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 PREFACE 
 
Here comes my Ph.D. journey to an end. It has been a unique period of per-
sonal and professional development for me and I am thankful to many who 
have inspired me and have contributed to this book in spirit and thoughts. 

To begin with, my supervisors Mark, Deirdre and Sebastiaan – I consider 
myself to be a very lucky Ph.D. to have had you as supervisors. You were al-
ways ready and willing to provide me the support and input I needed. I am 
grateful to Mark and Deirdre for giving me the room to develop my research 
in freedom and the opportunities to learn beyond the Ph.D. I especially owe 
thanks to Sebastiaan for all his comments and critical questions as well as the 
psychological support in times of crisis. Even though his perfectionism and 
precision were at times difficult to deal with, time and again I had to admit 
that he was (almost) always right!  

This book would not have been what it is now if it were not for the almost 
hundred European Commission officials I interviewed, my unit colleagues 
during my internship at the Commission and all the other officials I encoun-
tered along the way. I thank you all for all the time and trust you accounted to 
me. Special thanks to Matthew, Jens, Micaela and Laurence for the opportuni-
ties they created for making it such a fruitful internship period. Many thanks 
to Tobias for all the insider tips, comments and the Berlaymont lunches! 
Thanks also to Senem for making her apartment my home in Brussels and be-
ing my dear perfect Ph.D. friend from the beginning until the very end. 

I was lucky to have worked as a Ph.D. at two universities – Leiden and 
Utrecht. Firstly, I thank Özdem Sanberk and Ali Çarkoğlu for supporting and 
encouraging me in pursuing a Ph.D., the Jean Monnet scholarship for the fi-
nancial assistance and for Bernard and Antoaneta for recruiting me as a guest 
Ph.D. in Leiden. Without them, I might have not ended up in the Netherlands.  

Even though I have only stayed one year at Leiden, it has had lasting effects 
for my whole life in the Netherlands. Not only did my research topic take 
shape in that year, but Leiden became a home base for valuable friends and 
colleagues who also guided me in my first steps to integration in the Nether-
lands. I will never forget how much you helped me in setting up my first 
house, how you managed to teach me how to ride a bike and how much you 
supported me during my difficult periods that year.  

If I learned how to be a Ph.D. in Leiden, I learned to become a grown-up 
academic at the USBO. There were enough exemplary colleagues to learn from 
and to turn to in times of need. Thanks especially to Albert, Anchrit, Kutsal, 
Margo, Mirko, Paul and Wieger for their never-ending interest in my work and 
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person. I am also grateful to the NIG and CONNEX networks for the educative 
and inspiring tutorials, summer schools and workshops. 

There is a special group of people who probably deserve a reward for their 
patience throughout these Ph.D. years: my roommates Sandra, Michael, Mar-
leen, Loes, Martijn, Jeroen and Madalina. Thanks to you all for listening to all 
my sighs, songs, stories and complaints, answering my endless questions and 
providing me with the much needed first aid at times of Seminly crises! Speak-
ing of questions, if it were not for my statistical life saviours Anchrit, Dimiter, 
Frank and Michael, I would have never come out of my statistical depressions. 

There has been one person who has followed my work all the way through 
with enthusiasm and interest and has offered his tips and comments whenever 
I needed them. Martijn, you have been a real Ph.D. soulmate. The ambition 
and quality of this book owes much to your presence as an academic peer. 

I was really lucky to have Sanneke as a friend and an academic idol. Thank 
you for listening to my stories on all fronts and giving me advice at critical 
turning points. It was really comforting to have you as a shining example of 
how to function as a Ph.D. and to follow your footsteps to success.  

My sanity and well-being as a Ph.D. owe a lot to Michael. He has been the 
person to whom I could basically ask and tell everything. To expats, friends 
are family; and so you have been Michael. Thanks for sharing all the existential 
dilemmas, the tears, the joys, the victories and the healthy dinners. 

I do not think I would have reached the finish line in such good shape if I 
were the single depressed workaholic Ph.D. I was when I met Anco in July 
2006. Throughout this crucial year, you have been the sweetest excuse to enjoy 
life fully as if I had no deadlines. If you had not believed in me as much as I 
believed in myself, we would not be sitting in the sun, biking on the dunes or 
taking a walk in Friesland shortly before the big deadline. Thank you for tak-
ing care of me and for all the physical and emotional support! Keep on giving 
me energy and keeping me sharp myn leafke.           
 If it were not for my parents, I would not be where I am today. First, I am 
lucky to have parents with such wonderful genes. The importance they have 
given to my education has taken me so far as to do a Ph.D. Working hard, self-
discipline and perseverance were qualities I had already learned as a child. 
Thank you both for respecting my choices and giving me unconditional love 
and support. I hope that all the years away from you have resulted in a book 
which you are proud of because I dedicate this book to you two.  
                  
                  Semin Suvarierol 
                  Utrecht, October 2007 
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1 
 

DISCOVERING NATIONALITY AND  

NETWORKS IN THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION 

 
If I talk to somebody about maybe a problem that I think I don’t know how to 
resolve, if they’re Northern Europeans, I would expect that they will send me a 
reply by e-mail with bullet points. Bullet points are very Northern European: 1, 
2, 3, you know. And Northern Europeans love bullet points because they tell 
you very clearly ‘This is the situation and this is the answer to your problem.’ 
Whereas the Southern Europeans would probably just talk to you ‘Blah-blah-
blah’ but not write anything down, which for me I feel a little bit uncomfortable 
with. But equally, I know this because I’ve talked to other people as well; South-
ern Europeans find the Northern European way of working very difficult. They 
think Northern Europeans are too cold. They want everything on paper whereas 
they would be much happier if they went to the cafeteria to have coffee with 
you and discuss football, the weather, discuss where you are going on holiday, 
you know, whereas for a Northern European, this is just a waste of time. I don’t 
want to discuss football with an Italian! And I’m not interested in football! (Offi-
cial #13) 

 
Working and communicating with and across nations and nationalities makes 
cultural differences a permanent part of everyday reality in multinational or-
ganisations like the European Commission. As officials work and live in the 
Euro-city Brussels, they have to strike the balance between their professional 
and national identities and roles in a highly international environment. In such 
a diverse environment, sharing a nationality could presumably make life and 
communication easier for Commission officials if Northern European officials 
would exchange their bullet points amongst each other and the Southerners 
would first have a cup of coffee and talk about football together before coming 
to the solution of the work problem.  

Indeed, it has been frequently argued that nationality forms an important 
basis for forming networks in and around the European Union (EU) institu-
tions (Michelmann 1978, Abélès, Bellier and McDonald 1993, Peterson 1995, 
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Egeberg 1996, Hooghe 1999b, Shore 2000, Hooghe 2001, Nugent 2001, 
Christiansen, Føllesdal and Piattoni 2003, Laffan 2004). Even though the evi-
dence has mostly been circumstantial and not clearly delimited, the phenome-
non of national networks has been linked to the ease of establishing communi-
cation and connection resulting from sharing a culture. Do cultural preferences 
shape the choices of Commission officials when composing their networks for 
obtaining task-related information or advice? Are national networks a myth or 
everyday reality in the European Commission?  
 

1.1  

Why Study The European Commission Now? 

The European Commission occupies a central place in EU governance due to 
the powers accorded to this institution by the founding treaties. The diversity 
of the tasks the Commission undertakes has made the institution a driving 
force in the daily functioning of the Union. Paul Craig and Gráinne De Búrca 
(2003: 59-62) classify and summarise the roles of the Commission as follows: 

� Legislative: to initiate legislation, to set up the yearly Community legis-
lative plan (agenda-setting), to make further regulations within par-
ticular policy areas where the Council of the EU delegates legislative 
power 

� Administrative: to ensure that rules are uniformly and properly ap-
plied within the Member States, to implement certain Community 
policies 

� Executive: to establish the Community’s budget, to manage the expen-
diture of that Community budget (particularly in agricultural support 
and structural policy), to determine and conduct the EU’s external 
trade relations, to negotiate and manage responsibilities in respect of 
external agreements, to represent the EU in international organisations, 
to maintain contacts between the EU and non-Member States 

� Judicial: to bring actions against Member States when they are in 
breach of Community law, to provide guidance to national courts with 
regard to Community law. 

As such, the Commission is a hybrid organisation, with less powers than na-
tional governments but more than those exercised by the secretariats of inter-
national organisations (Nugent 2001: 326).  

The Commission occupies a central position by virtue of being involved at 
all stages of the EU legislative process and thus being aware of the positions of 
policy actors at the national and European level (Héritier 1997: 179, Nugent 
2001: 210). Participation in these policy networks gives the Commission access 
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to valuable information both of a technical and political nature (Nugent 2001: 
17). It is this expertise and experience that puts the Commission in a privileged 
position which surpasses the capacities of individual Member States (Kassim 
and Menon 2004: 103). In turn, this vision enables the Commission to fulfil its 
role as a supranational body which is independent and European.  

The balance between the administrative and political responsibilities of the 
Commission has varied over the lifetime of this organisation even though Jean 
Monnet, the founding father of the European Commission’s predecessor, the 
High Authority, downplayed the administrative and managerial tasks of the 
Commission and stressed the political leadership role (Hooghe 2001: 153-154). 
The period of high political activity culminating in the Single European Market 
has given way to a period of consolidation of European legislation which has 
brought increasing administrative roles for the Commission in an enlarging 
EU. 

The growth of the responsibilities of the Commission, however, was not 
matched by a growth of its administrative capacities in terms of personnel, 
which has led to outsourcing some of these tasks. The mismanagement of these 
external contracts triggered the first major institutional crisis of the Commis-
sion, resulting in the resignation of the Jacques Santer Commission in 1999 af-
ter allegations of fraud and nepotism. This blow to the Commission’s image 
has made the reform of the institution a major priority for the succeeding 
Romano Prodi Commission. The rigorous reform programme under the re-
sponsibility of the Vice-President of the Prodi Commission, Neil Kinnock, 
changed the Commission’s “whole financial system, planning structures and 
processes and staff regulations within a four-year period and without addi-
tional resources for this purpose” (Kassim 2004: 33).   

The reform programme was highly inspired by the New Public Manage-
ment (NPM) movement (Hooghe 2001: 57, Spence and Stevens 2006: 151) with 
its strong emphasis on performance-oriented working methods. Adopting a 
new culture based on public service, the aim was to make the Commission 
more efficient and managerial by modifying the policy planning and financial 
control mechanisms. This radical reform process has meant that “the European 
Commission bureaucracy has undergone its most significant internal changes 
since its inception” (Wille 2007: 37). 

Whilst the Commission was modifying its administration in view of becom-
ing more efficient, transparent and accountable, and simultaneously preparing 
for its Eastern enlargement, however, the public opinion in Europe has not 
been moving in a parallel direction. The rejection of the Constitution by the 
Dutch and French referenda in 2005 has only made the calls for curbing the 
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power of the Commission stronger. In this sense, nowadays the Commission is 
struggling to realise its political mission as the demand for new EU policies is 
at a low point. 

The European Commission has received a great deal of academic interest 
from EU scholars in the last few decades. There is a rich literature examining 
the powers and the institutional make-up of this major EU institution (Cram 
1994; Cini 1996a, 1996b; Egeberg 1996; Lequesne 1996; Mazey and Richardson 
1996; Edwards and Spence 1997a; Page 1997; Nugent 2000, 2001; Christiansen 
2001; Stevens and Stevens 2001; Egeberg 2002; Joana and Smith 2002a, 2002b; 
Dimitrakopoulos 2004; Egeberg 2004a; Smith 2004a; Spence 2006; Egeberg 
2006e; Mastenbroek and Suvarierol 2007). Quantitative research has revealed 
the opinions of upper-level Commission officials on European integration 
(Hooghe 1999a, 1999b, 2001, 2005), while anthropological studies of the Com-
mission have offered valuable insights into the daily functioning of the institu-
tion (Abélès et al. 1993, Bellier 1995, Abélès and Bellier 1996, Shore 2000).  

Even though the reforms in the Commission are receiving increased atten-
tion by scholars (Bauer 2007, Wille 2007), empirical analyses of the Commis-
sion as an organisation pertaining to the post-reform period are scarce 
(Hooghe 2005; Egeberg 2006a, 2006e; Spence and Stevens 2006; Trondal 2006a, 
2006b; Trondal, Van den Berg and Suvarierol 2007). There is little evidence as 
to the role nationality and networks play in the Commission bureaucracy in 
the 21st century. This book aims to fill this gap by reflecting on these issues in 
the present Commission bureaucracy with the addition of a new generation of 
officials.   
 

1.2  

The European Commission and Nationality 

It has been argued that the reforms aimed to transform the Commission into 
being “more like a modern national bureaucracy and less like an international 
organisation” (Hooghe 2001: 38). As Anchrit Wille (2007: 39-40) describes it: 
“The idea was to bring Weber back into the organisation – merit-based, de-
tached from national differences and expressing a common European interest – 
and to move away from practices with national quotas and responsive to na-
tional interests.” However, the extent to which the Commission can ever be 
indifferent to nationalities and function as if it were a national administration 
is questionable. And this is precisely because it is a multinational organisation. 

By the very nature of their composition, nationality is a salient factor for in-
ternational organisations. On the one hand, the member states demand to be 
represented within these organisations through their citizens; on the other hand, 
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the same organisations are expected to be independent, i.e. to have an interna-
tional outlook free of national influences. The need for representation is both 
linked to the question of legitimacy and to making successful policies that take 
national circumstances into account. The need for independence stems from 
the desirability of maintaining an overarching global interest for all the mem-
ber states. The life of an international organisation is thus affected by finding a 
balance between both ends of this dilemma1 starting with the recruitment of its 
officials. The United Nations (UN) was the first international organisation to 
formally acknowledge this dilemma by embedding the principles of “recruit-
ing staff on as wide a geographical basis as possible” and “not seeking or re-
ceiving instructions from any government or from any other authority” into its 
Charter (Claude 1971: 193). The European Commission also endorses and ap-
plies these principles both to its College of Commissioners (through the trea-
ties2) and to its officials (through its staff regulations3). 

Officials working in international organisations “are there by the virtue of 
their membership in one of the participating states and typically as representa-
tive of that state” (Hermann and Brewer 2004: 12). Commission officials are not 
representatives of their Member State. Yet, the persistence of the principle of 
geographical balance shows the importance attached by Member States to hav-
ing their nationals represented in the Commission at all levels. Member States 
want to ensure that “national mentalities, reflexes and interests are repre-
sented” (Spence and Stevens 2006: 149) through ‘their’ Commission officials 
within this EU institution with the crucial power of initiating policy proposals. 
Member States feel that they are symbolically present and represented through 
the mindsets and the behaviour of Commissioners and officials “who bring 
with [themselves] a baggage of preconceived ideas, outlooks and prejudices, 
many of them of a specific national nature” (Cockfield 1994: 109). 

This rather subtle and subconscious effect of nationality in the multina-
tional administration of the Commission has often been acknowledged by 
scholars and practitioners alike. Michelle Cini (1996b: 125) has argued that na-
tional affiliation remains a fundamental characteristic of internal Commission 
affairs, in spite of the non-nationalistic vision of the institution as set out by its 
founders. It has been observed that the convergence that results from a com-
                                           
1 This dilemma has previously been termed as consociationalism vs. Weberianism by Lies-
bet Hooghe (1999b) and as territorialisation vs. autonomisation by Morten Egeberg (2004a, 
2006e). 
2 European Communities, 2006, Consolidated Versions of the Treaty Establishing the European 

Community, Article 213, paragraph 2. 
3 European Communities, 2004, Staff Regulations of Officials of the European Communities and 

Conditions of Employment of Other Servants of the European Communities, Article 11. 
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mon professional experience reduces national identification to a certain extent 
and brings distance to relations with the native state (Bellier 1995: 60), but that 
individuals are notably still conscious of their differences and sensitivities 
(Abélès and Bellier 1996: 435). The assumption is that “However open-minded, 
flexible and adaptable an official may be, … background matters because he or 
she will bring into work at least some of the values, presuppositions and habits 
that have been acquired in early life” (Stevens and Stevens 2001: 116). The core 
issue here is not that officials have different cultural backgrounds, which is a 
given, but that the differences are perceived to influence the behaviour of offi-
cials from different nationalities and that these perceptions “can feel empiri-
cally true” (Abélès et al. 1993: 42, McDonald 2000: 66). 

To manage these differences, officials tend to make assumptions about each 
other that emphasise such diverging characteristics (Page 1997: 87). Such as-
sumptions involve national stereotyping by a significant proportion of offi-
cials, which especially comes to the fore during times of stress (Michelmann 
1978: 494). One blatant example of this was when the Jacques Santer Commis-
sion (1995-1999) had to resign due to allegations of fraud, nepotism and the 
famous affair of Edith Cresson (the French Commissioner responsible for Sci-
ence, Research and Development accused of favouritism involving the ap-
pointment of several associates to well-paid positions in the Commission).   

Many Commission officials agreed that Cresson had been victim of an ‘Anglo-
Saxon political crusade’ and deplored the way the ‘Germans had joined the 
Northerners in a Protestant crusade against the Southern culture of state ad-
ministration’. As Cresson declared, much to the embarrassment of her col-
leagues, she was guilty of no behaviour that is not standard in the French ad-
ministrative culture. (Quoted in Shore 2000: 202) 

The Commission bureaucracy is relatively culturally homogenous compared, 
for instance, to the UN Secretariat: whereas the Commission has officials com-
ing from 27 corners of Europe, the UN has officials coming from 192 corners of 
the world. Still, as the foregoing quote suggests, the differences between the 
North and South of Europe are typically referred to as a major point of cultural 
division (Abélès et al. 1993; Hofstede 1994; Egeberg 1996; Beyers and Dierickx 
1997, 1998; McDonald 2000), where Austria, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Ire-
land, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Sweden and the United Kingdom (UK) 
constitute the Northern group, whereas Belgium, France, Greece, Italy, Portu-
gal and Spain comprise the Southern group.4  

                                           
4 It remains to be seen how the recent enlargement has added a new, Eastern Europe cate-
gory (Cyprus and Malta being the two exceptions which plausibly belong to the Southern 
group) to this classification or whether the new countries will in the long-term be included 
and/or integrated in the Northern or Southern groups. 
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Arguably, the North-South division influences how officials behave in the 
Commission. Culturally, Northerners are taken to be well-adapted to the ra-
tional, impersonal Weberian forms of bureaucracy, whereas Southerners are 
assumed to link loyalties and virtues to personal or patron-client type obliga-
tions (Egeberg 1996: 727, McDonald 2000: 67-68). To take the example of the 
issue of information flow, the Northern officials have been observed to com-
plain of the lack of readily shared information in the Commission, whereas 
Southerners are said to find it simple to obtain information by making friends 
(McDonald 2000: 67).  

The foregoing examples are not insignificant observations about the effect 
of nationality in the multinational administration of the Commission. Yet, for 
these observations to become theoretically and practically significant for schol-
ars of public administration and policy studies, the question has to be an-
swered how these cultural differences influence the behaviour of administra-
tors when it comes to their substantive work in order to be able to analyse 
whether this eventually has any consequences for policy-making. For example, 
do the impersonal Northerners gather their information differently than the 
personal Southerners? Are Northerners missing out on important organisa-
tional news and gossip by avoiding football talk and the Southerners missing 
out on the bullet points by relying less on written information sources?   
 

1.3  

Networks and the Effect of Nationality  
The exchange of information is a key resource in daily relationships within the 
Commission due to the value of information within the policy-making proc-
esses of the Commission (Stevens and Stevens 2001: 177). As such, it consti-
tutes an important informal aspect of power relationships in the Commission 
(Abélès et al. 1993: 6). “The Commission is riven with internal divisions and 
inclined to habits which prevent the free flow of information and ideas” (Ste-
vens and Stevens 2001: 243). The exchange of information can thus serve as a 
means to incorporate or exclude colleagues. In such a system, key personal 
contacts become vital for building support and alliances within the fixed dead-
lines (ibid: 178). This is why networks have been pinpointed as being central to 
understanding how the Commission works in practice (Shore 2000: 200).  
 The importance of studying organisational networks rests on the basic 
premise that information is central for the functioning of organisations. The 
value of information for modern organisations stems from the belief in rational 
decision-making, according to which more information characterises better 
decisions (Feldman and March 1988: 418). To process information, organisa-
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tions rely on impersonal information sources like file cabinets or electronic da-
tabases. Such information sources tend to be public and accessible for organ-
isational members. Yet information included in such ‘formal’ sources can 
sometimes be so general that it cannot be applied to a given situation. James 
March and Herbert Simon (1958: 167-168) even argue that “formal hierarchical 
channels tend to become general-purpose channels to be used whenever no 
special-purpose channel or informal channel exists or is known to the commu-
nicator”. 

Having access to the right information at the right time is vital, especially 
for conducting knowledge-intensive work such as providing professional ser-
vices which requires employees to solve complex problems within short time 
horizons (Cross and Borgatti 2004: 137). Colleagues within the organisation are 
a crucial source of timely and relevant information tailored to the needs of the 
task, which makes connections to other colleagues a valuable resource. As 
such, personal networks constitute an important factor in an employee’s per-
formance within an organisation (idem). It is therefore of particular interest to 
look into the networking behaviour of individuals within organisations. 

Organisational network theory has revealed an overall networking pattern 
common to all human beings: people interact more with their own kind, that 
is, with people similar to themselves (what has been termed homophily), and 
this basic human tendency structures network ties of every type, from mar-
riage and friendship to work, advice, support and information transfer 
(McPherson, Smith-Lovin and Cook 2001). An interesting result of homophily 
research is that the strongest effect of homophily occurs with regard to race 
and ethnicity (ibid: 420). Moreover, “many facets of ethnicity (e.g. mother 
tongue, national origins, ethnic group and region of birth) also display this 
characteristic” (idem). Research on multinational companies is a case in point: 
“People in different countries preferred to interact with others of the same na-
tionality” (Cross and Parker 2004: 16). This tendency for homophily could pos-
sibly be a factor that explains the reference to the existence of national net-
works in the European Commission. 

The study conducted by Jan Beyers and Guido Dierickx (1997: 436) on the 
communication networks of national officials participating in the working 
groups of the EU Council of Ministers also provides support for the homophily 
thesis. Beyers and Dierickx found nationality to be a major factor when nego-
tiators have to select partners with whom to forge informal communication. 
National negotiators tended, moreover, to view their partners in terms of lar-
ger “regions” (Beyers and Dierickx 1997: 465): Northern negotiators communi-
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cated more with other Northern Europeans and Southern negotiators were 
more attached to each other than to Northern Europeans (ibid: 437).  

Yet, the effect of nationality on the networking behaviour of national offi-
cials in the Council5 is not really controversial, since these officials are actually 
expected to represent their Member States in a predominantly intergovern-
mental setting. Their cultural identity and organisational belonging match 
since they are both nationality-based. In the case of Commission officials, 
though, there are two competing forces that could potentially shape their net-
works: their nationality (via their cultural identity) and supranationality6 (via 
their organisational belonging). As an individual, Commission officials might 
prefer to form their networks with officials who are culturally similar to them 
since this eases communication and cooperation. The supranational values and 
the multinational setting of the Commission, however, might make such a 
preference impossible or inappropriate to put into practice. This is the overall 
puzzle underlying this research on the networking patterns of Commission 
officials. How do Commission officials deal with the nationality vs. suprana-
tionality dilemma when choosing contact persons to form their networks? 
 

1.4 

What This Book is (not) About 

To test whether the intra-organisational networks of European Commission 
officials are shaped by nationality, this research has the micro level of the indi-
vidual men and women who work for the Commission as its main focus. This 
study addresses the research questions, ‘Do Commission officials have national 

networks? Why or why not?’  
By answering these questions, this study moves beyond the current litera-

ture which confines itself merely to stating that networks are key to the func-
tioning of the Commission (Hooghe 1999b, Shore 2000, Stevens and Stevens 
2001), that nationality forms a basis for networks in the Commission (Egeberg 
1996, Hooghe 1999b, Shore 2000, Hooghe 2001, Nugent 2001, Laffan 2004) and 
that national networks provide instrumental functions such as the exchange of 
information, contacts with more influential compatriots within and outside the 
Commission, and political opinionating (Hooghe 1999b: 415).  

At the first sight, network appears to be a ‘soft’ concept that is difficult to 
measure or detect which probably explains why the literature on the European 

                                           
5 I refer to the structures of the Council of Ministers in this book with the term ‘Council’ and 
not to the Council Secretariat unless indicated otherwise. 
6 Throughout this book, I use the term ‘supranational(ity)’ to refer to the allegiance to the 
EU, its institutions and values. 
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Commission so far has not opened this black box. Networks have remained 
mainly as subjects of anecdotes or circumstantial references. This is why this 
study takes a systematic approach to investigating networks, beginning with 
the deconstruction of the concept itself. Theories and tools of organisational 
network analysis are used to enable this endeavour. A differentiation is made 
between task-related (formal and informal), career and leisure networks to 
analyse whether and how nationality plays a role in shaping Commission offi-
cials’ networking behaviour. The exploration of the network patterns is fol-
lowed up by the explanation of why nationality is or is not an influential fac-
tor. 
 The object of this study is the European Commission bureaucracy, ‘the Ser-
vices’ in Commission language. The political level of the College of Commis-
sioners and their Cabinets are thus excluded from the analysis.7 The subjects of 
this study are European Commission policy officials (Administrator/A-level)8 
unless indicated otherwise. Both permanent and temporary9 officials with pol-
icy-making functions are included in the analysis. 
 The Commission relies heavily on external networks (e.g. expert or interest 
groups) to gather information since it is a “relatively small and localised entity 
… [which] hardly has all the information and knowledge about empirical con-
ditions and interests which would be necessary for producing convincing leg-
islation for such a heterogeneous area as the Union” (Von Bogdandy 2003: 30). 
These external actors may be public and private representatives at the interna-
tional, national, regional or local levels. These policy and experts networks, 
however, are outside the scope of this study.10 The focus is solely on the per-
sonal networks of Commission officials which they rely on for performing 
their tasks in the framework of policy-making processes within the Commis-
sion. 
 Policy-making at the EU level is a complex phenomenon.11 This book only 
refers to one phase and dimension of this process, namely policy development 

                                           
7 Readers interested in the behaviour of Commissioners and their Cabinets are advised to 
read the works of Jean Joana and Andy Smith (2002a, 2002b, 2004) and Morten Egeberg 
(2006a). 
8 The new EU staff regulations adopted in 2004 have changed the names of these officials to 
Administrator (AD). Yet, since Commission officials themselves still refer to the term ‘A-
level’, this term will still be employed in this study.  
9 Seconded national experts (SNEs), temporary agents and contract agents. 
10 Ole Elgström and Christer Jönsson’s edited volume European Union Negotiations: Processes, 

Networks and Institutions (2005) provides a recent and broad overview of this topic. 
11 Héritier (1999), Richardson (2001), Wallace, Wallace and Pollack (2005) are amongst the 
most comprehensive resources on policy-making in the EU. 
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by the Commission bureaucracy. The time frame extends thus from the mo-
ment the drafting of the proposal begins up until the moment the proposal 
reaches the Cabinets of the Commissioners. While referring to the effects of 
networks on policy-making processes, this study does not aim to explain pol-
icy outcomes since networks are merely one of the factors influencing the end-
product, i.e. a given policy proposal. Since this study is not a policy study, it 
does not take up particular policy issues either. There are no detailed case 
studies involving concrete policy problems. Instead, a generalist approach is 
taken and the Commission is analysed as an organisation.  

Theoretically and methodologically, this study takes a multidisciplinary 
approach borrowing from and relying on theories and tools of public admini-
stration, political science, organisational sociology and anthropology. Empiri-
cal material constitutes the heart of this thesis. It is the 82 interviews with 
Commission officials in four DGs and five months of participant observation in 
the Commission that constitute the basis of the arguments that question, con-
firm or reject the accumulated research on this organisation. As such, this the-
sis aims to describe, understand and explain everyday reality in this central EU 
institution and the behaviour of its officials. The combination of qualitative 
and quantitative methods for the analysis of the empirical data provides the 
resources for fulfilling these aims. 
 

1.5  

Plan of the Book  

This introductory chapter is followed by Chapter 2, where the empirical con-
text of this research is set. Namely, the organisational features of the European 
Commission are presented with regard to its composition, structure and inter-
nal policy-making processes whilst placing the role of nationality and net-
works therein. 

Chapter 3 lays down the theoretical foundations of this research around the 
two central concepts of nationality and networks. First, the observed and po-
tential effects of nationality are explained and put into context. Then, the con-
cept of networks is deconstructed using the insights from organisational net-
work theory. Homophily is introduced to derive the central hypotheses and 
variables of the research to be tested. The potential intervening factors named 
in the current EU literature, namely socialisation and organisational structure, 
are also explored, and the alternative hypotheses are derived. 
 Chapter 4 deals with the methodological choices of this thesis. The case is 
made for the choice of a multi-method research design. Subsequently, the 
quantitative and qualitative methods that have been utilised are presented, 
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focusing on operationalisation, coverage, data collection and data analysis. The 
relevance and shortcomings of these methodological choices are assessed in 
terms of validity and the reliability of the obtained data. 
 Chapters 5-7 are the empirical chapters. Chapter 5 analyses whether, to 
what extent and how nationality shapes the task-related informal networks of 
Commission officials to test the myth of nationality. Chapter 6 explains why 
the task-related informal networks are or are not shaped by nationality with 
the potential explanatory factors introduced in Chapter 3. Chapter 7 goes back 
to the myth of nationality and offers an answer as to from where this myth 
originates. The career and leisure networks are explored in addressing this 
question. 
 Finally, Chapter 8 concludes this thesis by summarising the main findings 
of this research, putting these into context by evaluating the implications of 
these findings and indicating new areas of inquiry.   
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2 
 

THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION,  

NATIONALITY AND NETWORKS 

 
Before going into the theoretical building blocks of studying the networks of 
European Commission officials, it is necessary to place the central variables of 
this thesis, nationality and networks, empirically into the organisational con-
text of the European Commission. This description of the organisational struc-
ture and composition aims to set the stage for the subsequent discussion of 
why nationality matters in the Commission and how networks may affect pol-
icy-making. This portrayal is primarily based on official Commission docu-
ments and the existing literature on the Commission.  
 

2.1  

The Organisational Structure and Composition of the Commission 

The term European Commission refers to both the political and administrative 
branches of this organisation. The political wing is the College of Commission-
ers, composed of one Commissioner per Member State – each assigned a policy 
portfolio for a period of five years. The President of the Commission has the 
primary responsibility of providing political guidance to the College. The 
Commissioners are assisted by their Cabinets in performing their tasks. The 
power of decision-making belongs to this political level of the Commission, 
whereas the Commission bureaucracy is responsible for preparing, managing 
and implementing the decisions of the College. 

The division of power between the political and bureaucratic level of the 
Commission is, however, not as clear-cut and simple as it seems. This has been 
a heated issue for debate when Commissioner Günter Verheugen complained 
of the power of Commission bureaucrats saying that “The Commissioners 
have to take extreme care that important questions are decided in their weekly 
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meeting and not decided by the civil servants among themselves.”12 Commis-
sioner Danita Hübner followed suit by arguing that Commissioners must be 
careful not to lose grip of things with the influence of the Commission’s civil 
servants on the rise.13  

As the foregoing statements imply, even though the formal decision-
making power lies on the Commissioners, the Commission bureaucracy has 
considerable powers in terms of policy-making which makes the study of its 
internal workings a worthwhile endeavour. Yet, such a politics vs. bureaucracy 
debate is so inherent to administrations that it seems more appropriate to view 
it as yet another indication that the Commission has become “normalised” and 
embodies many of the organisational and behavioural patterns that are highly 
typical of executives as we know them from national settings (Egeberg 2006c: 
2). 

Indeed, the bureaucratic divisions of the Commission are comparable to 
ministries in national administrations and the role of Commissioners to those 
of ministers. The Commission bureaucracy is currently composed of 23 DGs 
and seventeen services.14 As the overview in Table 2.1 also demonstrates, the 
23 DGs are responsible for specific policy areas including external relations, 
and the 17 services carry out administrative and executive tasks. The policy 
portfolios of Commissioners roughly correspond to the administrative divi-
sions of the bureaucratic body of the Commission, i.e. each Commissioner is 
responsible for one DG.15 

The Commission has many of the characteristics of a classic Weberian bu-
reaucracy (Page 1997, Hooghe 2001, Stevens and Stevens 2001, Spence and Ste-
vens 2006). In terms of the division of labour and the execution of tasks, the 
following elements can be traced back to the Weberian model (Weber 1997: 
197-199): 

� there is a hierarchical division of labour whereby the lower ranks are 
supervised by/subordinated to higher ranks; 

� office management follows rules and is based upon written documents 
(‘the files’); 

� official activities are separate from private activities. 

                                           
12 www.euobserver.com, Commission Bureaucrats are Getting too Powerful, says Ver-
heugen, 5 October 2006. 
13 www.euobserver.com, EU Commission Sees Civil Servants’ Power Grow, 22 February 
2007. 
14 The number of DGs and services are not fixed and are subject to internal reorganisations. 
15 There are exceptions to this pattern: for instance, currently, whereas DG Health and Con-
sumer Protection falls under the responsibility of two Commissioners, the Commissioner for 
Administrative Affairs, Audit and Anti-Fraud is responsible for eight services.  
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TABLE 2.1: Overview of the DGs and Services of the Commission 

 

Policies 

Agriculture and Rural Development 
Competition 
Economic and Financial Affairs 
Education and Culture 
Employment, Social Affairs and Equal 
Opportunities16 
Enterprise and Industry 
Environment 
Fisheries and Maritime Affairs 
Health and Consumer Protection 
Information Society and Media 
Internal Market and Services 
Joint Research Centre 
Justice, Freedom and Security17 
Regional Policy 
Research 
Taxation and Customs Union 
Transport and Energy 
 
External Relations 

Development 
Enlargement 
EuropeAid – Cooperation Office 
External Relations 
Humanitarian Aid 
Trade 

General Services 

Communication 
European Anti-Fraud Office 
Eurostat 
Publications Office 
Secretariat-General 
 
Internal Services 

Budget 
Bureau of European Policy Advisers 
Informatics 
European Commission Data Protection 
Officer 
Infrastructures and Logistics - Brussels 
Infrastructures and Logistics - Luxem-
bourg 
Internal Audit Service 
Interpretation 
Legal Service 
Office for Administration and Payment 
of Individual Entitlements 
Personnel and Administration 
Translation 
 

 

SOURCE: European Commission website http://ec.europa.eu/dgs_en.htm, consulted on 
18 April 2007. 
 
