on the abstract of each 

article, the selection process was undertaken under specific criteria: the UCDenver ones 

aforementioned; the dynamic of fracking in France had to be the main issue of the article; 

and articles discussing hydraulic fracturing in French regions not concerned by this 

technique (other than Paris area and Southeastern France) were omitted. If the abstract was 

not sufficient to select an article, careful examination of the entire article was performed 
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by the two trainees. After the whole selection process was completed, a shortlist of 139 

articles was ready to be coded.  

 

2) CODING OF ARTICLES 

 

The coding process resulting in the completed dataset is perhaps the biggest achievement 

of our traineeship at ISPOLE. After conducting a test coding of 10 articles to make sure we 

would code them the same way, the long process was beginning. For weeks, the two of us 

worked independently on the whole article list. We would assign in advance which articles 

were to be coded by whom. Once again, we came across many challenges to overcome and 

had to develop mechanisms to ensure reliable data. Sometimes, the guidelines provided by 

the University of Colorado Denver did not lift our interrogations regarding specific points. 

For instance, the institutional functioning of France made it difficult to categorize an actor 

or an organization.  

 

The two of us would communicate on a daily basis to solve the issues we stumbled upon: 

how to categorize a certain actor or risk/benefit mentioned, harmonizing the names of 

organizations, temporality issues, double institutional affiliations, etc. Eventually, we 

would agree on a solution then get back to our supervisors to ensure that our solutions were 

adequate and get them either approved or revised. Some were decided in our meetings, but 

we would also sometimes directly communicate on the phone. In the end, we knew 

precisely how to react when facing numerous problematic situations. This has been possible 

by optimal communication between the two of us, but also by discussing the issues with 

our supervisors.  

 

Upon completion of the coding process, we noticed an underrepresentation of certain time 

periods comprised in our analysis. Even worse, we also had to deal with the problem of 

missing data for 2010. As this would skew future analysis and forbid accurate conclusions 

on the data, we had to find new articles covering these periods. Therefore, it has been 

decided to rerun our custom algorithm on Europresse but for the under-/non-represented 

periods only. One could have expected to find the same articles using the same algorithm, 

but for some reason it seems that Europresse limits the number of articles found if used on 

a more extended period. Nevertheless, we managed to get articles for those problematic 

periods using the same algorithm previously used. These articles underwent the whole 
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selection and coding process the first articles did. By the end of August 2017, our final 

dataset containing 1,509 rows was fully completed.  

 

3) ANALYSIS OF THE DATA 

 

After the completion of the dataset, another major activity kept us busy during the 

traineeship: analyzing the data we had collected. The analysis of data implied a wider 

theoretical and methodological reflection on our dataset. What can this dataset show and 

how can we analyze it ? In itself, answering this question was challenging. Not unlike the 

selection and coding process, we were quite autonomous in addressing the problem. We 

would prepare theoretical and methodological proposals prior to the meetings with our 

supervisors, then proceed to discuss these proposals with them. 

 

For the theoretical part, most of the work involved relating our data to the Advocacy 

Coalition Framework and its assumptions. This required mobilizing our extensive 

knowledge of the data we coded to identify the most interesting elements to analyze in an 

ACF perspective. Thus, many key concepts and assumptions of the ACF were deemed 

interesting to analyze regarding the French case: coalitions, policy learning, policy change, 

conflict and administrative agencies. Indeed, our dataset provided information to identify 

and measure these concepts for the French case. But in order to deliver results, a 

methodological effort was to be undertaken.  

 

For this methodological effort, the main challenge was to come up with innovative ways of 

operationalizing the theoretical aspects to make the dataset speak. Indeed, the key idea was 

to materialize the concepts mobilized in the ACF and present in the dataset. To do so, we 

once again discussed our ideas first between trainees, then with our supervisors. We worked 

on crafting indexes, scores, sorting out or isolating certain actors, division of the dataset in 

distinct time periods, etc. Once the operationalization was agreed on, we had the method to 

finally deliver results on the French case on hydraulic fracturing. Thus, using the 

quantitative analysis software STATA (for which we followed training at UCL) and 

Microsoft Excel, we were able to provide results based on a custom operationalization and 

our own dataset. After additional work, these results were presented on two special events 

(an ACF workshop in Mons and the ECPR Joint Sessions in Nicosia), aiming at delivering 

a publishable communication on the dynamic of hydraulic fracturing in France. 
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4) PRESENTATIONS OF OUR RESEARCH AND COMMUNICATION 

 

Although the idea of publishing a scientific article rose early in our traineeship, it only 

became explicit that we were going to write one shortly after our dataset was completed. 

In order to ensure that our work would be up for publication in a scientific review, peer-

reviewing it was a priority. As it would help pointing out all the shortcomings and strengths 

of our research, presenting and discussing our research would eventually help us sort out 

what was worth keeping and focusing on. Thus, the results as well as the process leading 

to them were presented on two special events. First, at a workshop on the Advocacy 

Coalition Framework in Mons. Then, at the ACF Panel of the ECPR Joint Sessions in 

Nicosia.  

 

On February 27th, 2018, we had the chance to present our first results at an ACF workshop 

in Mons. Among others, we met our colleagues from UCDenver who launched the 

international comparative project on hydraulic fracturing. This presentation was a 

presentation of the firsts: first results, first real research presentation, first impressions of 

our American colleagues on our work. Our first results focused on testing four classical 

ACF hypotheses on our dataset. Those hypotheses covered the concepts of policy learning, 

policy change, administrative agencies, conflict and coalitions. We received highly 

constructive feedback and had a discussion on our research for more than an hour. Thus, 

these discussions contributed at targeting the strengths and weaknesses of our work and 

provided ground for improvement in the perspective of publishing a communication.  

 

At the end of April 2018, quite a bit of time had passed to come up with a communication 

taking into account the remarks we had collected in Mons. Despite having convincing 

results for several hypotheses featured in our Mons presentation, it was decided to focus on 

the coalitions and the way they position themselves and frame the issue of hydraulic 

fracturing. This was decided to keep the communication short enough for publication while 

taking the Mons feedback into account. Since the ACF Panel of the ECPR Joint Sessions 

was looking for proposals to be presented in Nicosia, we all worked on a first 

communication entitled ‘Stability and agility of advocacy coalitions in the French politics 

of hydraulic fracturing’, which is featured in this master’s thesis. As previously said, it 

highlights the stability of coalitions while importing the concept of “agility” from 

management sciences. Agility was brought up as the Mons feedback emphasized that what 
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we saw as policy learning was in fact the ability to adapt discourses and framing to a 

changing environment. This communication was what the two of us presented in Nicosia. 

Once again, it allowed us to gather spot-on feedback on the communication, preparing us 

for future publication.  

 

The preparation of both these presentations followed yet again a well-established pattern. 

The two of us would create a slideshow presentation of our work, then we would all discuss 

it during a meeting to amend it. The presentations themselves were carried out by the two 

of us, always with the presence of at least one of the supervisors. Comments and questions 

on the presentation would be first answered by us, the supervisors would jump in for further 

details. 

 

In conclusion, presenting our findings to other researchers was also quite challenging as we 

knew that experienced researchers would bring their critical input to our work. Moreover, 

our supervisors trusted us to present something our research team had done collectively. It 

was something totally new to us and undisputedly a valuable experience. Plus, it has been 

a driving force for innovation and awareness of the strengths and weaknesses of our work. 

In that regard, the presentations have widely contributed to delivering the final outcome: a 

communication. 

 

D. CONCLUSION 

 

This chapter detailed the research process that has led to delivering the communication. 

Along the way and throughout our traineeship, many activities were carried out and many 

challenges were encountered. Nevertheless, we were able to overcome them with a bit of 

creativity and the precious help of our supervisors. Though the communication will be 

subject to further modifications (which will be discussed in the last chapter), it embodies 

the extent of our serious work. Part of an iterative process, our research will only be over 

once the communication is published in a peer-reviewed journal.  
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CHAPTER II : THE COMMUNICATION 

 

This chapter will be dedicated to the communication that was presented at the European 

Consortium for Political Research Joint Sessions in Nicosia (Cyprus) on April 12th, 2018. 

The version of the communication here featured has not been amended. Consequently, it is 

the exact same version of the communication the discussants of the ACF Panel based their 

comments on.  
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A. INTRODUCTION 

 

Hydraulic fracturing is an exploitation technique of unconventional hydrocarbons. In 

France, hydraulic fracturing was not a policy issue before 2010, when the Minister of 

Environment issued three licenses for shale gas exploration. According to the 2013 US 

Energy Information Administration data, there are approximately 118 billion barrels of 

shale oil and 727 trillion cubic feet of shale gas in the French soil, making France the 

country with the largest shale deposit in Europe (Energy Information Administration, 2013, 

attachment A-2). In 2010-2011, a heterogeneous social movement of opposition put 

pressure on the public authorities to ban hydraulic fracturing, which occurred in July 2011. 

This made France the first country to forbid this technique, although in principle, 

experimental extraction techniques were still allowed. Since January 2017, shale gas 

exploration has been forbidden, but tight gas and layer gas have not been regulated. 

 

Hydraulic fracturing is controversial because it offers benefits and involves risks at the 

same time. The benefits are mainly economical. In a nutshell, hydraulic fracturing makes 

new sources of hydrocarbons accessible to the industry while contributing to job creation 

and public finances (through taxes). Environmental and health risks relate to potential 

damages to phreatic tables, to water tankers going to exploitation sites back and forth, to 

polluting substances added to water, plus the contribution of hydraulic fracturing to the 

development of the carbon industry and its impact on climate change. One of the objectives 

of the research program applying the advocacy coalition framework (ACF) to the politics 

of hydraulic fracturing is to understand why, while benefits and risks related to hydraulic 

fracturing are pretty similar around the world, some countries allow its use (e.g., the U.S.) 

while others forbid it (e.g., France). 

 

The ACF conceptualizes policy processes as political struggles among policy actors 

organized in advocacy coalitions within a policy subsystem. The ACF is a conceptual 

platform for three theories of policy processes: a theory of policy learning looking at the 

cognitive and social dynamic of policy actors maintaining or revising their beliefs and 

preferences toward policy issues and solutions; a theory of collective action looking at the 

structure and action of coalition members to transform the policy preferences that ‘glue’ 

them to each other into concrete policy decisions; and, finally, a theory which aims at 



20 

explaining policy change on the basis of learning processes, collective action, as well as 

institutional of contextual factors. 