In terms of recruitment and personnel policy, the Commission borrows the 
following Weberian principles (Weber 1997: 198-203): 

� office holding presupposes expert training; 
� recruitment is through special examinations; 
� tenure is for life; 
� official activities demand the full working capacity of the individual; 
� there is a fixed salary according to rank and length of service; 

                                           
16 Hereafter DG Employment. 
17 Hereafter DG Justice. 
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� there is a hierarchical career ladder, moving from lower paid, less im-
portant positions to higher paid, more important positions; 

� old-age security is provided by a pension. 
The following paragraphs explain how the Weberian elements are translated 
into the organisational structure of the Commission.  

The main pillars of the hierarchical division of labour in the Commission 
are the Directorates-General. The DGs are divided into directorates and direc-
torates into units, which constitute the smallest organisational divisions. Figure 
2.2 is a schematic representation of the Commission’s hierarchical order.  
  
FIGURE 2.2:  Hierarchical Structure of the Commission 

 

 
 

SOURCE: Mastenbroek and Suvarierol 2007, p. 95. 
 
The management structure follows these administrative divisions with Direc-
tors-General, Directors and Heads of Unit respectively leading each hierarchi-
cal level. The size and make-up of DGs, Directorates and units vary depending 
on their role. Directors-General are often backed up by one or two deputy Di-
rectors-General. Some Directors-General are assisted by specialist advisers, 
and all Directors-General are supported by at least one assistant.18 Whereas the 
Commissioners, their Cabinets and the service DGs are located in the refur-
bished Berlaymont building at the centre of the European Quarter, the Schu-

                                           
18 European Communities, 2005, The Commission in Close-up. How Decisions are Made, p. 11. 
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man Point in Brussels, the policy DGs are scattered in and around the Euro-
pean Quarter and a few are outside the city.19 
 In terms of staff, the Commission is the largest of the EU institutions, with a 
total of over 32 000 officials. Even though the Commission sometimes has the 
image of being a large bureaucratic organ, it is “about as big as the local au-
thority of a medium-sized European city”.20 Furthermore, the administrative 
costs of running the EU amount to just over 5% of EU spending.21 The majority 
of Commission officials, amounting to over 23 000, are permanent and have 
tenure for life, a fixed salary according to rank and length of service and an 
old-age pension guarantee. However, the budgetary stringency in terms of 
administrative costs, coupled with the growing workload has led the Commis-
sion to rely increasingly on temporary officials (Trondal 2004: 70-71, Trondal et 
al. 2007: 5), which currently number 9 000 officials. Table 2.3 displays the cur-
rent staffing figures in the Commission.  
 
TABLE 2.3: Number of Commission Officials 

 
 PERMANENT OFFICIALS 

Administrators (AD) 11464 
Assistants (AST) 11579 
Total Permanent 23043 

 TEMPORARY OFFICIALS 

Contract Agents 5784 
Seconded National Experts (SNEs) 1108 
Other 2127 
Total Temporary 9019 

TOTAL COMMISSION OFFICIALS 32062 

 

SOURCE: Statistical Bulletin of Commission Staff 04/2007 published on the European 
Commission website http://ec.europa.eu/civil_service/about/figures/index_en.htm, 
consulted on 18 April 2007. 
 

During the process of administrative reform, the Staff Regulations of EU Of-
ficials were completely revised which was an important symbol of the impor-
tance of organisational and cultural change (Spence and Stevens 2006: 156). 

                                           
19 A minority of the DGs or parts of DGs are located in Luxembourg. The Commission also 
has representations all over the world. 
20 European Communities, 2005, Serving the People of Europe: What the European Union Does for 

You, p. 6. 
21 Ibid, p. 14. 



CHAPTER 2 

18 

The new Staff Regulations22, which have been in effect since 1 May 2004 (which 
also corresponds to the enlargement with the recruitment of officials from the 
ten new Member States), aimed to simplify the career structure. In the old sys-
tem, there were four grades called the A, B, C and D levels. In the new system, 
there are only two divisions, Administrator (AD) replacing the former A-level 
and Assistant (AST) replacing the B, C and D levels. The AD level consists of 
twelve grades and involves administrative, advisory, linguistic and scientific 
duties.23 The requirement for becoming an Administrator is having attained a 
level of education which corresponds to university studies of at least three 
years.24 The AST level has eleven grades and involves executive, technical and 
clerical duties.25 The entry requirement is a secondary or post-secondary level 
of education.26 This hierarchical structure is somewhat unusual due to the 
heavy presence of A-level officials, together with the fact that the majority of 
the A-level staff tend to occupy the middle-ranking posts (Shore 2000: 186). 
The pyramid structure is thus much flatter.  

Personnel policy was one of the major areas of reform which has led to 
what Morten Egeberg (2006e: 40) calls the “objectivisation” of recruitment and 
career structures. Since 2003, selection procedures fall under the responsibility 
of a centralised independent body, the European Personnel Selection Office 
(EPSO).27 EPSO organises the recruitment of permanent officials from publish-
ing upcoming competitions to composing selection boards. Permanent officials 
are recruited through a highly competitive examination procedure, better 
known by its French name concours. There are separate examination rounds for 
generalists (on European Public Administration and Human Resources) and 
specialists (e.g. for lawyers, economists, scientists, linguists). First, there is a 
general multiple choice exam testing candidates on their general analytical 
skills and knowledge of EU institutions. The CVs of the candidates who pass 
this initial written round are screened for the official requirements. The second 
written round consists of writing an essay as a result of which successful can-
didates are short-listed for the oral examination. The candidates who also suc-
ceed in the oral exam are placed on a reserve list. When a candidate is on the 

                                           
22 The full text of the Staff Regulations may be consulted on the Commission website, 
http://ec.europa.eu/civil_service/docs/toc100_en.pdf. 
23 European Communities, 2004, Staff Regulations of Officials of the European Communities and 

Conditions of Employment of Other Servants of the European Communities, Article 2. 
24 Ibid, Article 3b. 
25 Ibid, Article 2. 
26 Ibid, Article 3a. 
27 EPSO was established by Community Decision 2002/620/EC and became fully operational 
on 1 January 2003. 
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reserve list, the DGs can pick them for an interview which determines, finally, 
if and where they will work in the Commission. The temporary officials are 
recruited on an ad hoc basis: when there is temporarily an increased need for 
personnel in a given area (temporary and contract agents), when the Commis-
sion needs a specific field of expertise (seconded national experts) or when a 
permanent official on leave needs to be replaced (contract agents).  
 

2.2  

Administering a Multinational European Commission  

Similar to other international organisations, the Commission has requirements 
with regard to nationality and languages; namely that the prospective official 
has to be a citizen of the EU and speak at least two EU languages. From the 
outset, having a fair geographical balance which corresponds approximately to 
the population and country votes in the EU Council of Ministers has been “a 
key feature of both the formal arrangements, and to a much greater extent the 
informal operation of the Commission’s staff and personnel policy” (Spence 
and Stevens 2006: 179). The nationality balance is especially strived for at the 
Administrator level since these are the officials who participate directly in 
conducting the Commission’s policy-making and management tasks. Table 2.4 
shows the current distribution of nationalities.  

The figures in the table that clearly diverge from the norm of geographical 
balance are the numbers of Belgian officials. This is mainly due to the fact that 
the Commission is mainly based in Brussels which makes it an easy and attrac-
tive career option for young Belgian graduates. It has been argued previously 
that “a job in the EU is the single most sought-after career among Belgian stu-
dents” (Shore 2000: 190) and that Belgians constitute the largest group of con-

cours participants.28 Presumably, the overrepresentation of Belgians would be 
even more drastic if nationality were not to play a role in the recruitment pol-
icy of the Commission. 

Indeed, if the Commission were a purely meritocratic organisation, the na-
tionality of its officials would not have mattered. Yet, the balance of nationali-
ties is an important principle especially in the eyes of Member States in order 
for the Commission to retain its independence and to be able to represent the 
concerns of all Europe. In this sense, the Commission’s independence actually 
implies freedom from Member State control, rather than “national neutrality” 
(Cini 1996b: 127). Having officials from all Member States in house means that 
in shaping its proposals and activities, the Commission is not only able to  
 
                                           
28 NRC Handelsblad, Banenjagen voor het vaderland, 17-18 January 2004, p. 39. 
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TABLE 2.4: Distribution of Nationalities in the Commission 

 

Nationality AD AST TOTAL 

Austria 257 (2.2%) 185 (1.6%) 442 (1.9%) 

Belgium 1180 (10.3%) 3750 (32.4%) 4930 (21.4%) 

Bulgaria 34 (0.3%) 16 (0.1%) 50 (0.2%) 
Cyprus 51 (0.4%) 23 (0.2%) 74 (0.3%) 

Czech Republic 193 (1.7%) 107 (0.9%) 300 (1.3%) 

Denmark 287 (2.5%) 208 (1.8%) 495 (2.1%) 

Estonia 101 (0.9%) 40 (0.3%) 141 (0.6%) 

Finland 358 (3.1%) 261 (2.3%) 619 (2.7%) 

France 1386 (12.1%) 1078 (9.3%) 2464 (10.7%) 

Germany 1309 (11.4%) 723 (6.2%) 2032 (8.8%) 

Greece 534 (4.7%) 380 (3.3%) 914 (4.0%) 

Hungary 248 (2.2%) 162 (1.4%) 410 (1.8%) 

Ireland 252 (2.2%) 305 (2.6%) 557 (2.4%) 

Italy 1159 (10.1%) 1389 (12.0%) 2548 (11.1%) 

Latvia 101 (0.9%) 36 (0.3%) 137 (0.6%) 

Lithuania 115 (1.0%) 50 (0.4%) 165 (0.7%) 

Luxembourg 47 (0.4%) 215 (1.9%) 262 (1.1%) 

Malta 65 (0.6%) 17 (0.1%) 82 (0.4%) 

Netherlands 441 (3.8%) 296 (2.6%) 737 (3.2%) 

Poland 353 (3.1%) 350 (3.0%) 703 (3.1%) 

Portugal 419 (3.7%) 332 (2.9%) 751 (3.3%) 

Slovakia 130 (1.1%) 79 (0.7%) 209 (0.9%) 

Slovenia 97 (0.8%) 42 (0.4%) 139 (0.6%) 

Spain 1018 (8.9%) 764 (6.6%) 1782 (7.7%) 

Sweden 377 (3.3%) 224 (1.9%) 601 (2.6%) 

United Kingdom  899 (7.8%) 511 (4.4%) 1410 (6.1%) 

Other 20 (0.2%) 10 (0.1%) 30 (0.1%) 

TOTAL 11463 11580 23043 
 

SOURCE: Statistical Bulletin of Commission Staff 04/2007 published on the European 
Commission website http://ec.europa.eu/civil_service/docs/bs_sexe_nat_grade_en.pdf, 
consulted on 20 June 2007. 
 
benefit from the varied experience that officials of different nationalities can 
bring but is also in a position to take account of national attitudes, policies, 
procedures and personalities, which nationals of each country are most likely 
to know and understand thoroughly. This is essential for making sure that im-
portant national preoccupations are not overlooked at the policy-making 
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stages and in the negotiating and implementing stages which follow (Willis 
1982: 4-5). In this regard, Commission officials serve as interpreters (Spence 
and Stevens 2006: 173), a factor that contributes in turn to building confidence 
and trust between the Commission, the Member States and the citizens 
(Michelmann 1978: 478, Nugent 2001: 175-176). As a result, maintaining the 
geographical balance is both necessary and desirable from a legitimacy point 
of view. 

The principle of geographical balance also has its disadvantages, especially 
in terms of personnel policy since nationality may sometimes outweigh per-
formance. Personnel morale is negatively affected particularly in the case of 
small Member State officials aspiring to become top managers (Hooghe 2001: 
188). Furthermore, past practices like parachuting (appointment of officials 
from outside the Commission to high positions by Member States) and na-
tional flagging (reserving management positions for certain nationalities) have 
made the Commission vulnerable to national influences in appointing its top 
managers. Commissioners and their Cabinets have been instrumental in exer-
cising their national influence within such appointment procedures (Joana and 
Smith 2002a, 2002b, 2004). As a result, the role of nationality in the career pros-
pects of Commission officials have led to “parallel and informal personnel sys-
tems”, whereby officials have sought support from their national networks in 
Brussels (Hooghe 2001).  

The Kinnock reforms, however, have been successful in installing a per-
formance-based career system. Parachuting, national flags and the parallel in-
formal systems which were characteristic of the 1970s, 80s and 90s have dimin-
ished to a great extent (Egeberg 2006e, Spence and Stevens 2006). The alloca-
tion of administrative resources to appointing top officials, “objectivising” the 
rules of procedure and the policy of giving priority to internal candidates in 
appointments to top management positions29 have considerably reduced the 
influence of nationality on career (Egeberg 2006e). Even though geographical 
balance has not been abandoned, it is now kept within bounds (Spence and 
Stevens 2006: 183). 

National diversity is reflected not only in the overall distribution of officials 
but also across the organisational hierarchy of the Commission (Hooghe 2001; 
Egeberg 2001, 2004b): 

� all hierarchical divisions, starting from the level of units, are multina-
tionally staffed;30 

                                           
29 An exception is recruitment in times of enlargement. 
30 Since the Prodi Commission, the Commissioners’ Cabinets are also multinationally 
staffed. 
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� the Directors-General have different nationality than their Commis-
sioners; 

� officials in adjacent positions in the chain of command are not of the 
same nationality. 

As such, in terms of its formal structures, the Commission applies the norm of 
multinationality throughout.  

On the one hand, the pluralism that stems from the diverse cultural back-
grounds, values, attitudes and languages of Commission officials constitutes a 
microcosm of Europe which is experienced and described by Commission offi-
cials as enriching (Bellier 1995: 56-58, Hooghe 2001: 192). On the other hand, 
this multiplicity can create a sense of instability and unease (Abélès et al. 1993: 
50) due to the differences in cultural reference points in terms of ethical, politi-
cal and administrative systems (Belier 1995: 58-59). The “centrifugal” effects of 
cultural relativism (Abélès et al. 1993: 53) work against the creation of the de-
velopment of a common identity (Page 1997: 87-88). The difference in attitudes 
and behaviour also affect management methods since there is no single agreed 
management style, such as in a national civil service (Spence 1997a: 74, Spence 
and Stevens 2006: 164), as there is no collective approach to questions of au-
thority and discipline (Edwards and Spence 1997b: 8, Page 1997: 19, Spence 
1997b: 109). 

In terms of policy-making, the fact that the preferences of Commission offi-
cials are divergent (Hooghe 2001) makes the Commission (and EU institutions 
on the whole) a place where no idea or expression can be taken for granted: “It 
has to be explained, clarified and conceptually transparent in order for it to be 
appropriated by its interlocutors so that it might circulate and contribute to the 
definition of policy” (Bellier and Wilson 2000: 18). This situation leads to a con-
stant need for reaching compromises between different ways of facing prob-
lems, on different grounds (such as economic, environmental, etc.) (Abélès 
2000: 43). In such a policy-making environment, internal communication is vi-
tal in overcoming the differences and arriving at a common position. The mul-
tiplicity of nationalities both facilitates and hampers internal communication in 
the Commission: while shared nationality can ease the exchange of informa-
tion and the exchange of ideas, if national characteristics are judged with cau-
tion or suspicion, such perceptions can make it difficult for officials to work 
effectively with one another (Nugent 2001: 183). 
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2.3  

The Policy-Making Processes within the European Commission  

National backgrounds are only one of the origins of the plurality of opinions 
and preferences in the Commission. Policy preferences are to a great extent 
predefined by where one works in the Commission since the official’s DG, unit 
and file (dossier) determine the subject-matter on which an official works.31 As 
Figure 2.5 suggests, the organisation of work in the Commission can be illus-
trated in terms of concentric circles, where each layer represents a level of 
specificity.  
 
FIGURE 2.5: Organisation of Work in the Commission 

 

 
Starting with the outer layer, the DG defines the general policy or administra-
tive area. As the smallest administrative division, the unit groups individuals 
working in the same task area. Within the same unit, the types of tasks are 
similar and/or interrelated. The unit is also the lowest management level. The 
lines of accountability formally start at the Head of Unit level. Heads of Unit 
are responsible for dividing and managing tasks of individual officials and for 

                                           
31 The Directorate level lies between the DG and unit level. This level groups units working 
in the same sub-policy area. As such, it is an organisational layer that matters more in terms 
of management than the definition of tasks on an individual official level. 
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reporting to the higher levels of management. The unit level is where an offi-
cial is managed and where her/his closest colleagues are located. As such, the 
unit plays an important role in the daily working life of a Commission official.  

At the individual level, an official’s tasks are shaped by the file which can 
be defined as the task description of each official.32 As such, the dossier con-
tains the most detailed and specialised knowledge on a given issue. Depending 
on the issue, the responsibilities of an A-level official may involve (Nugent 
2001: 144): 

� preparing policy papers 
� drafting legislative proposals 
� drawing up action and work programmes 
� implementing EU legislation 
� overseeing the implementation of EU legislation undertaken by na-

tional agencies 
� assessing the impact of EU policies and legislation 
� gathering information and writing reports. 

Even though the issues vary per DG, there are still parallels between units 
and files across DGs. These formal structural patterns form a binding factor 
since Commission officials all belong to the same organisation, with similar 
working rules and conditions applying to everybody. The responsibility areas 
can be classified as political, legal, financial and procedural, where legal offi-
cers, for instance, carry out similar types of tasks irrespective of the DG they 
work in. On a more generic level, a differentiation is made between horizontal 
and vertical functions in the Commission. At the level of the DGs, horizontal 
DGs are the service DGs and the vertical DGs the policy DGs. In terms of units 
and files, the horizontal ones involve a coordination aspect, such as interna-
tional or interinstitutional relations, whereas the vertical ones require expertise 
in a specific field, e.g. the implementation of a specific policy directive.  

As a decision-making body, the College of Commissioners works on the ba-
sis of the principle of collegiality, which implies that the College as a whole is 
responsible and accountable for the decisions made by the Commission. Al-
though the primary responsibility area of individual Commissioners is their 
own policy portfolio, they also follow the developments in the other policy 
areas through the members of their Cabinet. The fact that Romano Prodi 
moved the Commissioners and their Cabinets to their respective DGs was a 
measure emphasising that Commissioners should be focusing their energies on 
their own policy area (Kassim and Menon 2004: 100). With the Barroso Com-

                                           
32 It can be the case that more than one official is working on one file, but even in that situa-
tion, they would be working on different aspects of the issue. 
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mission and the reopening of the Berlaymont building, the Commissioners and 
their Cabinets moved back together. By then, it had appeared that this was 
more beneficial for the collegiality of the Commission and the coordination 
between different policy areas. 

The entire bureaucratic apparatus of the Commission also serves the Col-
lege as a whole.33 Thus, collegiality works as an integrative principle for the 
Commission as an organisation where policy issues that have to be dealt with 
usually fall under the responsibility of several DGs. As it is rare that a single 
DG is responsible for a legislative proposal, DGs need to cooperate and reach 
an agreement amongst themselves. Communication and coordination between 
DGs is a constant feature of the daily routine in the Commission (Spence 
1997b: 113). Collegiality and coordination thus counteract the principle of spe-
cialisation and prevent the tendency of compartmentalised departments (DGs) 
to close off from each other (Abélès et al. 1993: 64).  

The Commission’s internal decision-making procedures formally consist of 
six overlapping phases in the process of policy formulation: the initiation 
phase, the drafting phase, inter-service coordination, agreement between spe-
cialised members of Cabinets, by Heads of Cabinet (Chefs de Cabinets) and fi-
nally by the College itself (Spence 1997b: 112). The College of Commissioners 
depends on the efficiency of the DGs since they only receive a dossier in the 
final stage of its journey through the system (ibid: 120).  

When a policy proposal is launched, the lead DG (DG chef de file) that is 
primarily responsible for the policy area in question coordinates the prepara-
tion of the document to be adopted. Even though the lead DG is in a stronger 
position than the others (Abélès et al. 1993: 65-66), when work begins on the 
drafting of the proposal, it is obliged to ensure contact between all other de-
partments with a legitimate interest in the matter.34 These DGs remain in con-
tact and exchange relevant information with regard to the policy proposal 
throughout the policy process. The Secretariat-General assists this coordination 
effort in case of disagreements between DGs as to which DGs should be in-
volved or with regard to the substance of the proposal. It is also possible to set 
up interdepartmental coordination groups to facilitate coordination.  

Inter-service consultation (ISC35) is initiated by the lead DG when a pro-
posal has already reached a sufficiently advanced stage to ask the formal opin-
ion of the DGs and services concerned. A minimum limit of ten or fifteen 

                                           
33 European Communities, 2005, The Commission in Close-up. How Decisions are Made, p. 10. 
34 European Commission, 2005, Commission Decision of 15 November 2005 Amending its Rules 

of Procedure (2005/960/EC, Euratom), Article 23.2. 
35 CIS is the French-derived acronym used for this term in the Commission. 
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working days is provided for the departments to send in their comments.36 
When the consultation is closed, the lead DG revises the text accordingly, in-
corporating the proposed comments and amendments as much as possible in 
order to achieve the widest consensus.37 If, as a result of consulting other DGs, 
the substance of the proposal has changed, the consultation must either be ex-
tended or relaunched. A proposal goes to the Cabinets for approval when the 
consultation procedure is closed after having obtained the approval of all the 
departments involved. This is a prerequisite for decision-making by the Col-
lege through the written, empowerment and delegation procedures, proce-
dures which are employed for issues that are not politically or financially sen-
sitive. When no agreement is reached between the departments, usually con-
cerning politically or financially-sensitive issues, the proposal is finalised 
through the oral procedure, i.e. through discussion and debate at the weekly 
Commissioners’ meeting.  

When agreement is reached between the DGs and the Commissioners, a 
policy proposal is adopted by the Commission. Thereafter, the proposal starts 
its journey in the EU policy cycle, travelling first through the Council struc-
tures, followed by those of the Parliament. Besides the intra-organisational 
contacts in the Commission between the DGs, the Commission has contacts 
with the Council and the Parliament prior to and during the formal policy-
making procedures. Furthermore, throughout the process, the Commission has 
contacts with Member State administrations and stakeholders (i.e. European, 
national or local lobby groups). All these contacts aim to build support for a 
given Commission proposal through incorporating the suggestions of EU pol-
icy actors and taking their objections into account. “The Commission may be 
the only body that can formally propose laws38… but in undertaking this pro-
posing function it does not act wholly on the basis of its own ideas and prefer-
ences” (Nugent 2001: 236). By virtue of these contacts with external policy ac-
tors, the European Commission is an “open organisation” (Stevens and Ste-
vens 2001: 178). The proposals emerging from the Commission are the product 
of a complex series of interactions between the various Directorates and policy 
units within the Commission, important sectoral actors and national govern-
ments (Cram 1994: 200). 
 

 

                                           
36 European Commission, 2006, How to Run an Inter-Service Consultation Procedure, CIS 

Guide, p. 4. 
37 Ibid, p. 8. 
38 The exceptions being in the second and third pillars. 
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2.4 

The Role of Networks in Policy-Making in the Commission  

The multiplicity of actors negotiating and cooperating, coupled with the com-
plexity of the formal rules, has made “informal governance” an important tool 
for reaching agreement at the EU level (Héritier 1997, Christiansen et al. 2003). 
Due to its role in preventing stalemates in decision-making and policy im-
passes (Héritier 1997: 171), informal governance can be seen as “the glue that 
holds the cumbersome and contradictory system of EU governance together” 
(Christiansen et al. 2003: 5). Informal governance entails circulating and ex-
changing ideas which are essential to the EU “culture of compromise” (Abélès 
2000: 45). This constant search for agreement is also to be found in the Com-
mission rhetoric which underscores the importance of coordination among 
Commissioners, Directorates-General and units (Hooghe 2001: 200).  

As hierarchical and orderly the policy-making and coordination processes 
in the Commission may seem, the extent to which hierarchical rules are im-
plemented varies considerably in the Commission (Cini 1996b: 116, Hooghe 
2001: 39). The formal inter-service meetings and consultation procedures pro-
vide only a partial view of coordination and policy-making efforts within the 
Commission. “The numbers of such formally constituted groups understate 
the extent of coordination through more informal means” (Spence 1997b: 113-
114). Firstly, the Commission’s internal inter-service consultation guide39 ad-
vises the lead department to “set up suitable and effective arrangements for 
coordination before initiating the consultations” by setting up interdepartmen-
tal meetings and establishing bilateral contacts with the affected DGs so that 
proposals are submitted for consultation when they have “reached a suffi-
ciently advanced stage”. This is in fact a safeguard against immature recourse 
to formal procedures which are time-consuming and cumbersome. For exam-
ple, “an official who wishes to take the views of colleagues in six or seven 
other Directorates-General is expected to pass a draft upwards to the Director-
General, who will pass it to the other Directors-General, who will pass it 
downward to the appropriate member of their staff. Responses will take the 
same route in reverse” (Stevens and Stevens 2001: 179). In the words of a sen-
ior Brussels official, “if you were to stick to the formal procedures, it would 
take ten years every time … the more there is disagreement, the more the in-
formal is necessary” (Middlemas 1995: xxii). 

Informal contacts between the DGs starting at the level of desk officers (A-
level officials) are widely used for reaching agreement between DGs before 

                                           
39 European Commission, 2006, How to Run an Inter-Service Consultation Procedure, CIS 

Guide, p. 3. 
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resorting to the formal procedure of inter-service consultation. As a result, 
rigid procedures may be sometimes circumvented, which provides a scope for 
individual decisions even at low levels (Stevens and Stevens 2001: 176). There 
is a strong element of efficiency involved. Perhaps the more important underly-
ing reason for not launching an untimely formal process is the aim of reaching 
consensus, translated into Commission daily practice as trying to solve prob-
lems and conflicts at the lowest level possible, hence echoing the EU’s subsidi-

arity principle. Commission officials rely to a large extent on informal methods 
to overcome formal limitations both for external and internal relations (Mak 
2004: 173). Liesbet Hooghe (2005: 878) even argues that learning to circumvent 
formal norms is essential to survival in the Commission. These circumstances 
make personal contacts and informal networks particularly crucial (Stevens 
and Stevens 2001: 180) and widespread (Hooghe 2005: 878). 
  Former Commission President Jacques Delors has the legacy of having cre-
ated an informal organisation that facilitated coordination and enabled him to 
know, survey and influence a far wider range of business than any of his 
predecessors (Middlemas 1995: 224-225). Delors used these parallel personal 
networks and key figures (hommes clés) to push forward projects and policy 
proposals (Abélès et al. 1993, Hooghe 2001, Stevens and Stevens 2001). The 
phenomenon of seeking out allies and creating coalitions around a particular 
policy issue may be viewed as an example of the widely-known phenomenon 
of policy networks, but there are also other kinds of informal politics at work 
in the EU system which are based on a shared identity among its members and 
cutting across policy areas (Christiansen et al. 2003: 4). These common identi-
ties may sometimes be region or gender-based, but nationality continues to 
form a fertile base for informal networks in Brussels. “Common nationality 
lowers the threshold for instrumental as well as social connections” (Hooghe 
2001: 169). 

Even though “not all actors may feel compelled to cooperate within such 
nationality-based networks, national identity will provide the foundation for 
networking and thus offer opportunities to policy-makers and interest groups 
to overcome institutional boundaries in pursuit of a particular outcome” 
(Christiansen et al. 2003: 4). As already pointed out in Chapter 1, as suprana-
tional and independent it may be, the Commission is not immune to these na-
tional networks. Hooghe (2001: 189) argues that national networks constitute 
valuable resources for Commission officials in: 

� gathering support for their next career move 
� mobilising scarce information in a difficult dossier 
� finding a sounding board for sensitive proposals. 
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Moreover, some nationalities have a strong reputation of “clubness” which she 
defines as a set of formal and informal networks within which members tend 
to act in concert (Hooghe 1999b: 405). Consequently, Hooghe claims that given 
the resources which these national networks offer, officials belonging to a 
weak national network are at a disadvantage (Hooghe 1999b: 415, Hooghe 
2001: 189). If Hooghe’s analysis still holds true, nationality remains a signifi-
cant factor in the Commission regardless of the ideal of supranationality. If 
nationality is still an important foundation for networking in the Commission, 
we might believe that European integration has done little to extinguish na-
tional identity (Christiansen et al. 2003: 4), even at the heart of Brussels. 
 

2.5  

Nationality and Networks in the Commission: The Missing Links 

This chapter has described the European Commission as an organisation as 
well as the role of nationality and networks therein, relying on official docu-
ments and the existing literature on the European Commission. The informa-
tion presented in this chapter can be summarised as follows: 

� The Commission has a hierarchical structure which is organised on the 
basis of policy areas, where the Directorates-General define the gen-
eral policy objectives, the unit the issue or function and the dossier the 
tasks of a Commission official. 

� Maintaining the national balance in terms of the composition of the 
Commission is necessary and important in order to reflect the diver-
sity in interests and values across Europe. Cultural diversity, however, 
also brings difficulties in terms of personnel management and com-
munication. 

� The Commission’s policy-making structures demand that DGs work 
together to reach compromises and consensus. This is partly achieved 
through informal mechanisms such as networks. 

� Nationality may form a basis for forming informal networks. 
None of the cited literature, however, has studied networks in particular or 
how and why nationality forms a basis for networking within the Commission 
per se. That is why the concept and phenomenon of networks has so far re-
mained rather broad and underspecified. Yet, as the following chapter argues, 
not only are networks crucial to understanding organisations, but we might 
expect nationality to be an important common ground on which networks are 
formed. Deconstructing the concept of networks is the first step to be taken in 
order to analyse how networks are shaped in the Commission and whether 
nationality is indeed a gluing factor in the Commission. As the next chapter 
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shows, the theoretical concepts needed for such an exercise are already present 
in organisational network theory. 
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3 
 

DECONSTRUCTING AND STUDYING  

NETWORKS IN THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION 

 
As under-theorised as the topic of networks may be in the literature on the 
European Commission, the study of the functions and patterns of networks is 
not new to the literature on organisations. This chapter reviews this literature 
and introduces the elements that are borrowed from organisational network 
theory. The following questions are addressed: 

� Why do networks matter in organisations? 
� What are networks? What types of networks are there in organisations? 
� Why and under which conditions is nationality a shaping factor for 

networks? 
These issues are dealt with in general terms whilst pointing out the specificities 
of the case of the Commission as a multinational organisation. The theoretical 
expectations with respect to the networking patterns of Commission officials 
are presented step-by-step by introducing the variables and the hypotheses to 
be tested.  
 

3.1 

Why Do Networks Matter in Organisations? 

The formal structures and SOPs (Standard Operating Procedures) of bureau-
cratic organisations regulate the behaviour of its employees (Blau and Scott 
1963: 5) and bring order and consistency into the daily working life of organi-
sations (Barnard 1938: 286). SOPs enable the enactment of concerted tasks, but 
“because of them, organisational behaviour in particular instances appears 
unduly formalised, sluggish or inappropriate” (Allison and Zelikow 1999: 169-
170). Such formal arrangements fall short of meeting all the needs and solving 
all the problems on the work floor. On the whole, official rules are set out gen-
erally in order to have sufficient scope to cover the multitude of situations that 
may arise. As a result, the application of these general rules to particular cases 
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often poses problems of judgement particularly in the face of changing circum-
stances (Blau and Scott 1963: 6). These gaps in the formal organisation give 
birth to informal arrangements which evolve through the interaction between 
the members of an organisation. The resulting informal practices are shaped by 
unwritten social rules (Martin 2002: 87). This does not necessarily mean, how-
ever, that the informal life of an organisation is not structured and orderly. The 
informal life also has its norms, behaviour patterns (Scott 2003: 59) and com-
plex networks of social relations (Blau and Scott 1963: 6).  

The major difference between the formal and informal systems within or-
ganisations lies in the role of individuals. The formal structures rest on the 
principle of the universality of rules and procedures that apply to everybody. 
A principal foundation of modern bureaucracy is the norm of impersonality 
(Chisholm 1989: 138), whereby formal structures make the smooth functioning 
of the organisation independent of feelings (Scott 2003: 37). In a hierarchical 
chain of command, it is the functions that matter. Individuals with equivalent 
competence or formal training are assumed to be essentially interchangeable 
(Chisholm 1989: 141-142). The informal, on the contrary, thrives on the per-
sonal. An individual’s value within the informal system derives from personal 
assets like background characteristics, abilities and a willingness to help (Blau 
and Scott 1963: 6). The significance of personal characteristics means that indi-
viduals are not interchangeable in the informal system which gives way to par-
ticularism and favouritism.  

Even though an analytical distinction can be made between the formal and 
informal structures within organisations, organisational research has repeat-
edly shown that the two systems are not separate or mutually exclusive but 
complementary and self-reinforcing (Shore 2000: 207-208). Informal systems 
are inevitable as long as organisations are populated by people and not by ro-
bots. Rational organisation charts and elaborate procedural manuals never 
completely determine the conduct and social relations of the organisation’s 
members (Blau and Scott 1963: 5). Individuals bring their personality, prob-
lems, interests and needs which may either sustain the formal system or un-
dermine it (Selznick 1957: 7-8). In daily practice, individuals in organisations 
interact with each other as many-faceted persons, where the relations outlined 
on an organisation chart only provide a framework within which fuller and 
more spontaneous human behaviour takes place (idem).  

In this sense, a thorough understanding of organisations requires “learning 
who’s who, what’s what, why’s why, of its informal society” (Barnard 1938: 
121). Interpersonal relationships, on which the informal structures breed, are 
so vital to human beings in defining elements of their identities and creative-
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ness that the study of these relationships is the study of human nature itself 
(Kilduff and Tsai 2005: 131). Social network analysis is essentially founded on 
this basic assumption. It is a theoretical body of literature which forms an al-
ternative to approaches founded on the assumption of independent social ac-
tors (Wasserman and Faust 1994: 17).  

A major component of human relationships consists of exchanging informa-
tion, a medium through which social life is made meaningful and acceptable 
(Feldman and March 1988: 419). The exchange of information is even more 
significant for the functioning of organisations, to the extent that organisation 
theorist Gareth Morgan went so far as to describe organisations as “informa-
tion systems” (Morgan 1986: 81). Indeed, many aspects of organisational func-
tioning require and/or are a result of the processing of information. Organisa-
tions must process information (Schneider and Barsoux 1997: 95): 

� to make decisions 
� to communicate policies and procedures 
� to coordinate across units. 

Bureaucratic organisations are especially committed to the systematic applica-
tion of information to decision-making (Feldman and March 1988: 418). To ac-
cess information, organisations rely on ‘formal’ information sources like paper 
or electronic databases. Such publicly available information tends to be so gen-
eral that it is sometimes not specific enough to be applied to particular cases, 
whereas valuable information is information that is relevant to the decision to 
be made. Information can be a source of power, but only when it is the right 
information processed at the right time (Morgan 1986: 168).  

Half a century ago, when the belief in the supremacy of formal organisa-
tions was high, March and Simon (1958) endorsed the division of labour and 
the simplification of work within bureaucratic organisations as a solution to 
the individual’s bounded rationality. One of the most important findings of 
network research, however, has been that complex knowledge emerges not 
from work simplification but from the social interactions of individuals within 
and across organisations (Kilduff and Tsai 2005: 63). Network analysis replaces 
the “closed-system” view of self-contained organisational units with an “open-
system” perspective, where informal organisation rather than formal relations 
of authority within and between units becomes the primary focus (Jönsson and 
Elgström 2005: 3). 

Often, formal channels are ineffective when information is sensitive or po-
litically charged (Chisholm 1989: 68). Formal channels also tend to be too slow 
in the face of urgent situations (ibid: 32) whereas in today’s interactive world, 
“When we need help and advice, we often need it right away” (Cross and 
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Parker 2004: 37). Furthermore, for the most part, issue-specific and problem-
centred information is in individuals’ heads, since “specialisation (among 
other factors) ensures that each individual maintains different bundles of 
knowledge. To utilise this knowledge in the solution of problems and the crea-
tion of new knowledge, organisation members must know who knows what 
and interact with each other in order to utilise and combine knowledge. Thus, 
knowledge utilisation is fundamentally a social process” (Cross, Borgatti and 
Parker 2001: 216). Connections to other colleagues are valuable for accessing 
information and knowledge. This is the underlying idea behind networks as 
social capital (Borgatti and Foster 2003: 993).  

Individuals’ social capital consists of their personal network and their 
chance of accessing whatever is circulating there, e.g. information (Degenne 
and Forsé 1999: 116). “Given a limit to the volume of information that anyone 
can process, the network becomes an important screening device. It is an army 
of people processing information who can call your attention to key bits – 
keeping you up to date on developing opportunities, warning you of impend-
ing disasters” (Burt 1992: 14). Accordingly, “whom you know has a significant 
impact on what you come to know, because relationships are critical for ob-
taining information, solving problems and learning how to do your work” 
(Cross and Parker 2004: 11). As such, personal networks are an important fac-
tor in an employee’s performance within an organisation since “the network of 
relationships within which we are embedded may have important conse-
quences for the success or failure of our projects” (Kilduff and Tsai 2005: 1-2). 
This is why it is of particular interest to look into the networking behaviour of 
individuals. 

The importance of networks has also been acknowledged in the literature 
on the European Commission. The Commission has been described as a huge 
“information factory”, constantly in search of the data it needs in order to pre-
pare the political and administrative dossiers it passes on to its institutional 
partners (Abélès et al. 1993: 58). On the one hand, information is felt to be an 
essential resource in the Commission and on the other, “lack of information” is 
seen as a recurrent problem which leads to the formation of parallel informal 
networks that are deemed to be much more efficient than the hierarchical 
channels (ibid: 57-58). 

The fact that the issue-specific knowledge is in individuals’ heads applies 
especially to the Commission due to the DG structure which compartmental-
ises knowledge per policy area and the assignment of files per Commission 
official which exacerbates the effect of specialisation. Compartmentalisation 
and specialisation are necessitated by the nature of the complexity of European 
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affairs, but this means that a large amount of energy is expended on obtaining 
information which comes under the aegis of each DG (ibid: 58). As a result, 
obtaining, having and controlling information - be it of a factual, technical or 
political nature - are strategic assets in the Commission (ibid: 59). This makes 
the exploration of networks through which information flows in the Commis-
sion a particularly worthwhile endeavour. 

  
3.2  

Deconstructing Organisational Networks 

 Networks are “structures of interrelations between individuals and/or 
organisations, who engage in reciprocal, preferential, mutually supportive ac-
tions” (Soeters 1993: 643). This study focuses on networks as “personal con-
tacts within the context of organisational contacts” (Jönsson and Elgström 
2005: 3). Such contacts grow out of personal relationships that develop through 
frequent interaction and breed on trust built on frank exchanges of information 
(idem). As Morgan (1986: 174) argues, networks may be formed through: 

� old-boy networks and other friendship groups 
� the golf club 
� chance contacts 
� formal meetings within the organisation 
� informal meetings such as lunches and receptions 
� institutionalised exchanges such as meetings of professional groups 

and associations. 
Formal meetings are fertile grounds for informal exchanges which lead to the 
forging of networks since “people sharing a meeting on one project may find 
that they share an interest in relation to another area of their work and use in-
formal exchanges at the meeting to lay the ground for future cooperative ac-
tion elsewhere” (idem). 
 As the foregoing descriptions of networks suggest, the challenge of study-
ing networks lies not only in the fact that they might to a great extent be invisi-
ble, but also in the fact that communication links tend to be self-reinforcing 
(March and Simon 1958: 167-168, Zenger and Lawrence 1989: 357). In other 
words, when a particular channel is frequently used for one purpose, it is more 
likely to be used also for other unrelated purposes (March and Simon 1958: 
167-168). This effect is particularly strong when a communication channel 
brings individuals into face-to-face contact (idem). For example, non-work-
related conversations influence the ease of work-related conversations (Zenger 
and Lawrence 1989: 357). As a result, these informal communication patterns 
will have an important influence on decision-making processes and particu-
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larly upon non-programmed activity (March and Simon 1958: 168). Rob Cross 
and Andrew Parker (2004: 95-96) point out:  

If anything surprised us from our interviews, it was the importance of relation-
ships developing on a personal front to become effective professionally (in terms 
of information sharing and collaboration). Almost universally, people reported 
that their most valued information relationships had connected on issues out-
side work and this process was then identified as a major milestone in the de-
velopment of the relationship. Despite numerous technical mediums of contact, 
the social aspect of a relationship often determined whether someone would re-
spond in a timely fashion.  

Due to this characteristic of networks, patterns of work transactions within and 
between organisations may depart from what might be expected from a purely 
rational economic perspective because people are likely to favour their family 
and friends with timely information, recommendations, interesting projects 
and other career-building opportunities (Kilduff and Tsai 2005: 26).40 
 However interlinked the work-related and non-work-related contacts may 
be, the various types of networks need to be differentiated in order to be able 
to unveil networking patterns. This deconstruction is not new to organisational 
network analysis. Daniel J. Brass (1984: 519) refers to the existence of three 
types of social networks within organisational structures: 

� Workflow network – the exchange of goods  
� Communication network – the exchange of information and ideas  
� Friendship network – affect or liking. 

I borrow this tri-partite division by Brass to analyse the networks of European 
Commission officials. I use a slightly different formulation which reflects the 
Commission context. Furthermore, I add a fourth type of network, the ‘career 
network’ on the basis of the pilot interviews. The four types of networks rele-
vant for studying Commission officials are as follows: 

1) Task-related formal network – obligatory contacts required by the offi-
cial’s task description (i.e. dossier) 

2) Task-related informal network – non-obligatory contacts used to obtain in-
formation or advice for conducting tasks 

3) Career network – contacts maintained for one’s own career advancement   
4) Leisure network – contacts during social activities and gatherings out-

side working hours that are unrelated to work. 
The primary focus of this study into the effect of nationality on shaping the 
intra-organisational networks of Commission officials is on the task-related 

informal networks. This choice is based on the line of reasoning outlined be-
low which stems both from theoretical expectations and the pilot interviews I 
                                           
40 In network research, this phenomenon is referred to as the ‘embeddedness argument’. 
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conducted with Commission officials to fine-tune the questionnaire utilised for 
this study. 

Task-related informal networks account for the self-reinforcing character of 
networks. These are the type of contacts where the formal task obligations and 
non-work-related social contacts are likely to merge. I argue that the task-
related informal networks are the most crucial networks for testing the effect of 
nationality due to the following factors: 

� Relevance for work and policy-making: The information and advice 
obtained through these networks have a direct effect on an official’s 
performance and simultaneously on the functioning of the policy-
making process in the Commission. This is the type of information that 
is not directly accessible through the formal channels, such as the 
intranet and official mailing lists. It is the kind of information one can 
usually only obtain through personal contacts with the aim of receiving 
complementary information such as background information on an is-
sue, the analysis or interpretation of a problem and advice on how to 
proceed with a given situation. When the issue at hand involves an-
other DG or unit than the one for which the official works, this infor-
mation might also merely be discerning what is going on in the other 
DG since this information may not be readily available before the draft 
proposal reaches a certain stage of maturity. Since these are the types 
of information and advice that enable officials to advance further with 
their work than it would be possible with the available formal informa-
tion channels, these networks are relevant for the performance of the 
employee in question and, in turn, for the functioning of the organisa-
tion. 

� Room for personal choice: In contrast to the pre-assigned contact per-
sons belonging to the task-related formal network, asking for informa-
tion and advice is an area where the formal tasks and obligations leave 
leeway for individual fulfilment. Since officials are not obliged to ob-
tain extra information further than that which is formally available 
through documents or from the formal contact persons, these contacts 
fall outside the scrutiny of hierarchical superiors. Since officials have a 
choice as to whom they contact for asking information or advice, these 
networks are more likely to be shaped by personal preferences. 

On the contrary, the task-related formal networks of Commission officials are 
hierarchically defined. There is no choice element involved here, so organisa-
tional structure and formal responsibilities are the factors that determine these 
networks. Accordingly, nationality is by default not an explanatory factor here 
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since these contact persons are predefined. On the other hand, there is no di-
rect link between the pure career and leisure networks and policy-making proc-
esses within the Commission. These networks are cases apart. This does not 
exclude the possibility that officials may use the contacts they maintain for 
these purposes for conducting their work. However, whether these contacts 
are activated for substantive work-related issues will be conditioned by the 
relevance of these contact persons to the official’s tasks in which case we are 
still able to tap into them by looking into the task-related informal networks.  

The question remains: what would it imply if the task-related informal net-

works were or were not shaped by nationality? 
� If Commission officials predominantly have contacts with officials 

from their own nationality, this would be systematic proof supporting 
the existing literature claiming that regardless of the formal suprana-
tional norms of the Commission as an organisation, there is an infor-
mal network circuit which is shaped by national affinities. 

� If Commission officials have a multinational network, however, this 
would disprove the existing claim and show that supranationality is 
even ingrained into the informal networks.     

I use a survey combining quantitative and qualitative elements and participant 
observation in order to answer my research questions as it will be explained in 
detail in Chapter 4. Given the practical limitations that would be imposed by a 
network survey for the four types of networks, the quantitative evidence has 
only been collected on the task-related informal networks based on the line of 
reasoning outlined above. However, the qualitative evidence gathered from 
the open questions in the survey and during the participant observation period 
enables us to draw conclusions on the other two types of informal networks 
(the career and leisure networks) as well. 
 Is Hans J. Michelmann’s claim (1978: 493-494) that the predominance of na-
tional leisure networks influences information flow and reinforces national ties 
in the Commission actually true? Does the propensity to gather per nationality 
differ per nationality as Abélès et al. (1993: 22-23) suggest in their study? Or 
should we rather believe Cris Shore’s (2000: 164) respondent who argues that 
whereas work-based relationships are multinational in the Commission, most 
officials stick to their own national clans outside of work? What kind of em-
pirical networking patterns should we expect and on which theoretical bases? 
It is to these issues that we turn in the rest of this chapter.  
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3.3 

Networking with Culturally Similar Officials 

An organisation’s demographic composition, i.e. in terms of age, gender, edu-
cation or ethnicity, has important consequences for its structure and function-
ing (Scott 2003: 21). Multinational organisations are by definition demographi-
cally diverse and have to constantly deal with the issue of “welding together 
men and women of different nationalities, languages and cultural traditions 
into an efficient administrative team” (Claude 1971: 196). Likewise, the Com-
mission bureaucracy is populated by officials whose educational, professional 
and cultural backgrounds are far more heterogeneous than those of officials in 
national bureaucracies. In Hooghe’s (2001: 199) words, they are “people with 
diverse backgrounds thrown together to make joint decisions”.  
 One of the critical challenges in a demographically diverse organisation is 
assuring effective internal communication. Diversity within an organisation 
may form barriers to communication because human beings have a basic ten-
dency to communicate with those who are similar to themselves (March and 
Simon 1958: 68, Rogers and Bhowmik 1971: 528, Zenger and Lawrence 1989: 
353, Burt 1992: 12). This is a finding established by experimental research in 
social psychology, according to which attitude, belief and value similarity lead 
to attraction and interaction (McPherson et al. 2001: 428). This behavioural 
tendency goes back even to the time of Greek philosophers (Quoted in 
McPherson et al. 2001: 416): 
 “[People] love those who are like themselves.” ARISTOTLE 

 “[S]imilarity begets friendship.” PLATO  

This principle, termed homophily, occupies an important place in social 
network research and theory. Research into networks has repeatedly shown 
that contact between similar people occurs at a higher rate than among dis-
similar people (McPherson et al. 2001: 416) and that it structures network ties 
of every type, including marriage, friendship, work, advice, support, informa-
tion transfer, exchange, co-membership and other types of relationship (ibid: 
415). Despite the freedom of choice in affinitive relations in industrialised so-
cieties, “Personal networks owe precious little to random sampling: they are 
the product of homophilic bias” (Degenne and Forsé 1999: 33). 
 People who share demographic attributes communicate more frequently 
than those who do not “because demographic attributes produce shared ex-
periences and shared experiences create language compatibilities” (Zenger and 
Lawrence 1989: 356). Shared attributes shape interaction in two related ways 
(DiMaggio 1992: 131-132): 
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� they are proxies for life experiences that generate shared perspectives 
and potential conversational contents which increase the fit between 
persons in “cultural matching” processes; 

� shared attributes may lead people to work harder at formative interac-
tions with similar others, since these attributes are likely to be taken as 
signals that make it easier for actors to orient themselves to one an-
other.  

As such, demographic similarity serves as a cue for shared knowledge and 
people like to associate with similar others for ease of communication and 
shared cultural tastes because it smoothes the coordination of activity and 
communication (McPherson et al. 2001: 435). 

The perception of similarity increases predictability or controllability 
(Brewer and Miller 1996: 56). Homophily makes the communication partner 
more credible, trustworthy and reliable (Rogers and Bhowmik 1971: 533-534). 
In other words, “the operational guide to the formation of close, trusting rela-
tions seems to be that a person like me is less likely to betray me” (Burt 1992: 
16). And both trust and faith in commonality are necessary for establishing 
networks because networks depend on the cooperation of another actor. It is 
because of this mutual trust that informal communication channels work more 
rapidly than formal channels (Chisholm 1989: 66). Finally, informal exchanges 
reinforce mutual trust further because they entail an extra effort or exchange 
that is beyond the formal requirements (ibid: 117-118). This additional amount 
of effort makes informal networks valuable and creates more mutual obliga-
tions between the parties (idem). 
 

3.3.1 

Nationality as a Basis of Similarity 
The next question that needs to be answered is: is there a demographic charac-
teristic which has a stronger binding effect than the others? As already men-
tioned in Chapter 1, the response to this question given by homophily research 
is: race, ethnicity and facets of ethnicity such as mother tongue, national ori-
gins, ethnic group and region of birth (McPherson et al. 2001: 420). Race and 
ethnicity are presumably more relevant for the North American context, where 
most of the research referred to by these authors was conducted. It can be ar-
gued that for the European context, it is nationality that constitutes the most 
significant dividing line. The differences per nationality in Europe are already 
so large that culture guru Geert Hofstede (1994: 70) has claimed that Europe 
can be considered as a “small-scale model of the world” in terms of the variety 
in cultures. Whereas the EU acknowledges and embraces the cultural differ-
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ences in Europe with its motto ‘unity in diversity’, Hofstede (1991: 145) consid-
ers the EU to be “the biggest laboratory in intercultural cooperation of today’s 
world”. Other cross-cultural researchers rather agree with Hofstede while stat-
ing that “Nowhere do cultures differ so much as inside Europe” and quoting 
Jean Monnet who once declared: “If I were again facing the challenge to inte-
grate Europe, I would probably start with culture” (Trompenaars and Hamp-
den-Turner 1997: 8). 

But what makes nationality such a uniting and dividing factor in the first 
place? Nationality affects a person in numerous interconnected ways, which, 
in turn, affect a person’s behaviour, as well as how the person is perceived 
(Hambrick, Davison, Snell and Snow 1998: 182). These ways through which 
nationality shapes people’s behaviour are encompassed by the concept of na-
tional culture. National culture refers to elements of culture acquired through 
growing up in a particular country, which are common to the members of a 
nation (Hofstede 1991: 262, Sirmon and Lane 2004: 309). Culture refers to the 
set of basic assumptions embodying solutions to universal problems, such as 
how to deal with time, nature and other human beings. Whereas the problems 
are common to all human beings, the solutions to these problems are not 
(Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 1997: 28). These solutions are “taught to 
new members as the correct way to perceive, think and feel in relation to those 
problems” (Schein 1985: 9). These taken for granted assumptions are what dif-
ferentiate groups of people from one another (Trompenaars and Hampden-
Turner 1997, Avruch 1998).  

Culture is a multidimensional concept. It has numerous subsets depending 
on the context. Individuals belong to a number of cultures (e.g. national, local, 
religious, class, family, professional, organisational), but they do not invest 
equally in all of these cultures (Avruch 1998: 46). Usually, people enter profes-
sional life as adults when most of their fundamental values are already firmly 
in place (Hofstede 1991: 182, Schneider and Barsoux 1997: 67). The assump-
tions learned in one’s childhood and youth from one’s family and during one’s 
formative schooling years are so deep-seated that it is difficult, if not impossi-
ble, to unlearn them (Aberbach, Putnam and Rockman 1981: 200, Peters 1989: 
39, Avruch 1998: 46, Hooghe 2005: 880). This is why the influence of national 
culture is strong and long-lasting (Sirmon and Lane 2004: 309). Furthermore, 
although individuals belong to many groups and categorise themselves in 
many different ways, demographic attributes like nationality are difficult to 
deny and easier to assess in comparison to personality and abilities (Pratt 2001: 
25). 
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Culture is moreover a contested concept. Whereas culture can be depicted 
as static to the extent that the focus is on the commonality and long-lasting ef-
fect of the values making it up, it is also dynamic due to its multidimensional 
and contextual character.41 My approach to culture in this research is static and 
holistic to the extent that I equate nationality with national culture or national 
identity.42 Furthermore, I take for granted the assumption that individuals 
grow up in one country and from parents that belong to the same nationality 
(which arguably is the case that applies to an ‘average’ European citizen). This 
is also the approach taken in cross-cultural management studies which com-
pare individuals working for multinational companies, like IBM in the case of 
Hofstede (1991), and chart the differences among cultures. This line of research 
has the aim of drawing the implications of cultural differences for multina-
tional organisations (Smircich 1983: 343-344). Remarkably, these studies have 
found national culture to be the most important factor explaining the differ-
ences between individuals (Zurcher, Meadow and Zurcher 1965, Hofstede 
1991, Smith, Dugan and Trompenaars 1996, Hambrick et al. 1998, Trompenaars 
and Hampden-Turner 1997, Tayeb 1998, Soeters and Recht 2001, Trompenaars 
and Wooliams 2003). In this sense, the Commission serves as an interesting test 
case.  

National identity is not only a representation of a common set of beliefs or 
opinions, but it also serves to distinguish out-groups from the national ‘we’ 
group (Wodak 2004: 123). Group loyalties are acquired early in life. Research 
has shown that “By age six or seven, for instance, children exhibit a strong 
preference for their own nationality, even before the concept of ‘nation’ has 
been fully understood” (Brewer and Miller 1996: 23). From childhood on, we 
learn to perceive the members of our in-group in relatively positive terms (as 
being, for example, more cooperative, honest and trustworthy) compared to 
outsiders and expect more positive behaviour in exchanges with other in-
group members compared to out-group members (Kramer 2001: 169). Within 
the in-group, there is a sense of safety, inclusion and acceptance, whereas 

                                           
41 In her book reviewing the study of culture in organisations: Organisational Culture: Map-

ping the Terrain (2002), Joanne Martin distinguishes three different perspectives: the integra-
tion perspective (which focuses on consensus and clarity), the differentiation perspective 
(which focuses on inconsistent interpretations by looking at lower levels of analysis, i.e. 
subcultures) and the fragmentation perspective (which places ambiguity rather than clarity 
at the core of culture and sees consensus as transient and issue-specific). 
42 I am also aware that there may be different cultures within the same country. In the case 
of the EU, Belgium would be a good example of multiple cultures and multiple languages 
within the same country. In this research, however, I take Belgium as one single culture. 
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when it comes to the out-group, actions need to be explained and defended 
with more effort (Ting-Tooney 1999: 13). 

As such, culture is a factor of inclusion or exclusion and defines the 
boundaries of group membership. Culture creates a certain degree of ethno-
centrism (ibid: 14) in the sense that it serves as a lens through which we per-
ceive other cultures and use our own culture as a reference point for evalua-
tion (Schneider and Barsoux 1997: 11). Furthermore, we tend to believe that 
our in-group is better than the out-group because this strengthens our feelings 
of self-worth.43 There is also a tendency to see out-groups as “all alike” (Brewer 
and Miller 1996: 51) which leads to the commonly known phenomenon of 
stereotyping. Stereotyping is ascribing characteristics to people on the basis of 
their group memberships. Although stereotyping has a negative connotation 
whilst referred to as a form of discrimination, cognitive psychology has shown 
that stereotyping is a common and normal process for all individuals since it 
allows the individual to interact in a world that is too complex to represent in 
all its detail (Oakes, Haslam and Turner 1994).44   

Stereotyping comes naturally while describing culture: even when we are 
describing our own culture, we use stereotypes others have of us (Schneider 
and Barsoux 1997: 12). Especially cultures whose norms differ significantly 
speak about each other in terms of extreme and exaggerated forms of behav-
iour (Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 1997: 26). This is a result of culture 
serving as a sort of optical or perceptual illusion which becomes activated by 
difference (Avruch 1998: 58). In cross-cultural encounters, relying on stereo-
types helps individuals to simplify reality and to reduce the uncertainty inher-
ent to intercultural communication (Schneider and Barsoux 1997: 13). Multina-
tional organisations are ripe grounds for national stereotyping since cultural 
difference is experienced in these organisations as a daily reality. As previous 
studies have shown,  neither international organisations like the UN (McLaren 
1997) nor European organisations like the ESTEC (European Space and Tech-
nology Centre) (Zabusky 2000) and the European Commission are free from 

                                           
43 This is the central argument of Social-Identity Theory (SIT) (Tajfel 1978). For a more recent 
overview of the effect of this socio-psychological process on the behaviour of individuals in 
groups and organisations, see Brewer and Miller (1996) and Hogg and Terry (2001) respec-
tively. 
44 There is also a difference in the richness and complexity of information that has been col-
lected and stored with respect to in-group and out-group members: “When people interact 
with in-group members, they store information in connection with the individual person, 
such as the person’s name. By contrast, information about out-group members is stored in 
terms of general attribute categories” (Brewer and Miller 1996: 55). 
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stereotyping (Michelmann 1978, Abélès et al. 1993, Page 1997, McDonald 2000, 
De Gruyter 2006).  
 

3.3.2 

Homophily in the European Commission? 
Do Commission officials use nationality as a cue for trustworthiness and a 
willingness to cooperate? Do these national affinities lead them to have homo-
philic networks? This section will derive the hypotheses to be tested with re-
gard to the effect of homophily variables. 

To start with, “everyone is presumed to have a national identity” (Zabusky 
2000: 184). As Hooghe (2001: 168) also remarks, “No Commission official is 
born a European” and “it is impossible to give up nationality all together”. Na-
tional origins maintain their importance in the Commission “because no mat-
ter how they work or behave, a Commission official is always perceived, both 
by outsiders and their colleagues, as British, French or Greek, etc.” (Smith 
2004b: 6). As such, national affiliation remains salient within the Commission 
despite the supranational objectives of the EU and the founders of the Com-
mission (Cini 1996b: 125, Stevens and Stevens 2001: 134). 
 Michelle Cini suggests that these national loyalties may affect the organisa-
tional performance of the Commission to the extent that they shape the infor-
mal structures around nationality and form barriers to communication within 
the institution (Cini 1996b: 126). The flow of information has indeed been sig-
nalled as a device for including or excluding colleagues in the Commission 
(Stevens and Stevens 2001: 178) and earlier studies have pointed out that na-
tionality is a source of affinity on which a parallel world of relations founded 
on a give and take of information take place (Abélès et al. 1993: 60, Abélès 
1995: 82). It has been argued that “[Commission] officials will try to deal, at 
least in the first instance, with people from the same country” (Page 1997: 136). 
Given that this argument finds a network theoretical basis in the homophily 
principle, we derive the following central hypothesis to be tested:   
 

H₁: Officials rely predominantly on officials with the same nationality for in-

formation or advice. 

  
Nationality, however, is not the only axis on which cultural differences are 

experienced and expressed in the Commission. Nationalities are perceived also 
as part of larger geographical or regional groups on the basis of their cultural 
similarities and differences. The human tendency to make sense of differences 
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in terms of dichotomies is the most visible in the North-South45 divide in the 
Commission (Abélès et al. 1993: 41-42). Officials make assumptions about each 
other that emphasise the differences of behaviour between the officials from 
the ‘North’ and the ‘South’ (Page 1997: 87-88). The North-South division finds 
support and explanation in cross-cultural studies which classify the Northern 
cultures as individualistic (Hofstede 1991) and universalistic (Trompenaars 
and Hampden-Turner 1997, Trompenaars and Wooliams 2003) and Southern 
cultures as collectivistic (Hofstede 1991) and particularistic (Trompenaars and 
Hampden-Turner 1997, Trompenaars and Wooliams 2003). Individualism vs. 
collectivism is considered to be the most significant dimension on which cul-
tures differ (Triandis 2001: 907), whereas universalism vs. particularism46 is 
rather a derivation which corresponds to the individualistic vs. collectivistic 
division. 
 Individualist and collectivist societies diverge on the role the individual and 
the group plays in shaping people’s lives: “the largest distinction in individual-
ist cultures is between self and others; the largest distinction in collectivist cul-
tures is between in-group and out-groups” (ibid: 914). Accordingly, in indi-
vidualist societies it is the ‘I’s’ that matter and individuals remain independent 
from the group, whereas in collectivist societies it is the ‘we’ group that de-
serves loyalty and preference in relationships (Hofstede 1991: 50-51, Schneider 
and Barsoux 1997: 38). In organisational behaviour, this difference translates 
into the individualist motto “Task prevails over personal relationships” and 
the collectivist motto “Personal relationships prevail over tasks” (Hofstede 
1991: 67).  
 In which direction could the North-South division affect the networks of 
Commission officials though? What we already know from the existing litera-
ture on the Commission with regard to the issue of information flow is that 
Northern Commission officials tend to feel ill at ease with information that is 
not readily shared, whereas Southern officials find it easy to obtain access to 
information by making friends (McDonald 2000: 67). Furthermore, the officials 
from Northern Europe are considered on the whole to lack a “network culture” 

                                           
45 It will be recalled from Chapter 1 that Austria, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Ireland, Lux-
embourg, the Netherlands, Sweden and the UK belong to the North, whereas Belgium, 
France, Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain belong to the South (Abélès et al. 1993; Hofstede 
1994; Egeberg 1996; Beyers and Dierickx 1997, 1998; Mc Donald 2000). 
46 According to Hofstede’s (1991: 262-263) definition, universalism is a way of thinking pre-
vailing in individualist societies, in which the standards for the way a person should be 
treated are the same for everybody and particularism is a way of thinking prevailing in col-
lectivist societies, in which the standards for the way a person should be treated depend on 
the group to which this person belongs. 
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whereas Southern Europeans have a reputation of having close links with each 
other (Peterson 1995: 75).47 On the other hand, research on the networks of 
working group participants in the Council has revealed that Northern negotia-
tors communicated more with other Northern Europeans and Southern Euro-
peans were more attached to Southern Europeans (Beyers and Dierickx 1997: 
437). 
 In terms of North-South differences in networking behaviour, there are two 
possible expectations: on the basis of a similarity of values, i.e. the homophily 
principle, both Northerners and Southerners can be argued to have more con-
tact with officials from their own region. However, due to their collectivistic 
culture, Southern European officials may have both more same nationality and 
same region contacts. Therefore, we formulate three alternative hypotheses: 
 

H₂: a) North European officials have relatively more contact persons from the 

North and South European officials have more contact persons from the 

South. 

b) South European officials have relatively more same region contacts than 

North European officials. 

c) South European officials have relatively more same nationality contacts 

than North European officials. 

 

There is, however, a third cultural axis which can form communication bar-
riers and that is language. Language is an expression of culture in that “Lan-
guage affects what we see and fail to see, what we say and omit to say and 
who is allowed to say what” (Schneider and Barsoux 1997: 40). As such, lan-
guage is an important cornerstone to successful communication and mutual 
understanding. Individuals speaking the same language or dialect draw on the 
same vocabulary and same frames of reference (Abélès 2000: 40), share similar 
non-verbal rhythms and decode each other’s non-verbal mood with more ac-
curacy because they belong to the same cultural framework, whereas with 
members of other cultural groups, “we constantly have to perform guessing 
games” (Ting-Tooney 1999: 13). That is why intercultural interaction is prone 
to “incomprehension, frustration, inability to cooperate, misunderstanding of 
each other’s signals, failure to agree and so on” (Elkins and Simeon 1979: 141). 

                                           
47 This view also fits the communication theory of Edward T. Hall (1976), distinguishing 
between low context and high context cultures. According to this theory, Northerners (or 
Germanics) are not so strong in terms of informal networks, whereas Southerners (or Latins) 
keep themselves informed about everything through their extensive information networks 
among family, friends and colleagues (Hill 2002: 322). 
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Conversely, this is why speaking the same language forms a bond based on the 
ease and effectiveness of communication. 

Indeed, the multiplicity of native languages within the European Commis-
sion has often been cited as causing difficulties in or even as a barrier to com-
munication (Michelmann 1978, Abélès and Bellier 1996, Page 1997, Spence 
1997b). Conversely, the commonality of language has been cited as a factor en-
hancing the propensity to cultivate personal networks within the Commission 
bureaucracy (Spence and Stevens 2006: 182). Therefore, we can expect Com-
mission officials to choose persons who speak their native language as network 
partners. 
 

H₃: Officials have more contact persons who speak their native language for ob-

taining information or advice. 

 
It should be added, however, that language is not a good indicator on its 

own for testing homophily in the Commission because native language over-
laps with nationality and because individuals from the regions North and 
South are more likely to speak each other’s languages. In contrast, communi-
cating in one’s native language does not necessarily mean sharing the same 
culture. This is especially the case for the officials whose native language is a 
commonly spoken language such as English, French or German. 

The three hypotheses presented above all rely on the assumption that peo-
ple tend to affiliate with those who are similar to them. It may be, however, 
that these universal human tendencies shaping networking behaviour do not 
apply to European Commission officials. In other words, the effect of homo-
phily may be weakened or annulled by other factors. The literature on the EU 
institutions singles out two types of factors to explain the behaviour of EU offi-
cials: socialisation and organisational structures. I therefore introduce these 
two as potential intervening variables. Accordingly: 

� Commission officials might or might not contact officials from other 
nationalities depending on or as a result of their socialisation (prior to or 
during their time in the Commission); 

� Commission officials might be constrained in their willingness to con-
tact their own nationals by organisational structures that counteract na-
tional clustering.  

In the following sections, I derive the hypotheses to be tested from these theo-
ries.48 

                                           
48 Note that I only derive hypotheses with regard to the central variable ‘nationality’ and not 
with regard to North-South and language.  
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3.4 

Socialisation: Choosing and Changing Officials  

Socialisation theory rests on the premise that individuals shape their prefer-
ences and behaviour on the basis of internalised norms, values and principles 
that are embodied by the groups or institutions that are important to their lives 
(Hooghe 2001: 14). While employees come to an organisation with their “cul-
tural and social baggage obtained from interactions in other social contexts” 
(Scott 2003: 23), this does not mean that the organisation does not have any 
control over the values and behaviour of its employees. First, organisations use 
recruitment policy to filter individuals as to their backgrounds. There are two 
factors playing a role here (Hooghe 2005: 869): 

� Self-selection: individuals share an organisation’s norms because they 
choose to join an organisation they are already supportive of; 

� Selection: the organisation screens recruits for their views. 
Most organisations tend to recruit in their own image (Shore 2000: 132). 

Philip Selznick (1957) referred to the importance of recruitment in the forma-
tive years of an organisation. He argued that this core group of officials should 
reflect the basic policies of the organisation so that they can, “when matured in 
this role, perform the essential task of indoctrinating newcomers along desired 
lines” (Selznick 1957: 105). This mechanism is known in human resource man-
agement studies as Attraction-Selection-Attrition (ASA) Theory (Schneider 1987). 
This theory can be summarised as follows: “as organisations mature, they are 
increasingly occupied by people who are similar to each other. This homogene-
ity happens as a result of three phases of the ASA cycle. Namely, organisations 
attract people to them who share their values. Organisations select those people 
who share their values. And finally, there is attrition from those people who 
find they do not share the organisation’s values (i.e. they chose to leave)” 
(Billsberry 2004: 1). 