 

One of the main hypotheses of the ACF is that, on major controversies within a policy 

subsystem when policy core beliefs are in dispute, the lineup of allies and opponents tends 

to be rather stable over periods of a decade or so. We do not challenge this notion of 

stability, which is analyzed with individual-level observation of policy actors to assess 

whether or not they stick to their coalition’s policy options over time. However, coalitions 

may also be more or less ‘agile’ – a collective-level notion that refers to their ability to 

respond to contextual events and to their opponent’s strategies in order to push for their 

policy positions over time. In this paper, we combine individual-level and collective-level 

data collected through the search and coding of 254 French newspaper articles about the 

politics of hydraulic fracturing between 2010 and 2017. With the analysis of these data, we 

examine whether coalitions may be stable and agile at the same time and we contribute to 

a better understanding of the reasons why agile coalitions can win over the others. We start 

with a presentation of the concepts and theory supporting this argument before turning to 

the methods and the results. We conclude with a discussion and agenda for future research. 

 

B. CONCEPTS AND THEORY 

 

1) MAIN CONCEPTS OF THE ADVOCACY COALITION FRAMEWORK 

 

The ACF (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014; Sabatier, 1987; Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993, 

1999; Sabatier & Weible, 2007) conceptualizes policy processes as political struggles 

among coalitions of policy actors involved in a given policy subsystem. A policy subsystem 

is a set of ‘actors from various public and private organizations who are actively concerned 

with a policy problem or issue such as air pollution control, and who regularly seek to 

influence public policy in that domain’ (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1999, p. 119). An 

advocacy coalition is composed of actors from various organizations at different levels of 

government. They share a set of normative and causal beliefs and show a nontrivial degree 

of coordination over time to implement their strategy(-ies) envisaging one or more changes 

in governmental institutions perceived to further their common policy objectives. 
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At the individual level, the ACF assumes that each policy actor holds a belief system 

composed of three strata. The first stratum contains ‘deep core’ beliefs, which are personal 

philosophical precepts that are very broad in scope (e.g. ‘I believe that justice is an 

important value’). The second stratum is represented by ‘policy core’ beliefs that are 

precepts specific to one subsystem, such as the proper scope of governmental action or the 

identification of groups whose welfare is of greatest concern (e.g. poor people, junkies, 

employees vs. employers, etc.). At this level, actors also hold factual beliefs about the 

outcomes of policies (e.g. ‘I believe that this policy option increases the degree of justice 

among population groups’). Those factual beliefs, in turn, determine these actors’ policy 

core policy preferences (e.g. ‘I believe that this policy option is better than others’). Policy 

core policy preferences (or ‘policy preferences’) are ‘normative beliefs that project an 

image of how the policy subsystem ought to be, provide the vision that guides coalition 

strategic behaviour, and help unite allies and divide opponents’ (Sabatier & Weible, 2007, 

p. 195). At the third stratum, ‘secondary’ beliefs are more specific. They concern particular 

administrative rules, budgetary allocations, programme performance, etc. (e.g. ‘I believe 

that this administrative decision facilitates the implementation of my preferred policy 

option’). 

 

One important objective of the ACF is to explain policy change, which is defined as 

‘fluctuations in the dominant belief systems (i.e. those incorporated into public policy)’ 

(Sabatier, 1987, p. 682). The main objective of policy actors, the ACF assumes, is to 

transform their policy preferences into concrete policy decisions. Typically, policy actors 

maintain and defend their policy beliefs and preferences. They use their resources and 

coordinate their political activity within ‘advocacy coalitions’ to become ‘dominant’ and 

impose their understanding of policy problems and their preferred policy solutions on other 

coalitions (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993). This being said, policy change can also result 

from changes in policy actors’ beliefs and preferences – a causal mechanism called ‘policy 

learning’. The ACF defines policy learning as ‘relatively enduring alterations of thought or 

behavioural intentions that result from experience and which are concerned with the 

attainment or revision of the precepts of the belief system of individuals or of collectivities’ 

(Sabatier, 1993, p. 42). Beyond social interactions among policy actors and the 

accumulation of evidence on a policy issue, major ‘shifts in the core attributes of the 

subsystem’ (or contextual events) are typical causes of policy learning (e.g. a legal shift or 

a shift in the distribution of natural resources: Weible et al., 2009, p. 124). However, after 
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three decades of research, the ACF shares with many other social learning approaches to 

the policy process a fair amount of scepticism regarding the actual role of policy learning 

in policy change (Weible et al., 2009). 

 

When a policy subsystem appears, it is “nascent”. It becomes “mature” when it meets the 

following necessary and sufficient conditions. First, “the participants regard themselves as 

a semi-autonomous community who share a domain of expertise” (Sabatier, 1998, pp. 113-

114); Second, these participants “seek to influence public policy within the domain over a 

fairly long period of time, i.e. seven to ten years. This stems from the ACF'S assumption 

that such an interval is necessary for doing meaningful policy analysis that can deal with 

learning and real-world impacts” (Sabatier, 1998, pp. 113-114). Third, “there are 

specialized subunits within agencies at all relevant levels of government to deal with the 

topic. This follows from (the) assumption that, in the absence of such units, implementation 

will be exceedingly problematic and coalitions will come to realize this; a persisting 

subsystem needs to have some "organizational residue"” (Sabatier, 1998, pp. 113-114). 

Fourth, “there are interest groups, or specialized subunits within interest groups, which 

regard this as a major policy topic” (Sabatier, 1998, pp. 113-114). 

 

2) STABILITY OF COALITIONS 

 

One of the main hypotheses of the advocacy coalition framework is that, ‘on major 

controversies within a policy subsystem when policy core beliefs are in dispute, the lineup 

of allies and opponents tends to be rather stable over periods of a decade or so’ (Sabatier & 

Jenkins-Smith, 1999). The hypothesis holds when policy core beliefs ‘are in dispute’. This 

means that it does not apply very well to nascent subsystems in which coalitions and beliefs 

systems are still in formation (e.g., Bandelouw & Kundolf, 2011). This also requires 

relatively adversarial subsystems, in which the main task of allies from one coalition is to 

defend stable policy beliefs against the opponents from other coalitions certain degree of 

conflict between coalitions (Weible, 2008). 

 

Most empirical studies confirm that coalitions are stable over time. For doing so, they use 

diverse methods of data collection and analysis. Many of them rely on coded legislative 

statements (e.g., Jenkins-Smith et al., 1991; Jenkins-Smith & St-Clair, 1993; Sabatier & 
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Brasher, 1993). For example, Pierce (2011) looks at legislative hearings to confirm the 

stability in the membership of the coalitions trying to influence the U.S. foreign policy 

regarding Israel. Similarly, Zafonte and Sabatier (2004) demonstrate the stability of 

coalitions involved in the U.S. policy subsystem of automotive pollution control over 26 

years, despite disruptive events. Weible (2005) and Ingold (2011) rely on surveys and 

interviews while Leiffeld (2013) analyzed discourses (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014). In their 

literature review of ACF applications, Weible et al. (2009) find thirteen (16%) studies 

testing the coalitions hypothesis 1. More recently, Pierce et al. (2017) coded 2007-2014 

ACF applications and conclude that 30 of them (19%) discussed coalition stability. 

 

To our knowledge, most ACF studies look at the stability of advocacy coalitions by looking 

at belief systems. Case studies based on qualitative document analyses and interviews are 

the most common methods in doing so. For example, Hersperger et al. (2014) rely on 

documents, newspaper articles and expert interviews, to conclude that the beliefs of the 

coalitions involved in the urban planning policy process of three Swiss municipalities 

remained stable over time (see also Hirschi & Widmer, 2010). Van Gossum et al. (2008) 

conduct a ‘detrented correspondence analysis’ on the basis of their interview data, and 

conclude that the policy coalitions for or against forest expansion in Flanders (Belgium) 

are stable over time (pp.519-520). Based on a fuzzy cluster analysis of official testimonies, 

Zafonte and Sabatier (2004) demonstrate that policy actors involved the policy subsystem 

about automotive pollution control in the U.S. tend to remain in the same coalition over 

time (see also Svihula & Estes, 2007). Nohrstedt (2008) relies on the same method to look 

at the belief systems of the coalitions involved in the Swedish nuclear policy subsystem. 

Sometimes, these researchers argue that they actually operationalize ‘belief coalitions’ 

(e.g., Nohrstedt, 2008; Zafonte & Sabatier, 2004). 

 

There are also studies that examine the stability of coalitions on the basis of the relations 

among coalition members. For example, Ingold (2011) articulates a social network analysis 

with a multicriteria analysis of policy preferences on the advocacy coalitions involved in 

the Swiss climate policy process: she shows that the lineup of pro-economy, pro-ecology 

and intermediate groups remains stable over time (see also, about the contribution of policy 

brokers to subsystem stability: Ingold & Varone, 2011). Kingiri (2014) looks at the beliefs 

as well as the coordination structures and patterns of two advocacy coalitions involved in 

the Kenyan biosafety regulatory process by combining the analysis of direct observations, 
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documents and interviews: the beliefs as well as the coordination structure and patterns of 

those coalitions prove to be stable over time. 

 

A minority of studies document coalition defections (Pierce et al., 2017). Jenkins-Smith et 

al. (2014) argue that one of the main analytical challenges is to identify the rationales for 

defections. In the Swedish forest policy process opposing a production coalition and an 

environmental coalition, stability may be attributed to convergence of policy beliefs as well 

as to resource interdependence, but Hysing and Olsson (2008) attribute the defections 

observed before the signature of the agreement about the ‘Forest Stewardship Council’ to 

divergences on priorities. Klindt (2011) reports several displacements of member states 

between coalitions militating for and against EU flexicurity. In the Swedish policy process 

on nuclear phaseout, Nohrstedt (2008) makes a distinction between evolutions in the 

dominant coalition’s policy beliefs, which he attributes to learning, and the stability in its 

policy preferences as well as in concrete policy, which he attributes to persistence of strong 

interests (see also Svihula & Estes, 2007). In the U.S. policy process on automotive 

pollution control, Zafonte and Sabatier (2004) distinguish two rationales of coalitions 

instability that relate to the overall structure of the subsystem: when amorphous coalitions 

become active or when a new group of ‘moderate’ policy actors emerge. All in all, existing 

research assumes that coalitions are stable when their members militate for similar belief 

systems at times t and t-1 and/or when relation patterns among those members remain 

constant. 

 

3) AGILITY OF COALITIONS 

 

In everyday language, agility refers to the ability of quickly adapting oneself to changing 

conditions or environments. For example, in combat sport the agility refers to the response 

time with respect to an adversary while ‘agile’ organizations, in management sciences, are 

those which adapt with their environment (Cunha et al., 2018). In long-lasting policy 

processes such as for or against nuclear energy, conditions may also change over time. For 

example, the governing coalition or the public opinion may turn from one side of the debate 

to the other. Coalitions may have to react on external shocks (e.g., a military attack against 

a nuclear plant) or on internal shocks (e.g., a catastrophe due to a malfunction of the plant). 

Finally, opponents may take strategic initiatives to push for their own policy ideas within 
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the subsystem. With respect to these changing conditions, advocacy coalition may be more 

or less agile too. 

 

We distinguish two forms of agility. First, coalitions may be more or less active. Whereas 

ACF researchers are advised to empirically ascertain, not only active, but also inactive 

members of policy subsystems, ACF studies have typically focused on active coalition 

members. This is not surprising. At first glance, this advice seems to be a vain wish when 

considering how difficult it may be to identify actors who ‘regularly seek to influence 

public policy’ (Sabatier & Weible, 2007, p. 192) among those who do not demonstrate any 

such clear attitude or behavior. Still, a good example of inactive subsystem members are 

those who, due to the institutional position they hold (e.g., high civil servants), influence 

the political behavior of other actors because the latter expect the former to issue a veto if 

they plead for some policy options. ACF studies comparing the members of a same 

subsystem at periods of nascency and maturity are one exception. In such contexts, 

‘amorphous’ coalitions of inactive members becoming active over time have been observed 

(e.g., Zafonte & Sabatier, 2004). Alternatively, opposed coalitions tending to form one, 

when the subsystem has become mature and the political attention has decreased, have also 

been reported (Radaelli, 1999). Yet, active coalitions becoming amorphous and then 

turning to active again over time, in mature subsystems, are far less documented in 

empirical research. 

 

Second, coalitions may play with frames and narratives. This idea is not new. Schön and 

Rein (1994) argue that policy actors, when trying to convince each other, have to 

communicate on the reasons (or ‘frame’) which justify the validity of their policy solutions, 

which supposes a reflection on these reasons. In the same vein, in contexts of uncertainty 

(e.g., technical of political uncertainty), Roe (1994) suggests that policy actors’ power of 

convincing others lies in their ability to narrate seducing stories that link the past, the 

present and the future in an obvious way. Occasionally, frame reflection may lead to 

learning within advocacy coalitions (e.g., Dudley & Richardson, 1999). Radaelli (1999) 

illustrates the use of narratives by coalitions involved in the EU policy process on harmful 

tax competition. Stable coalitions sticking to their policy beliefs may be more or less agile 

in adapting their framing and narratives to changing conditions in the policy system and 

subsystem. 
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We look at coalition agility as a strategy playing a role in the causal processes linking 

(sub)system events, coalition members’ attitudes and behaviors, and policy processes. 

Following a change in the systemic governing coalition, coalitions may need to become 

more active, because their policy positions receive less support from the new decision-

makers than from the previous ones. For example, a new government may be less favorable 

toward hydraulic fracturing. Similarly, changes in public opinion may push coalitions to 

become noisier. More specifically, changes in the geographical scope of the subsystem may 

require to reframe a policy position. For example, hydraulic fracturing is classically blamed 

for its environmental or health risks. If a company wants to explore shale gas in a region 

that has used to rely on the tourism economy, the anti-fracturing coalition may try to focus 

on the detrimental effects of such a project on tourism-related jobs. Framing agility may 

also be used to react on the changing strategy of the adverse coalition. Finally, we suggest 

that agile coalitions should be winning coalitions, because they are the most able to react 

to the events in their environment and to the strategies of the adverse coalition. 

 

Analyses of coalition stability may demonstrate that individual policy actors tend to stick 

to their policy beliefs, preferences, and coalition without showing the agility of the group. 

On the other hand, an analysis concluding that a coalition is agile in activating its members 

and reframing its message may give an impression of instability. However, without 

individual-level analysis, there is no evidence that policy actors who become silent for a 

period of time are ‘just’ silent or actually defected from the coalition. In this paper, we 

combine an individual-level analysis of coalition stability and a collective-level analysis of 

coalition agility and we suggest that coalitions are able to be stable and agile at the same 

time. 

 

C. METHODS 

 

1) EMPIRICAL CONTEXT 

 

The French case on hydraulic fracturing is quite unique, in the sense that policy debates 

and coalition dynamics resulted in a nation-wide ban on hydraulic fracturing. France also 

features specific characteristics such as a high centralization level (although some form of 

devolution has been progressively introduced) and the major role played by the local level 
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on fracking-related issues. Also, despite very few conventional reserves of oil and gas, 

France with top-tier companies such as Total or GDF Suez has a prominent industrial and 

scientific expertise on hydrocarbons. 

Fracking became a policy issue in France around 2010. Allegedly major reserves of shale 

oil and gas were reported in the southeastern France and around Paris by the IEA and the 

EIA. Prior to 2010, policies regulating the exploration of hydrocarbon resources were 

relatively favorable to oil and gas companies (Chailleux and Moyson, 2016). According to 

the French subsurface mineral rights code, the subsoil is considered res nullius, which 

means that there is no owner. On this basis, the state could issue exploration licenses 

without consultation of local governments and without the owners' permission. 

 

We distinguish three major policy changes between January 2010 and January 2017. The 

first major policy change occurred in March 2010. The Minister of the Environment issued 

the three first shale gas exploration licenses using hydraulic fracturing. These licenses 

enabled the exploration of shale gas resources in the south-east of France and did not attract 

the attention of elected officials or environmental associations. It is interesting to note that 

shale oil permits were also issued in 2008 in the Paris area and that several hydraulic 

fracturing tests have been carried out (Bellec et al., 2012), but those have only really started 

being controversial after 2010. 

 

At the end of 2010, elected officials, as well as various groups of citizens and environmental 

associations, organized themselves to form an "anti-fracking” coalition. Within this 

coalition, there were several local and regional communities affected by these permits, 

green politicians such as José Bové or Michèle Rivasi, as well as hundreds of citizens’ 

groups. This mobilization resulted in protests involving thousands of people (Terral, 2012). 

The arguments used by this coalition was not confined to a mere NIMBY approach but 

addressed much broader issues of ecology, public health and transparency (Chailleux and 

Moyson, 2016). 

 

Social mobilization against fracking in France had common features with those born in 

developing countries in the midst of mining conflicts (Bebbington et al., 2008). First, actors 

grouped into coalitions, sharing different values and interests. Second, visibility via media 

coverage and public opinion, which went far beyond those strictly concerned with the issue. 

Third, mobilization on a territorial basis acquired (partly due to a non-NIMBY discourse) 
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national and even European transcendence. Last, unconventional and transgressive 

collective actions, as well as the involvement of elected representatives at all levels of 

power and transnational components (the debate has been traced back to the European 

Parliament). The wide diffusion of the documentary Gasland, depicting the negative 

consequences of the exploitation of shale gas in the United States, helped strengthening the 

mobilization and put fracking at the forefront of public debate (Moyson & Chailleux, 2016). 

The anti-fracking coalition discourse and mobilization soon found its way to national 

government, and the issue of hydraulic fracturing was thus put on the political agenda of 

both the parliament and the government. At the end of this period, the French policy 

subsystem on hydraulic fracturing met the conditions of a mature subsystem. 

 

The second major policy change occurred in July 2011. The French parliament passed the 

“Jacob Bill” prohibiting the use of hydraulic fracturing in France, followed by a 

governmental moratorium on fracking and the repeal of the licenses previously issued. Yet, 

the experimental exploration of shale gas was still allowed. Following the ban on hydraulic 

fracturing implemented by the Jacob Bill, the industrialists, politicians and researchers 

favorable to the exploitation of these hydrocarbons organized themselves. This pro-

fracturing coalition made several attempts to repeal the ban on fracking. 

 

In March 2012, the General Council for Industry, Energy and Technology and the General 

Council on the Environment and Sustainable Development published a much-awaited 

report by the pro-fracking coalition. This report acknowledges the potential risks of 

hydraulic fracturing and the lack of impact studies but advises the government to leave the 

door open for "cleaner" technology and more sustainable development of hydraulic 

fracturing (Bellec et al. al., 2012). The report also suggested that the government should 

reform subsurface mineral rights. Nevertheless, the report did not draw much attention and 

was left unfollowed by concrete political effects (Chailleux and Moyson, 2016). 

 

A second attempt at reopening the debate was made through the publication of the report 

on French competitiveness, also known as the Gallois report. The commissioner general 

for investment Louis Gallois had to submit a report in which a close examination of the 

French economy and its competitiveness on various sectors of activity. In this report, he 

notoriously advocated "conducting research on mining techniques" (Gallois, 2012) 
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including on shale gas despite the call of Minister Delphine Batho not to reopen this 

sensitive issue. 

 

In June 2013, the report of OPECST (a special parliamentary committee mandated for this 

purpose) deems hydraulic fracturing "acceptable" and considers that "hydraulic fracturing 

remains the most effective and best controlled technique" to extract gas (Lenoir & Bataille, 

2013). This report will result in greater political and mediatic effects. Junior partner in the 

Socialist government at the time, Europe Écologie-Les Verts (the French green party) 

started being particularly vocal to put pressure on its governmental partner to uphold the 

complete ban on fracking. A few months later, the Constitutional Council formally 

approved the Jacob Bill. 

Next to the publication of these reports, the opposition of the pro-fracturing coalition enjoys 

some form of support at the political level. Back when François Hollande was elected 

President of the French Republic in 2012, he reaffirmed his strong opposition to hydraulic 

fracturing, supporting the complete ban and a strict interpretation of the Jacob Bill. 

However, a discrepancy quickly developed within the majority, and more specifically 

between the Minister of Industrial Recovery and the Minister of the Environment. The 

former openly supported experimentation and exploration on shale oil and gas.  He did so 

primarily based on economic arguments, echoing the anti-fracturing advocates. He even 

asked for an alternative report that showed the theoretical profitability of propane fracking. 

The report was leaked in 2015, shortly after he left office. However, each attempt at 

bringing back controversy on fracking was met with formal disapproval either by the 

president or the Prime Minister (Chailleux & Moyson, 2016). 

 

A judicial effort to contest the validity of licenses revocations before administrative courts 

was also undertaken by some industrial members the pro-fracturing coalition. Although 

resulting in no concrete results (except Total that manages to regain one of its licenses), 

some will point the finger at the strange behavior of the French government regarding these 

lawsuits. Indeed, several courts had repeatedly asked the Ministry of the Environment to 

reconsider the decisions leading to the repeal of licenses. Requests that were left 

unanswered by the Minister. It has been described has a way for the state to be “forced” to 

grant these licenses, which would be a result of the duality prevailing within the 

governments between pro and anti-fracking. 
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In the end, the various attempts to reopen the debate on fracking resulted in a statu quo 

embodied by the Jacob Bill. Those who deemed the legislative framework too loose or too 

hard were not given satisfaction. However, an interesting point is to be highlighted: the 

dividing line has changed. The initial debate almost exclusively focused on hydraulic 

fracturing but drifted to a wider debate on unconventional hydrocarbons. In this regard, the 

Energy Transition Law of 2015 and, mostly, the Subsurface Mineral Rights Reform passed 

in January 2017 in the National Assembly may be considered as the third major policy 

change in this policy process. This reform forbids the exploration and exploitation of shale 

gas and oil. Perhaps the key to such a change lies in the fact that local and environmental 

associations were given access to consultative bodies (Sawyer and Gomez, 2008).  