In the early years of the European Commission, the main qualification for 
becoming an official was to be “pro-European” (Coombes 1970: 142). Even 
though being pro-European is no longer a prerequisite, the Commission still 
looks for individuals with an international outlook. The Commission describes 
the desired profile as follows: 

� on its personnel selection website - “They must feel at ease in a multi-
cultural and multilingual working environment often outside their 
home country.”49  

                                           
49 Quoted from http://europa.eu/epso/working/career/carehome_en.htm, consulted on 23 
August 2006. 
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� on an information brochure - “Adaptability and the taste for working 
in a multicultural and multilingual environment are key attributes. So 
is the willingness to become an expatriate for a long period.”50 

Even though it is not explicitly stated as a requirement, these descriptions 
translate in practice to having lived, studied or worked abroad. As a result, this 
is likely to affect the kind of individuals the Commission attracts and selects. 
 Whether a Commission official has a prior national or international sociali-
sation might also have consequences on how the official functions in the 
Commission and therefore her/his networking behaviour. In the foregoing sec-
tion, it has been argued that the values individuals acquire in the early years of 
their life have more long-lasting effects on them. This assumption would imply 
that Commission officials have received their primary socialisation in their 
own Member States, through their families and national education systems. 
This argument also forms the basis of the national homophily hypotheses. Yet, 
this argument rests on the assumption that all individuals go through similar 
life paths and respond in the same way to socialisation processes, which need 
not be the case.  
 Previous research concerning top Commission officials has shown that most 
of them are ‘cosmopolitan’ – a sizeable minority have studied or worked 
abroad, were born into a multinational family or started one (Hooghe 2001). 
This suggests that at least some Commission officials might have been re-
socialised through their exposure to norms other than those of their country of 
origin. Having already functioned in a context which is different from their 
national culture and language would arguably make them more used to living 
and working with people from another culture. In turn, the networks of cos-
mopolitan officials might be more multinational than those officials who have 
only worked and lived in their national context.  

Moreover, since individuals generally want consistent beliefs, they will 
tend to extrapolate their internalised values to new settings (Hooghe 2001: 
157). Hence, prior experiences matter and might accordingly weaken or 
strengthen the tendency to form networks with compatriots. Those whose life 
and career has led them abroad are more sympathetic to international norms 
(Hooghe 2005: 869). Thus: 
 

H₄: Officials who have been socialised into the supranational norms of the 

Commission prior to their employment through international experiences will 

rely relatively less on same nationality contacts. 

                                           
50 European Communities, 2005, Serving the People of Europe: What the European Union Does for 

You, p.8. 
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In contrast, individuals who have worked in their national administrations 
prior to their career in the Commission may have the “stubborn remnants of 
national administrative traditions” (Claude 1971: 192) in their preconceptions 
of how a civil servant should behave. Moreover, they have been “socialised to 
place the highest value on public service to their nation” (Hooghe 2005: 869). 
As a result, officials with previous work experience in their national admini-
stration might be more likely to distinguish between their own nationality and 
other nationalities. Therefore: 
 

H₅: Officials who have been socialised into the norms of their national admini-

stration through their work experience prior to working in the Commission have 

more same nationality contacts. 

 

Once recruited, employees also go through a process of organisational sociali-

sation by “inducting individuals into the norms and rules” (Checkel 2005: 804) 
of that organisation, as a result of which individuals are expected to “change 
their preferences” (Hooghe 2005: 865) and behave accordingly. Socialisation is 
assured through training and sustained exposure to an organisation. Following 
this logic, the longer one works for an organisation, the more strongly one 
identifies with the organisation, its rules and values (Hooghe 1999b, Pratt 2001, 
Egeberg 2004b, Hooghe 2005).  

The Commission is regarded as the most likely site for socialisation 
amongst international organisations (Hooghe 2005: 862). The Commission is 
the primary (and usually the only51) organisational affiliation of its permanent 
officials who have a life-long tenure (Trondal, Marcussen and Veggeland 2004; 
Egeberg 2001, 2004b). Individuals’ backgrounds are more important in organi-
sations that are characterised by short-term contracts than in entities with life-
long career patterns like in the Commission (Egeberg 2006a: 4).  

The existing evidence in the literature with respect to the socialisation 
power of the Commission is ambiguous. When one takes the length of service 
as an explanatory variable as the studies of Hooghe have previously done, the 
conclusion has been that the socialisation capacity of the Commission is lim-
ited (Hooghe 1999b, 2001, 2005). Social constructivist analyses, on the other 
hand, conclude that supranational socialisation transforms EU officials 
(Hermann, Risse and Brewer 2004). The constructivist argument rests on the 
premise that daily and intense exposure to supranational norms leads to the 
internalisation of these norms. The divergence in conclusions might possibly 

                                           
51 Some Commission officials, for example, give lectures at universities (Hooghe 2001: 54). 
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lie in a different understanding of what supranationalism stands for.52 In 
Hooghe’s interpretation, the length of service works rather contrary to the su-
pranational norms of the Commission: “To the extent that length of service in 
the Commission matters, it encourages officials to be responsive to nationality. 
Presumably, most officials have learned that it is difficult to get things done if 
one ignores national sensitivities” (Hooghe 1999b: 412). Clearly, Hooghe con-
siders ‘being responsive to nationality’ as adhering to the norm of intergov-
ernmentalism. However, as explained in the foregoing chapters, taking all na-
tional positions into account and finding the least common denominator across 
Europe is one of the core tasks of the Commission, as the independent and su-
pranational organ of the EU which defends the overall European interest.   

As a working environment, however, the multinational composition of the 
Commission DGs ensures a daily exposure to the norm of supranationality. 
Therefore, in terms of networking behaviour, I expect the length of service to 
decrease the amount of national networking: 
 

H₆: The longer officials work for the Commission, the more they will internalise 

the supranational norms of the Commission and the less they have same na-

tionality contacts.  

 

Even though they refer to the role of social norms, socialisation variables 
account for individual differences to the extent that they are measured at the 
individual level and vary per individual official. However, there are also or-
ganisational factors at play, which are common for all members of the organi-
sation or for members of sub-divisions of the organisation. These structural 
factors can therefore have a systemic level effect and might suppress individ-
ual differences. This is why organisational factors are also explored in this 
study as intervening variables. 
 

3.5  

The Effect of the Organisational Context  
Organisations create capabilities for performing tasks, but at the same time 
their rules and routines constrain the behaviour of their employees (Allison 
and Zelikow 1999: 145). As James G. March and Johan P. Olsen (1989: 24) 
evoke, “some of the major capabilities of modern institutions come from their 

                                           
52 The difference may also lie in the different methodological premises. As Chapter 4 ex-
plains, this study combines ‘thin’ and ‘thick’ methods to analyse the effects of socialisation. 
Such an approach might in turn contribute to solving the ambiguity in the findings with 
regard to the socialisation variables. 
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effectiveness in substituting rule-bound behaviour for individually autono-
mous behaviour” (March and Olsen 1989: 24). Institutional structures and rules 
are predefined and binding for all employees. As such, the analysis of their 
effect does not presuppose any type of socialisation of personnel (Egeberg 
2004b: 203-204). They are the given environmental factors facing the employees 
of an organisation. A focus on the organisation itself necessitates “unpacking” 
individuals’ organisational context in order to account for their actual behav-
iour, interests and loyalties (Egeberg 2006a: 3).  

The formal organisational structure not only defines the obligations of em-
ployees, but it also constitutes “the special environment within and in relation 
to which the informal structure is built” (Selznick 1949: 251). Following the 
same logic, informal networks within an organisation are also contingent on 
the characteristics of the formal structure (Torenvlied and Velner 1998: 173). As 
already explained in section 3.1, informal networks compensate for the short-
comings of the formal structure. Yet, to the extent that the issues and problems 
of organisational life are given by the organisation, the solutions to these prob-
lems are also shaped by its norms and expectations. There is thus a limit as to 
how much informal structures can diverge from the exigencies of the formal 
structures. In other words, the informal is conditioned by the formal. In terms 
of task-related informal networks in the Commission, this would mean that 
nationality-based networks would be activated to the extent that they are use-
ful in conducting a particular task. The cultural preference for compatriots as 
network partners might thus be mitigated by the exigencies of a given job or 
function. 

A focus on the organisational features is geared towards understanding 
how pre-existing identities (i.e. national) are activated or deactivated within a 
given organisational context (Trondal 1999, 2001). While the organisational 
perspective acknowledges that officials might be pre-packed with national ex-
periences, norms and values, it assumes that only the experiences and norms 
that are relevant in a given organisational context will be used. In Egeberg’s 
(2004b: 212) words, “Although these personal attitudes may be seen as some 
sort of paradigm, belief system or conceptual lens that might somehow make a 
difference in a given decision situation, they are, nevertheless, of a relatively 
general nature. To become relevant in a given decision context, they have to be 
operationalised and pass several potential organisational filters.”  

In his application of the organisational perspective into the study of EU in-
stitutions, Morten Egeberg (2001, 2004b, 2006a, 2006b) defines the key elements 
of analysis as follows: 
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� Organisational structure: a normative structure composed of rules and 
roles specifying who is expected to do what and how and defining the 
interests and goals to be pursued and the concerns to be emphasised 

� Organisational demography: the composition of an organisation in terms 
of basic attributes such as the age, sex, nationality, education and 
length of service of its members 

� Organisational locus: physical dimension of organisational life creating 
boundaries that focus the attention of decision-makers and help them 
cope with a complex reality 

� Institutionalisation: the infusion of value and meaning of the organisa-
tional structures, including the informal norms. 

As such, these organisational elements are holistic concepts that have to be 
specified further in order to be operationalised and studied.  

I have already explained the demographical composition of the Commis-
sion in section 2.2 and formulated theoretically-driven expectations with re-
gard to the effects of organisational demography on the networks of Commis-
sion officials in sections 3.3 and 3.4. Organisational locus is largely dependent 
on the organisational structure itself. I view organisational locus as the physi-
cal representation of the organisational structure. In turn, the places and build-
ings which the organisation designs and occupies reflect an organisation’s 
identity and subsequently shape the individuals occupying those spaces.53 In-
stitutionalisation, on the other hand, evaluates the extent to which an organisa-
tion has an “identity” recognised by the members of the organisation as well as 
outside actors (idem). It therefore falls outside the scope of this study. 

I consider the most important contribution of the organisational perspective 
to the EU literature to be its focus on the meso (organisational) level. Conse-
quently, it is the characteristics of the organisational structure that need to be 
taken into account. In Chapter 2, I already described the formal role structures 
of Commission officials (section 2.1) and the formal policy-making procedures 
they operate in (section 2.3). The central element of an organisation’s formal 
structure consists of the division of labour. Activities of individuals are grouped 
by specialisation so as to combine homogeneous or related activities within the 
same organisational unit (Scott 2003: 42).  

The goals of the organisation can be served by dividing the organisational 
units by purpose, process, clientele or place (idem). All Directorates-General of 
the Commission have units based on process (e.g. policy strategy and coordi-

                                           
53 The idea of organisational locus is not new to organisational ethnographers. See for ex-
ample, Dvora Yanow’s article, “Built Space as Story: The Policy Stories that Buildings Tell” 
(1995). 
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nation units). There are also units which are organised according to clientele54 
(e.g. the unit on relations with Mercosur in DG External Relations) or place 
(e.g. the unit on rural development in Estonia, Finland, Latvia, Sweden in DG 
Agriculture). However, these territorial units are subdivisions which can be 
considered as exceptions to the rule. The overarching organisational principle 
of the Commission is purpose or sector which is clearly demonstrated by the 
DG structure (see Table 2.1) and which corresponds to the ministry structure in 
national administrations, where each DG has its own policy area or function. 

From an organisational structure perspective, nationality may still form a 
boundary within the Council structures where the territorial divisions are still 
reflected through the representation of nation states (Egeberg 2004a: 5). In-
deed, research on the communication networks of Council working group par-
ticipants has shown that these networks are influenced both by the negotiators’ 
nationality and by their partners’ nationality (Beyers and Dierickx 1997, 1998). 
In the Commission, however, it is the sector and the DG which forms the 
boundaries. The fact that the posts of officials are organised according to pur-
pose and function makes it less likely for officials to focus on territo-
rial/national concerns (Egeberg 2004b: 212-213).  

The principle of geographical balance and the multinational composition of 
units (horizontal) and hierarchical layers (vertical) minimise the effect of na-
tionality by avoiding national clusters and making national interest representa-
tion improbable (Egeberg 2006f: 195).55 The Commission diverges from the 
dominating territorial/national organisation principle that shapes inter-state 
politics and intergovernmental organisations (Trondal 2004: 77). Instead, sec-
torisation organises politics in the Commission around sectoral DGs, which in 
turn link up with transnational sectoral groups and compatible parts of na-
tional administrations (Egeberg 2004a: 20-21). Sectorisation therefore transfers 
patterns of conflict from the territorial arena to the sectoral arena (Egeberg 
2004b: 207).  

Sectorisation leads inherently to compartmentalisation and fragmentation 
in governments and administrations. As Graham Allison’s Essence of Decision: 

Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis (1971) has eloquently shown, the govern-
ment is not a single actor, but a vast conglomerate of loosely allied organisa-

                                           
54 The Commission does not have clients since it is a public organisation, but we can equate 
other organisations with whom the Commission has to work with to clients served in com-
mercial organisations. 
55 Network research also acknowledges that the tendency for homophily might be reduced 
when individuals are forced to interact with people different from oneself (Cross and Parker 
2004: 83-84). 
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tions, each with a substantial life of its own. Departmentalisation leads indi-
viduals to identify with the departmental “sub-goals” at the expense of organ-
isational goals (Coombes 1970: 108)  

In the European Commission, the DGs stand for the component units with 
their own goals, cultures, working methods and approaches to policy (Peters 
1992: 107, Cini 2000a: 76). “DGs resemble national ministries and their desire 
for independence gives rise to similar problems of coordination with ri-
val/partner DGs in areas of interdependence” (Spence 1997b: 104). Arguably, 
departmental divisions in the Commission are even more marked than in na-
tional bureaucracies (Hooghe 2001: 26). The DG attachment is particularly im-
portant for understanding the actual decision behaviour of Commission offi-
cials (Cram 1994; Cini 1996a, 2000a; Egeberg 1996, 2004b, 2006c).  

The division of labour within the administrative apparatus also affects con-
tact patterns and exchange of information between bureaucrats. “Dealing with 
departmental peers and superior officials on a continual basis is at the core of 
bureaucratic life…. Contacts are rather limited with actors who are within the 
administrative system but outside one’s own department. Thus, the key refer-
ent for bureaucrats is their department rather than ‘the bureaucracy’” (Aber-
bach et al. 1981: 212). As a result, the flow of information diminishes across 
organisational boundaries and arguably, the actual contact patterns neatly re-
flect the organisational chart (Egeberg 1999: 162-163).  

Bureaucrats are linked most closely to their own departmental apparatus. 
Within the same department, individuals share common work goals and a 
sense of shared identity and commitment (Ashforth and Johnson 2001: 35). In-
dividuals in the same department are connected through their working space 
and activities which stimulates interaction and cooperation (Barnard 1938: 119, 
March and Simon 1958: 128-129, Cross and Parker 2004: 84). As a result, the 
departmental concerns form an immediate bond which may transcend other 
personal or demographical differences. Following this logic, we can argue that 
sectoral requirements and necessities are the most predominant concerns at the 
DG level.56 Contacts of officials will consequently be primarily focused on sec-
tor-related issues and problems. By the same token, we can expect contacts 
within the DG to be less influenced by nationality in comparison to contacts 
outside the DG. 

 

                                           
56 Arguably, the unit is even a more immediate and closest level than the DG. However, the 
unit is usually such a small group of colleagues that the choice of contact persons within the 
unit is marginal. The DG, however, is large and distant enough to allow for personal prefer-
ences to play a role.  
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H₇: The more officials rely on officials within the same DG for information or 

advice, the less same nationality contacts they have. 

 

All in all, the organisational perspective thus leads us to expect Commission 
officials to have supranational intra-organisational networks on the whole due 
to the multinational composition of the Commission and the predominance of 
the sectoral principle of organisation. In particular, the contacts within the DG 
are less likely to be shaped by nationality since sectoral requirements are par-
ticularly salient in the daily work setting (the DG) of Commission officials. 
  

3.6 

The Model 

This chapter began with an explanation of the role of networks within bureau-
cratic organisations, arguing that these informal relationships are vital to as-
suring and understanding how information flows in organisations. Networks 
have also been deconstructed and the case has been made for the choice of the 
study of the ‘task-related informal networks’ of Commission officials, given 
their influence on the performance of officials and the functioning of the or-
ganisation as a whole. 

Subsequently, this chapter has reviewed the literature on networks, organi-
sations and the Commission to derive the hypotheses that will be tested in or-
der to answer the research question of whether the networks of Commission 
officials are influenced by nationality, whilst offering theoretical expectations 
as to why this might or might not be the case. The resulting model can be visu-
alised as in Figure 3.1. 
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FIGURE 3.1: The Model 

 

 
 
The homophily principle leads us to expect that the networks of Commission 
officials will be predominantly national due to the tendency to interact with 
culturally similar others. Socialisation variables might make this homophilic 
tendency weaker when individuals have been socialised into international 
norms before their entry to the Commission or are socialised into them 
through their length of service. Prior socialisation into the norms of national 
administrations, however, might reinforce homophilic tendencies and increase 
national contacts. The organisational structures of the Commission, on the 
other hand, arguably minimise the propensity for national networking through 
the supranational composition and the DG structure which both put sectoral 
interests at the forefront. Next, we move on to show how these hypotheses 
have been tested by focusing on issues of the research design and methodol-
ogy. 
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  4 
 

COMBINING QUANTITATIVE AND 

QUALITATIVE METHODS TO STUDY  

THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION 

 
This chapter explains how the hypotheses laid out in Chapter 3 have been em-
pirically tested. Namely, I address the issues related to research design that 
have been dealt with in order to come up with valid57 and reliable58 empirical 
data to answer the research questions. How have the networking patterns of 
Commission officials been discovered? How were the potential explanatory 
factors explored? To balance the weaknesses and strengths of quantitative and 
qualitative methods, this research has opted for a multi-method research de-
sign combining a survey study with participant observation in the Commis-
sion. This chapter justifies the methodological choices made and presents and 
assesses the resulting data.  
 

4.1  

Using Multi-Methods 

Triangulation refers to the study of the same phenomenon by combining differ-
ent methodologies. In this research I combined three types of empirical data, 
namely quantitative and qualitative survey data and participant observation 
data. The effectiveness of such a multi-method research design “rests on the 
premise that the weaknesses in each single method will be compensated by the 
counter-balancing strengths of another” (Jick 1990: 138). Different methods en-

                                           
57 Validity refers to the degree to which a study accurately reflects or assesses the specific 
concept that the researcher attempts to measure. As such, validity also determines the 
strength of the conclusions, inferences or propositions resulting from the data. 
58 Reliability is concerned with the accuracy of the actual measuring instruments and proce-
dures. It refers to the repeatability of the measurements, i.e. the degree to which an instru-
ment measures the same way each time it is used under the same condition with the same 
subjects. 
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able both answering different questions with different methods and answering 
the same questions using different types of evidence. Combining methods 
helps to obtain more accurate results. The convergence or agreement between 
different methods enhances our belief that the results are not a methodological 
artifact (ibid: 136). Conversely, when divergent results emerge out of different 
methods, we are able to offer alternative and more complex explanations (ibid: 
144). As such, multi-methods can serve as a critical test for competing theories 
or lead to a synthesis or integration of theories (ibid: 145).  
 To find out the patterns of the task-related informal networks, I relied on the 
quantitative survey items. The research concepts were empirically measured 
by operationalising all the variables (homophily, socialisation and organisa-
tional belonging) into questionnaire items. The scores of the Commission offi-
cials on these items were subsequently coded to enable bivariate and multi-
variate analyses to answer the questions, ‘Does nationality shape the network-
ing behaviour of Commission officials? Why or why not?’ The explanatory 
variables were tested separately and against each other in order to offer a 
causal explanation by observing how the variables related to each other. By 
relying on quantitative empirical data from a relatively large group of Com-
mission officials (N=82), it was possible to discover the overall patterns across 
the whole group by looking at results derived from the answers of all officials 
to the same close-ended questions. The quantitative survey approach thus en-
abled a description of the patterns and a first-cut explanation. 

“Quantitative analysis and causal analysis are needed to help one choose 
among contrasting interpretations” (Hooghe 2001: 69), but explaining the pat-
terns and providing plausible interpretations needs the support of qualitative 
data:  

For while systematic data create the foundation for our theories, it is the anecdo-
tal data that enable us to do the building. Theory building seems to require rich 
description, the richness that comes from anecdote. We uncover all kinds of rela-
tionships in our ‘hard’ data, but it is only through the use of this ‘soft’ data that 
we are able to ‘explain’ them… (Mintzberg 1990: 113) 

Qualitative data gives a grounded grip on the meanings of patterns, by putting 
the patterns into their native context. The focus shifts in this approach to pre-
senting the variety in the perspectives of the individuals who are being stud-
ied. To support or counter the quantitative analyses, I relied on the qualitative 
accounts of the 82 interviewed Commission officials. The open-ended ques-
tions addressed to the officials generated a rich deposit of native explanations 
and the reasoning underlying these arguments. With the help of these ac-
counts, I explained why the networks of Commission officials were shaped by 
nationality or not. The qualitative survey data also enabled me to go beyond 
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the quantitative survey data by revealing alternative explanations and patterns 
(e.g. with regard to the career and leisure networks).   

The third method I used in this study was participant observation. To com-
plete the task of understanding Commission officials and the Commission as 
an organisation, I directly participated in and observed the daily working life 
of Commission officials through a five-month internship at the Commission. A 
thorough understanding of the human beings who are the subjects of the study 
and the context in which they operate can only be partly obtained through 
face-to-face interviews. However freely the respondents express themselves, 
interviews still take place in a formally planned setting. The time allotted to an 
interview also limits the extent to which the respondents are able to express 
the complexity and entirety of empirical reality.  

Multidimensional concepts such as culture, internalisation and learning (so-
cialisation), daily organisational practices and norms can only partly be cov-
ered during an interview. Direct observation is a method especially favoured 
by anthropologists to deconstruct such complex concepts. By being directly 
exposed to the life of the subjects and listening to their narrative accounts, I 
could validate and complement my explanation of the role of nationality and 
networks through an understanding obtained by interacting with the Commis-
sion officials and participating in their daily organisational practices.59  

By their very nature, quantitative and qualitative methods have different 
strong and weak aspects in terms of validity and reliability. Even though a 
multi-method design aims to overcome the weaknesses of the individual 
methods, it is still necessary to assess each method as to its own merits in order 
to evaluate the scope and the quality of the empirical data and the inferences 
drawn from the data. The following sections therefore explain in detail how 
the surveys and the observations have been designed, carried out and ana-
lysed. 
 

4.2  

Discovering Networking Patterns in the Commission  

Typically, network data are collected from a group of individuals where every 
group member (ego) is asked about their relationship to other members of the 
group (alters). Network data depart from attribute data since the units of 
analysis, the ties between individuals, are per definition not independent of 

                                           
59 I did not observe networking patterns in a direct and systematic manner. This would re-
quire following particular individuals and noting whom they network with. In this sense, I 
took the role of a passive observant and observed how and with whom Commission offi-
cials interacted daily in work and social contexts on the whole.  
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each other. Network data are “relational data” (Scott 1991: 3). Collecting tie 
data requires a bounded group of people and lends itself to the study of small 
to medium-sized organisations. In large organisations, however, it is often im-
possible to gather data from all organisational members (Kilduff and Tsai 2005: 
18) due to the practical limits on time and resources.  

An alternative way of studying networks in a large organisation like the 
European Commission is to focus on the personal (ego-centered) networks. An 
ego-network study “requests a person to identify other people who are impor-
tant for a given function or task (such as learning or information) and then an-
swer a set of questions regarding each of these people” (Cross and Parker 2004: 
143). Information is gathered from a sample of individuals within the organisa-
tion. Ego-network data can also be collected from unrelated individuals, an 
aspect which makes it possible to draw inferences about the entire population 
of such networks (Wasserman and Faust 1994: 35). Since ego-networks readily 
submit to routine statistical processing (Degenne and Forsé 1999: 21), they al-
low combining a network-theoretical perspective with the conventional, indi-
vidual-oriented methods of collecting and processing data (Borgatti and Foster 
2003: 992). 

To obtain these personal network data I relied on in-person surveys. Gen-
erally, in-person surveys generate higher response rates than telephone and 
mail surveys (Lohr 1999: 261). Particularly political elites are much more will-
ing to participate in face-to-face interviews than to fill in an impersonal ques-
tionnaire (Wasserman and Faust 1994: 48-49). Although the relevance of sur-
veys has been questioned as to the extent to which human beings will act as 
they say they do in questionnaires, surveys remain a valuable source of infor-
mation for social scientists. Survey methodology is commonly used in cross-
cultural studies to compare individuals from different countries or cultures 
(Zurcher, Meadow and Zurcher 1965, Tayeb 1988, Hofstede 1991, Smith et al. 
1996, Hambrick et al. 1998, Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 1997, Soeters 
and Recht 2001, Trompenaars and Wooliams 2003). In this sense, surveys gen-
erate interesting data since they reveal the differences in answers between the 
groups (Hofstede 1991: 8-9). 

The quality and validity of survey data is largely determined at the design 
stage (Lohr 1999: 262). That is why I dedicate the following two sub-sections to 
dealing with how the following potential survey errors have been dealt with:  

� measurement error (by formulating the right questions and getting accu-
rate answers) 

� sampling error (by  choosing a representative group of respondents) 
� coverage error (by  including all respondents who should be included) 
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� non-response error (by getting the respondents to reply to the questions). 
I address the strategies that have been utilised to minimise these errors and 
report to what extent this goal has been reached. First, I discuss the questions 
that have been asked (i.e. the design of the questionnaire) and second the re-
spondents who have been included in the study (i.e. sampling) to discover the 
networking behaviour of Commission officials. 
 

4.2.1 

The Questionnaire  
In survey research, preparing the questionnaire items corresponds to the op-
erationalisation of the theoretical concepts into concrete measurements that 
meaningfully capture the ideas behind the research. This is one of the most 
important steps in designing a questionnaire since research has shown that 
question wording has a large effect not only on the responses received but also 
on whether a person responds to an item on the questionnaire (Lohr 1999: 261). 
The wording of the questions depends on the type of questions used, i.e. 
whether the respondents are provided with a set of answers to choose from 
(closed questions) or not (open questions).  

The questionnaire used in this study contains both open and closed ques-
tions based on the premise that a well thought-out mix of open and closed 
questions gives the most valid results (Foddy 1993: 132). Open questions are 
especially suitable for interviewing highly educated respondents and political 
elites like Commission officials who tend to dislike closed questions which 
force them to condense complex ideas into a limited number of options (Beyers 
and Dierickx 1998: 297, Hooghe 2001: 48). Open-ended interviewing allows the 
respondents to delve into the reasoning and premises underlying their propo-
sitions (Aberbach et al. 1981: 34). However, the room for free expression pro-
vided by open questions reduces the comparability of the answers and the in-
ter-coder reliability of the questionnaire. Closed questions limit the answers to 
a question, but the answers to these questions are readily comparable across 
individuals and samples. Furthermore, the data derived from closed questions 
are easy to computerise and to analyse with statistical methods.  

One of the key strategies for arriving at valid and reliable questionnaire 
items lies in resorting to previous questionnaires used by researchers dealing 
with similar research topics. Relying on existing questionnaires facilitates 
knowledge accumulation since it allows comparison with previous research. 
Accordingly, I have relied on the questionnaires of Beyers and Dierickx (1997, 
1998), Trondal (2001), Hooghe (2001), and Cross and Borgatti (2004).60 These 
                                           
60 I would like to thank Jan Beyers and Jarle Trondal for sharing their questionnaires.  
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questionnaires have been valuable resources for coming up with the first set of 
questions to work with, which have been subsequently reformulated and ex-
tended to answer the specific questions of this research.  

It is important to test the questionnaires on members of the researched 
population before starting off with the final data collection process to ensure 
that the questionnaire items reflect the respondents’ worlds rather than that of 
the researcher’s. I therefore conducted a pilot study consisting of semi-
structured in-depth interviews with eleven Commission officials from various 
Directorates-General and with different nationalities to sound the research 
questions. I used these interviews for sharpening the research questions, pick-
ing up the Commission jargon and becoming familiar with the research popu-
lation and topic. Furthermore, these interviews were useful in formulating 
closed questions that cover the empirical reality. These insights led to finalis-
ing the questionnaire.  

The questionnaire61 began with a set of closed questions concerning the 
backgrounds of the officials (Questions 1-15). These questions were instrumen-
tal not only in building trust by allowing the officials to talk about their work 
and themselves but also in gathering the attribute data with regard to the po-
tential explanatory factors related to socialisation and the organisational con-
text. These elements included educational background, multinational family 
background and experience, past work experience (in national or international 
organisations) and the length of service in the Commission. The shift into the 
research topic was made by addressing a general question on work contacts of 
the official with persons with different hierarchical ranks (Question 16). This 
question also allowed the officials to express themselves as to how hierarchical 
the Commission is in terms of work relations.  

To obtain the network of each official, the respondents were asked to reflect 
upon the officials they regularly turn to for information or advice, specifying 
that this does not necessarily involve the officials they have to contact due to 
their task description and obligations. At this point in the interview, the re-
spondents usually thought out loud to make sure that they understood the 
question correctly and gave the reasoning behind their choice for these per-
sons. This allowed me to check the validity of the responses and to make sure 
that officials were not referring to another type of network, for example their 
task-related formal network. The free recall method was used to obtain the 
contact persons which meant that the respondents themselves were asked to 
name people instead of providing any given list of names (Wasserman and 

                                           
61 The questionnaire can be consulted on pp. 190-194. 
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Faust 1994: 46). The maximum number of contacts was fixed to three62 for each 
official due to the time-limits. The respondents were then asked to select the 
three people whom they contacted regularly and considered to be the most 
important for conducting their work. To find out the networking patterns, the 
closed questions on the networks focused on the attributes of and the relation-
ship with these three people (Questions 17-33), including how they first met, 
how they communicate and what type of information they exchange. Gather-
ing information on the attributes of both the officials and their contacts enabled 
matching these attributes to find out if there are similarities between their at-
tributes (testing for homophily).  

Studies have shown that asking about particular interactions in particular 
situations lead to incorrect reporting because people on the whole tend to re-
port about interactions related to the long-range social structure, rather than 
about particular interactions (ibid: 46). This is why asking for the regular con-
tact persons reveals the most stable network patterns and structures (ibid: 57). 
The long-term reliability of the network patterns, however, cannot be guaran-
teed since social networks on the whole cannot be assumed to remain static 
(ibid: 58). Networks are per definition fluid and respond to the requirements of 
the situation (Blau and Scott 1963, Chisholm 1989, Christiansen et al. 2003). 
Therefore, when the tasks and responsibilities change, the contact persons may 
change, too. This is not problematic for the reliability of the results of this re-
search, however, since the focus is on networking patterns based on attributes. 
That is, the specific persons in the networks may change, but it is unlikely that 
this affects the overall distribution of attributes, in particular on an aggregated 
level across all respondents. 

The closed questions to test the networking behaviour of Commission offi-
cials were succeeded by open questions (Questions 34-40) which addressed the 
role of officials’ networks within the policy-making processes in general and 
the role of nationality in the Commission, in particular in terms of the net-
works. It is important to stress that utmost care has been taken to design the 
order of the questions so as to avoid socially-biased answers. It has been ar-
gued, for example, that Commission officials, being loyal to their organisation 
and the organisational discourse which embraces supranationality as the 
norm, will openly state to outsiders that national differences do not matter in 

                                           
62 The number ‘three’ follows precedents in social network research on ego-centred net-
works that ask their respondents to name three respondents (Cross, Borgatti and Parker 
2001, Cross and Borgatti 2004). Plausibly, this choice has its origins in the estimations that an 
average adult has twenty regular interlocutors, three of whom are confidants (Degenne and 
Forsé 1999: 20-21).  
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their organisation (Abélès et al. 1993: 39, McDonald 2000: 62-63). To avoid this, 
the questions focused solely on networks and nationality was not mentioned at 
all until the end of the questionnaire (Questions 38-39). The officials were of 
course free to bring the issue into the agenda themselves.  

In the open questions, I asked officials to reflect on networks on the whole 
and not to limit themselves to the named contact persons or to their contacts in 
their current job. Thus, these questions not only allowed them to bring in their 
take on the issues, but they also allowed me to probe them further by asking 
them about their previous experience in networking in the Commission (e.g. in 
another DG/position/job) or about how they perceived others to network. 
Therefore, the qualitative survey data reflects to a large extent the experience 
of the interviewed Commission officials with regard to networks in the Com-
mission on the whole. In this sense, the scope of the analyses based on these 
qualitative items is broader than the context-bounded one-time snapshot of-
fered by the quantitative patterns.  
 

4.2.2 

The Respondents 
Due to the limitations of time and resources, social scientists usually have to 
work with samples drawn from their population of interest. The size of the 
sample depends on (Dillman 2000: 206): 

� how much sampling error can be tolerated 
� the population size from which the sample is drawn  
� how varied the population is with respect to the characteristics of in-

terest 
� the amount of confidence one wishes to have in the estimates made 

from the sample to the whole population. 
I applied these sampling criteria to the case of the Commission by relying on 
Commission figures in April 2004, which indicated that there were a total of 
8078 A-level officials. At 95% confidence level, 5% sampling error for a hetero-
geneous population, the sample size should be around 36763 for generalisable 
results. This, however, was beyond the time and resources available for one 
researcher conducting all the interviews. As a trade-off for the generalisability 
of the results, I concentrated on attaining as valid results as possible for the 
practically set sample size limit of 120.  

                                           
63 The exact number can be calculated using a formula (Dillman 2000: 206), applying the 
mentioned sampling criteria. I report an approximate number based on the table provided 
by Dillman (2000: 207). 
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With small samples, it is important to limit the variation within the sample 
by introducing some control variables. Since there was no information avail-
able beforehand on the individual-level variables of nationality and socialisa-
tion, I could only control for the organisational factors. Given that the Com-
mission is functionally organised in terms of policy areas, limiting the popula-
tion to one policy type controls a part of the variation. Based on Hooghe (2001: 
43) the DGs of the Commission can be grouped according to policy types as 
follows:  

� Administration: Secretariat-General, Legal Service, Communication, 
Bureau of European Policy Advisers, Eurostat, Personnel and Admini-
stration, Informatics, Budget, Internal Audit Service, European Anti-
Fraud Office, Interpretation, Translation, Publications Office, Infra-
structures and Logistics, Office for Administration and Payment of In-
dividual Entitlements, European Personnel Selection Office 

� External affairs: Enlargement, External Relations, Trade, Unified Ex-
ternal Service 

� Market-oriented: Economic and Financial Affairs, Enterprise and In-
dustry, Competition, Internal Market and Services 

� Supply-side: Transport and Energy, Research, Joint Research Centre, 
Information Society, Taxation and Customs Union 

� Provision: Agriculture and Rural Development, Fisheries and Mari-
time Affairs, Regional Policy, Development, EuropeAid-Cooperation 
Office, Humanitarian Aid Office 

� Social regulation: Education and Culture, Employment, Environment, 
Health and Consumer Protection, Justice. 