 

Overall, the anti-fracturing coalition may be considered as the main winner of this policy 

process: after the issuance of permits of shale gas exploration in March 2010, she managed 

to get a partial ban (Jacob bill, July 2011) and then a full ban (reform of subsurface rights, 

January 2017) of shale gas exploration and exploitation. This being said, this reform does 

not say a word about tight and layer gas, i.e. the types of gas that offer interesting 

opportunities to hydrocarbon companies in France nowadays but which present similar 

environmental/health risks too. 

 

2) DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

 

In order to analyze the stability and agility of belief coalitions in the French policy 

subsystem on hydraulic fracturing, we looked at the stances of those actors in French 

newspaper articles over time. We also looked at the risks and benefits of hydraulic 

fracturing that the actors mentioned in those articles. Such a case study of the French policy 

subsystem and process on hydraulic fracturing is appropriate to examine the new theoretical 

intuitions formulated in this research about coalition agility. 

 

Newspaper articles published in France between January 1st 2010 and January 31st 2017 

have been coded1. This time period enabled the collection of data when hydraulic fracturing 

                                                           
1 The data have been collected in the context of an international research project on the politics of hydraulic fracturing 
supervised by Tanya Heikkila and Christopher Weible, professors at the University of Colorado Denver. The same 
scheme of data collection has been used for collecting data on all countries analysed in this project (Argentina, China, 
France, India, United Kingdom and United. 
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became a policy issue until the discussions and decision on a subsurface mineral rights 

reform (see above). This resulted in a dataset containing one row for each statement about 

hydraulic fracturing expressed in each of the coded articles. In columns, data on the 

institutional affiliation of the actor making this statement, the nature of this statement, his 

or her (dis)agreements with other actors, as well as the risks or benefits of hydraulic 

fracturing he or she mentioned are reported2. 

 

Eight newspapers were selected. Three of them are regional newspapers from French 

regions concerned with hydraulic fracturing (i.e. the South East and Greater Paris): Midi 

Libre, La Provence and Le Parisien. The five others are the most read, national newspapers: 

Le Figaro, Le Monde, Libération, Les Échos and La Croix. Together, they cover the entire 

political spectrum. For example, Libération is left-wing while Le Figaro is right-wing. The 

articles were collected within the newspapers using the Europresse databasis and a custom 

research algorithm: ‘(gaz+  |  pétrole+) de schiste+" (within the full text) OR "fracturation 

hydraulique” (within the full text) OR "hydraulic fracturing" (within the full text) OR 

"hydrocarbure de roche-mère" (within the full text) OR "(gaz | pétrole) & non-

conventionnel"( within the full text) AND "France" (within the full text). Editorials, 

opinions pieces, or letters to the editor were rejected. Hydraulic fracturing had to be the 

main issue discussed in the article. Articles on hydraulic fracturing focused on other 

countries than France were also rejected. The selection of articles was made on the basis of 

article abstracts (rather than full texts) provided by Europresse3. The selection process 

resulted in a list of 254 articles. Regional newspapers represent 120 articles while 134 

articles come from national newspapers. 

 

Information about 336 different policy actors involved in the French policy subsystem on 

hydraulic fracturing expressing statements in these 254 articles have been coded in a dataset 

of 1,510 rows. In this research, an actor is any organization or, within this organization, 

any individual named in the article. He or she may be mentioned directly by the author of 

the article or indirectly by someone quoted in the article. If the quoted actors have nothing 

                                                           
2 It should be noted that there was a very clear distinction between those articles and the articles in which hydraulic 
fracturing was ‘accidentally’ mentioned in such a way that, despite its vagueness, this search criterion did not reveal to 
be problematic. 
3 Finally, it should be noted that this Europresse search was conducted two times (with the same algorithm): a first time, 
on the whole period covered by the research; and a second time, on each subperiod of six months. Indeed, we noticed 
that Europresse seems to be more ‘sensitive’ when used with smaller periods of time, which results in the identification 
of more articles. 
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to do with our subsystem of interest, we did not include them. Substantively, they have to 

be related to hydraulic fracturing in some way. Geographically, they may not be French, 

but they have to be actively involved with the French politics of hydraulic fracturing in 

some way (e.g., an US company having with commercial interests in France). 

 

Our data include generic information on the article such as its title, source, author, date, but 

also the organizational affiliation, name, and type of organization of the actor. We 

distinguished pro-fracturing statements (+1), anti-fracturing statements (-1) and 

neutral/mixed statements (0). An actor’s position had to be obvious in the article through 

either a quote or a description of the action of the actor.  If a position was not obvious, it 

was coded as “unspecified”. For instance, ‘pro- fracturing’ was coded if the actor was 

quoted in the article as being supportive of hydraulic fracturing (or oil and gas development 

that uses hydraulic fracturing), or if the article described the actor’s actions in a way that 

makes it clear that the actor is supportive of hydraulic fracturing. Benefits and risks of 

hydraulic fracturing mentioned by each actor were also coded. We distinguished social, 

environmental, and economical risks and benefits. 

 

The policy process (April 2010 – January 2017) was subdivided into fourteen periods of 

one semester. Shorter periods (e.g., quarters) result in a too limited and insignificant 

number of statements per period, while longer periods (e.g., years) eclipse important 

momentums and trends within periods. If an actor expressed different positions during the 

same semester, the mean of these statements was calculated. The spectrum of statements 

ranging from -1 to 1 was divided according to a rule of three: the actor was considered as 

pro-fracturing if the average score was between 1 and .33 excluded, as neutral between .33 

included and -.33 included, and as anti-fracturing between -.33 excluded and -1. For 

example, if actor A expressed 3 neutral statements and 1 pro statement during one semester, 

his average stance for this semester was: (0+0+0+1)/4 = .25, which was reported as neutral 

or 0. 

 

The coding process was carried out by the two first authors of this paper. The 22 first 

articles were selected and coded by the two of them separately. The comparison of the 

results showed no difference in the selection of articles nor in the coding of the stances, and 

only minor differences in the coding risk and benefits. This led to some clarifications in the 
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coding scheme for the next articles. Intercoder reliability will be supported by further 

checks in the next versions of this paper. 

 

The data were analyzed at two levels: individual and collective. The individual-level 

analysis allowed to examine the stability or instability of coalitions, i.e. the absence or 

presence of defectors expressing different statements regarding hydraulic fracturing when 

compared to previous periods. The collective-level analysis was concerned with the agility 

of coalitions. At this level, emphasis was put on the activity of coalitions over the different 

semesters. On the one hand, we looked at the number of statements vis-à-vis hydraulic 

fracturing per semester (excluding the ‘unspecified’ ones). On the other hand, we looked 

at the number and types of risks and benefits mentioned by the actors of each coalition. 

Overall, this collective-level analysis allows to look at the dynamic evolution of the activity 

of the coalitions, including the actors and the types of organization composing them, as 

well as, the evolution and predominance of different framings over time. The interpretation 

of these data is allowed by a knowledge of the French politics of hydraulic fracturing 

relying on a case study presented in Chailleux and Moyson (2016), which relied on 

interviews and document analyses. 

 

D. RESULTS 

 

1) ACTORS AND COALITIONS 

 

Only 19 out of the 336 actors expressed only ‘unspecified’ stances: they are excluded from 

the remainder of this analysis. The dataset being composed of 1510 rows, the average 

number of statements per actor between January 2010 and January 2017 equals 4.5. The 

main organizational affiliation is “national government”, which represents 22.4% of the 

total. This category encompasses national executives and legislatives bodies and their 

affiliates. Industrial groups and organizations also appear quite prevalent, making up 17.4% 

of the actors coded. Interestingly, the "Other" category (14.2%) is also well represented 

among the actors. This can be explained by the presence of a few vocal members of the 

European Parliament and other EU-level actors, but also by the activity of courts and court 

officials on this policy issue. Local government officials and institutions (14%), as well as 
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citizens' groups (11.4%) represent a fair share of the actors. In the French case, these two 

categories highlight the influence of a grassroots mobilization. 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Types of actors in the French policy subsystem of hydraulic fracturing 

(n=317) 

 

Our data also allow to organize the actors by belief coalition according to their statement: 

a pro-fracturing coalition, an anti-fracturing coalition, as well as a neutral coalition. The 

pro-fracturing coalition mainly gathers industrial groups as well as national politicians and 

civil servants. The former ones represent the majority of pro-fracturing actors, with oil 

companies such as Total, Hess Oil, Schuepbach or Vermilion. The latter ones are mainly 

French MPs (such as notoriously pro-fracking Jean-Claude Lenoir or Christian Bataille, 

co-authors of a milestone report) and actors closely related to the Ministry of the Industry. 

On the other hand, the anti-fracturing coalition is far more heterogeneous and encompasses 

a lot of actors from different organizations. National politicians and civil servants remain 

key players. Undeniably, the Ministry of the Environment plays a major role in the anti-

fracturing coalition, but it also enjoys the wider support of the national executive and vocal 

“Anti” fracking advocates in the legislative bodies. Furthermore, local government 

representatives, citizen groups and environmental groups have been extensively involved 

in the anti-fracturing coalition efforts and particularly successful in their attempts to raise 

awareness on the hydraulic fracturing controversy. Less visible, the neutral coalition is 

mainly composed of national politicians and civil servants, but also of researchers. 
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2) STABILITY OF COALITIONS 

 

We notice that only 18 (5.7%) out of the 317 policy actors of the subsystem changed their 

beliefs about hydraulic fracturing over time. The types of organizations represented among 

the actors who changed their mind are different from the rest of the subsystem (see Figure 

2). In particular, there are more than 50% of actors coming from the national public 

administration while these actors are only 25% in the entire subsystem. Among them, two 

of the most involved ministries (Environment and Industry), as well as all the governments 

that were in office during the period considered. In comparison, policy actors from local 

and regional governments were relatively less numerous to change their beliefs over time. 

Also interesting, policy actors from the two main French political parties (i.e. Parti 

Socialiste and Les Républicains) are relatively more numerous to change their mind over 

time than they are in the entire the subsystem. More expectable, representatives of 

industrials companies are relatively less numerous to change their mind. 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Types of policy actors within the entire subsystem and within the ‘instable’ 

group 

 

Overall, the 18 policy actors changed their mind about hydraulic fracturing 28 times. The 

numbers of changes per period (see Figure 3) are pretty small. The period between April 

2013 and September 2013 is an exception with seven belief changes (i.e., 25% of all belief 

changes). Higher belief change during this period is consistent with the ACF expectation 

that policy actors learn more when research activity and policy dialogue is higher among 
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subsystem members from different coalitions within professional forums (Sabatier & 

Weible, 2007). Indeed, 2013 was a year of intense research activity in two expert 

committees mandated by the Parliament: a joint-session committee of the General Council 

of Industry, Energy, and Technologies (“Conseil général de l'industrie, de l'énergie et des 

technologies” or CGIET) and the General Council of the Environment and Sustainable 

Development (“Conseil général de l'environnement et du développement durable” or 

CGEDD) started work. Belief change was also higher before policy changes, especially 

before the ban of January 2017 – the third major policy change. However, the significance 

of these data should be nuanced with regard to the small numbers we are dealing with here 

(i.e., 15 belief changes coded within the two years before this policy change). 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Number of policy actors changing their beliefs per semester4 

 

Most of the policy actors who changed their beliefs over time became less favorable toward 

hydraulic fracturing: nine of them were pro and become neutral or anti-fracturing or were 

neutral and become anti-fracturing. These actors were representatives of public 

                                                           
4 In this figure and the next ones, the dashed lines refer to the three major policy changes that identified during the 
policy process: the issuance of new permits of shale gas exploration by the Ministry of Industry (March 2010); the Jacob 
bill passed at the Parliament, forbidding shale gas exploitation but allowing exploration for scientific purposes (July 
2011); and the reform of subsurface rights, forbidding any exploitation and exploration of shale gas but without telling 
a word about tight and layer gas (January 2017). 
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administrations such as the International Energy Agency the national Ministry of Industry, 

magistrates in administrative courts or political Members of the national Parliament or 

Government. In other words, they held positions in public agencies that typically play a 

brokering role in policy subsystems, according to ACF expectations. In contrast, the four 

policy actors who became more favorable toward hydraulic fracturing were politicians, 

with the exception of one academic scientist. The five last policy actors who changed their 

beliefs over time came back to their original beliefs before the end of the period. 

 

3) AGILITY OF COALITIONS 

 

In this section we look at the activity of belief coalitions, as well as their framing of 

hydraulic fracturing. We look at the activity of coalitions through the number of media 

statements of their members with respect to hydraulic fracturing (see Figure 4). Three 

periods may be distinguished. The first one (April 2010 – September 2010) is a period 

marked by a total occupation of the mediatic space by the pro-fracturing coalition at the 

expense of other coalitions that have not yet formed. The permits allowing the exploration 

of sources of unconventional hydrocarbons were issued during this period. 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Number of media statements regarding hydraulic fracturing per coalition 

over time (n=1510) 
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The second period (October 2010 – March 2011) was marked by the emergence of anti-

fracturing coalition, as well as a high level of activity and domination of this coalition 

during the next three years: until April 2013 – September 2013, between 28 and 53 pro-

fracturing statements (up to 70.5% of all statements) were made per period. In contrast, 

between 11 and 29 anti-fracturing statements (barely exceeding 40% of all statements) were 

made during same periods of time. 

 

The third period (October 2013 – March 2016) is characterized by a cross between the 

number of actors activated in the pro-fracturing and anti-fracturing coalitions and thus 

alternation in their dominance over the debates between October 2013 and March 2016 as 

well as by oscillations for each of the coalitions. During this period, the pro-fracturing 

coalition came first in semester 7, when the Gallois report and the preliminary conclusions 

of the OPECST report were published, and in semester 11, marked by new attempts to 

reopen the debate by this coalition. Yet it is also during this period that the anti-fracturing 

coalition reached the peak of its mobilization share (70.6% in the 12th semester). This could 

be related to the renewed mobilization of the anti-fracturing coalition following Total's 

legal victory over its Montelimar permit. The last period is characterized by a decrease and 

stabilization of the mobilization as well as a relative rise of the neutral coalition (18.2% of 

the statements in semester 13). 

 

Interestingly, the activity of the pro-fracturing and anti-fracturing coalitions varied 

together. Two common peaks may be observed in semesters 2 and 7 (see Figure 4). 

Between October 2010 and April 2011, a total of 77 actors expressed a statement (compared 

19 in the previous semester), which aligns with the emergence of the fracking controversy, 

the grassroots anti-fracking mobilization and the first debates on the future Jacob Bill 

prohibiting the use of hydraulic fracturing. The level of activity of the actors subsequently 

fell back to the following semester before gradually increasing from semester to semester 

and reaching a second peak between April 2013 and September 2013. It is noteworthy that 

the Gallois report on French economy and competitiveness, as well as the preliminary 

conclusions of the OPECST committee, were due just after this period. 

 

We look at framing through the number of media statements of coalitions members with 

respect to the risks and benefits of hydraulic fracturing (see Figures 5 and 6). Overall, 

economic benefits, environmental/health risks, as well as attempts to minimize them, stand 
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out from the crowd. Environmental/health risks are mostly invoked by the anti-fracturing 

coalition members, whereas their minimization as well as the economic benefits of 

hydraulic fracturing are mostly mentioned by the pro-fracturing coalition. This is quite 

expectable. 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Number of media statements on the risks/benefits of hydraulic fracturing 

(pro-fracturing coalition) 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Number of media statements on the risks/benefits of hydraulic fracturing 

(anti-fracturing coalition) 

 

Quantitatively, we notice important variations in the number of statements made by the two 

coalitions regarding the risks and benefits of hydraulic fracturing over time. These 
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variations are in line with each other. For example, more risks and benefits were mentioned 

by the members of the two coalitions during the semesters 2, 6-8, and 11. These variations 

are also in line with the number of statements made by the two coalitions regarding 

hydraulic fracturing (see Figure 4). This can be related to our measurement method: if many 

newspaper articles in which pro-fracturing and anti-fracturing statements have been found, 

it is logical to find more pro-fracturing anti-fracturing arguments based on risks and 

benefits together with these statements than during other periods of time. Still from a 

quantitative perspective, it should be noted that variations between periods in the number 

of risks/benefits-related arguments were higher for the pro-fracturing coalitions than for the 

anti-fracturing fracturing coalition. Similarly, the pro-fracturing coalition made more 

arguments overall, despite the higher number of statements made by the anti-fracturing 

coalitions (see Figure 4). More specific statistics will support these observations in the next 

version of the paper. 

 

Qualitatively, our coding scheme made possible to identify variations in the types of 

arguments made by the two coalitions over time. But we notice that, compared to economic 

benefits, environmental/health risks, as well as attempts to minimize them, arguments 

based on other risks and benefits of hydraulic fracturing remained completely marginal. 

Semester 7 (April 2013 – September 2013) is an exception: pro-fracturing actors identified 

social benefits of hydraulic fracturing seven times whereas this kind of arguments remains 

marginal during the other periods. Similarly, some sort of strategic framing could have been 

expected. For example, the anti-fracturing coalitions could have acknowledged some 

benefits of hydraulic fracturing while the pro-fracturing coalition could have acknowledged 

some risks (while sticking to their core preferences regarding fracturing). However, we do 

not observe such strategic framing. Semester 7 is an exception again: environmental/health 

risks were acknowledged by pro-fracturing coalition members four times. Yet, these 

numbers remain pretty small5. 

 

 

 

                                                           
5 The analysis carried out on the neutral belief coalition is inconclusive because of a low total number of arguments 

related to risks and benefits made by its members. 
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E. DISCUSSION 

 

Our results demonstrate that the coalitions involved in the French subsystem on hydraulic 

fracturing are extremely stable. In order to assess coalition stability, we have looked at the 

evolution of coalition beliefs, but not at their coordination patterns. Hence, we have 

operationalized ‘belief coalitions’ (Zafonte & Sabatier, 2004; Nohrstedt, 2008) rather than 

advocacy coalitions as such. 94.3% of the actors providing a pro, anti, or neutral statement 

during one period of time provide similar statements if the next periods (or no statement at 

all). Most of the policy actors who changed their beliefs over time were members of the 

national government/administration and became less favorable toward hydraulic fracturing, 

especially during periods of intense research activity and dialogue within professional 

forums.  

 

Coalitions stability is consistent with previous conceptual research (Sabatier & Jenkins-

Smith, 1999) and empirical research on this topic (e.g., Pierce, 2011). As noted earlier, 

coalition stability is probable in a mature, adversarial policy subsystem such as the French 

subsystem on hydraulic fracturing nowadays (Bandelouw & Kundolf, 2011; Weible, 2008). 

This being said, we did not find many defections, even during the nascence of this 

subsystem in 2010. While newspaper articles were already used qualitatively to look at 

coalition stability (e.g., Hersperger et al., 2014), to our knowledge, this is the first time they 

have been coded in such a systematic way on such a long period of time for that purpose. 

Most of the few actors who did change their beliefs over time were representatives of the 

national public administration. This is in line with the ACF hypothesis that governmental 

agencies hold more nuanced positions than other subsystem members, in general (Sabatier, 

1993). There is also consensus in the literature that central actors in policy network, such 

as national administration in this case, have also more opportunities to learn and to change 

their mind than the others (Riche et al., 2017). In comparison, policy actors from local and 

regional governments were relatively less numerous to change their beliefs, which suggests 

that they should be considered as relatively core actors of belief coalitions rather nuanced 

governmental agencies. This is logical when considering that, as far as hydraulic fracturing 

is concerned, their representatives defend political interests such as environmental concerns 

or job opportunities or loss involved by shale gas exploitation. 
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Stable coalitions may be very agile. Our results have shown important variations in the 

activity of coalitions as measured by the number of statements made by their members 

regarding hydraulic fracturing in newspaper articles. After the issuance of shale exploration 

permits, in March 2010, we notice a very strong rise of the anti-fracturing coalition. We 

also notice a period of intense activity between April and September 2013, when the policy 

issue hydraulic fracturing was being discussed in several professional forums. As far as 

framing is concerned, we also notice similar periods in which arguments related to the risks 

and benefits of hydraulic fracturing have been more numerous than others. The first period 

may be related to a classical process of actor activation in the context of a nascent 

subsystem (e.g., Bandelouw & Kandolf, 2011; Hersperger et al., 2014), in which hydraulic 

fracturing became a policy issue. But our results also show that coalitions can become silent 

again during some months before becoming active again when the dialogue among 

coalitions within professional forums becomes critical to make new policy decisions. This 

means that stable actors of coalitions can become inactive for some time before turning to 

active again. In other words, they are agile as a group. 