There are theoretical and methodological reasons which have guided the 
choice of policy type. The horizontal DGs which are not responsible for policy-
making tasks64 and the DGs which might have structurally-biased networks65 

                                           
64 Bureaucrats with “obvious staff functions” were also excluded following the same ration-
ale in earlier studies on bureaucrats (Aberbach et al. 1981) and top Commission officials 
(Hooghe 2001). The DGs falling under ‘Administration’, i.e. the horizontal DGs, perform 
executive and administrative tasks and are thus not directly relevant for exploring policy-
making processes. Similar considerations also led us to exclude DG Education and Culture 
and DG Research because these DGs are mainly responsible for managing subsidies for 
Community programmes.  
65 DGs Agriculture, Development, Economic and Financial Affairs, External Relations, Fish-
eries and Maritime Affairs, Internal Market and Services, and Regional Policy have units 
which are territorially organised and focus on specific regions and countries. Accordingly, 
the networks of officials working in these DGs might structurally be biased in terms of the 
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have been excluded. On the whole, regulatory DGs are theoretically interesting 
since the EU is considered to be a “regulatory polity” (Majone 1996) which 
makes ‘Social Regulation DGs’ (Employment, Environment, Health and Con-
sumer Protection, and Justice) a plausible choice. At the time of sampling, this 
group of DGs employed a total of 1100 A-level officials, more or less equally 
distributed across the DGs. This was an important factor in terms of distribut-
ing respondent burden across DGs. Reducing the respondents’ burden is one 
of the crucial factors that influences the response rate (Lohr 1999: 261).  

Since the DG belonging is the central variable for testing the effect of organ-
isational structure, it is vital to ensure an adequate representation of all the 
DGs to allow comparison between them. To obtain a real “miniature of the 
population” that reflects the population with respect to the size of the DGs, the 
sampling technique that has been used is a type of stratified random sam-
pling66 called proportional allocation (Lohr 1999: 104). While simple random 
sampling hopes that the sample reflects the various sub-groups in the popula-
tion, the possibility remains that the sample will not be representative of all 
sub-groups due to the pure logic of randomisation (Edwards, Thomas, 
Rosenfeld and Booth-Kewley 1997: 58). Drawing a random sample from each 
sub-population of interest assures that the estimates are more precise since the 
sample is more representative of the population (ibid: 57). Hence, stratified 
random sampling lowers sampling errors (Fowler 1985: 39).   
 

TABLE 4.1: Sampling per DG 

 

DGs Population Sample 

Employment 214 32 
Environment 250 36 
Health and Consumer Protection 174 27 
Justice 157 25 
TOTAL 797 120 

 

                                                                                                           

nationality of their contacts because their functions might require them to have more con-
tacts with officials from specific countries.   
66 Most statistical operations, and in particular regression equations, use formulas that 
automatically assume that a random sample was drawn (Fowler 1985: 22-23, Lohr 1999: 50). 
Random sampling is thus preferable for a clear-cut interpretation of the quantitative analy-
sis of the survey results.  
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A proportionally equal number of individuals were thus randomly selected 
within each DG67, which resulted in the distribution of respondents presented 
above in Table 4.1. Next, the 120 Commission officials in the sample were ap-
proached for interviews.68 Some minor coverage errors were identified after 
the officials were contacted for interviews, but the errors are not systematic 
and do not have consequences for the results of this study.69 
 

4.3  

Data Collection: Interviewing Commission Officials 

 Once the fieldwork begins, the biggest challenge is to obtain a high response 
rate, since this has direct consequences on the validity of the data. Since non-
respondents often differ in critical ways from those who respond to the ques-
tionnaire, if the non-response is not negligible, the inferences based on the re-
spondents may be flawed (Lohr 1999: 255). For minimising unit non-response 
(i.e. the respondent not answering the questionnaire at all), the timing of the 
survey and the first contact with the respondents are crucial (Lohr 1999, Dill-
man 2000).  

Taking into account that Commission officials have busy agendas, the re-
spondents were given a choice between two interview rounds in the first con-
tact letter sent by post. In this letter, the scholarly purpose of the research was 
explained and confidentiality was assured. The respondents were given a 
choice between conducting the interviews in English or French, which is a fac-
tor cited by earlier research on the Commission as “the most important creator 
of goodwill” since this indicates an acknowledgement of the strong norm of 
multilingualism in the Commission (Hooghe 2001: 47). Following the first con-
tact, each official was contacted until a definite response, that is, either an ap-
pointment for an interview or the reason for their decline, was obtained. The 

                                           
67 Within these DGs, the Health directorates of DG Employment and DG Health and Con-
sumer Protection have been excluded for practical reasons as they are situated in Luxem-
bourg. In line with the theoretical reasoning used for choosing the DGs, the executive units 
and officials in each DG who are responsible for administrative tasks as well as the territori-
ally-organised units in the European Social Fund directorates of DG Employment have been 
excluded. 
68 The online European Commission directory was utilised to compose the list of the popula-
tion of officials. 
69 Assistants of Directors-General and Directors had been excluded with the thought that 
they were B-level officials responsible for clerical duties. It was subsequently found that this 
was only the case for some of these assistants. Also, the single ‘Health’ unit of DG Employ-
ment located in Brussels had been included in the population whereas the ‘Health’ units of 
DG Health and Consumer Affairs had been excluded from the population. 
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interviews were conducted within the span of a total of five weeks, during the 
two periods between 5-22 April 2005 and 23 May-3 June 2005. 

The resulting overall response rate (out of 11870 officials) was 69%, i.e. 82 of-
ficials, which is considered to be a very good response rate (Babbie 1992: 267). 
The overview of response rates per DG can be viewed in Table 4.2 below. 
 
TABLE 4.2:  Response Rates per DG 

 

DGs Interviewed Response Rate 

Employment 21 66% 
Environment 21 64% 
Health and Consumer Protection 21 78% 
Justice 19 72% 
TOTAL 82 69% 

 
Even though the response rates vary within a range of 66 to 78% between the 
DGs, the fact that the most forthcoming reason for non-response was the lack 
of time due to a heavy schedule and/or missions during those periods leads us 
to believe that there was no systematic unit non-response. 

Since nationality is a central variable in this study, it is important to assess 
to what extent the sample reflects the overall distribution of the nationalities 
within the Commission. As can be seen in Table 4.3, fifteen nationalities are 
represented in the sample. Since the sample was not generated based on na-
tionality due to a lack of prior information on these variables, we cannot make 
any judgements as to whether any nationality has a lower or higher response-
rate than the others.  

There is one group of officials, however, which is barely represented in the 
sample, the officials of Eastern European Member States. When the fieldwork 
was launched, the Eastern enlargement of the EU had not yet taken place and 
the recruitment of East European officials had barely begun. As a result, East-
ern Europe is under-represented in the sample. Accordingly, I make no infer-
ences with regard to the regional networking patterns of ‘East European offi-
cials’ since there are only two officials from the Czech Republic who are in-
cluded in the study which is obviously insufficient to draw any conclusions. 
 

                                           
70 Two out of the 120 of the sampled officials were later excluded and not recontacted after 
the first letter asking for an interview when it became clear that they were B-level officials. 
This reduced the sample size to 118. It was only discovered during the interviews that five 
of the respondents were also B-level officials. They were, however, included in the study 
since they held key executive functions linked to the Directors-General or Directors.   
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TABLE 4.3: Representation per Nationality 

 

  Frequency  

in Data 

Percent  

in Data 

Percent of A-level officials in the  

European Commission71 

Austria 4 4.9% 2.3% 
Belgium 7 8.5% 10.7% 
Czech Republic 2 2.4% 1.3% 
Denmark 5 6.1% 2.7% 
Finland 5 6.1% 3.2% 
France 10 12.2% 12.5% 
Germany 13 15.9% 11.7% 
Greece 7 8.5% 4.9% 
Ireland 3 3.7% 2.3% 
Italy 7 8.5% 10.6% 
Netherlands 2 2.4% 4.0% 
Portugal 1 1.2% 3.8% 
Spain 5 6.1% 9.2% 
Sweden 3 3.7% 3.4% 
United Kingdom 3 3.7% 8.3% 
Other72 5 6.1% 0.3% 
TOTAL 82 100.0% 91.2% 

 
Preventing the item non-response (i.e. the person not responding to a par-

ticular item on the questionnaire) is crucial for the analysis of the quantitative 
data since the item response rate determines the amount of missing cells in the 
data. In this sense, the lower the item non-response, the more valid the result-
ing data is. The item non-response of the questionnaire was very low: only 
one of the 82 officials responded only to half of the survey questions.73 In or-
ganisational surveys, item non-response may “result from sensitive or difficult 
questions, organisational barriers to response or differences among organisa-
tions in the applicability of specific questions” (Tomaskovic-Devey, Leiter and 
Thompson 1995: 78). In order to prevent organisational barriers, I approached 
Commission officials individually. I used the pilot interviews to reformulate or 
revise questions that appeared sensitive or difficult. Finally, during the inter-

                                           
71 Based on European Commission, Statistical Bulletin of Commission Staff 02/2006. 
72 Respondents with double nationalities were coded as ‘Other’ in the data. It is not clear 
what the Commission statistics include under ‘Other’, so the two figures are probably not 
comparable. 
73 Most of the calculations rely therefore on data from 81 respondents. 
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view process, I took note of any cases where the questions did not apply to 
particular respondents. 

On the whole, the questions were not perceived to be sensitive by the 
Commission officials since they were not related directly to the substantive 
content of their work. Instead, they were mostly on how Commission officials 
carried out their work, an exercise which the majority of Commission officials 
welcomed since it was something they did everyday without usually ever giv-
ing it a second thought. Since I did not ask for the names of the contact per-
sons, the officials did not experience the questions as invading their privacy or 
that of others. Furthermore, far from self-censuring themselves, most officials 
took their time in explaining the ins and outs of the questions. That the inter-
views lasted on the average about more than an hour, varying between half an 
hour and two hours fifteen minutes, can be seen as an indication of the interest 
of the respondents in the subject as well as a high level of trust built between 
the researcher and the respondents. Furthermore, the interviews have to a 
great extent been recorded, that is, as far as the respondents allowed this and 
the interview venue was suitable for sound recording. 
 

4.4 
Explaining Networks in the Commission: Analysing the Survey Data 

After the completion of the interviews, the quantitative survey data were 
coded and processed and the qualitative survey data were transcribed. In 
terms of the quantitative data, there were some obstacles and problems due to 
the fact that the empirical data did not meet the basic assumptions of the most 
commonly used statistical procedures. Network data cannot be analysed using 
standard statistical calculations, since they violate the basic assumption that 
the observations are made independently of each other. The network, i.e. con-
tact persons, of a given individual, however, all reflect the preferences of that 
same person and are thus per definition not independent of each other.74 As a 
result, I was limited in the use of statistical tests of significance. I relied on 
SPSS75 for obtaining descriptive statistics such as frequencies, means and cross-
tables and for running a logistic regression analysis.  
                                           
74 UCINET, one of the most widely used software packages for analysing network data (Bor-
gatti, Everett and Freeman 2002) uses non-parametric calculation techniques which account 
for this problem. However, I was not able to use UCINET for the statistical calculations be-
cause my data did not fit with other built-in assumptions of those calculations in UCINET. 
Furthermore, since the ego networks are not connected, it is not very helpful to use network 
visualisation programs such as NetDraw as this generates a figure with 81 separate net-
works. 
75 Statistical Package for the Social Sciences. 
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It will be recalled that every respondent was asked to choose the three most 
important contacts they turn to for information or advice regarding their work. 
This generates 24176 cases for analysis.77 The respondent and her/his contacts 
are matched for the attribute variable of interest (nationality, North-South, 
language) to count how many of these contacts shared the same attribute (e.g. 
same nationality) as the interviewed official. Whilst using the contact persons 
to analyse network patterns, I only report frequencies and cross-tables and not 
the tests of statistical significance since the contacts data violate the independ-
ence of observations assumption.78 Furthermore, I use these bivariate analyses 
to identify the significant pattern variables.  

I also report the aggregated results per official in which case the number of 
cases drops to 81. It is on this aggregated data matrix that I perform the logistic 
regression analysis where the observations are independent of each other since 
the officials were chosen randomly. I use ‘number of same nationality contacts’ 
as the dependent variable and test culture79, socialisation and organisation 
variables against each other to explain what makes a Commission official turn 
to a compatriot.80  

To explain the networks, the bivariate and multivariate quantitative analy-
ses are complemented by qualitative interview data and embedded in the ex-
planations offered by quantitative analyses in the working environment of the 
Commission. The transcribed texts of the qualitative survey questions were 
processed analytically. Even though no qualitative text package was used, 
some of the questions were also coded to allow for quantification in terms of 
percentages. Since the same open questions were addressed to all the inter-
viewed officials, it was easy to compare the answers and derive patterns out of 
this data as well. In this respect, the large number of respondents generated a 
very rich basis of qualitative material. I use this material in the following man-
ner: 

                                           
76 81 respondents answered this question and two respondents only named two contact per-
sons. 
77 This can also be viewed as a way to increase the N as suggested by King, Keohane and 
Verba (1994). 
78 The specific difficulties faced with respect to statistical testing due to the characteristics of 
the empirical data will be mentioned in Chapters 5 and 6 where these results are presented. 
79 The use of culture as an explanation is justified by some authors only when it is compara-
tive and used in conjunction with other variables (Elkins and Simeon 1979). Only when in-
dividuals are equal in terms of other social status variables such as education and occupa-
tion can the differences be attributed to culture which is a condition that the Commission 
officials meet. 
80 I will deal further with the specifics of the logistic regression in Chapter 6.   
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� to demonstrate repetitive answers in which case the officials who re-
ferred to the same terms and concepts are specified 

� to pay tribute to the officials who used a given formulation which was 
representative of a given pattern 

� to illustrate remarkable representations of the phenomenon by directly 
citing officials81. 

 
4.5 

Understanding the Commission: Going Native in Brussels 

Interviewing can be viewed as an “imperfect substitute” for the more time-
consuming and intensive ethnographic studies that involve months of direct 
observation (Foddy 1993: 15). Whereas interview data provide a snapshot at a 
given point in time, observation brings a researcher full-time over a lengthy 
period of time into the places and interactions of the subjects who are being 
studied. The validity of the findings is thus extended over time and space. As 
opposed to passive ethnographical observation where the researcher observes 
the population of interest as an outsider, participant observation allows the 
researcher to actively ‘live the life’ of the subjects by taking part in their daily 
activities. The researcher becomes an insider by being socialised into the norms 
of the social group as a newcomer. Through this direct experience with the in-
dividuals and the organisation of interest, the researcher becomes able to re-
flect the reality as the subjects experience it.  

The strength of the ethnographic method also constitutes its weakness ac-
cording to sceptics of this method: total immersion in the native community 
has its drawbacks. Namely, the longer the researcher remains native, the 
greater the danger of losing objectivity and being trapped, as it were, in the 
perspective of the subjects. The challenge of participant observation is thus to 
balance “the need to identify with and at the same time to remain distant from 
the process being studied” (Sanday 1990: 20). From an ethnographical perspec-
tive, however, this is the ultimate aim, whereby psychologically “they” be-
comes “we” (Van Maanen 1988: 36).  

The personal and close involvement of the researcher in participant obser-
vation also raises some questions with regard to the validity and the reliability 
of the data gathered. Reliability is a problem in participant observation since it 
is difficult to replicate findings as “the results … are always experientially con-
tingent and highly variable by setting and by person” (ibid: 4). In many re-

                                           
81 I remain faithful to the words of the Commission officials and do not correct for language 
mistakes unless it is necessary for understanding the interview excerpt. It should be kept in 
mind that English is not the native language of most of the interviewed officials. 
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spects, the quantitative view of reliability is inapplicable to participant obser-
vation because certain kinds of reliability have to be intentionally violated in 
order to gain a depth of understanding about the situation, i.e. the observer’s 
behaviour must change from subject to subject; unique questions must be 
asked of different subjects (Miles 1990: 126). By the same token, the nature of 
ethnography demands that there is not much pre-designing in participant ob-
servation. As such, accident and happenstance are not undesirable but wel-
come in ethnographical fieldwork.  

The critics of ethnographic approaches also question the validity of the 
findings since “they have to rely upon subjective impressions of their ability to 
properly understand their subjects’ behaviour” (Foddy 1993: 16). Moreover, 
the selective reporting of the observations, it is argued, makes it impossible to 
determine the extent to which they are typical (idem). Although some of the 
problems related to validity and reliability of observation data are inherent to 
the ethnographic method, this study has attempted to minimise the drawbacks 
of the method essentially by sticking to systematic observations and by indicat-
ing “what categories of behaviour will be attended to, how observations will 
be recorded and how results will be cross-checked” (Sanday 1990: 22). This is 
why I account for the participation period in detail in the next paragraphs and 
explain how the observations have been done, analysed and reported.82 

I conducted the participant observation within the European Commission 
between 1 October 2005 and 28 February 2006, during an internship in the 
Commission at one of the DGs included in my survey study, DG Health and 
Consumer Protection. I went through the regular selection process for Com-
mission interns and indicated in my application that I was writing a Ph.D. the-
sis on policy-making processes in the Commission. This made my access pos-
sible, legitimate and fairly easy. As an intern, I could experience the organisa-
tion on a first-hand basis by working for the Commission. This meant not only 
that I could carry out tasks comparable to beginning A-level officials but that I 
was also going through a socialisation process into the working environment 
as a beginner.  

I have had the opportunity to attend meetings in the Commission, Council 
working groups and Parliamentary committees. Within the Commission, I 
have been able to observe meetings of various natures: 

� small meetings (involving individual officials directly responsible for 
issues) 

                                           
82 Participant observation is rarely used by scholars of public administration and political 
science. The edited volume by R.A.W. Rhodes, P. ‘t Hart and M. Noordegraaf, Observing 

Government Elites: Up Close and Personal (2007), forms an exception. 
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� weekly unit meetings 
� inter-unit meetings 
� inter-directorate meetings 
� inter-DG meetings. 

I have thus been present at meetings involving officials from all hierarchical 
ranks, ranging from desk officers to Directors-General. Besides the more ‘for-
mal’ work settings, I also observed Commission officials during the coffee 
breaks and lunches where they were sharing office gossip or talking about 
mundane subjects unrelated to work.  

It was my task as an intern to be present at the meetings and I was having 
coffee or lunch with them as a colleague. I was therefore perceived throughout 
as ‘one of them’ and went unnoticed. My role as a researcher was known by 
my colleagues in the unit and by a few other officials whom I had happened to 
interview before the internship. This, however, worked more as an advantage 
rather than as an obstacle, since I was allowed to participate in more forums to 
help me gain a better understanding of how the DG, the Commission and the 
EU work. Furthermore, before, during or after the meetings, colleagues pro-
vided me with extra insider details, either as a result of me directly asking 
them questions on issues I did not understand or as a result of them offering 
their views on the situation at hand. 

Wearing double hats meant that I had to attend both to details concerning 
my job at the Commission and to those that interested me as a researcher. This 
proved to be a challenging task at times, especially in the beginning and in the 
multilingual Council and Parliament meetings. As the observation period took 
place after the interviews, I already had some idea as to how the Commission 
works and how Commission officials are and think. In this sense, I cannot 
claim to have gone there as a ‘blank slate’. Still, I attended to all details about 
nationality and networks. I took note of all instances where nationality, sociali-
sation and organisation variables were/were not mentioned or were/were not 
at play.  

I recorded my observations by taking notes on the spot or shortly after the 
observation depending on the circumstances. I also kept a field diary where I 
noted my thoughts. At first, they were in the form of the impressions of a be-
ginner. The more my time at the Commission advanced, the more I was seeing 
and registering patterns. My analysis was slowly taking shape. At that point, I 
also conducted a number of informal interviews to verify my preliminary find-
ings and analyses. It is common in ethnography to cross-check results with 
supplementary methods like interviews and questionnaires (Sanday 1990: 21). 
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After the termination of the observation period, the field notes and diary 
were reflected upon and analysed. I present the results in the form of a de-
scriptive narrative in the style of “realist tales” (see Van Maanen 1988: 45-72). 
In realist tales, the focus is on “the regular and often-observed activities”, in 
other words on “what typical natives typically do, say and think” (ibid: 48-49). 
As a result, the reported observations are a mirror of patterns of behaviour. By 
focusing on patterns, I both minimise problems of validity and reliability and 
supplement the one-time observations obtained from the survey with over-
time observation evidence.  

Following the realist tale tradition, I present my observations in a third-
person voice. The observations are weaved into my storyline. I also organise 
the materials systematically according to the topics and problems that I see as 
relevant for answering the research questions. In this sense, the use of observa-
tion data is two-fold: for testing hypotheses and for providing deeper under-
standing of the daily life of Commission officials. In so doing, I also mix ap-
proaches within the ethnographical method. I use evidence from my observa-
tion period in the following ways: 

� to support the patterns that evolved out of the interviews with real-life 
examples  

� to explain the patterns that occurred in the interviews 
� to provide insider insights and meanings with regard to the daily 

working life of a Commission official. 
Needless to say, the observations have also shaped my understanding of the 
Commission as a whole. This is more difficult to pinpoint and to put into 
words, but as an ethnographer put it, “The fieldworker knows what he knows, 
not only because he’s been there in the field and because of his careful verifica-
tions of hypotheses, but because ‘in his bones’ he feels the worth of his final 
analysis” (Quoted in Jick 1990: 145). 
 

4.6  

Reaping the Benefits of Multi-Methods 

This research relies heavily on empirical data which have been gathered and 
analysed quantitatively and qualitatively. This chapter has outlined the multi-
method research design process whilst assessing the resulting data in terms of 
validity and reliability. I have dealt with the issues of: 

� the choice of quantitative and qualitative methods 
� the design of the questionnaire 
� the data collection process 
� the analysis and presentation of data. 
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Edgar H. Schein (1985: 135) has defined triangulation as “checking every bit of 
information obtained against other bits of information until a pattern finally 
begins to reveal itself.” Now, it is to the patterns that have evolved out of this 
process that we turn. 
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                  5 
 

THE MYTH OF NATIONALITY: NATIONAL  

NETWORKS IN A MULTINATIONAL COMMISSION? 

  
As elaborated in Chapter 3, according to the homophily principle, individuals 
have an overall tendency to build networks with culturally similar others. This 
chapter tests the cultural similarity hypotheses presented in Chapter 3 and an-
swers the question whether Commission officials display homophilic tenden-
cies in the composition of their task-related informal networks. Do Commis-
sion officials choose to network with others based on nationality, region 
(North-South) or language when in need of information and advice on work-
related matters? Are national networks a myth or everyday reality in the Euro-
pean Commission? 
 

5.1 

Why Would a Commission Official Contact Culturally Similar Officials? 

 When directly asked whether nationality or culture has an effect on the 
networks of Commission officials, 57.3% of them said nationality mattered and 
61% of them said culture mattered. Officials explained that culture keeps on 
influencing everyone’s behaviour. It is a part of the identity and background of 
each official that they bring with themselves and it does not fade away. Even 
after twenty years of working in the Commission, a Greek remains a Greek 
and a Dane a Dane (Official #88). Culture is furthermore seen as a factor that 
brings people together. It forms the basis for “a special relationship with peo-
ple from your own nationality” (Official #59). As such, sharing a culture em-
bodies the taken-for-granted assumption of similarity which in turn makes na-
tionality a binding factor in the multinational Commission bureaucracy.  

One official summarised this phenomenon as if she was reciting a passage 
out of homophily theory: “It is just easier for culturally similar people to build 
a network and to sustain close relationships” (Official #75). For Commission 
officials, it is convenient to contact another official of their own nationality. To 
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begin with, it is easier to establish contacts with compatriots (Officials #2, #22, 
#100). When you do not know someone that well, you know how to approach 
them when it is someone from your own country of origin (Official #87). For 
the same reason, you also tend to have more spontaneous contacts with others 
from your own nationality (Official #76).  

Sharing the same culture means avoiding friction in communication: “It 
doesn’t mean there is a better feeling, but it’s easier communication” (Official 
#82). It is simply a “mental matter” (Official #104).  

I think the very fact that people can speak to each other in their own language 
and share the same cultural references makes it easier to form friendships and 
alliances, so it’s not surprising that certain nationalities have strong networks 
amongst them… It can be, if I have a particular problem with the Health and 
Consumer Protection DG, the fact that the Director-General is British and I 
know him means that I can ring him and explain to him, he will get it, he will 
understand immediately what I’m talking about, whereas if it’s, I don’t know, a 
Greek … I don’t know very well at all, it will be a much more complicated thing 
to set up. It’s just easier communication and can create, not necessarily, but it 
can create mutual trust. (Official #69) 

As the example above also suggests, communication between officials from the 
same nationality is faster and smoother since they understand each other more 
quickly (Officials #75, #76, #119). National culture provides in this sense a set of 
shared meanings and symbols. Having the same background lessens the need 
to explain the assumptions shared by compatriots. As a result, mutual under-
standing is facilitated. 

Sharing the same nationality also lowers the barriers to access. The willing-
ness to help the other may be greater if it is a compatriot. 

If someone has the same nationality or she went to the same university, for ex-
ample, I would be more willing to receive her when I have too much work to do. 
It is not that we differentiate between nationalities, but I believe that it is natural. 
It is not that you will be more difficult for others, but you will be more open to 
help someone who is of your nationality. At least, this is how I react. I know that 
there are a lot of people in the Commission, for example, especially the French 
who say ‘I am now at the Commission, so I am European; I am not French any-
more’. Not me! Because yes, we are European above all and I work for the 
Commission, but for me France is important. But of course within the legal lim-
its. It is not because I am French and because a French person calls me that I will 
give him a secret document, for example. That? No! But to receive and to help 
people, to give information, to explain, well yes. [My translation] (Official #17) 

As the foregoing quote suggests, nationality can facilitate access by means of a 
shared identity. That easier access is related to this loyalty aspect emanating 
from a shared identity is reflected in this official’s account in two ways. Firstly, 
she differentiates herself from other compatriots, who in her point of view re-



CHAPTER 5 

81  

fuse to let their national identity play a role because they put their European 
identity to the fore as Commission officials. Plausibly, for these officials, shar-
ing the same nationality does not facilitate access. Secondly, she stresses that 
there are limits to the access and help that compatriots can obtain from her by 
specifying that it remains within the borders set by the rules and norms that 
Commission officials have to abide by. Her explanation is interesting in terms 
of demonstrating how different officials deal with their national and European 
identities when it comes to helping compatriots. That this help function may 
work in both directions is reflected in the answer of another official who says 
that he has a higher expectation of obtaining an answer to a question or a fa-
vour when he turns to a compatriot for such assistance (Official #22).  
 Whether it is a matter of communication or access, the explanations of 
Commission officials in their narrative accounts refer to hypothetical cases, 
from which we can conclude the following:  

� In comparison to communication with officials from other nationalities, 
communication with one’s own nationality is easier and faster, thus 
more effective and efficient. In this sense, given the choice, officials 
might have a preference for their own nationality. 

� In a situation involving helping one another, the tendency to grant or 
receive help might be higher when a compatriot is involved. 

The question remains, however, to what extent this potential of nationality is 
used by Commission officials. Is the social capital provided by cultural identity 
an active asset or a passive preference? Do Commission officials actually turn 
to compatriots because of the advantages with regard to communication and 
access while conducting their daily work?  
 

5.2 

Do Commission Officials Contact Compatriots? 

The word ‘nationality’ raises some automatic reactions from Commission offi-
cials. With its link to nationalism, nationality is unacceptable in the formal dis-
course: “Europe’s administration is officially a world not of different nations 
and nationalities but of ‘geographical balance’” (Quoted in Spence and Stevens 
2006: 173). This formal discourse is what a researcher is bound to hear first, 
which is the product of a mix of conviction and political correctness:   

[T]here is a strong feeling amongst many officials in the Commission that stereo-
types are something that European civil servants have gone beyond. ‘We don’t 
think in terms of national difference.’ There is an ‘esprit européen’ [European 
spirit] and a European identity. If there are differences, they are ‘personality dif-
ferences’. If there are cultural differences, then that is a part of Europe’s ‘rich-
ness’. And so on…. It is also likely to be the response to any unknown outsider 
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naïve enough to pose a direct question on the issue, and it thereby constructs the 
boundaries of the Commission and its cultural proprieties. ‘Personality differ-
ences’ and ‘cultural richness’ are statements perceived by some to be political 
and moral correctness and seem to leave the idea of a European unity intact. 
(McDonald 2000: 62-63) 

Indeed, the reference to personality was a common response to the open ques-
tions on whether nationality and culture matter.  

Commission officials were keen to underline that nationality is not a shap-
ing factor for their work: 53.7% expressed this unequivocally. With regard to 
their task-related networks, some were literally saying: 

Nationality is not a dominating factor in networks. Work-related networks are 
multinational. (Official #52) 
My work network is multinational. This reflects the Commission culture. (Offi-
cial #87) 

Others, however, dismissed paying attention to nationality as a form of behav-
iour that does not correspond to the identity of Commission officials: 

There is not more contact with one nationality more than others.... Normally, the 
most part of colleagues who are here don’t think in national terms. (Official #10) 

and as if it were indeed an error that outside observers could make, a misper-
ception: 

It does not matter for work. I have not seen officials behaving in a ‘national’ 
way. A lot of it is perception. (Official #105) 

It could be argued that I have also generated this reflex since asking about na-
tionality could be considered as inappropriate by Commission officials as it 
clashes with their identity as independent European civil servants. Yet, as ex-
plained in Chapter 4, in order to prevent socially desirable answers, I designed 
my questionnaire in such a way as to avoid the topic of nationality until the 
end of the interview. Otherwise, my respondents might have guessed that I 
was after national networks and might have avoided naming any compatriots, 
thinking this would give a ‘nationalistic’ impression.  

Instead, I asked officials to select the three people who they regularly con-
tact for information or advice and consider to be the most important for con-
ducting their work. I also collected data on the attributes (such as gender, age, 
field of education, DG, nationality) of these contact persons. To derive the 
networking patterns of the interviewed Commission officials, I match the na-
tionality of the contact persons with that of the respondent and count in how 
many cases the nationality of the contacts is the same as the respondent. It ap-
pears that only 43 of the total of 241 contact persons are of the same national-
ity, which corresponds to a mere 17.8% of all contact persons. The average of 
same nationality contacts per person is 0.53 out of the maximum possibility of 
three. Furthermore, as Table 5.1 below shows, 49 of the 81 officials have no 
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same nationality contacts; that is 60.5 % of the officials have a purely multina-
tional network which does not include any official of their own nationality. 
 
TABLE 5.1: Same Nationality Contacts per Official 

 
Number of 

Same Nationality Contacts 

Frequency Percentage Cumulative  

Percentage 

0 49 60.5% 60.5% 
1 22 27.2% 87.7% 
2 9 11.1% 98.8% 
3 1 1.2% 100% 

 
When we analyse Table 5.1 further, we see that the share of officials with no or 
only one same nationality contact adds up to 87.7% of the sample. These indi-
cators strongly point out that networks are overwhelmingly multinational in 
the Commission. In terms of task-related informal networks, therefore, the 
norm of supranationality is embedded not only in the official Commission dis-
course but also in the daily work practice of Commission officials. As a result, 
Hypothesis 1 positing that Commission officials rely predominantly on compa-
triots for information or advice is rejected.  

These results are in line with the results of a Commission survey in 1974, 
cited in the work of Michelmann (1978). Michelmann reported that the survey 
found no statistically significant relationship between nationality and interac-
tion (Michelmann 1978: 492) and that the quality of interaction was also inde-
pendent of nationality (ibid: 493). This led him to conclude that “under normal 
circumstances officials react to fellow civil servants as individuals and not as 
members of national contingents” (idem). These conclusions thus hold true for 
Commission officials interviewed three decades later.  
 

5.3  

Do Some Nationalities Contact Compatriots More? 

The fact that Commission officials have multinational networks does not nec-
essarily have to imply that there are no differences between nationalities in the 
extent to which they turn to compatriots. That nationalities differ in terms of 
their “national clubness” has been one of the findings of previous research on 
top Commission officials (Hooghe 1999b, 2001). Indeed, quite a number of 
Commission officials openly argued that some nationalities have a higher in-
clination to stick together (Officials #3, #7, #17, #26, #29, #69, #72, #116, #117, 
#120). Culture was once more offered as an explanation for such behaviour. 
Especially officials from Northern Europe tended to see officials of their own 
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nationality as “bad in networking” due to the fact that they have not been so-
cialised in a culture which stresses networking skills.83 In the words of a Dutch 
official:  

I think because in some countries, cultures, networking is more normal… I’m 
not sure whether the Dutch people are the best networkers, as they are not the 
best diplomats. (Official #3) 

It can in some cases be a matter of preference: “I have no national network be-
cause I have no preference for my nationality” (Official #114). Some nationali-
ties prefer not to seek fellow countrymen when they are abroad: 

I have the impression that the Dutch don’t like to mingle that much abroad with 
other Dutch people. They’re not fond of that. (Official #3) 
I think it’s our mentality. We Germans, maybe when we’re abroad, we tend to 
separate from our compatriots. I mean when you’re on holidays, you just don’t 
want to meet Germans although they are everywhere. You can’t escape from 
them, wherever you go. Maybe it’s that. (Official #36) 

Are these cultural tendencies also reflected in the choice of contact persons? 
Are there really differences among nationalities when it comes to contacting 
one’s own nationals?  