 

Coalitions were agile together. More specifically, the members of the two coalitions 

became more active (in newspaper articles) and argued more about risks and benefits of 

hydraulic fracturing at similar periods of time. We were able to relate those periods with 

contextual events such as the nascence of the subsystem or intense periods of dialogues 

within professional forums. Our data, however, do not allow to determine whether 

coalitions responded directly to those events or whether they responded to their opponents’ 

strategies. 

 

Finally, does agility make a difference? As noted earlier, generally speaking, the anti-

fracturing coalition could be considered as the winner of the French policy process on 

hydraulic fracturing. We notice that this coalition was the most active one over time (see 

Figure 4). At the same time, we notice that the pro-fracturing coalition was the most 

argumentative one: its members referred to arguments based on the benefits of hydraulic 

fracturing and the minimization of its risks most often than the anti-fracturing coalition 

used arguments based on the risks of this technique. This is especially true when 

considering that the pro-fracturing coalition had less opportunities to formulate these 

arguments over time, given they its members made less statements overall. There are also 

larger intervals between the number of arguments made during intense periods of policy 
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dialogue and the other periods. Qualitatively, the pro-fracturing coalition used more diverse 

arguments than the anti-fracturing coalitions did. In other words, the pro-fracturing 

coalition was more agile than the anti-fracturing coalition in framing the issue of hydraulic 

fracturing over time. However, the latter has won over the former. Hence, as far as the 

effects of coalition agility on policy processes are concerned, this study gives more credit 

to the effect of agility in degrees of activity than to the effect of agility in framing the policy 

issue. 

 

F. CONCLUSION 

 

The ACF conceptualizes policy processes as political struggles between coalitions of policy 

actors whose aim is to transform their policy beliefs and preferences into concrete policies 

(Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014; Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993). The ACF is a conceptual 

platform for three theories of the policy process: policy learning (i.e., belief change), 

collective action (i.e., coalition behavior), as well as policy change. As far as collective 

action is concerned, an important theoretical intuition of the ACF is that, in a policy 

process, the lineup between allies and opponents remains stable over time (Sabatier & 

Jenkins-Smith, 1999). Does stability involve rigidity or are stable coalitions able to be 

‘agile’ in responding to system events and opponents’ strategies by becoming more active 

in the subsystem or by reframing their policy positions? This is the question that we have 

explored in this paper, thanks to a case study of the French policy process on hydraulic 

fracturing (2010-2017) based on the coding of 254 newspaper articles. In doing so, we have 

distinguished to forms of agility: on the one hand, the ability of coalition members, as a 

group, to become more ‘active’ than the members of the other coalitions in pushing for 

their policy positions (here, in newspaper articles) in response to contextual events or to 

their opponents’ strategies; on the other hand, their ability to push for arguments that 

support those policy positions more than their opponents do (‘framing’). We expected that 

agility would be an asset for coalitions to transform their policy preferences into concrete 

policy decisions. 

 

Our findings suggest that the two belief coalitions involved in this policy process – a pro-

fracturing coalition and an anti-fracturing coalition – have been very stable while 

demonstrating a high level of agility. Hence, looking at similar coalitions from an 
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individual perspective (to assess their stability) or from a collective-level perspective (to 

assess their agility) may provide different pictures of what happens in a policy subsystem 

and process (see also Witting & Moyson, 2015). Our data showed that coalition agility is 

driven by contextual events and by opponents’ strategies but we were not able to distinguish 

the respective influence of these two factors. Furthermore, our findings suggest that agility 

of coalitions in activating their members to push for policy arguments was a more 

successful strategy (here, for the anti-fracturing coalition) than the agility in pushing for 

multiple and diverse arguments framing the policy issue (which was not favorable to the 

pro-fracturing coalition). 

 

The results of this study depend on the type of data collected through media coding. 

Quantitatively, our operationalization of coalition activity through the number of 

statements of policy actors in newspaper articles could be an indication of media attention 

toward the policy issue of hydraulic fracturing too (Yanovitzky, 2002). Considering our 

finding that the activity of coalitions has increased and decreased simultaneously, our worry 

is especially plausible. Qualitatively, studies relying on the coding of media or legislative 

hearings may also be influenced by some sort of confirmation bias. Such bias can push 

journalists and members of parliaments to interview or hear people whose statements will 

fit with their story/argument (Trumbo et al., 1998), with their willingness to present 

balanced views, or with the requirement to find witnesses quickly. A possible sign of such 

bias is the low representation of environmental and citizen associations, in our data, 

whereas, those associations have much expertise and many interests related to the issue of 

hydraulic fracturing. In comparison, public officials and politicians are easier to find and, 

often, willing to speak. Another qualitative bias that may have resulted from our method of 

data collection is our own willingness to find ‘pro’ and ‘anti’ statements, at the expense of 

neutral ones. Future research should aim at operationalizing coalition agility through data 

of which the production depends on coalitions’ initiatives rather than on third parties, such 

as journalists (with newspaper articles) or members of parliaments (with legislative 

hearings). 

 

The challenges of future research about coalition agility are also conceptual, theoretical, 

and practical. Conceptually speaking, resources such as expertise or money are 

conceptualized as means of coalition members to implement their political strategies, in the 

ACF. In this paper, we have deliberately avoided to refer to resources. Yet, some policy 
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actors expressing statements in newspaper articles could also be referred to as ‘mobilizable 

troops’ – a category of resources defined as ‘members of the attentive public who share 

their beliefs to engage in various political activities including public demonstrations and 

electoral and fund-raising campaigns’ (Sabatier & Weible, 2007, p. 203). The present study 

suggests that the conceptual line between coalition members and mobilizable troops may 

be difficult to trace. Similarly, we looked at the arguments of coalitions members through 

the lens of framing. Conceptual relations between this lens and the lens of policy learning 

could be considered. 

 

Theoretically speaking, future studies looking at the causal mechanisms linking coalition 

agility with its factors and effects should be hypothetico-deductive. While this research has 

assessed the existence of agility after subsystem events or in context of research activity 

within professional forums, future research could test which types of events do or do not 

lead to agile reactions. Similarly, whether coalitions may react to opponents’ strategies 

remains unclear. Finally, relations between coalition agility and policy outputs should be 

tested in new empirical contexts. 

 

Practically speaking, this study has assessed whether stable coalitions may be agile with a 

focus on the dynamic of actors’ beliefs and statements. A next step of this research program 

is to understand how coalitions may play with agility. For that purpose, future studies could 

look, not only at the beliefs and statements of coalition members, but also at the relations 

that link them together, in order to test whether agility may be the result of an intentional, 

coordinated strategy. 
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CHAPTER III: FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

This last chapter concluding our work will entail a discussion on future research and will 

be divided in three different sections. This chapter will be articulated in such a way that it 

climbs the ladder of generality following a micro (what can be made with our 

communication), meso (what can be made with our dataset) and macro (what can be made 

with media coding analysis in ACF) approach. Therefore, the first section of this chapter is 

a discussion on the improvement on the communication presented at the ECPR Joint 

Sessions in Nicosia. The aim of this section is to combine the feedback we received with 

our impressions and solutions to make our communication up for publication in a scientific 

review. Then, a second section will unfold a discussion of future research perspectives 

based on our dataset. More specifically, it will discuss results obtained but not featured in 

the communication as well as future research prospects based on what other researchers 

have done with the common coding grid. Finally, a last section will be dedicated to 

discussing the coding grid and the dataset, which is the basis of our media coding analysis. 

 

A. IMPROVEMENTS ON THE COMMUNICATION 

 

The presentation of our communication ‘Stability and agility of advocacy coalitions in the 

French politics of hydraulic fracturing’ at the Joint Sessions of the European Consortium 

for Political Research in Nicosia resulted in a comprehensive discussion shedding light on 

the strengths and weaknesses of our work. In this section, the improvements we would like 

to make on the communication presented in Nicosia will be presented. Those are based on 

the comments and feedback we gathered from our fellow colleagues, but also our own 

reflection upon those and the communication presented. These improvements will cover 

three major topics: the issue of conceptual clarity, the use of beliefs and framing and more 

general concerns over the data used for the communication. 

 

1) CONCEPTUAL CLARITY 

 

An issue that was raised almost systematically by fellow researchers is conceptual clarity. 

Despite the concept of stability of coalitions being widely addressed in the Advocacy 

Coalition Framework, some aspects of remain problematic in the discussion.  
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The first improvements will focus on the concept of stability. Globally, there is a need to 

establish a direct theoretical link between stability and its fluctuation in order to better grasp 

the dynamic of coalition structure and establish in which way stability fluctuates. Then, 

linking instability with defection appears a bit slightly weak regarding the theory while 

linking activity level with media statements raises the same concern. Those points will 

require further justification and clarification. Nevertheless, as coalition stability has been 

already measured by authors through membership stability (Zafonte & Sabatier, 2004), 

while other authors have measured instability through defection (Weible et al., 2009), we 

deem that measuring stability by the absence of defectors is unproblematic.  

 

Plus, the relationship between active/passive coalitions and stability has to be assessed. At 

this point, nothing can prevent coalitions to be either active and stable or passive and stable. 

But, as our research aims to see if stability and activity phenomena can be concomitant and 

not to study the relationship between these two phenomena, this question should be 

addressed in another context.  

 

More globally, representing advocacy coalitions as belief coalitions equates representing 

variations in stability by changes in beliefs. Yet, two notions refer to completely different 

things and will require an explanation. However, there are a very large number of research 

studying advocacy coalitions by relying solely on beliefs to identify different coalitions 

(Pierce et al., 2017). Thus, we believe using beliefs to isolate coalitions does not weaken 

the argument. 

 

Finally, measuring stability only when actors are active is problematic because there is no 

evidence that policy actors who become silent for a period of time are ‘just’ silent or 

actually defected from the coalition. Thus, silence will be carefully distinguished from 

defection in the revision of the communication. 

 

The concept of agility has been also subject to criticism. Imported from management 

sciences, agility was regarded as an ‘outsider’ concept. In this perspective, the concepts 

and assumptions developed in the ACF may be sufficient to analyze the phenomena we 

wanted to highlight by using agility. Thus, we would perhaps like to investigate the concept 

of strategies instead of agility. Indeed, it is a strategic activity for political actors to turn to 

the media as it allows them to convince opponents and attract allies. Plus, we plan on 
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detailing the theoretical link between agility and framing. To this respect, the concept of 

collective action framing would be a good clue (Benford and Snow, 2000). Other 

improvements may tackle the difference between material and purposive groups (Jenkins-

Smith et al., 2014) which is already addressed in the ACF and may also be linked to 

framing. 

 

The measurement method for agility is also important to address. In the communication, 

we looked at two dimensions to do so:  the activity of belief coalitions (through the number 

of media statements of coalition members with respect to hydraulic fracturing) and their 

framing of hydraulic fracturing (through the number of media statements of coalitions 

members with respect to the risks and benefits of hydraulic fracturing). While the former 

has been generally well received, the latter not so much. Indeed, framing can be seen as 

one of the many possible strategies that coalitions pursue in the policy process to further 

their goals. Hence, the exclusive use of framing will require better justification as other 

strategic activities could be equally considered. Furthermore, this can also be linked to the 

previous idea suggesting that strategies could replace agility.  

 

Finally, agility is too dependent of the media coverage: what our graphs currently show is 

that the media coverage on hydraulic fracturing is varying over time. Although inherent to 

our media analysis, this issue will require to take more of an overview. A way to tackle this 

concern could be to show agility in percentage as well as in absolute numbers. This would 

be a great way to help weaken the influence of the media coverage. 

 

2) USE OF BELIEFS AND FRAMING  

 

Whereas the concept of stability is defined through belief systems, agility is partly defined 

through framing capacity. This might be problematic as these relate to two different schools 

of thought in political science. The ACF framework is a cognitivist framework and does 

not consider such dimensions that are post-positivist or even classical rhetorical 

understandings. Therefore, using beliefs in one section of the paper and then considering 

framing poses certain epistemological challenges.  

 

To tackle this issue, an improvement would once again be a need for further conceptual 

development. A perspective would be that beliefs should be considered as the profound 
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motivational aspect explaining action, whereas frames could be the mediation of these 

beliefs in terms of rhetorical and symbolical devices. Thus, a revision of the communication 

will require the articulation of different measuring techniques in regard to the empirical 

analysis, and beliefs will be distinguished from strategic discourse. As a potential example 

of such an undertaking, Jobert and Müller (1995) interestingly integrated such a dimension 

in their own framework. In their idea of the referential they added the idea of “images” 

which are the expression of symbolical short cuts of the belief system used for 

argumentative efficacy. However, applications of this framework remain extremely 

difficult in literature and a translate this concept of “images” through our dataset would be 

too much of a challenge. Consequently, the concept of images will not be used. 

 

3) THE DATA AND THEIR UTILIZATION 

 

Quite a few concerns about our data and their utilization have also been underlined, 

initiating a wider reflection on how to improve this particular point. First, our dataset 

organizes actors by belief coalitions (according to their statements in the media), which 

makes the establishment of coalitions data driven and not truly empirical. Consequently, it 

could be argued that we did not actually find three coalitions of pro, anti and neutral on 

hydraulic fracturing, but rather looked for them. That is a nuance quite important to be 

aware of, as this specific point will be under scrutiny and thoroughly discussed in the next 

version of the communication.  

 

Another remark worth taking into account is the existing tension between collective-level 

and individual-level analysis. Both have been used, but this has been somehow confusing 

upon reading the communication for some. Indeed, distinguishing the individual level to 

measure stability in terms of belief systems and the collective level of agility are not really 

justified in the communication. For instance, one could easily see framing activities being 

developed at the individual level while an example of collective-level agility could be 

common framing mechanisms. Overall, this collective vs individual analysis highlights an 

interesting phenomenon: collaborative processes are hard to stress out. One clue could be 

to correlate them with our network of agreements. 

 

More globally, a few concerns were also raised. First, we should consider different 

measures for beliefs and framing, as these cannot stem from the same source. Then, further 
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explanation on how agility really explains policy outcomes and the link between framing 

and strategic efficacy and the causal logic behind should be provided. Finally, the 

substantial aspects of the policy core should undergo a more detailed analysis. However, 

all these elements cannot be changed in a future version of the communication due to the 

form of our dataset. Nonetheless, they could provide a good basis for a qualitative research 

set to complete our quantitative one.  

 

Finally, a last modification will entail using the organizational affiliation of actors to sort 

out the results we obtained to help contribute to a better understanding of coalition 

structure. 

 

B. FUTURE RESEARCH BASED ON THE DATASET: PROPOSALS FOR 

FUTURE ARTICLES 

 

Looking back at our research process, a few elements may be worth considering for future 

research. Among them, the dataset completed throughout our traineeship at ISPOLE 

perhaps best embodies the many research possibilities remaining. Thus, the 

comprehensiveness of our dataset combined with its comparability resulting from the 

common coding grid allows much more than writing a communication on stability and 

agility of coalitions. In this section, future research based on the dataset will be discussed. 

 

Some convincing results that were obtained through analysis of our dataset were not 

included in ‘Stability and agility of advocacy coalitions in the French politics of hydraulic 

fracturing’. These results can provide ground for future research and will be examined in 

the first part of this section. In the second part of this section, inspirational work carried out 

by other researchers on our common coding grid provides other future research 

perspectives we will be addressing.  

 

1) THE ROLE OF ADMINISTRATIVE AGENCIES 

 

The first analysis carried out once the dataset was completed focused on testing classical 

ACF hypotheses on our case. These results were presented at an ACF workshop in Mons, 

which steered our research in another direction by focusing on specific elements. 

Ultimately, it led us to write ‘Stability and agility of advocacy coalitions in the French 
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politics of hydraulic fracturing’. Nevertheless, some of the results on administrative 

agencies initially presented in Mons were convincing yet not used in the communication. 

This is best explained by the length criterion: not everything can be included in a single 

scientific article. However, these results can provide ground for future research. 

 

Despite the concept of administrative agencies being part of the classical hypotheses of the 

Advocacy Coalition Framework (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014), its role has rarely been tested 

and there is a clear need for renewed testing and development. According to the ACF, 

“within a coalition, administrative agencies will usually advocate more moderate positions 

than their interest group allies” (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014). This statement has been 

confirmed (Jenkins-Smith and Clair, 1993), sometimes invalidated (Sabatier and Brasher, 

1993). Therefore, the evidence supporting this hypothesis remains mixed and need to be 

challenged. Regarding our dataset, we have thus addressed the following question: to what 

extent do French administrative agencies adopt a more moderate behavior on hydraulic 

fracturing issues than other non-administrative actors ? 

 

Since the dataset does not differentiate between administrative agencies and other bodies 

or functions related to national/regional government (e.g. Ministry of the Environment and 

Direction générale de l’Energie et du Climat at the national level, or Seine-et-Marne 

department and Conseil départemental de Seine-et-Marne), clarification is necessary. In the 

French case, the panel of actors coded as “national/regional government” is too broad to 

label them all as administrative agencies. Hence, actors from elected assemblies will be set 

aside to put emphasis on the executive branch of government, whether national or regional. 

Defined in this manner, administrative agencies account for 13,12% of all statements while 

only representing 10,41% of all actors. Moreover, allies cannot be reduced to sole interest 

groups as the dataset does not provide a single category for those actors. Indeed, they are 

classified under ‘Environmental group’, ‘Industry group’, ‘Citizen group’, etc. 

 

To test the validity of this hypothesis, it is first necessary to identify within the coalitions 

the actors whose Generic Actor Org Index corresponds to either ‘Regional Government’ or 

‘National Government’. Once these actors have been identified, they will be compared to 

other actors in their coalition on several criteria. To assess the degree of moderation 

amongst administrative agencies, the dataset provides relevant information: (1) share of 

“actor agree” with member of opposite coalition (excluding neutral); (2) share of actor 
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subject to disagreement within the same coalition (excluding neutral); (3) share of 

brokering intent; (4) share of “neutral/mixed” stance; (5) share of actors changing 

coalitions; and (6) share of actors having at least one of these moderation criteria. 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Degree of moderation among administrative agencies and other actors 

 

For each aspect considered, a clear tendency towards greater moderation from 

administrative agencies can be seen. Some dimensions stand out particularly: they are 12,2 

times more likely to agree with actors being part of opposite coalitions and 11,2 times more 

likely to be subject to criticism from actors being part of their own coalitions. The number 

of times they take a neutral/mixed stance is the less convincing dimension among all. 

However, these results tend to corroborate the more moderate role taken by administrative 

agencies according to the ACF.  

 

These results could provide ground for a scientific article. The role and behavior of 

administrative agencies is understudied and these results offer an opportunity to contribute 

to the development of framework on this particular dimension. If we investigated the extent 

of moderation among administrative agencies, a scientific article could encompass more 

dimensions on the same topic. For instance, it could address the role of administrative 

agencies inside coalition networks or their role as policy brokers.  
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2) A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS ON COALITION STRUCTURES 

 

Among other utilizations that can be made with our dataset, comparative analysis with other 

country-cases using the same dataset method is attention worthy. In this regard, a recently-

published article of Heikkila and al. (2018) establishes a relationship between the political 

system’s level of democratization and (1) the level of activity within coalitions and across 

competing policy coalitions, (2) diversity of organizational sectors engaged in coalitions 

and (3) the level of insularity among organizational sectors who engage in coalitions. To 

do that, they compare three countries with different level of democratization: the United 

States of America (high), Argentina (middle) and China (low).  

 

As the authors posited that democratization “forms the basis for gaining knowledge of the 

variations in coalition structures across the national context”, it should be interesting to 

challenge this assertion by comparing countries with similar level of democratization and 

for which the same method of data collection has been made: the United States of America 

(Colorado), France and the United Kingdom (Scotland). This comparison could bring new 

insight into the level of democratization and coalition structure. 

 

Several dimensions of our dataset would be mobilized: the positions taken by the actors 

grouped into coalitions following their stance (as our research did), the network of 

agreement and disagreement between actors, and the organizational types of actors. To 

measure the level of activity within and across coalitions, they calculated the percentage of 

actors who have no agreement or disagreement with others (and are therefore isolated) and 

the average number of connections that each node in the network of agreement and 

disagreement has. To measure the level of diversity of organizational sectors, they 

statistically tested organizational types with regard to their stance and their engagement in 

agreement and disagreement networks. To measure the level of insularity, they compare 

among organizational types of actors the internal and external links into the agreement and 

disagreement networks using the E-I Index (Krackhardt and Stern, 1988). 

 

To challenge this relationship between level of democratization and coalition structure, 

Douglas’ (and Wildavsky, 1982) concept of grid-group seems very promising. This concept 

defines four orientations: hierarchs, egalitarians, individualists and fatalists. These 

orientations are supported by a set of myths that justify a particular orientation and the 



55 

implied forms of social organization. While empirical link with coalition formation has 

already been assessed (Ripberger et al., 2011), this concept has been presented as a clue in 

ACF research agenda for refining the ACF’s belief system (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014). 

Furthermore, other measures should be made to better conceptualize the coalition dynamics 

and structures. 

 

3) A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS ON WINNING COALITIONS 

 

Other clues in comparative analysis lead us to the research conducted by Cairney and al. 