I present cross-tables to demonstrate the network patterns per nationality.84 
The results should be looked at with caution, however, due to the small size of 
officials per nationality in the sample. Table 5.2 indicates that contacts between 
compatriots seem to be a large Member State phenomenon as officials from 
Italy, the UK, Belgium, France and Germany have the highest percentage of 
same nationality contacts. As it will be recalled from Chapter 2 (see Table 2.4), 
these countries have the largest percentage of A-level officials in the European 
 
 

                                           
83 It has also been previously argued that the Brits, Danes and Swedes fail to grasp the net-
working dynamics of the Commission’s internal culture due to their anti-patronage cultures 
(Shore 2000: 200). 
84 Unfortunately, the differences cannot be tested for statistical significance since the empiri-
cal data violate the basic assumptions of ANOVA (Analysis of Variance), which is a statisti-
cal routine used to test whether the differences between groups are more significant than 
the differences between individuals. Firstly, as we have seen in Table 5.1, the distribution of 
contacts is skewed since the majority of the officials either have 0 or 1 same nationality con-
tact. This violates the assumption of a normal distribution. Furthermore, ANOVA is sensi-
tive to the size of groups. The null hypothesis that the groups are not statistically different 
from each other may be rejected due to the divergence of a small group, unless the smallest 
group contains at least 20% of the responses. Due to the large number of nationalities, none 
of the national groups fulfil this condition which does not make ANOVA a robust proce-
dure for our empirical data. For further explanations on ANOVA, see Field (2005: 324). 
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TABLE 5.2: Same Nationality Contacts per Nationality  

 

 

Nationality 

Ratio Contacts with 

Same Nationality:  

Total Contacts 

Percentage of  

Same Nationality Contacts 

Italy 7/20  35% 
France 10/30   33.3% 
United Kingdom 3/9 33.3% 
Belgium 6/20  30% 
Germany 10/39  25.6% 
Greece 4/21  19% 
Czech Republic 1/6  16.7% 
Ireland 1/9  11.1% 
Spain 1/15  6.7% 
Finland 0/15  0% 
Austria 0/12   0% 
Denmark 0/12  0% 
Sweden 0/9  0% 
Netherlands 0/6  0% 
Portugal 0/3  0% 
Other 0/15 0% 
TOTAL  43/241  17.8% 

 
Commission. In contrast, the small Member State officials are clustered in the 
second-half of the table with their zero same nationality contacts. This is also 
reflected in the means of same nationality contacts, which is 0.19 for small 
Member States and 0.79 for large Member States.85  

There is thus quite a difference between small and large Member State offi-
cials in terms of contacting their own nationality. However, it could be simply 
that large Member State officials have basically a higher probability of having 
same nationality contacts due to the effect of numbers. Indeed, some officials 
see the phenomenon of national networks as a large Member State affair that 
just reflects the size of their contingents (Officials #30, #31, #76, #106, #116). To 
determine whether this difference is due to the pure effect of size, I normalised 

                                           
85 Note that Spain was also coded as a large Member State based on the number of its offi-
cials. I cannot test for the statistical significance of the difference of means between the two 
groups with the t-test since the variation in the dependent variable number of same nation-
ality contacts is too low due to the skewed distribution. 
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the percentage of same nationality contacts by dividing it by the percentage of 
A-level officials each nationality has.86 

 
TABLE 5.3:   Same Nationality Contacts Normalised 

 
 

Nationality 

Ratio Percentage of Same Nationality Contacts :  

Percentage of A-level Officials 

Czech Republic 9.76 
Ireland 5.05 
United Kingdom 4.22 
Greece 4.04 
Italy 3.47 
Belgium 2.91 
France 2.75 
Germany 2.25 
Spain 0.74 

 
As we can see in Table 5.3, the pattern changes when we take the normalised 
scores. In the top five, three of the large Member States (France, Belgium, Ger-
many) are replaced by small Member States (Czech Republic, Ireland, Greece). 
The shifts in the ranking are illustrated below in Table 5.4:  
 
TABLE 5.4: Ranking Same Nationality Contacts 

 

Rank Percentage Normalised Score 

1 Italy Czech Republic 

2 France Ireland 
3 UK UK 
4 Belgium Greece 
5 Germany Italy 
6 Greece Belgium 
7 Czech Republic France 
8 Ireland Germany 
9 Spain Spain 

 
The most significant shifts in the ranking are the following: 
↓ Italy drops from the top of the list to number 5. 
↓ France drops from number 2 to number 7. 

                                           

86 I used the Commission Statistical Bulletin of Commission Staff 02/2006 figures cited in Ta-
ble 2.4 to calculate the scores. I do not report the zero scores. 
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↑ Czech Republic jumps from number 7 to number 1. 
↑ Ireland jumps from number 8 to number 2. 
The only plausible interpretation, however, is again that the size of the nation-
ality matters for explaining the tendency for same nationality contacts. This is 
why size has been included in the multivariate analysis in Chapter 6 as a con-
trol variable. 

In terms of group cohesion and the overall willingness to know or seek each 
other out, there is a difference between the small and large nationalities (Offi-
cial #110).87 For small Member States the effect of small numbers brings group 
cohesion. The fact that there are not many others with the same nationality 
means that it is easy to get to know others from the same nationality. Officials 
from small nationalities, for example the Danes, the Finns, the Irish and the 
Greeks tend to automatically know other officials of their nationality, starting 
with those working for their DG. An Irish official explained: 

Because it’s a small community, people tend to see each other outside of work, 
to know each other and not be shy about contacting each other, whereas I think 
for the bigger Member States, it’s less natural that they would know the Com-
missioner, know the Chef de Cabinet and for the Irish it’s very natural. (Official 
#33) 

For small nationalities, it is also sometimes a matter of speaking their native 
language88: they rarely have the opportunity to speak their own language, so 
they have to actively seek such contact, for instance the Danish or the Portu-
guese (Official #19). When it is a rare occurrence to meet someone from your 
own nationality, it forms an immediate (Official #90) or a stronger bond (Offi-
cial #91). In the case of large Member States, the large number of officials 
means that officials inevitably have same nationality contacts since these 
Member States are represented overall in the Commission. Therefore, for large 
Member States nationality plays less of a role because it is simply not extraor-
dinary to meet others of your own nationality.  
 The other visible pattern, which had already been alluded to at the begin-
ning of this chapter is that five of the six nationalities which have no same na-
tionality contacts are North European. Are the cultural differences between the 
individualistic Northerners and the collectivistic Southerners reflected in the 
data? Do the Southern officials stick more than the Northern officials to their 
own region and nationality? Or do both the Northerners and Southerners stick 
to officials from their own regions showing regional homophily?  
                                           
87 This result is on the whole parallel to that of Hooghe (2001: 230-231). She also classifies 
small Member States as groups with a strong cohesion and large Member States as groups 
with a weak cohesion. 
88 I will deal with the language issue further in sections 5.5 and 7.3. 
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5.4 

The North-South Division: Another Myth? 

 The successive enlargements of the EU have resulted in an increasing number 
of different nationalities working together for the Commission bureaucracy. 
Some observers have suggested that the multiplicity of nationalities has caused 
a decrease in the cohesion between nationalities. Arguably, there has been “a 
renaissance of national attachments as numbers grow” (Quoted in Stevens and 
Stevens 2001: 132). However, the opposite argument can also be heard, namely 
that the increase in the number of nationalities has led to a decrease in the sali-
ence of nationality:   

With the last enlargement, nationality has a diminishing role.… There is no dis-
tinction of nationality. With 25 countries, you can’t make a distinction. You have 
to adapt to it and take it for granted. (Official #87) 

For example, the growing number of nationalities has had an effect on the dis-
tribution of nationalities per unit or per DG: the Commission has become 
automatically more multinational as all nationalities are now spread out hori-
zontally and vertically across the organisation. 
  Presumably, the plurality of nationalities has made regional identity an in-
creasingly more relevant reference point for officials. The 1995 enlargement 
entailing Austria, Finland and Sweden was a turning point in this sense. This 
Northern enlargement has rendered the North-South division sharper than 
before. The relevance of the cultural belonging category North-South was con-
firmed by many Commission officials during the interviews: 52.4% of the offi-
cials referred to the existence of a North-South division – or the so-called 
“wine-belt vs. beer-belt division” (Official #50). Still other officials dismissed 
this North-South division calling it a prejudice that is often exaggerated (Offi-
cials #73, #82).  

If you are confronted with this prejudice everyday, then perhaps you once be-
lieve in it. (Official #82) 

Officials were quick in providing counter-examples to prove that the stereo-
types are not true (Official #22), such as their experience with a totally disor-
ganised German colleague (Official #83) or a talkative Finnish boss (Official 
#36). 
 Not all Northerners and Southerners necessarily fit the stereotypes and not 
all the work relationships between Northerners and Southerners are necessar-
ily strained: 

He’s Swedish and my boss is French, so two extremes, and they are very close 
friends and they work extremely well together, so it’s not always the case that 
because you’re from the South and somebody else from the North that you can-
not work together. But sometimes it provokes clashes, but in other cases it seems 
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to work perfectly. So therefore, I think it has a lot to do with the character of the 
persons involved rather than their cultural backgrounds. (Official #2) 

Still, when it comes to the networking behaviour of North and South European 
officials, there is still a considerable degree of perception of cultural differ-
ences. To start with, there are attitude differences between the introverted 
Northerners vs. extroverted Southerners (Official #35). 

For Finns, it’s not natural to build networks because they are reserved and shy 
in social contacts. South Europeans are much more outspoken.… In Finland, you 
are not taught, also not when you are working for the government. (Official #52) 

Accordingly, this leads to the impression that Southerners are better at net-
working than Northerners. In the eyes of Northerners, Southerners are socially 
more active (Official #113) and have closer contacts (Official #36). It may also 
be that Southerners are just socially more “exuberant” than Northerners. The 
fact that the Northern networks are less visible for those who are not involved 
in them might just be because they are more reserved (Official #115). 

North European officials, however, link the difference in networking behav-
iour primarily to the negative connotation of networking/lobbying in the 
North. Networking goes against the principles of transparency and merit: 

I don’t think the Swedes, for example, are very comfortable with the amount of 
informal influence that goes on because … their tradition is much more trans-
parency, for example. Whereas if you go further South, I think people just think 
transparency is stupid. Really! Because how can you ever get the outcome you 
like if everything is transparent? But that’s exactly why the Swedes don’t like it, 
so culture is very important. (Official #33) 
There is still a margin, in which you choose to either take a completely formal 
stance or be more informal, and there you have character differences and you 
have also cultural differences according to me. According to my experience first 
in Bruges and later here in the Commission, it’s really rather the Southern na-
tionalities that do networking, that support each other independently of the 
merits of a certain case or question. They solve lots of problems having coffee 
together. Whereas in the Northern cultures, you find a certain distrust when it 
comes to being in a group of only the Germans together. Then everyone feels a 
bit uneasy and feels, ‘Ok, we shouldn’t be together just because we’re all Ger-
mans’. It’s really rather the contrary attitude, which … I think is changing a bit, 
but still I think these are the general things. A German would never support an-
other German just because he’s German, only if he or she is convinced about the 
merits. (Official #38) 

Due to the connection between networking and nepotism, Northerners tend to 
avoid such practices, but Northern officials usually point out that this percep-
tion is changing and that they are catching up (Officials #35, #38, #67, #111, 
#113, #114).  
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In general the Scandinavians are worse at networking because we are extremely 
scared of nepotism or… And yes, we go, we work very much by the book. And 
for example, the word ‘lobby’ has a very negative sense when you say it in Dan-
ish. So especially calling somebody because you know they’re your friend or 
something is seen as kind of Mafiosi. I mean it used to be like that. I would say 
it’s developing more … because the Scandinavians are also more and more real-
ising that they have to start lobbying a little bit. (Official #67) 

On the contrary, even though the Southerners accept that they are more open 
and vivid (Officials #17, #58, #115), they argue that even the concept of net-
working itself is Northern, but that if by chance Southerners find themselves in 
a network, they maintain it better (Officials #22, #39, #58, #115).  

Justified or not, these mutual perceptions are present and persistent, despite 
the fact that some officials tend to dismiss stereotypes. As a result of the per-
ception of cultural differences, there is an inevitable “positive prejudice” to-
wards other officials from the same region to start with (Official #119). As with 
nationality, the factor that matters the most is the ease of communication: both 
officials from the North and the South express that they understand and com-
municate better with people from their own cultural region due to the fact that 
they have the same mentality (Officials #9, #28, #75, #78, #108). In that sense, 
coming from the same region is the second cultural preference, especially for 
small Member State officials. A Portuguese official explains: 

Some affinities are established through culture. Portuguese find it easy to estab-
lish contacts based on trust with the Spanish, the Italians and the Irish. This is 
impossible with the Nordics or it’s difficult. Culture determines the way one 
communicates, one’s feelings. It is important to know what the others are think-
ing and feeling and to understand their body language.… I have more South-
erners in my network. Since the Portuguese are split in terms of relations and 
contacts, I form a bond with Southern officials because I don’t have enough con-
tact points otherwise. I have more personal relations with the Spanish. I’ll first 
speak to these colleagues if I want information. (Official #106) 

Due to this cultural common denominator (Official #52), some Northerners 
and Southerners admit that they subconsciously have respectively more 
Northerners or Southerners in their network as a result (Officials #12, #47, #52, 
#92, #106). Some even go so far as to argue that the Northern and Southern net-
works tend to be separate (Officials #75, #92).  

Are these perceptions reflected in the task-related informal networks of 
Commission officials or is this just another myth? Are both Northerners and 
Southerners homophilic (contacting more people from their own region) such 
as the Council working group participants of Beyers and Dierickx (1997, 1998) 
or do the Northerners have a multinational network while the Southerners 
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stick more to other Southerners and compatriots as their collectivistic cultural 
tendencies would lead us to expect?   
 
TABLE 5.5: Distribution of Same Region Contacts per Region89 

 
Region Same Region Contacts Different Region Contacts TOTAL 

North 59 
(53.2%) 

52 
(46.8%) 

111 

South 59 
(48.8%) 

62 
(51.2%) 

121 
 

TOTAL 118 
(50.9%) 

114 
(49.1%) 

232 

 
Table 5.5 reveals interesting results. First of all, the differences are very 

small between the North and South in terms of contacting officials from the 
same region. The contacts are almost evenly distributed between same (50.9% 
of all contacts) and different region (49.1% of all contacts) cells and if there is a 
group that prefers officials of their own region to those of the others, it is the 
Northerners. The difference between the proportion of same region contacts of 
Northerners and Southerners, though, is a mere 4.4%.  

In terms of contacting officials of the same nationality, however, the pat-
terns of Northerners and Southerners are slightly different, as Table 5.6 shows. 
 
TABLE 5.6: Distribution of Same Nationality Contacts per Region 

 

Region Same Nationality 

Contacts 

Different Nationality 

Contacts 

TOTAL 

North 14 
(12.6%) 

97 
(87.4%) 

111 

South 28 
(23.1%) 

93 
(76.9%) 

121 
 

TOTAL 42 
(18.1%) 

190 
(81.9%) 

232 

                                           
89 It will be recalled from Chapter 1 that Austria, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Ireland, Lux-
embourg, the Netherlands, Sweden and the UK belong to the North, whereas Belgium, 
France, Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain belong to the South (Abélès et al. 1993; Hofstede 
1994; Egeberg 1996; Beyers and Dierickx 1997, 1998; Mc Donald 2000). The East European 
officials and the officials with double nationality (a combination of North-South European) 
were excluded from all calculations involving regional belonging. 
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This time it is the Southern officials who contact their own nationality more 
than the Northerners. The Southerners have a relatively stronger tendency to 
rely on compatriots: Southerners have twice the number of same nationality 
contacts as Northerners.  

Because the differences are rather small, it is worth cross-checking with the 
individual-level data. Table 5.7 displays the means90 of same region and na-
tionality contacts for North and South European officials. 
 
TABLE 5.7: Means of Same Region & Same Nationality Contacts 

 

Region 

Mean  

Same Region Contacts  

Mean  

Same Nationality Contacts 

North 1.55 0.37 
South 1.59 0.70 

 
Though the difference between the means of same region contacts of officials is 
narrow (0.04), the Southerners have the slightly higher regional homophily 
score. The double-ended results, combined with the almost even distribution 
of contacts lead us to reject Hypothesis 2a. Similarly, we also cannot conclude 
that South European officials are more homophilic than North European offi-
cials when it comes to contacting officials from the same region, which leads us 
to reject Hypothesis 2b. The difference between the North and the South in 
terms of contacting officials from the same nationality, however, seems to be a 
more robust result and Hypothesis 2c cannot be rejected. That is why North-
South will be kept in the logistic regression analysis as a dummy variable to 
retest whether South Europeans tend to have more same nationality contacts.   
 How can we explain the persistent North-South myth then? The qualitative 
interview material suggests that the cultural differences between the North 
and South European officials are rather pronounced in the way they network. In 
the words of a Southern official: 

Human beings are human beings. It is a misconception that the South Europe-
ans network more than the North Europeans. We have very similar approaches. 
The differences are in modality, in the way they do it or are perceived to be do-
ing it. (Official #105) 

Their individualism and collectivism is reflected in how they contact each 
other to discuss their work (Officials #13, #55): Northerners usually prefer to 

                                           
90 As with the means of large and small Member State nationalities, I cannot test for the sta-
tistical significance of the difference of means with the t-test since the variation in the de-
pendent variable number of same nationality contacts is too low due to the skewed distribu-
tion. 
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work autonomously and when they need assistance from their network, they 
contact others in written form, i.e. per e-mail. Southerners, on the other hand, 
like to set up meetings and coffee breaks (as illustrated in the quote on the first 
page of this book). If they cannot meet face-to-face, they prefer to telephone. 
The Commission provides leeway to individuals to observe their cultural pref-
erences in terms of working methods: 

It could be that meetings are an efficient way of reaching a solution. That may be 
the case, but for me, I always have a cultural resistance. You know when I have 
a problem, I don’t think, oh let’s organise a meeting and then have four or five 
people sitting in my office to discuss it. I don’t think like that. I think to myself, 
‘Ah, where can I find information?’ And I will go and I will look in the regula-
tion and I will look for guidance, notes and I will check it out. And only if I 
really cannot find the answer, then maybe I’ll go to talk to my Head of Unit. But 
the last thing I will think of doing is to organise a meeting of three or four of my 
colleagues. But I know that some of my colleagues, almost their first thing is to 
organise a meeting.… And the Commission itself does not have an institutional 
position. The Commission doesn’t say you should avoid meetings or the Com-
mission does not say you should organise meetings. They leave this very much 
to each individual person. (Official #13) 

I asked the Commission officials I interviewed to indicate (and rank) the 
communication means they use the most to reach their contact persons. I ag-
gregated the three first cited means of communication to see if Northerners 
and Southerners indeed differ in terms of their preference for written and oral 
communication channels. 
 
TABLE 5.8 Frequencies of Means of Communication per Region 

 
Region In person E-mail Telephone 

North 78 75 58 
South 82 77 73 

 

Even though Table 5.8 confirms that South Europeans have a somewhat 
stronger preference for the telephone, the face-to-face and e-mail communica-
tions seem to be almost equally preferred by North and South European offi-
cials. In line with the previous examples given in this section, I conclude that 
the differences are more a perception (myth) than a matter of practice (reality). 

Nevertheless, the fact that the perceptions are so persistent in the minds of 
Commission officials deserves some more attention since officials had loads of 
examples to offer based on their experience in communicating with Northern-
ers or Southerners. The style of communication was considered to be the most 
important dissimilarity affecting the networking behaviour of officials. The 
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accounts of North and South European officials on these communication as-
pects were so telling that I present below a selection of interview excerpts and 
let the officials describe the differences in their own words. 
 
North Europeans said: 

These people I have chosen to be my network, self-selection you know, if I ask 
for something, I would get an answer. I mean that’s for me quite important.… 
At least we can communicate quite openly and I think that’s got something to do 
with culture. Because I have also colleagues from other cultures and when I 
have for the third or fourth time, sort of, go to them for one question and come 
back with five questions (five new ones!) then you notice, you try to find better 
ways of dealing with the one question you have. There is, I don’t know what it 
is, sometimes a communication gap. (Official #9) 
I think in the South … you start with making friendly conversation and then you 
do this and that and then you finally end up with whatever subject it is that you 
really want to touch upon, ok? Whereas for the more Nordic, you would go 
maybe to the subject straight ahead, cutting out the crap more or less. But that is 
also a cultural tendency. And of course, sometimes you see that you don’t 
match. (Official #35) 
Sometimes you think ‘Ok, I try to get this information in a short time’. You have 
two colleagues… One would be explaining two hours on the phone. The other 
one would explain it in fifteen minutes. So of course, I would prefer then to have 
this fifteen-minute short briefing. And sometimes, yeah like I said, the Latin 
way, it’s a bit more describing in a longer way. Well it depends, but in general. 
(Official #113) 
Let’s say Northern Europeans are getting probably better along than with some-
body from Italy. This is nothing negative, but there are certainly different cul-
tural attitudes… If you ask a Dutch or a Danish or a German and you expect a 
yes or no response, you get a yes or no response, but if you ask somebody from 
the Mediterranean area, where you wouldn’t… As a Northern European you 
expect a yes or no, you don’t get a yes or no and then you’re… You get a story 
for it and that was it! I think this is deliberate or indeliberate or however you 
want to say it, but this is not nationalism, this is just, I think they are a different 
culture…. And then probably, not deliberately, when seeking … advice from 
somebody when you know, listen, there I get a clear answer rather than endless 
discussions. But … this is not negative. This is simply the difference in the cul-
tures. They would probably say the same about Scandinavians or Germans or 
Dutch, from them you get only yes or no and I expected some more information. 
Yeah probably. But don’t misunderstand this. This has nothing to do with a na-
tionalistic view. At the end of the day, this is probably Southern European and 
Northern European. (Official #114) 

 

 



CHAPTER 5 

95  

South Europeans said: 
Usually Northern countries have a direct approach with you, more transparent. 
If they have to tell you something, they tell you… The French and the Belgians, 
it’s much more difficult to understand what they really think when they’re talk-
ing to you. So this is to say that nationality plays a role in communication, in 
networks also. The … information I can get from certain colleagues coming from 
certain countries, I can directly use [it] without reprocessing it. I don’t know 
how to say it. The information is straightforward. That’s the Nordic. Of course, 
maybe this is different private, but in terms of working environment I feel bet-
ter. That’s really personal because other people just say the contrary; that they 
don’t like the direct approach that Nordic people have. Like Swedish persons, 
you just talk with them at … whatever level directly with the name, like the 
Commissioner.… Of course for me, it’s sort of strange as an Italian.… For [the] 
French, it’s the same.… The hierarchical aspects are very important for [the] 
French and Belgians. But for the Nordics hierarchy aspects are not very impor-
tant. Important thing is you do certain things and say what you have done or 
what you have not done, what is your problem and what do you want from me. 
So the way of communication … is not filtered. It’s direct.… The information 
you get from certain people has to be filtered out, so you have to process what 
they say. So what exactly was he meaning with that? And information instead 
coming from other people, you can process it as it is.… I am very complex and 
messy. But in terms of work, I need things that are clear. Otherwise, I can’t, I 
can’t… I’m like a computer, if everything comes together, I cannot process it. It 
should be clear what I have to do, what are the messages, what I have to deliver. 
If this is not clear, … I’m stuck. And also in terms of support by external people, 
I need … clear answers from the persons I contact. And sometimes it’s not easy 
with Southerners. Very strange or not? Am I atypical? (Official #53) 
Well, in the beginning … I didn’t like the German people because they were so 
blunt and ninini, but then I learnt that you can work very well with them be-
cause you can count on them. So maybe in the beginning their attitude is a bit 
not so nice, but you can count on them and what they say, they will do it, while 
sometimes Spanish or Italians, they’re always nice and hihihi, but they go away 
and they forget about you. And these are sometimes things you learn. (Official 
#59) 
If you will call a Finn and if it’s purely on work, you will have your reply within 
five minutes. When you talk to a Greek or Latin, in general, I mean they are 
much more, you know, they have their heart on their tongue, … they are more 
talkative.… Yes, you’ll certainly get more information. The question is will you 
get more relevant information? If you talk for hours about the birds and the 
bees, I mean is this relevant? It may well be that you can say that’s most relevant 
information …, only the Italians get more sound information than whatever… 
(Official #76) 
To take an example, [two] (name of the British contact person) and [three] (name 
of the French contact person) do not have the same way of working. And I know 
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that, so I will address them differently. I will ask things in a different way, at dif-
ferent moments. [With the Brit], if I just need some information, it will take me 
two minutes. I will go to his room, ask him, I will get the response immediately. 
It’s done, focused, just like that. If I go to [the French], I must have more time 
because she will tell me about other things. So if I am in a hurry, I will rather try 
to send her an e-mail for obtaining information because I do not have time to in-
vest in a human relationship to obtain information rapidly. To the contrary, I 
would never have the impression that I am disturbing her. Eventually, I would 
feel right away if I disturb her. She would tell me more frankly. [With the Brit], I 
always have the impression that I am disturbing him a bit. That’s it. That’s cul-
tural. [My translation] (Official #91) 

 
What we can conclude from these interview fragments is that there is a sense 
of recognition and acceptance of the North-South differences by both groups. 
This acknowledgement leads them to adapt their behaviour according to the 
situation at hand and the person they are dealing with. Depending on the time 
pressure and the kind of information they want, they turn to Northerners or 
Southerners. The other remarkable observation is that the Northerners seem to 
prefer Northerners to Southerners, whereas the Southerners seem to appreciate 
both approaches and even to prefer the Northern approach. This observation is 
in line with previous research: “Among those from the North, there seems to 
be a greater sense of unease” (Abélès et al. 1993: 42, McDonald 2000: 67). 
 

5.5  

The Language Issue in a Multilingual Commission 

 A distinctive feature of the EU as a multinational organisation is the 
multiplicity of its official languages. Whereas the UN has 192 member states 
and six official languages, the EU has 27 member states and 23 official lan-
guages. Even though the soaring translation and interpretation costs raise calls 
for reducing the number of official languages, “none of the Member States 
seem to be willing to accept either of these languages or another language as a 
lingua franca or give up their national language” (Loos 2000: 145). Language 
remains a sensitive issue because of its symbolic weight. One of the core mot-
tos of the EU is ‘unity in diversity’ and language is considered to be a symbolic 
embodiment of the cultural diversity of Europe. The Commission also adopts 
the official point of view that language is a part of national and personal iden-
tity (idem). 
 This plurality in languages makes the study of how EU officials deal with 
this complexity of a multilingual bureaucracy a worthwhile endeavour (idem), 
not the least because the diversity of languages has been identified as a factor 
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that creates “distinctive linguistic barriers to communication within EU or-
ganisations” (Page 1997: 41). Indeed, officials told anecdotes on misunder-
standings due to language (Officials #46, #95) and emphasised the extent to 
which it is important to make oneself understood in such a multilingual envi-
ronment (Official #97). To deal with misunderstandings in a different language 
than their mother tongue, Commission officials adopt a flexible and relaxed 
approach to language (Abélès et al. 1993: 33). 

You have to use a standard language and accept a standard answer and [not] be 
too sensitive to politeness rules or protocol rules. (Official #46) 
Sometimes we receive an e-mail which can [sound] a little bit rude or too direct. 
In fact you should always reflect if this is his or her mother tongue or… I mean 
... writing in another language is not … so easy like writing in your proper lan-
guage, mother tongue… (Official #95) 

Such an approach takes account of the fact that the other person might not 
have meant to be rude and is helpful in avoiding relationship problems result-
ing from miscommunication.  
 Still, speaking one’s native language gives a sense of comfort: “a certain 
sense of relief is experienced when the person on the other end of the phone 
line turns out to share the same language or assumptions, so ease of communi-
cation may shape such interactions in particular directions” (Stevens and Ste-
vens 2001: 180). As a result, “linguistic features enhance the propensity to cul-
tivate personal networks. It is always easier to telephone or e-mail if one is 
sure of ready mutual comprehension” (Spence and Stevens 2006: 182). Indeed, 
when I asked whether nationality matters in terms of shaping networks, 46.3% 
of the interviewed officials claimed that it was rather language that mattered. 
The fact that you can speak your own language has been identified by the offi-
cials as an important factor facilitating communication (Officials #22, #88) and 
forming the basis for good relations (Official #10). For instance, when you do 
not know the other person that well, it is much easier to approach someone 
speaking your own language (Official #9). 

Linguists assert that “There is often an amazing transformation in body lan-
guage, tone of voice, facial expression and confidence when someone switches 
to his/her native language” (Quoted in Schneider and Barsoux 1997: 196). 
Commission officials are also sensitive to this aspect of speaking the native 
language. They accept that one can only express and understand the nuances 
in one’s native language (Officials #80, #81).  

I think it’s definitely the same language. It’s the fine differentiation. The accen-
tuation of the language really plays an important role. In a foreign language you 
can never communicate, on this sense, efficient[ly] in the same way. (Official 
#81) 
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It is this ease in communication that creates trust (Official #69), which becomes 
especially vital when asking for sensitive information (Official #81).  

To what extent is this preference for the native language reflected in the 
choice of contact persons? Do Commission officials build a network with those 
who can speak their native language? To find out, the interviewed officials 
were asked to indicate in which language they communicate with the three 
officials they chose as their most important contacts. 91 Table 5.9 summarises 
the aggregated results.  
 

TABLE 5.9: Communication Language with Contact Persons 

 

Communication Language Number of Contacts Percentage of 

Total Contacts 

English 126 52.3% 
French 62 25.7% 
German 16 6.6% 

Frenglish92 13 5.4% 

Italian 8 3.3% 
Greek 4 1.7% 
Swedish 3 1.2% 
Dutch 2 0.8% 
Spanish 1 0.4% 
Czech 1 0.4% 
Portuguese 1 0.4% 
Other93 4 1.7% 
TOTAL 79/241 32.8% 

 
When we look at the overall picture, we see that officials speak in their native 
language with contacts in their network only in 32.8% of the cases. Hypothesis 
3 positing that officials predominantly network with others speaking their na-
tive language is thus rejected. The three big languages also dominate the ex-
changes in the task-related informal networks: English tops with 52.3% of all 
the exchanges, followed by French (25.7%), German (6.6%) and a mixture of 
English and French (‘Frenglish’) (5.4%).  

                                           
91 The results should not suffer from a language bias since the respondents were given the 
choice between English and French for the language of the interview. 
92 Frenglish or Franglais is the term used to imply a mix of French and English. Commission 
officials either switch between the two languages or borrow words or expressions and com-
bine these two languages (Abélès et al. 1993: 32). 
93 Other combinations of two languages. 
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Table 5.10 shows the percentage of the actual communications made in the 
native language per native language.  
 
TABLE 5.10:  Communication in Native Language 

 
Native  

Language 

Ratio Contacts in Native Language:  

Total Contacts  

Percentage of Contacts  

in Native Language 

English 15/21 71.4% 
French 29/41 70.7% 
Italian 7/20 35% 
German 16/54 29.6% 
Greek 4/21 19% 
Czech  1/6 16.7% 
Dutch 2/15 13.3% 
Swedish 1/9 11.1% 
Spanish 1/15 6.7% 
Finnish 0/15 0% 
Danish 0/12 0% 
Portuguese 0/3 0% 
Other 3/9 33.3% 
TOTAL 79/241 32.8% 

 
As Table 5.9 already foreshadowed, communicating in the native language is a 
luxury that the native speakers of English, French, Italian and German enjoy. 
For the native speakers of other languages, communication in the native lan-
guage overlaps largely with the patterns of same nationality contacts (see Ta-
ble 5.2). 

English, French and German are also the official working languages of the 
European Commission. Previous research on the Commission argued, how-
ever, that French was the dominant language: 

It is overwhelmingly the case that French dominates or is seen to dominate. 
There are pockets where English dominates in the Commission, in specific units 
or sectors (usually where the ‘client’ group prefers English) and where French 
may not be heard at all. These, however, are sufficiently exceptional to be no-
ticeable. ‘The language of the Commission is French’ is a common self-commentary 
in the Commission…. [S]ome Anglophones on detachment from national ad-
ministrations claim that they soon realise that, when working alongside perma-
nent officials, ‘if you don’t speak French, they make you feel even more that you are not 

one of them’. (Abélès et al. 1993: 35-36) 
More recently, scholars have marked a shift from French to English: “Until the 
mid 1990s French was the de facto language, but by the turn of the century 
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English had become the dominant, though not exclusive, working language” 
(Spence and Stevens 2006: 180). This trend which began with the Northern 
enlargement of the EU has become even stronger with the accession of the East 
European Member States. As one official argued, as the EU has become larger 
and more official languages have been added, the number of languages actu-
ally being used has decreased (Official #82).  
 Although official documents may be drafted in the three working lan-
guages, usually only English and French are used in daily practice. “Panacea 
texts” (Loos 2000: 154) drafted half in English, half in French are also common 
practice. The preferred language may also vary per DG. For example, the 
working language of DG External Relations is predominantly French, pre-
sumably reflecting the diplomatic backgrounds and traditions of this DG. DG 
Personnel and Administration consistently follows the official norms and 
sends all its circulars in three languages. However, these are rather the excep-
tions to the general trend. To the dismay of the Germans 

The Germans are fighting a brave struggle to keep the German language alive in 
the Commission. But they’re not getting anywhere with it. It’s only the Austri-
ans and the Germans. They had high hopes for the East Europeans. They all 
speak English. They’re very disappointed. (Official #50) 

and the French, documents are increasingly produced in English. The Chief 
Spokesman for the former Commission President Jacques Delors estimated in 
an interview in 200394: “When I left Brussels in 1995, 70% of the documents 
crossing my desk were written in French. Nowadays 70% are in English.” Al-
though the French government has been organising language courses for the 
new Member State officials, the language battle for the French also seems to be 
lost: 

Officials from new Member States don’t speak French, so this is a problem for 
the network. When I started, I took some courses and within a year I could catch 
up with my French because everything was going on in French. Nowadays, it’s 
also more difficult to catch up with French because it’s easier to just speak Eng-
lish. (Official #3) 

Globalisation has made English the lingua franca as a result of which the 
new generations increasingly learn and speak English as a foreign language. 
This is also reflected in the languages the interviewed officials speak. I aggre-
gated the responses to the question ‘Which languages do you speak fluently?’ 
In Table 5.11, I present the total number of officials that speak the three official 
working languages. When we look at these figures, we see that although Eng-
lish is the most popularly spoken language, French is still by far the second 
most spoken language. 
                                           
94 The Economist, The galling rise of English, 1 March 2003, p. 30. 
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TABLE 5.11:  Popularity of the Official Working Languages 

 
Language Frequency 

English 81 
French 75 

German 37 

 
Indeed, despite the predominance of English, it is difficult to imagine how a 
Commission official “could do an effective job without a working knowledge 
of French” (Hooghe 2001: 170). The language of meetings and conversations 
constantly shifts from English to French. There is an unwritten convention in 
the Commission that officials may choose one of these two languages when 
they take the floor. It may be because they feel more comfortable in English or 
French, but it can also simply be that they continue in the language the speaker 
before them has spoken in. 

Within the Commission, a German speaking French to a Dutchman about a text 
in English does not cause surprise. Movement across linguistically defined 
boundaries is an everyday affair. An outsider’s surprise or admiration can bring 
a chuckle and a response to the effect that ‘we don’t think about it’…. The multi-
lingual and mobile childhood of so many officials in the Commission makes the 
‘mother tongue’ neither easy to define nor necessarily of any close relationship 
to the language spoken daily in the respective national context.… It is most no-
ticeable externally when a Commission official, in front of Member State repre-
sentatives, experts or MEPs95, is expected to speak his or her mother tongue. The 
mismatch between what this should be (judged by nationality) and the language 
or socio-language which the official finds easiest to use can be a source of diffi-
culty or surprise, annoyance or admiration. (Abélès et al. 1993: 33-35) 

Constantly shifting languages is rather the norm than the exception in the 
Commission. 

In this sense, the working environment in the Commission differs visibly 
from those in the European Council and Parliament. Unless it is a conference 
or meeting involving external actors, translation and interpretation is not avail-
able in Commission meetings. By contrast, meetings in the Council and Par-
liament are multilingual. Participants talk and listen to each other via the si-
multaneous interpreters. Although not all official languages are available for 
interpretation, “the more formal, public and ceremonial the occasion, the more 
likely it is that all of the official languages will be used” (Loos 2000: 146). The 
issue of the availability of the texts in all the languages is also a recurring topic 
in Council working groups. Especially the French, German, Italian, Spanish 

                                           
95 Members of the European Parliament. 
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and Polish delegations are keen on demanding the translation of documents in 
their own language. French civil servants speak strictly French in Council 
working groups and complain openly that they have nothing against “the lan-
guage of Shakespeare” but that simplification96 should not mean using one 
language, i.e. English. As Egeberg (2006f: 196-197) notes, “Since language tends 
to go together with national identity, a similar reduction to the use of only a 
very few languages [as in the Commission] is more difficult to foresee in the 
Council.”  

For Commission officials, however, language is not a major issue. They ac-
cept that they “will not be working on a daily basis in their mother tongue” 
(Cini 1996b: 129). Although there is some dissatisfaction about the dominance 
of English and French, due to the fact that it gives the native speakers of these 
languages a relative advantage, “it does not, in practice, have too much effect 
on the functioning of the Commission” (Nugent 2001: 181). Commission offi-
cials are well aware that working for the Commission demands being multi-
lingual. Consequently, language training is offered to all officials, be it a crash 
course in French (for the new recruits who do not speak French) or other 
European and foreign languages (depending usually on the needs of the per-
son and her/his job). The incentive to learn languages has become even 
stronger since the personnel reform. Whilst A-level officials were already re-
quired to speak two languages to be recruited to the Commission, the new 
Staff Regulation has made “the ability to work in a third language” a pre-
condition for their first promotion after recruitment.97 And indeed, Commis-
sion officials are champions of speaking foreign languages as Table 5.12 dem-
onstrates. 
 
TABLE 5.12:  Number of Spoken Languages 

 
Number of Languages Frequency Percentage 

2 9 11% 
3 32 39% 
4 25 30.5% 
5 12 14.6% 
6 4 4.9% 

      N= 82                     Mean= 3.63                     Median= 3.5                    Mode= 3 

                                           
96 Simplification falls under the Commission’s Better Regulation initiative, the aim of which 
is to reduce EU red tape by making Community legislation clear, understandable, up to date 
and user-friendly.  
97 European Communities, 2004, Staff Regulations of Officials of the European Communities and 

Conditions of Employment of Other Servants of the European Communities, Article 45/2. 
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The interviewed officials speak on average 3.63 languages and the record is six 
languages.   
 Although these multilingual aptitudes of Commission officials are not re-
flected in the languages they use to contact their network partners, they are 
well aware that speaking many languages is also advantageous for the depth 
and width of their network. It is always a plus if you speak the language of 
your interlocutor (Official #22). 

The more languages you master, the easier the communication. I mean clearly 
the French will talk to me in French and it’s always better if you can talk in the 
native language of the person. So the more languages you master, it facilitates 
your communication and thus may have a positive effect on your network. (Of-
ficial #76)  
[The] more languages you speak, [the] more it is easy to come in touch of course, 
to set up a network. If you speak one and half languages here in the Commis-
sion, of course it’s not enough. This is also something.… If you speak another 
language, which is the language of your [inter]locutor, they appreciate it … and 
it opens some doors. Let’s imagine you speak Maltese by chance and your [in-
ter]locutor, he will be ‘Ah!’, he will like it, he will open to you, he will give you 
everything. How come that? Or Finnish. How come … that you speak Finnish? 
Just to give an example. (Official #82) 

Conversely, not speaking your languages well might be a factor that binds you 
to officials who speak your native language. 

You will find that some people, their first thought when they reach a problem is 
to call somebody they know, somebody they feel comfortable with. It might be 
somebody who speaks their own language. We have obviously people who 
speak several languages very well, but we then have some colleagues who can 
maybe speak Spanish and they’re not very comfortable in English. So when they 
have a problem, they will call a friend who is also Spanish and they’ll say, 
‘Look, you know I’ve got this problem, how do I solve it?’ I mean it does happen 
yeah. So you will get that in some cases, maybe Spanish colleagues who will 
have a network of other Spanish friends spread all over the Commission per-
haps. Whereas if you speak English or French, you don’t have the same problem 
with communication. (Official #13) 

Similarly, language is not seen as a barrier for networking for officials who ei-
ther speak English and/or French well (Officials #24, #115), which is the case 
for almost all officials as we saw in Table 5.11.  

Some officials argued, however, that language only shapes networks to the 
extent that officials have predominantly English or French-speaking networks 
depending on their preference (Officials #19, #29, #73, #74, #90, #113, #117). Is 
there perhaps an ‘English-French divide’ in networks in the Commission? Pre-
sumably, such a divide would very much follow the geographic line North-
South since there is a general tendency of learning and speaking languages in 
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the same language family, for example Germanic or Latin. On the whole, 
North Europeans are more likely to speak English whereas South Europeans 
are usually more fluent in French. Does the English-French divide overlap 
with the North-South divide? 
 
TABLE 5.13:  Communication Language per Region 

 
 English French 

North 83 5 
South 38 56 

 
Looking at the frequencies of English and French as the communication lan-
guage with the contact persons, we see in Table 5.13 that the English-French 
divide virtually mirrors the North-South divide (which had already been dis-
proved in section 5.4 in terms of regional homophily). 

Even though language lies at the heart of communication, the foregoing 
analysis suggests that language does not play a significant role per se in shap-
ing the networks of Commission officials. The fact that English and French are 
used interchangeably in daily work, coupled with the fact that Commission 
officials are a multilingual crowd overcomes the barriers that language could 
otherwise pose. Furthermore, the analyses in this section show that the effect 
of language on networking behaviour is not independent of the variables na-
tionality, size of Member State and North-South. Because language overlaps 
with these variables, I exclude it in the multivariate analysis explaining net-
works in Chapter 6. 
 

5.6  

Debunking the Myth of Nationality 

 This chapter has addressed the question of whether Commission officials have 
predominantly national task-related informal networks with the help of quan-
titative and qualitative empirical data. The results can be summarised as fol-
lows. Even though many officials recognise the mechanisms that underlie ho-
mophily resulting from cultural similarities, the networks of officials are not 
culturally homophilic. Firstly, national networks are a myth when it comes to 
the networks of Commission officials at work. 

There are lots of stereotypes about the Commission…. Especially at the level of 
officials, it is a bit of a myth, national networks… [My translation] (Official #54)  

Secondly, even though the cultural differences between the North and South 
are very present in the minds and perceptions of Commission officials, the con-
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tacts within and between the North and South groups are almost evenly dis-
tributed. 

Of course, people maybe are different if they come from the North or from the 
South …, but I don’t think that influences our work. No, I don’t see anything of 
that. (Official #71)  

Thirdly, the daily usage of languages in the Commission transcends language 
barriers. English and French are not only the working languages but also the 
networking languages. 

If your colleagues, for example Dutch, talk to you in French, one cannot really 
say that language really plays a role. [My translation] (Official #115) 

The bivariate analyses in this chapter have also identified the variables size 
of Member State and North-South as variables that need to be tested further in 
a multivariate equation in order to explain the networks. How can we explain 
the fact that Commission officials’ networks are not shaped by nationality? If 
not nationality, then what? Which factors make contacting compatriots impos-
sible or irrelevant in the Commission? 
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6 
 

EXPLAINING THE NETWORKS:  

IF NOT NATIONALITY, THEN WHAT? 

 
In Chapter 5, it has been demonstrated that nationality does not shape the 
networking behaviour of Commission officials. Why is that the case? What 
makes it more or less likely for a Commission official to turn to a compatriot? 
In order to find out the answer, I bring in the intervening variables I intro-
duced in Chapter 3. I carry out a logistic regression analysis, testing the cul-
tural homophily variable North-South together with the socialisation and or-
ganisational structure variables. Subsequently, I offer an explanation of the 
results relying on qualitative interview and observation data.  
 

6.1  

What Shapes the Networks of Commission Officials? 

The finding that same nationality contacts constitute a mere 17.8% of the task-
related informal networks of Commission officials has methodological conse-
quences for testing the dependent variable ‘number of same nationality con-
tacts’. To begin with, the responses have a positively skewed distribution as 
can be seen on the histogram with a projected normal distribution curve in 
Figure 6.1. Furthermore, 49 officials have zero same nationality contacts. The 
combination of these factors makes a linear regression analysis not a suitable 
choice. Logistic regression, however, accounts for a high number of zero re-
sponses when the dependent variable is dichotomous with the values 0 and 1. 
As such, logistic regression predicts the likelihood of the occurrence or non-
occurrence of events in terms of odds (Pampel 2000: 11): “Odds express the 
likelihood of an occurrence relative to the likelihood of a non-occurrence.” 

The dependent variable ‘number of same nationality contacts’ has not been 
measured as a dichotomous variable, which implies that dichotomising it leads 
to some loss of information. However, the fact that there are respectively 9 and 
1 respondents with 2 and 3 same nationality contacts means that there is in any  
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FIGURE 6.1: The Variable ‘Number of Same Nationality Contacts’ 

 

 
 
case not enough variance to be detected for a variable with four categories. 
Even though individuals with 1 and 3 nationality contacts may differ, this 
trade-off has to be made in order to be able to conduct a methodologically 
sound test. 

My dependent variable thus becomes the dichotomy same nationality con-
tacts (1 - aggregation of the response categories 1, 2 and 3) or no same national-
ity contacts (0). I use the following independent variables: 

� Size of Member State: Large Member State officials have a higher prob-
ability of having same nationality contacts since there are more officials 
of their nationality due to the geographical balance principle of the 
Commission. As has been shown in Chapter 5 (see Table 5.2), large 
Member State officials indeed have higher numbers of same nationality 
contacts. I therefore include the variable ‘size of Member State’ to ac-
count for the lower/higher probability of same nationality contacts. 
This dummy variable has been coded as follows: Small Member 
State=0 (Austria, Denmark, Finland, Greece, Ireland, the Netherlands, 
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Portugal, Sweden), Large Member State=1 (Belgium, France, Germany, 
Italy, Spain, the UK).98 

� North-South: The effect of cultural homophily on shaping the networks 
of Commission officials needs to be tested against the variables derived 
from socialisation and organisational theories. The North-South divi-
sion could not be completely dismissed in section 5.4 since South Euro-
pean officials had a higher average of same nationality contacts. I in-
clude this variable to retest whether the collectivistic Southerners in-
deed have a higher tendency to contact compatriots whilst controlling 
for other factors (Hypothesis 2c). This is a dummy variable that has 
been coded as: North=0 (Austria, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Ireland, 
the Netherlands, Sweden, the UK), South=1 (Belgium, France, Greece, 
Italy, Portugal, Spain).   

� Number of spoken languages: Even though Hooghe (1999b, 2001) has 
used the dichotomous variable ‘experience abroad’ to test the degree of 
previous affiliation with values of other countries and cultures (Hy-
pothesis 4), I argue that this is not differentiating enough for my sam-
ple since it has become quite common in today’s world to have some 
experience abroad.99 The variable ‘number of spoken languages’ cap-
tures more variation in the concept of prior international socialisation 
since the more languages an official speaks, the more interested and af-
filiated with other cultures an official is. As such, speaking multiple 
languages tests the extent to which an official has a ‘cosmopolitan 
mindset’. Moreover, as section 5.5 has argued, speaking several foreign 
languages opens more doors in terms of networks. Therefore, the more 
languages an official speaks, the less likely the official will have same 
nationality contacts. The values of this variable range between 2 and 6. 

� Experience in national administration: I adopt this variable directly from 
the studies of Hooghe (1999b, 2001, 2005) which argue that officials 
who have previously worked at their home administration are social-
ised into defending national interests and support intergovernmental-
ist practices. Following this line of reasoning, officials with previous 
work experience in their national administration would be more likely 
to think along national lines and contact compatriots than officials who 
have no previous experience in national administration (Hypothesis 5). 
This is a dummy with the values No=0 and Yes=1, depending on 

                                           
98 Officials from the East European Member States and officials with double nationalities 
have been excluded from the calculations. 
99 69.1% of the officials in the sample have experience abroad. 
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whether the official has previously worked for the national administra-
tion before s/he started working for the Commission. 

� Length of service: This is a commonly used variable in socialisation re-
search to tap the length of individuals’ exposure to the values of the 
organisation they work for; the assumption being that the longer they 
work for an organisation, the more likely it is that they will internalise 
those values. In the case of the Commission, I expect that the longer of-
ficials work for the Commission, the more an official internalises the 
value of supranationality. As a result, the more officials are used to 
working in this multinational environment, the less likely they will 
have same nationality contacts. This variable is measured at the inter-
val level in numbers of years, with values ranging between 0.5 and 31.5 
years. 

� Number of within DG contacts: The Commission is organised so that 
each DG has its own defined area of policy or responsibility. As such, 
contacts within and outside the DG are of a different character. Offi-
cials in the same DG work under the same boss (Director-General and 
Commissioner) for the common sectoral interests of that particular DG. 
As a result, the DG (functional) belonging transcends cultural differ-
ences due to shared work requirements. Within the DG, the networks 
are thus less likely to be shaped by nationality (Hypothesis 7). The val-
ues of the variable ‘number of within DG contacts’ range between 0 
and 3. 

The SPSS output of the logistic regression including these variables is pre-
sented in Table 6.2.100  

The model performs quite well with correctly predicted cells at 73.3% and 
with a Nagelkerke R² of .389.101 The logistic regression coefficients (B) are in-
terpreted in the same way as coefficients in a linear regression, but the differ-
ence is that the coefficients show the change in the predicted logged odds of 
experiencing an event (having same nationality contacts) for one-unit change 
in the independent variables (Pampel 2000: 19). This makes the coefficients dif-
ficult to interpret, but this is not necessary for my purposes since the primary 
aim is to find out which of the independent variables influence the contact pat-
terns the most and in which direction.  

                                           
100 Collinearity diagnostics have shown that the variables do not suffer from multicollinear-
ity problems. Residual analyses resulted in only two cases with standardised residual val-
ues around 3. 
101 It should be noted that the Nagelkerke R² tends to be lower than the corresponding linear 
regression R². See for example, http://www2.chass.ncsu.edu/garson/PA765/logistic.htm. 
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TABLE 6.2:  Explaining Contacts with Logistic Regression 

 

Independent Variables B S.E.102 Wald103 Sig.104 Exp(B) 

Size of Member State** 2.205 .741 8.855 .003 9.070 
North-South dummy  .366 .613 .357 .550 1.442 
Number of spoken languages -.473 .321 2.179 .140 .623 
Experience in national administration .343 .609 .317 .574 1.409 
Length of service .031 .040 .601 .438 1.031 
Number of within DG contacts* -.677 .307 4.870 .027 .508 
Constant .581 1.717 .114 .735 1.787 
** p<0.01, *p<0.05                                                        Overall Percentage Correct: 73.3% 
N=75                                                                            Nagelkerke R Square: .389                                           

 
In logistic regression, an odds ratio, i.e. exponentiated coefficient - Exp(B), 

higher than 1 increases the odds of an event occurring and a coefficient smaller 
than 1 decreases the odds (ibid: 22). There are only two variables whose coeffi-
cients pass the statistical significance test, namely those of size of Member State 
and the number of same DG contacts. The control variable, size of Member 
State, has the highest coefficient and it is positive. This means that it is far more 
likely to contact an official of the same nationality if one belongs to a large na-
tionality group. The coefficient of same DG contacts is relatively smaller, but it 
is significant and smaller than 1 (negative): an official who has more within 
DG contacts is thus less likely to turn to compatriots. This implies that within 
DG contacts are less influenced by nationality compared to outside DG con-
tacts which are more influenced by nationality.  

The variable North-South had given mixed results in Chapter 5, but in the 
multivariate analysis, this variable fails to pass the significance test. It is actu-
ally the second weakest variable. Since this variable has been dealt with in de-
tail in section 5.4, I will not go into it again in this chapter. However, on the 
basis of these results, I reject Hypothesis 2c. The North-South division is thus a 
myth and South European officials do not significantly contact their compatri-
ots more than North European officials for information or advice for conduct-
ing their tasks. 

The socialisation variables fail altogether. Amongst the socialisation vari-
ables, however, the number of spoken languages (i.e. prior international so-
cialisation) performs the best. As already pointed out in Chapter 3, this out-
                                           
102 Standard Error. 
103 The Wald statistic tests the significance of individual logistic regression coefficients for 
each independent variable. 
104 Significance. 
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come is in line with the results of quantitative research with regard to socialisa-
tion in the Commission which found no effect of prior international socialisa-
tion and Commission socialisation. Yet, the quantitative and qualitative evi-
dence I have gathered through the interviews and my observations point to a 
strong effect of these two socialisation mechanisms. The weakest socialisation 
variable in the multivariate analysis is experience in national administration. 
However, I have no qualitative material that suggests that officials who have 
previously worked for their national administrations behave more ‘nationally’. 
On the contrary, these people have chosen to work for the EU and some of 
them have stayed in the Commission after having been seconded by their 
Member State as a national expert. As recent research on the seconded national 
experts shows, even these temporary officials take on a departmental role and 
have most of their contacts within the DG (Trondal et al. 2007). I therefore do 
not deal with this variable further. 

I start explaining the results with the variables with the strongest effects in 
the multivariate analysis, size and DG. I then move on to the socialisation vari-
ables, prior international socialisation and Commission socialisation. I make a 
case that these variables actually do shape the networking behaviour of Com-
mission officials by presenting supporting survey data. More importantly, I 
rely on my qualitative survey and observation data to build my arguments.  
 

6.2  

The Geographical Balance in Networks 

 The principle of geographical balance has a direct consequence on the available 
pool of same nationality officials a given Commission official can network 
with. The multinational composition of units and DGs has the direct conse-
quence that large Member State nationals are spread more evenly throughout 
the Commission than small Member State nationals. Consequently, the size of a 
national group automatically determines the possibility of national network-
ing, by the pure effect of chance and probability. The account of a Belgian offi-
cial is illustrative of this effect: 

We are perhaps not very representative given that my boss is Belgian, my col-
league is Belgian, I am Belgian, our assistant is Belgian and our secretary is Bel-
gian. But it is purely … a fruit of chance because the other colleagues who left 
were all replaced by Belgians.105 Ok, I know, for example that there is another 
Belgian in another Directorate-General, whom I could contact. There are a lot of 
Belgians, it’s a fact. [My translation] (Official #115)  

                                           
105 When the Commission is in urgent need of personnel, it hires temporary staff which in 
the short-term tend to be Belgians. 
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Therefore, in practice nationality has limited effect because not all nationalities 
are represented everywhere (Official #119). In this sense, nationality poten-
tially matters more for large Member State officials (Official #30, #31). A French 
official explains: 

When you are a Cypriot, you have a very small chance of having another Cyp-
riot in your unit or even in the same Directorate. Whereas me, I have a very 
small chance of not having other French officials in my Directorate… In my unit 
there are lots of French officials, two-three ladies who are French… [My transla-
tion] (Official #91) 

Conversely, for a small Member State official, it does not have an enormous 
added value to have a national network (Official #76) because it is basically not 
sufficient to have a solely national network (Officials #67, #69).  
 What makes size such an important factor though? Theoretically, officials 
should still be able to find other compatriots somewhere in the Commission 
when they need information or advice on work-related matters. Yet, the or-
ganisation of work in the Commission renders this possibility obsolete: Com-
mission officials are specialised in specific dossiers which in some cases require 
very specific technical or scientific expertise. Often, this means that Commis-
sion officials have to work on their own: 

Usually we work in a quite autonomous way. We have an area of work that is 
our responsibility. The work in the Commission, or certainly in this unit, is quite 
individual; … each person has their individual area of responsibility. (Official 
#13) 
What I find is that, it’s one person-one file. Responsibility is split up, so I work 
very independently because I have my responsibility. So there’s little teamwork. 
Maybe due to that, I try to compensate by gathering information from around. 
(Official #9) 

Whether officials have many contacts outside the unit is also determined by 
the type of file they have. Especially vertical (policy) units and files bring a 
higher tendency of autonomous work and more within unit contacts due to the 
specialised nature of the work (Officials #82, #119) whereas horizontal tasks 
necessitate contact with other units and DGs per definition (Officials #71, #76). 
Whether it is a policy or a coordination unit, however, what is important for 
the task-related informal networks is that officials choose their contact persons 
on the basis of substance and relevance.   

It is not as if there is a choice among a large pool of persons in your field 
who all have the answer to your particular question. If that were the case, 
some officials admitted they might prefer the person from their own national-
ity over someone who is not:  

If there are two people on a certain dossier and one of them is Italian, I prefer to 
contact the Italian. (Official #95) 
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I have to work with people who are dealing with the same dossiers. And by ac-
cident if it’s a Belgian, that’s very nice, but it’s a rare case. (Official #76) 

Especially when you are an official from a small Member State, the chances are 
low that there is someone else from your nationality who is working in the 
same field of expertise (Officials #25, #100, #110, #116). Conversely, when you 
are from a large Member State, the fact that you have same nationality contacts 
does not necessarily result from a preference for your own nationality. During 
the informal follow-up interview with a German official I had previously in-
terviewed (who had two German contact persons), he told me that it was by 
pure chance that these two people who were working in the same domain as 
him were both Germans (Official #82). The effect of size is thus highly condi-
tioned by the policy area of an official which is determined by the DG which 
an official works for. It is to this central variable that shapes the networks of 
Commission officials that we now turn. 
 

6.3  

The DG as the Centre of Working Life in the Commission  

The significance of DG belonging for the task-related informal networks of 
Commission officials is a reflection of the centrality of one’s field of expertise. 
Given the advantages of communicating with a culturally similar other which 
have been outlined in Chapter 5, Commission officials could have theoretically 
well been homophilic if cultural commonalities would determine their net-
working patterns. Yet, in practice, when it comes to performing one’s tasks, the 
specific considerations of the official’s dossier are the key factors in shaping an 
official’s regular information and advice network. Task-related networking is 
shaped principally by the substance of the work (Official #54).  

The strongest “micro-identity” of Commission officials is their DG belong-
ing which constitutes a basis for shared reference points: 

[T]he fact of working together can create a self-conscious micro-identity which is 
seen to go beyond national differences: ‘We share the same references, we speak the 

same language.’ Or, as one official said, ‘I have known cases of disputes arising from 

linguistic and cultural misunderstandings, not so much within a department but be-

tween departments and with outsiders’. (Abélès et al. 1993: 33) 
Indeed, “people of different nationalities belonging to the same institution may 
come to share important attitudes that are not necessarily shared by those af-
filiated with other institutions” (Egeberg 2006d: 24). Because when it comes to 
work, sharing the same nationality fails to form a professional bond when the 
two individuals are working on unrelated topics: 

My job is fishery products. If I have to speak with somebody that is working on, 
I don’t know, protection of forestry, maybe it’s just for curiosity. It’s difficult to 
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have a common approach. The common approach in this case is the Commission 
or the institutions. (Official#108) 
I don’t see nationality playing a role because what comes first is the function, the 
technical aspect. I am not going to ask a French colleague, simply because he is 
French, for information on a file managed by a Swedish colleague who knows 
the subject…. It is the technical knowledge, the function, the fact of being re-
sponsible for a subject that comes first. [My translation] (Official #91)  

As a result, expertise rather than nationality determines a contact person’s 
competence and utility (Official #115).  

If I need information and I have this choice between a German and an Italian or 
a Pole or whatever, I go to that person whom I know [has] this information, 
who’s better placed in the network.… That is [the] professional approach.… 
And I think [there] you don’t care about nationality. (Official #82) 

As in any professional setting, personalities also play a role in choosing net-
work partners (Officials #12, #72, #112). In this sense, officials judge other col-
leagues as individuals (Official #100). 

Culture does not play a role in whom I feel close to. Some people I avoid, some 
people not. So it does not matter to me. (Official #3) 
It has nothing to do with their nationality. For me it has to do with some sort of 
personal skills, abilities, dispositions. (Official #7) 

It is through the fact of working together on the same issues that officials 
come to share common views (Officials #7, #24). The policy issue one is work-
ing on transcends the cultural differences: 

But in the end because I’m working, we are all working on social inclusion is-
sues, and it’s a choice to work in that sort of area, which creates things that are 
in common rather than different.… I am working on a particular issue in a very 
concentrated way with people who have been interested in that issue which 
probably transcends the differences that might exist because of the main cultural 
differences. (Official #24) 

These statements echo the idea of epistemic communities of Peter M. Haas (1992: 
3) which he defines as “a network of professionals with recognised expertise 
and competence in a particular domain and an authoritative claim to policy-
relevant knowledge within that domain or issue-area”. Epistemic communities 
share views and beliefs which stem from working for a “common policy enter-
prise” (idem). Furthermore, their institutional ties and informal networks con-
tribute to the persistence and the solidarity of the community (ibid: 20). As a 
result, professional communities also share a common language which facili-
tates communication (March and Simon 1958: 167). As one Commission official 
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expressed, “When you are working on a specific issue, there is no language 
barrier” (Official #48).106  

The centrality of the policy area is a reflection of the sectoral organisation of 
the European Commission, whereby commonalities or differences are marked 
by the DG belonging. Organisational arrangements play an important role in 
how conflicting influences are mediated and responded to by organisational 
members (Siebers 2000: 190). While classical intergovernmental organisations 
“specialised according to geographical criteria tend to encourage cooperation 
and conflict along territorial lines, institutions arranged by non-territorial crite-
ria are expected to foster cleavages across geographical units” (Egeberg 2006d: 
20).  
 The power struggle between the Commission’s DGs on the basis of their 
separate agendas is an often heard observation in the EU literature (Cram 1994; 
Cini 1996a, 2000a). One interviewed Commission official went so far as to 
compare these departmental clashes to the “Balkans”: 

The Commission is like the Balkans – There are warring fractions. You are al-
ways in a corner within DGs and units. You are afraid someone else steals your 
ideas. It is the most difficult with joint proposals. You go constantly backwards 
and forwards. In terms of policy-making it doesn’t work when people have con-
flicting aims. Each DG has its own agenda which don’t match in most cases. (Of-
ficial #12) 

Neill Nugent (2001: 159) identifies three sorts of inter-DG conflict in the Com-
mission: 

� Territorial conflict – within policy areas on issues cutting across organ-
isational boundaries (to defend or expand responsibilities) 

� Ideological conflict – over policy approaches and solutions 
� Conflict over resources – with respect to staffing and operational budg-

ets. 
DG Environment, for instance, is a DG which typically has territorial conflicts 
with other DGs such as DG Enterprise or DG Transport and Energy. The mis-
sion of DG Environment is integrating environmental concerns in as many pol-

                                           
106Eugène Loos (2000) concludes in his study on the effects of linguistic plurality on the func-
tioning of the European Parliament (EP) that the backstage work of the advisers of the MEPs 
differs from the MEPs who are politicians elected for five-year terms: “They speak several 
foreign languages, know each other well, exclude politicians as much as possible and have 
similar interests. This enables them to overcome linguistic, national and political differences 
and helps them to compose resolutions in an effective and efficient manner.… There is a 
‘common bond’ between them, beyond their differences, which facilitates the creation of a 
‘common ground’” (Loos 2000: 155-156). Plausibly, the same can be argued for the differ-
ence between Commission officials and the Commissioners.   
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icy fields as possible. Inevitably, this clashes with business interests. Policy 
priorities are coupled with particular policy ideas and approaches which also 
vary per DG. Whatever a specific policy proposal may involve, DG Health and 
Consumer Protection stands on the side of the citizens and works towards es-
tablishing a consumer-friendly and healthy common market. This conviction is 
likely to clash with DG Enterprise on an issue like food safety since DG Enter-
prise is focused more on the food industry and the economic consequences of a 
given safety measure.  

The Commission defines its annual priorities and adopts an annual work 
programme107 towards the end of every year. After the Commissioners take the 
final decision on which proposals will be included in the work programme, an 
Annual Policy Strategy (APS) is adopted by each DG on the basis of which 
human and financial resources of the Commission are distributed. As a result, 
the end and beginning of the year in the Commission are periods when this 
inter-DG competition is felt the most, starting with the battle to place policy 
proposals within this work programme. In these inter-service meetings organ-
ised by the Secretariat-General, each DG has to defend its policies and territo-
ries by taking the floor to explain its point of view in the hope of persuading 
the others.108  

Inter-service meetings are also exemplary in terms of representing which 
belonging matters the most. Namely, all participants are called by their DG 
name or rather by their DG acronym. One of the first steps the Prodi Commis-
sion took when it came to office was to replace the DG numbers with real 
names so that it would be more understandable to outsiders. That DG VIII was 
DG Development was only known to those working in, on or with the Com-
mission. Nowadays, every DG is known and referred to by its proper name, 
such as DG Agriculture or DG Trade. However, this is still not quite the case 
when Commission officials are talking to each other. For them, acronyms such 
as TAXUD (Taxation and Customs Union) or SJ (Legal Service), have replaced 
the numbers which is in any case much easier to remember for their purposes. 
For in case of doubt, they can always decipher a DG acronym by thinking 
about the DG name in French.109 DG acronyms are a part of “organisational 

                                           
107 Commission Legislative and Work Programme (CLWP). 
108 The style of the interventions can also vary per DG. In the words of an official, DG 
RELEX (External Relations) tends to be secretive and diplomatic, ‘as if they were doing a 
favour to explain’ their position. The dominance of French, the formal style and the diplo-
matic thinking of this DG marks its belonging to the epistemic community of diplomats. 
109 Whereas the dominant communication language is increasingly English in the Commis-
sion, the acronyms are still derived mainly from French. 
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vocabulary”110, unlike some other acronyms which might be policy or DG-
specific. Commission officials are confronted with these DG acronyms on a 
daily basis in more formal settings like meetings, on their institutional badge 
or in their mailbox (since the names of Commission officials are followed by 
the DG acronym in brackets in intra-Commission mails). 

The DG attachment is thus the most reinforced belonging of a Commission 
official on a daily basis. This is also accomplished through all sorts of physical 
arrangements and cues. The officials of the Commission are located in their 
prospective DGs. Within the DGs, the offices are grouped in terms of director-
ates and units. Directorates are usually grouped per floor, whereas units are 
situated on the same floor, with the offices of officials in the same unit located 
next to one another. The unit shapes the day-to-day working life of a Commis-
sion official to the extent that an official’s work and social life are to a great ex-
tent physically contained in their own unit and DG.  

These examples illustrate the significance of the DG for a Commission offi-
cial’s daily work. The centrality of the DG is also reflected in the networking 
behaviour of Commission officials. Previous research on bureaucratic organi-
sations has shown that bureaucrats were most closely linked to their depart-
mental apparatus (Aberbach et al. 1981: 212) as a result of which contacts and 
the flow of information tend to be limited outside the department (Egeberg 
1999: 162-163). Similarly, the majority of contacts of the Commission officials 
interviewed for this research are mainly clustered within their DGs: 69.6% of 
the contact persons work for the same DG. Accordingly one might argue that, 
if “Where you stand depends on where you sit” (Miles 1978), then there might 
be differences between the networking patterns of officials in different DGs. To 
explore whether this is the case, first the contacts within the DG were com-
pared across the four DGs in the sample.  
 
TABLE 6.3:  Distribution of Same DG Contacts per DG  

 

 

DG 

Ratio Contacts within 

DG: Total Contacts 

Percentage of 

Same DG Contacts 

Employment 53/63 84.1% 
Health and Consumer Protection 47/63 74.6% 
Justice 31/50 62% 
Environment 36/65 55.3% 
TOTAL 167/240 69.6% 

 

                                           
110 I borrow this term from Pettigrew (1990). 
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As we see in Table 6.3, among the officials in the four DGs in the sample, offi-
cials in DG Employment and DG Health and Consumer Protection have more 
within DG contacts. This is probably an indication that they are more special-
ised DGs with less cross-cutting issues. The officials in DG Justice and DG En-
vironment, on the other hand, seem to be relatively more connected to other 
DGs by virtue of their higher number of outside DG contact persons.  