(2018) on the Scottish case using the same method of data collection. In a most dissimilar 

system design (MDSD) perspective, comparing the French and Scottish cases could bring 

a lot more knowledge on coalition dynamics. Indeed, while presenting radically different 

institutional features, France and Scotland got quite comparable outcomes, i.e. a ban on 

hydraulic fracturing. Therefore, studying both subsystems in parallel could bring us some 

insight on the relationship between coalition dynamics and policy change.  

 

Several dimensions can be under scrutiny to identify what are the common features in the 

French and Scottish “anti” coalition dynamics that lead them to the win in hydraulic 

fracturing politics. Among them, the role of political parties, agility (or strategies) of the 

coalitions, the exploitation of external events (e.g. Gasland documentary broadcasting) or 

even the level of the activity, diversity and insularity as measured by Heikkila et al. (2018) 

all appear very interesting to study. However, this range of proposals should be statistically 

tested in order to determine which are likely to explain the success of both coalitions. 

 

Although Sabatier (1993) suggested that coalition dynamics is one of the main explanation 

of policy change, very few empirical studies tend to confirm this assumption. Therefore, 

this potential research studying common features between winning coalitions from 

radically different subsystems could be a great step forward for the ACF in general. 

 

C. MEDIA CODING ANALYSIS: CHALLENGING THE CODING GRID 

 

In this section, the challenges to the coding grid and our dataset in general will be addressed. 

This will help shedding light on the strengths and weakness of such a tool. Whether 
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working on hydraulic fracturing or any other topic, coding newspaper articles may be a bit 

of a headache. In a future research perspective, one may reasonably expect that coding grid 

could be conceived a bit differently to prevent a few challenges we came across upon 

coding the newspapers articles for the French case. 

 

A first challenge is to deal with the evolutive aspect of an issue. Over the years analyzed 

for the French case, we witnessed a shift in what it meant to anti-fracturing or pro-

fracturing. For instance, wanting to ban all shale gas exploitation is considered an anti-

fracturing stance at the beginning of the period. Nonetheless, wanting to ban exploitation 

only may not be enough to be considered anti-fracturing at the end of the period as the 

debates moved on shale exploration and other techniques than hydraulic fracturing to 

exploit shale gas. This is an issue that the coding grid does not really take into account, and 

the coder has to cope with it by using his coding expertise. This may be a little bit 

methodologically problematic in a scientific research.  

 

Another challenge is to reorganize levels of beliefs. In our research, we considered each 

stance on hydraulic fracturing as policy core belief. However, being able to differentiate 

between types of beliefs can provide more leverage to analyze coalition structures and 

dynamics. Since the coding grid does not allow to make that distinction, it is a point that 

requires revision.  

 

After that, dealing with articles discussing older events than the date of the article itself was 

quite challenging. To a certain extent, it may skew the dataset as actors can be coded as 

pro-fracturing in 2016 even though the article mentions events that occurred in 2012. Since 

the data of the article has to be mentioned in the dataset, it equates to affirming the statement 

of an actor is from the date of the article. Therefore, some form of mechanism has to be 

implemented to avoid this situation. 

 

Another challenge lies in the risks/benefits section of the coding grid, where several types 

are mentioned: environmental/health, social or economic. To a large extent, this section 

needs to be completely reorganized as we had struggled to classify each argument following 

these categories. For example, an economic risk can feature very different dimensions or 

be closely related to social risk. In this sense, Carney et al. (2018) can provide some 

inspiration. In their coding grid, they removed the distinction between risks and benefits to 
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replace them by: Climate & Energy Security Factors, Environmental & Health Factors, 

Community Factors and Socio-Economic Factors. By removing risk and benefits and using 

more spot-on categories, we should be able to see more clearly the communication 

strategies of each coalition. 

 

Next to this, there is a need to rethink the coding grid to better code the actors. Coding the 

actors has been proven quite challenging throughout the coding process. For instance, 

categories of actors were missing or unused (the coding grid considers tribes as a categories 

but European Union actors and Courts of Justice have to be classified as ‘others’). Some 

actors can only be coded as citizens as the article presents them as such, but have enjoyed 

a major role in the past (e.g. former Prime Minister Michel Rocard). Indeed, we believe the 

coding grid has to be a bit more systematic and precise. A way of dealing with the 

aforementioned challenges could be the creation of  subgroups or sub belongings for actors.  

 

Another challenge is that the coding grid does not differentiate a multi-million dollar 

company from a small citizens group. Thus, it is difficult to weigh out the media coverage 

regarding actors. If on a certain period 40 small citizens groups advocating an anti-

fracturing stance intervened in the debate and 10 top companies advocating for pro-

fracturing policies do the same thing, it statistically gives the impression that the anti-

fracturing coalition is far more powerful. 

 

More globally, the issues of policy learning and policy change are not sufficiently 

addressed in the coding grid. In an ACF perspective, those elements are central and need 

to be integrated. The dimensions emphasized in the coding grid do not allow to obtain 

rigorous results on those two dimensions. For policy learning, an idea would be to create 

different degrees of ‘pro’ or ‘anti’.  

 

Finally, the biggest challenge of all remains the dependence of our results on the media 

coverage. A central question needs to be answered: how can we weigh out the media 

coverage on the dataset? At this point, we do not have an answer to this question. However, 

this should be a top priority discussion for future research using a media analysis and a 

coding grid similar to ours.  
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D. CONCLUSION 

 

Throughout this chapter, we had the opportunity to discuss research prospects on many 

levels whether it is based on our communication, our dataset or media coding analysis in 

the ACF generally. Some changes have to be made in order to improve our communication 

and publish it, particularly in (re)conceptualizing agility and strengthening some theoretical 

links.  

 

Beyond that, the second section aims to prove the richness of our dataset and how it can 

provide ground for further research, whether about administrative agencies or comparative 

studies. In the same way, it can also provide leverage to deal with some of the biggest 

challenges of the ACF future research agenda as described in the above section “Our 

contribution to the ACF research agenda” (e.g. using ACF for comparative public research).  

 

Finally, we used our field expertise in media coding to provide ideas to improve the dataset 

and more generally media coding analysis in ACF. All combined parts demonstrate the 

extent of theoretical and empirical perspectives that our research brings. If a certain amount 

of work has been made, much more remains to be done. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

In this master’s thesis, the aim was to unveil the communication we presented at the ECPR 

Joint Sessions in Nicosia, the whole research process leading to writing it, and the future 

research perspectives based on our work. The research carried out allows us to better 

understand coalition dynamics over a significantly long period of more than seven years 

and, given the policy outcome, to identify particular features in the winning coalition 

behavior by answering this question. Additionally, theoretical and empirical lessons can be 

drawn from our research by policy actors trying to push forward their policy agenda. 

 

Our communication provides many lessons on coalitions dynamics and media coding 

analysis, some of them strongly confirming classical theoretical assumptions on advocacy 

coalitions. First of all, both pro-fracturing and anti-fracturing coalitions have been very 

stable while demonstrating a high level of agility. Given the low number of defections, 

coalitions stability is consistent with previous conceptual and empirical research on this 

topic. At the same time, stable coalitions can also be agile. Indeed, they proved themselves 

able to react to their environment as well as their opponents’ strategies.  

 

Then, it has been found that coalition agility is driven by contextual events such as Gallois 

and OPECST reports and by opponents’ strategies as showed by the reaction of anti-

fracturing coalition at the 2nd semester while the system is still nascent. Nevertheless, it is 

currently hard to define the respective influence of these two factors.   

Moreover, it can be advanced that agility in activating members to push for policy beliefs 

in the subsystem seems to be a more successful strategy than the agility in framing these 

beliefs.  

 

Finally, it could be argued that the research suffers from a limitation due to a potential bias 

resulting from the media coding influence, as well as difficulty in attributing what results 

from the coalitions activity and the media coverage. Nonetheless, these limitations are 

inherent to our data collection and adjustments can be made in the future to weaken the 

influence of media coverage (see above). 
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Our research also provides useful knowledge for anyone interested in making their beliefs 

prevail and translate them into a public policy.  First, it has proven crucial to be able to 

mobilize and voice your stance at the right time. This refers to the notion of agility 

developed in the communication: you have to be able to adapt to changing environment 

and constraints. In our research, the anti-fracturing coalition was able to backlash each 

attempt from the pro-fracturing one to reopen the case and repeal the ban. 

 

Then, the publication of public documents such as parliamentary reports does not 

necessarily have the expected impact. In France, those reports usually have a major 

importance and are a full part of the French political life. Yet, the coalitions had to consider 

other option to weigh in on the debates. Therefore, if you are an official, other strategies 

should be considered. To this respect, keeping an eye on pedagogy is essential. For 

instance, convincing people may be much easier if you are working on multiple support 

such as documentaries, media happenings, etc. In the French case, an American 

documentary entitled Gasland notoriously sparked controversy and helped relay the anti-

fracturing discourse.  

 

After that, another advice would be to defend the ideas pushed forward in a consistent 

fashion. Indeed, our research stressed the importance of keeping a certain coherence in 

terms of arguments and discourses (which was referred to as framing). For instance, more 

consistence was witnessed in the anti-fracturing arguments and discourses, focusing almost 

exclusively on environmental concerns. Therefore, a lesson can be drawn from the French 

example: coherence and consistency pay off in the long run.   

 

Finally, our research would suggest to pay great attention to the local level. It is foolish to 

believe in a strictly top-down approach when trying to translate your beliefs into a public 

policy. Without the support of the local level, whether elected officials, NGOs or citizens, 

not a whole lot can be achieved. Even in the case of France, a highly centralized country, 

the local level was decisive in pushing for a ban on hydraulic fracturing and extensively 

involved against efforts at reversing it. Local elected officials from areas concerned with 

hydraulic fracturing enjoyed considerable leverage on political parties and urged them to 

take an anti-fracturing stance. Therefore, one could suggest concertation with the local level 

when trying to translate beliefs into a public policy.   

 



61 

Overall, the communication allowed to come up with strong results on a coalition dynamic. 

Plus, the feedback we received upon presenting it will allow, based on chapter III, to revise 

and improve the communication. However, ‘Stability and agility of advocacy coalitions in 

the French politics of hydraulic fracturing’ only explores a tiny fraction of what the dataset 

allows. Beyond the communication, our research can be used to provide advice for policy-

makers and provide ground for many other research projects. Undeniably, this is the 

strength of the work carried out those past two years: most of the work is still ahead.  
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This master’s thesis studies coalition dynamics in the French politics on hydraulic fracturing through media 

coding analysis. As it features a rather unconventional format, it does not present a unified format but is 

divided in three parts which aim at explaining all the research process that led us to a communication about 

stability and agility of advocacy coalitions, from the data collection to the theoretical and empirical 

perspectives flowing from the communication. This research aims to bring insight into coalition dynamics 

and structures understanding and to a larger extent into the Advocacy Coalition Framework research agenda. 
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