DG Environment, for example, has an interest in reaching out to other DGs. 
As mentioned previously its mission is to incorporate environmental concerns 
in all EU policies. This was a finding which was also evident in the job descrip-
tions of interviewed officials. For officials in DG Environment, inter-service 
meetings or consultations are not sufficient for persuading other DGs to take 
up their positions. This is why, as an official in DG Environment explains, it is 
very important for them to rely on their informal networks: 

It’s a compulsory procedure to consult different services. But they don’t have to 
take every single comment we give.… It’s very important to bring people closer, 
to bring their ideas closer. It’s very much sort of, I guess this long-term trust-
building, convincing people. I mean, to be very specific, if I deal with DG Devel-
opment and they’re telling me ‘People are dying of hunger and poverty is the 
main problem in Africa. Children cannot go to school and … they have the most 
horrendous illnesses, so how come you’re telling me that environment in Africa 
is such a key thing?’ …You do need to do that convincing and developing that 
trust so that they listen. When you work in Environment - and I think if you in-
terview more people in Environment, you will see that - people are quite en-
gaged in a cause. But interestingly enough in DG Development also. It’s a ‘cause 
DG’.… They’re convinced that it’s important, of course, to eradicate poverty in 
the world and so on. So how can I bridge that? How can I bring these two 
worlds together? Well, my mission is to explain that the poorest depend on wa-
ter, on forests to feed themselves, to have a healthy life and survive. And that’s 
the policy in Environment. How does climate change have an impact on the 
poorest people? It has a big impact. Why? Because desertification, for example, 
is growing because of global warming…. The small islands, the micro-states, 
they will be under water and so on. There is a very direct link, but you have to 
teach them. If not, people listen and then say ‘Oh yes, these green people!’. You 
know, these labels.… I mean, if all I do is to reply by an official note saying ‘Hey 
you know, you have to introduce that chapter on the linkage between poverty 
and environment because a, b, c’, I don’t think I would convince anybody.… 
You have to talk to people, you have to make them used to your ways, to your 
means of thinking and so on. And all this is soft. It’s not formal; it’s informal and 
happens with time. (Official #64) 

Whether officials’ contacts are clustered within their own DG also has conse-
quences on whom they choose to contact. As the logistic regression analysis 
has shown, the more one has contact persons within the DG, the less likely 
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they are from the same nationality. A closer look at the bivariate relationship 
between these variables supports the findings of the regression equation.  
 
TABLE 6.4:  Cross-Table DG & Nationality Contacts 

 
Contact Persons Same Nationality Other Nationality TOTAL 

Same DG 21 
(12.6%) 

146 
(87.4%) 

167 
(100%) 

Other DG 22 
(30.1%) 

51 
(69.9%) 

73 
(100%) 

TOTAL 43 197 240 

 
As Table 6.4 illustrates, contacts within the DG are much more multinational, 
as revealed in the finding that 87.4% of the DG contact persons are of another 
nationality than the official’s. Even though contacts outside the DG are also on 
the whole multinational (69.9% of contacts are other Member State officials), 
the proportion of national contacts increases outside the borders of the DG. 
Whereas 12.6% of the within DG contact persons are compatriots, the figure 
raises to 30.1% in terms of contact persons in other DGs. 
 How can we explain the fact that officials have relatively more national con-
tacts in other DGs? In the Commission, the identification with one’s dossier 
and policy area is so strong that there is usually little room left for general 
questions (Abélès and Bellier 1996: 437). In that sense, there is a difference be-
tween the substantive network and the ‘general’ network: 

I think there are different networks. You need some people who are more kind 
of your colleagues or who know the subject, but then you have these other net-
works and … in these general networks … [nationality] would probably play a 
role. (Official #113) 

The kind of useful general information one can get from a fellow national in 
another DG can be on “how things are working in the other DG, how they do 
certain things” (Official #113). Seeking out a compatriot is also handy for ask-
ing for contact persons in another DG or finding out who is responsible for a 
certain topic:  

Because I don’t know the structure of the other DG, I ask her for contacts be-
cause I know she’s not working where I need it. (Official #100) 
When I need information from a completely new DG with whom I’ve never 
been in touch, then I look for the organigramme and see if there are some Aus-
trian names and then it’s much easier to phone them, to ask them to give the col-
league who’s in charge of the business than if I had to call some French or Span-
ish people. That’s clear. It’s just a point of first contact, but they can tell you to 
whom you have to turn. And then, nationality doesn’t play a role anymore, but 
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it’s sometimes a good tool of getting directly informally in touch with other DGs 
and other services. (Official #81) 
For instance, if I needed something from DG FISH111, when I knew a Dane work-
ing there, I would maybe phone that person, asking do you know so and so. But 
I would do this, me personally, I would do the same if I knew an Italian there. 
For me it’s a factor that you know the person there that can help you on. But I 
think nationality is used by some. (Official #35)  

It is easier to contact people in other DGs in your own language (Official #3).  
Language is more important for first contact. I contact the Spanish (for three sec-
onds) for finding out who’s responsible. I don’t think nationality matters in the 
end. (Official #80) 

However, there are also officials who do not appreciate this ‘door-opener’ 
function since it is not related to their expertise:  

I don’t like someone who’s phoning, ‘I was just checking someone who’s Span-
ish on the list and wanted to ask you’. To be Spanish, this is not a professional 
mark. (Official #46)  

As the predominance of other nationality contacts in other DGs also shows, 
the contact person in the other DG need not be of the same nationality. Previ-
ous colleagues in other DGs are also useful intermediaries for finding other 
contact persons: 

For me, the most important thing is to have contact with the one who’s respon-
sible for the task. I also still contact colleagues I knew from before and of whom 
I know the area of expertise. I can also ask them for other contacts. (Official 
#113) 

Again, it is the position and the file that shapes the networks of Commission 
officials (Official #102). This does not imply, however, that the files and DGs of 
officials are fixed: 

Because each time you are doing legislation, you change your file. So of course, 
the people who are important are not exactly necessarily the same. So that’s why 
your files need to be your networks. (Official #119) 

Changing topics and DGs is one of the aspects that make working for the 
Commission interesting and challenging for Commission officials.  

Starting in a new DG is like having a new employer. Because I have worked for 
other DGs, I can understand the spirit of other DGs. This is my third DG, so I 
know lots of people. It is key to move DGs in order to know people, to get to 
know ways of doing things. Mobility is really important. (Official #102) 

Since the personnel reforms in the Commission, mobility has become a fre-
quent and widespread phenomenon. For example, one year after the inter-
views were conducted, 23.2% of the interviewed officials had changed posi-
tions either within or across DGs. In this sense, I expect the results of this study 

                                           
111 Directorate-General for Fisheries and Maritime Affairs. 
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to be valid for the whole Commission and not only for the DGs in the sample. 
The networks of the officials are likely to change as they change files and DGs, 
but the determining factor will still be the policy area and not nationality. 

As a result, the DG loyalty of officials is in a way limited to the time period 
that a Commission official works for that particular DG. In this sense, DG loy-
alty is more fluid than the loyalty to the Commission. When officials change 
DGs, they need to adapt to the new ways of working in the new DG. An offi-
cial’s previous DG is often referred to in conversations, especially when s/he is 
new to the job, either by the person her/himself with reference to the culture 
s/he was used to working in or by others as a negative remark behind the per-
son’s back, usually amounting to saying, ‘That is not how things are done here 
in this DG’. As such, “Mobility hinders identification with a particular unit.… 
With a turnover rate among top officials of 75 percent over five years, there is 
not much time to mold individual preferences according to particular depart-
mental cultures.… Contrary to common beliefs, only a small group of top offi-
cials is entrenched in a departmental world” (Hooghe 2005: 879).  

Mobility also has consequences for the networks of Commission officials. It 
simultaneously increases the need and the possibilities for building a wide in-
formal network: 

The job mobility every four years increases the need for an informal network. 
The old type of fonctionnaire was someone who had the same job for twenty 
years and worked with the same people. Now, your informal network just 
builds up as you move. It gets bigger and transferred to new jobs. The Commis-
sion culture is changing. (Official #64) 

In this sense, networks can be fluid and pragmatic in the Commission. They 
come and go depending on the policy issue at hand. In a way, it is professional 
networking as usual: you make and use your contacts to conduct your tasks 
and to achieve your objectives (Official #72).  

With time, then people know what you’re doing and they call you. Then you 
know them, so you can call them.… It happens naturally. (Official #65) 

Networks are thus built and maintained through time, with mutual trust, ex-
change and investment (Officials #2, #20, #29, #46, #47, #64, #65, #69, #76, #98, 
#102). 

First of all, when you arrive, you find other people you knew already before. 
And in the Commission, in the … Directorate-General, there are already people 
whom you’ve worked with in general … or you find in the Directorate all the 
people you’ve worked with…. And it’s a mixture of luck. You just happen to 
meet people at the first stages of your career and you find them later. And also 
… you have to … invest in it. You have to make a point of talking to people, im-
pressing them, taking them to lunch or being useful to people and hoping they’ll 
be useful back. And making sure you’re present in meetings. (Official #69) 
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You go and speak to people and make sure that you reply favours quickly. You 
need quite a long time to have a good network in the Commission. You need to 
show you’re reliable. (Official #20) 

What makes networking in the Commission and in Brussels atypical, however, 
is the fact that the networks are composed of individuals of different nationali-
ties (Official #81). Who are these individuals who come from all corners of 
Europe and end up in Brussels to work at the Commission? Do international 
roads lead to multinational networks? 
 

6.4  

Cosmopolitans in Brussels 

 Cosmopolitan is the adjective most frequently used by EU staff for describing 
the multilingual and multinational character of EU institutions (Shore 2000: 
153). Section 5.5 has shown that Commission officials are a multilingual crowd, 
with their average of 3.63 spoken languages (see Table 5.12). As it has already 
been argued at the beginning of this chapter, learning and speaking more than 
one foreign language indicates a curiosity in mastering other cultures. Speak-
ing many languages is thus a manifestation of a cosmopolitan mindset.  

If you like generally playing with communications, if you like talking foreign 
languages, then you do it already because you like it to know other people, other 
cultures although they are all Europeans. That’s the reason you build … up [a 
network]. (Official #82) 

Building and maintaining a multinational network go together with such a 
cosmopolitan outlook. 
 During the interviews, I gathered a variety of personal background details 
to find out the extent to which Commission officials are a cosmopolitan crowd: 
whether they had studied, lived or worked abroad, whether they had been 
raised in a multinational family, whether they had a partner of a different na-
tionality, etc.112 As the results in Table 6.5 show, 69.1% of the interviewed offi-
cials have lived abroad before coming to Brussels to work for the European 
Commission, for an average of 2.3 years. For 46.3% of them, this experience 
abroad involved also their studies. Furthermore, 8.5% have grown up in a mul-
tinational family and 38.3% have partners of another nationality.  

All the above indicators point strongly towards Commission officials not 
being an average crowd. They are individuals who usually have previous ex-
perience with other cultures, be it through living, studying or working abroad.  
 

                                           
112 I would like to thank all the Commission officials I interviewed for trusting me and pro-
viding me with information on these private details. 
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TABLE 6.5:  Multinational Experience 

 
Type Experience  Frequency Percentage 

Family 

Raised in a multinational family (N=82) 7 8.5% 
Partner of a different nationality (N=81) 31 38.3% 
Partner working in the Commission (N=81) 12 14.8% 
Experience Abroad Prior to Joining the Commission 
Lived abroad (N=81) 56 69.1% 
Studied abroad (N=82) 38 46.3% 
Brussels/EU-related Experience Prior to Joining the Commission 
Studied at the College of Europe (N=82) 7 8.5% 
Traineeship at an EU institution (N=82) 22 26.8% 
Worked in Brussels (N=82) 14 17.1% 

 
This affects the way they relate to people from other cultures:  

Commission officials have a multicultural background. They have more experi-
ence in languages and a capability to approach other cultures in a better way 
and to understand different cultural backgrounds. (Official #118) 

Moreover and perhaps more importantly, they are not only used to working in 
a multinational environment but also to living in a multinational environment: 
the high number of Commission officials with a partner from another national-
ity is the biggest proof. Having a partner from another nationality reinforces 
the phenomenon of “multiple loyalties” and “cosmopolitan identities” (Cail-
liez 2004: 57-59) since this implies having a close affinity with another culture.  

Working in a multinational organisation like the Commission demands a 
high level of flexibility and adaptation from individuals. Constantly shifting 
from one language to the other is quite a challenge.113 Indeed, the ability to 
work in a multicultural and multilingual working environment is one of the 
assets an aspiring Commission official has to possess.114 As a result, the Com-
mission both attracts cosmopolitan officials and selects them. The chance that an 
individual with a mono-cultural, mono-lingual background passes through the 
highly competitive selection process (concours) is low, if such an individual is 
willing to work for an international organisation at all.  

I hear that from some people … that there are people who are more mono-
cultural, and there are not many I think in the Commission, but there are some. 

                                           
113 One of the things that amazed me on my first working days at the Commission was how 
everyone around me was switching from English to French in the same sentence, then pick-
ing up the phone and speaking yet another language the next second.  
114 See EPSO website http://europa.eu/epso/working/career/carehome_en.htm. 



CHAPTER 6 

125  

The mono-cultural, mono-lingual, you know not having lived too much abroad 
or… Perhaps also a question of generation, but that might be linked with what I 
just said because perhaps the older generation might be more mono-cultural, 
mono-lingual than the younger ones. (Official #64) 
There are just some people who are more nationalistic, so it’s a question of peo-
ple rather than nationality. When you look at people here, three out of four are 
international, European-oriented and one is national-oriented. (Official #119) 

In contrast to Hooghe (2005), I argue that self-selection and selection play a 
strong and mutually reinforcing role in the Commission. Whereas she takes 
being ‘pro-European’ as an indication for selective recruitment, I claim that for 
the new generation of Commission officials it might be the willingness to work 
and live in a cosmopolitan environment that serves as a more important attrac-
tion and selection factor.  

It’s also a question I would say people of a generation. I think sort of young 
people in Brussels, they are… Because they have studied abroad more than the 
people that are older and they are … a bit more international in a way than the 
older ones. So I don’t know if it’s because of their culture or it’s just because of 
their age. (Official #65) 

Accordingly, nowadays affinity with international values and norms poten-
tially weighs more heavily than the criterion of being pro-European. This is, 
however, not to say that the new generation of Commission officials are not 
pro-European, but it may no longer be the primary motivation factor.115  

As a result, getting a job at the Commission has increasingly become a mat-
ter of pursuing a pre-socialisation path in order to build up an ‘international 
CV’. Studying at the College of Europe and/or doing a traineeship at the EU 
institutions116 are the main pillars of this pre-socialisation track. At the College 
of Europe in Bruges117, young ambitious European minds study the EU and get 
a taste of functioning in a multicultural environment. In this small Belgian 
town, they form close friendships and lay the foundations of their multina-

tional Brussels network: 

                                           
115 I have not openly asked the Commission officials what their reasons for joining the Com-
mission were. Yet, even though the respondents referred to the cosmopolitan backgrounds 
of officials, they did not refer to the ‘European ideal’ or to being pro-European integration. 
Neither did I observe a particularly pro-European spirit during my period in the Commis-
sion. I suspect that this was also a reflection of the pessimistic mood in the aftermath of the 
failure of the EU constitution. 
116 The selection process for the traineeship is also highly competitive. I would argue that an 
international profile is also a selection criterion for the trainees.  
117 Bruges houses the first College of Europe. The second one is situated in Natolin (Poland). 



CHAPTER 6 

126 

When you come from Bruges and you work in the Commission, you do have a 
network. I have lots of friends from Bruges who work in the institutions whom I 
could contact if I wanted to. (Official #38)  
I mean a lot of the people are from my studies or friends I met through them, so 
it’s a network which I built previous to my arrival in the Commission. (Official 
#19) 

A typical follow-up to a master’s degree in Bruges is to do a traineeship at the 
European Commission, Parliament or Council. This pre-socialisation period is 
appropriately called an ‘in-service traineeship’. Even though the five-month 
traineeship does not guarantee a job at the Commission, many trainees end up 
getting temporary contacts at the Commission or use this valuable EU experi-
ence as a stepping-stone for their career in Brussels. The traineeship network 
constitutes yet another multinational network for prospective Commission of-
ficials.  
 As one official indicated, the Commission is increasingly recruiting Brussels 
insiders, i.e. people who have already worked as national experts or in the 
Permanent Representation of their Member State or regional government in 
Brussels. There are also officials whose previous job in the Member State in-
volved working with the Commission in the same policy area. These officials 
also indicated that they already had a network in Brussels before working in 
the Commission. The consequence of increasing pre-socialisation is that in-
creasingly the “same sort of people come in” who share a common culture and 
a multinational network. Even though Commission officials come from four 
corners of the EU, the diversity is perhaps paradoxically limited:  

Well there is a lot of variation, but there’s no… I wouldn’t say no variation, but 
there’s very little diversity. I’ve seen civil services in other Member States and 
what always strikes me when I go to them is, you have sometimes people with 
disabilities; you have people from ethnic minorities; you have, I don’t know, 
sometimes you have people who are quite clearly very low-paid… You come in 
the Commission, no ethnic minorities, no people with disabilities. Everybody 
is… We are diverse but only within a very small stratum: educated, middle 
class. Really, that’s it! You will not find the kind of diversity that you find in a 
normal workforce.… You will find that regardless of their national origins, 
many people in the Commission share the same value system. They all come 
from much the same backgrounds. They’re almost all well-educated, European 
origin, middle-class and relatively well-paid. And even in their background, 
they would all have come from similar, you know they would be civil servants, 
they would be maybe university academics, very few will have come from in-
dustry but always from the middle-level of industry. Look around! It’s the one 
thing that strikes you. It is white, middle-class, able-bodied, well-educated. So 
on that level, everybody shares a very, if you like, consistent background. So, we 
have people that come from Eastern Europe. And really we, before the enlarge-
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ment last year, everybody sort of worried. Eastern Europeans, you know, mad, 
communists. These were people coming from what used to be the other side of 
the Iron Curtain. They’d be completely different. They would change the whole 
culture. But when they came, what did we discover? They are exactly the same! 
They are exactly the same. They are white, middle-class, well-educated. You 
know, I mean seriously it’s really quite strange to see them. And they all speak 
languages which means that they all had a good, if you like, international educa-
tion in Hungary, Poland, wherever. They’re all very, very similar to each other. 
(Official #13) 

As Cris Shore also notes, “‘cosmopolitan’ in the context of the Commission 
means ‘multinational’ rather than multiracial.… Most officials are white, Cau-
casian and middle-class and the representation of ethnic minorities within the 
EU civil service is not an issue given any weight” (Shore 2000: 192). Indeed, in 
my sample of interviewed officials, there was only one official who belonged 
to an ethnic minority who shared these observations: 

Everyone is white, so why everyone is white? Two years ago an English guy 
told during a meeting, ‘Don’t you think here in the Commission, DG Employ-
ment people are quite much white?’ And he was right. I don’t see any blacks or 
minorities.… There are no Muslims around. The only exceptions are from the 
UK, some Pakistani people or black people. (Official #5) 

Other officials also shared the impression about the East European new-
comers: 

They are too few, but they are not different. They are integrating very well. (Of-
ficial #6) 
They are very open. Most of them studied abroad. The first round of officials 
who come in are young, dynamic and international people. (Official #92) 

One of the interviewed Czech officials had a French education starting from 
secondary school and she also had friends in the Commission from the same 
school. She also confirmed that the first group of officials from the new Mem-
ber States was not a representative group: 

I think that many people who were hired are people who studied abroad and 
who were well-prepared to integrate in the Commission. So this is not very rep-
resentative because you don’t have many people going abroad… (Official #42) 

Yet encountering a Polish official speaking in an accent-free English and 
French is not a rare occurrence in the Commission. 

On the whole, Commission officials are in many ways an “atypical” group 
of people. As officials explain: 

People are very atypical of their cultures of origin.… Often you have mixed 
couples, you have people who have travelled all over the world and end up all 
together in the funny Brussels place. And they really have strange backgrounds, 
I mean strange, foreign and very atypical. And I think a lot of us are very atypi-
cal. (Official #64) 
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Brussels is a bit atypical because the people who are in Brussels are not really 
representative of their nationalities. [My translation] (Official #17) 
It depends on personality, not at all on culture because the people who end up 
here, they are already, they’re freaks, you know what I mean? They are already 
different, strange in their own countries, so people who come here are, they 
have really different characters. (Official #111) 
But I would say that the attitudes and typologies outside the Commission are 
more marked than within the Commission. People here are aculturé. (Official 
#119) 

It is these internationally-oriented individuals who constitute the multicultural 
context of the Commission.  

Theories of culture derived from comparing individuals embedded in na-
tional contexts (Zurcher, Meadow and Zurcher 1965, Tayeb 1988, Hofstede 
1991, Smith et al. 1996, Hambrick et al. 1998, Schneider and Barsoux 1997, 
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 1997, Soeters and Recht 2001, Trom-
penaars and Wooliams 2003) are of limited value for this cosmopolitan popula-
tion. Commission officials belong to a horizontal international culture. They 
are therefore often not representative of their national cultures. These officials 
with a “world identity” flourish in a multicultural environment (De Gruyter 
2006). Consequently, they also prefer dealing with others who have a similar 
background (ibid: 40). Indeed, in the case of the Commission, we can speak 
perhaps of cosmopolitan homophily since this is the common cultural back-
ground of these cosmopolitan breed of officials. Individuals with such a mind-
set also tend to avoid mono-cultural officials and national networks: 

I think people that are of my generation, the sort of youngest people in the 
Commission, their nationality doesn’t play such a big role because they have 
networks from other things like internships or studies or whatever. Whereas the 
older people, they have a much bigger [national network]…. I think some older 
French people do that, but a lot of the young French people who are here now, 
they are not really interested in nationality.… It also depends… Because in the 
Commission some people … have, let’s say, strong cultural identities, some of 
them. But some don’t have a strong cultural identity, like I don’t think I have a 
strong cultural identity, for example.… Because I don’t really have a strong cul-
tural identity, so I don’t really realise that … other people have a strong cultural 
identity… Or for me then, the cultural thing would be that there are some peo-
ple that don’t have a strong cultural identity with which I get along and there 
are some people who have a strong cultural identity with which I don’t get 
along. So it’s more like this: are you very Greek? That’s it! Forget it! (Official #65) 

As the foregoing evidence suggests, prior international socialisation is a strong 
factor that attracts individuals to a multinational working environment like the 
Commission. Since these individuals are used to dealing with diverse cultures, 
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they take it as granted, as a result of which nationality becomes an irrelevant 
factor in the shape of their networks in the Commission.   
 

6.5  

The Meaning and Function of Nationality in the Commission 

If nationality is not already an irrelevant criterion for Commission officials 
when they join the Commission, it becomes irrelevant through their experience 
within the Commission. The failure of length of service as an indicator to de-
tect socialisation in quantitative analyses lies partly in the difficulty of measur-
ing learning. Unless one opts for a longitudinal study, it becomes almost im-
possible to measure the change in values and perceptions as a result of learn-
ing. The amount of contact with the organisation that length of service is as-
sumed to assess ignores the intensity of contact which may not correspond to 
the increasing years of socialisation in an organisation (Checkel 2001, Trondal 
2002, Zürn and Checkel 2005). Similarly, the quality of contact is difficult to 
quantify. This probably explains why constructivist studies on the identities of 
EU officials have diverged from quantitative studies and concluded that su-
pranational socialisation does have a significant effect in explaining the behav-
iour of these individuals who have direct experience with the EU institutions 
and their norms on a daily basis (Laffan 2004: 77, Risse 2004: 266).  

In this section, I rely on my observations in the Commission to explain the 
socialisation mechanisms through which nationality becomes irrelevant for 
Commission officials in their daily working environment. This allows me to 
describe how Commission officials deal with nationality and the meaning na-
tionality takes in their multinational context. I conclude the section with find-
ings derived from my qualitative interview data and present the accounts of 
Commission officials with regard to their experience of this socialisation proc-
ess. 

Throughout the Commission buildings, the only flag to be seen is the EU 
flag symbolising the highest level of allegiance – the Union. That the Commis-
sion is one administrative body is reflected in physical cues: Commission offi-
cials have a badge with which they have access to all DGs and buildings of the 
Commission, as well as the premises of other EU institutions. Furthermore, 
when Commission officials attend meetings at the Council or the Parliament, 
their seats are marked as ‘European Commission’, where officials from all DGs 
take their place next to each other. The organisational context and environment 
is quite different in these three major EU institutions, visibly marked by the 
relevance of different organisational belongings in each institution. 
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The DG is the reference category in the Commission. Yet, except for meet-
ings where contentious issues are discussed on which the DGs compete with 
each other, the overall atmosphere in the Commission is collegial. There is a 
strong feeling that Commission officials all work for the same institution and 
for the same goals. The principle of collegiality is also a factor that unites the 
Commission’s departments.  

The inter-service consultation is an advantage vis-à-vis the Member States. In 
the Council, views are divided… The Commission is by then already coordi-
nated and has a shared view. It is therefore powerful in convincing others to go 
along that line. (Official #102) 

When a policy proposal is accepted by the Commission, it has one common 
voice vis-à-vis external actors. 

The atmosphere in the Council working groups is quite different than the 
collegial Commission meetings. Namely, it tends to be rather formal. The 
meetings are held around a huge table with the Council Presidency at one end 
of the table and the Commission118 at the opposite end, with all the Member 
State representatives lined up in national delegations on the sides according to 
their Presidency turns. Member States are called upon by country names to 
present their comments and objections on a given policy text. The floor shifts 
from one Member State to the other and usually from one native language to 
the other. As such, the salience of nationality and language is strongly felt and 
reinforced through these meeting rituals. 
 The European Parliament is yet another world. The MEPs are seated ac-
cording to their political groups. The tone is highly political and as previos re-
search on the Parliament has shown, the classical left-right division characteris-
tic of national politics also constitutes the main political fissures in the EP (Hix, 
Noury and Roland 2006: 494). To give an example, during a debate on chicken 
welfare, one is likely to hear political arguments ranging from ‘Human beings 
should start consuming less meat’, to ‘European consumers want to eat healthy 
and safe meat products’ and ‘Consumers will buy cheap imported meat from 
China even if they claim they want safe meat, so we should be more concerned 
about European farmers’. MEPs all speak in their own native language119 and 
sometimes give examples referring to the situation in a particular policy do-
main in their own Member States. Still, as research on the voting behaviour in 

                                           
118 Depending on the topic, the related DGs take their seat at this Commission end of the 
table. 
119 The native language regime is strictly followed at the Parliament whereas some Member 
States may choose to speak English at Council working groups with an eye to decreasing 
their translation bills. 
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the EP has shown, MEPs vote according to their party-political lines, not (nec-
essarily) according to national interests (ibid: 502). 
 Even though nationality has formally and visibly no role within the daily 
interactions in the Commission in contrast to the other EU institutions, it has 
been argued that informally, nationality is widely discussed and accepted as 
an important factor (Spence and Stevens 2006: 173). Anthropological studies of 
the Commission have revealed that “national identifications and stereotypes do 
occur in the Commission” (Abélès et al. 1993: 39, McDonald 2000: 63). Yet, 
Commission officials were mostly keen during the interviews to demonstrate 
that national stereotypes were not true by giving examples and arguing that it 
was the character/personality of an individual that mattered (Officials #2, #5, 
#62, #66, #72, #90). On the contrary, some respondents argued that the longer 
they worked for the Commission, the more they saw that those stereotypes 
were right, one respondent referring even to the famous Brussels ‘The Perfect 
European Should Be…’ mug:  

If you want to simplify it, just look at this cup which [illustrates] how the typical 
European is. The longer I’m in the Commission, the more I realise that, I mean 
not always but to a certain extent, these prejudices are a bit true. Of course there 
are always exceptions; you cannot judge individuals by their belonging to a cer-
tain cultural group, but there are some basic common truths in these prejudices. 
There is something true in it; you cannot neglect it. (Official #81) 

It sounds somewhat paradoxical that such cosmopolitan individuals who often 
make a point about enjoying their multicultural context cling to stereotypes, 
but stereotypes give them a grip (De Gruyter 2006: 29). This is quite a human 
response in the face of diversity. As socio-psychological research has shown, 
stereotypes offer cognitive shortcuts in the face of complexity and variation 
(Oakes et al. 1994: 34-35). “[I]n order to be able to represent the true properties 
of other people it is sometimes necessary to stereotype them – that is, to ‘cate-
gorise them under one rubric and therefore regard them as if they were identi-

cal’” (ibid: 29). 
Whether one believes in them or not, national stereotypes are a part of daily 

reality within the Commission and fulfil two key functions:  
� Nationality as joke material:  

It’s difficult to explain, but there is, even if you work for an international organi-
sation, … there is actually always a certain distance between a German or an 
Italian or a Portuguese or a [Swede]. Most of the time it’s funny because when 
you think about the stereotypical and you say ‘No no, it’s not so’ and then when 
you observe your daily work, you realise that most of the time it is really… I 
mean I will always phone to a German to meet my deadline. (Laughs) … We 
have jokes. I always hear ‘Italians are always late’. I don’t care actually. I try to 



CHAPTER 6 

132 

do my best and of course it’s not. If it stays just a joke, I don’t care.… This is just 
to have fun, in an informal way. (Official #95) 

As this quote suggests, Commission officials “play with stereotypes” (Abélès 
et al. 1993: 49). During meetings, jokes on nationalities are the most popular 
joke material. Especially the British and the French tend to tease each other us-
ing stereotypes. Such nationality jokes help to ease the atmosphere and to 
laugh together. Within the unit, nationality jokes are forwarded to the others 
or are made in mails which are not related to work.  

(Referring to the fact that a Brit was organising the unit Christmas lunch) ‘The 
Christmas lunch should be ok since he is just organising and not cooking it.’ 

Coffee breaks with colleagues120 are equally occasions for sharing some stereo-
types in each country about other countries or making fun of each other based 
on nationality.  

(Speaking about nicknames given to other nationalities in different countries) 
The British – roast beef 
The French – froggies 
The Germans – Krauts 
‘Isn’t it funny that they’re all about food?’ 

As the examples above illustrate, far from being pejorative, nationality jokes 
form a social bond between Commission officials. One might even argue that 
they are central in the Commission’s sense of humour.  

� Nationality as an excuse:  
Culture matters a lot. Spaniards and Italians have to adapt to communicate dif-
ferently. For us, it’s normal to intervene, but here you have to wait. I found it 
difficult to get used to it at the beginning. Also, the Spanish are more direct 
whereas the English are not very direct. They communicate ideas softly and im-
plicitly. They might think we are rude. You can nuance less in another language. 
But in the Commission, people are accustomed to other cultures. If someone 
treats you cold or rude, culture is a way to excuse and to justify their behaviour. 
This lessens problems because you’re more tolerant towards others. (Official 
#80) 

When it comes to interpersonal relations, nationality tends to become an ex-
planatory factor for incomprehensible behaviour. This especially happens 
when the incomprehensible behaviour tends to be negative: the mistake is then 
dismissed or excused thinking it might be due to cultural differences. North 
and South are also terms that are frequently used to differentiate people in 
such occasions. 

                                           
120 Hooghe (2001: 168) also mentions the cafeterias in the Commission as a place “where 
officials unwind with political commentaries, playful flirtation and culturally tinged pleas-
antries”.   
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(Trying to make sense of an event involving direct criticism) ‘You were too direct. 
This is normal for a North European but not for a South European. She was of-
fended by your criticism, but she would not confront you with it because she is 
from a Southern culture.’ 

Thus, national and cultural differences are accepted as a cause of misunder-
standings or miscommunications. As such, the cultural clashes that occur from 
time to time are transformed from negative to neutral or positive experiences – 
be it by not being offended by the other’s behaviour or in the form of a joke. In 
both instances, however, it forms a bond between the officials instead of caus-
ing fragmentation. 
 The foregoing paragraphs suggest how nationality is experienced as a part 
of daily reality in a multinational workplace. Clearly, it takes time to learn to 
take stereotypical remarks as a joke and not to be offended easily by the behav-
iour of others since this behaviour might be normal in another cultural context. 
The learning process begins with learning about other cultures beyond the stereo-
types.  

Persons and nationalities have nothing to do with each other. In the Commis-
sion, you learn very early that nationality is not a category that counts. (Official 
#25) 
When I began, I thought [the North-South division] existed, but absolutely not. 
It’s more individual persons. When you see Italians, they are much more rig-

oureux (rigorous) that they are like the Germans now. I don’t know how they’ve 
done it. Sometimes you can be surprised how an English or even a Swedish per-
son or a Fin can be completely je m’en foutiste (carefree). I don’t say that they’re 
all like this, but I don’t think it’s a good criterion. (Official #5) 
In the end, it doesn’t depend on nationality. I have found outspoken Nordics 
and distant Italians. As you know each other better, you realise that it’s not dif-
ferent. Very little distinct things remain. Exposure to other nationalities makes a 
difference. (Official #62) 
Am I stereotypically Irish? Are the Italians typically Italians? I find not, but then 
my experience is limited in terms of the amount of people I know and the 
amount of time I’ve been here. I have a number of German colleagues. They’re 
all individuals. If they stood in front of you and they spoke with an Italian ac-
cent and if you didn’t know what their names were, I wouldn’t think they’re 
Germans because they don’t match with my stereotypes of what a German per-
son is. It hasn’t been my experience that they match my preconceived stereo-
types. (Official #90) 

This might also happen with the help of intercultural training or language 
courses.  

You learn a lot about cultures here. In the language courses, you also learn about 
the culture and the body language as well. This is very good in intercultural 
courses. Once you learn this, you can also extend your network. (Official #92) 
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Once you learn how to communicate with other cultures, this helps you in 
enlarging your network since you are not limited by the facility of communica-
tion with individuals with the same cultural background. 

When you need to ask a question …, you need to introduce the context, the 
problem and you ask for a solution. And one Finnish guy can stay five minutes 
listening [and] saying nothing and at the end he says ‘No’. It’s as polite as 10 
minutes conversation in French. But if you don’t have this experience, you feel 
shocked for this kind of reaction sometimes, so … maybe at the beginning that’s 
driving your network system. You only go with the people you feel comfortable. 
And your comfort level is related with more psychological and linguistic rela-
tions. (Official #46) 

It can take a while to learn about the differences: 
It’s just that you need to have an understanding of how the other culture works. 
And once you understand it, you realise why certain things are a certain way. It 
can be for a newcomer let’s say, from either the North or the South, it can take a 
little while of course. But once you understand how things work, you can work 
with it. (Official #35) 
In the beginning, you are lost in the multicultural environment. You need five-
six months to adjust to work with other cultures, to know the system, to make 
sure that a Finnish colleague will understand you. It takes time to have a com-
mon understanding. (Official #47) 
In the beginning, I wondered about a lot of things here. You have to work with 
different cultural backgrounds. You have to find a common approach. You have 
to adapt to the different cultures with time. You get accustomed to it. (Official 
#78) 

When you start to get to know and understand the different cultures, you can 
take the differences into account in your relationships and contacts (Officials #20, 
#35, #47, #54, #78, #97). 

Everyone has to adapt themselves to their interlocutors, in the same way that we 
try to speak as slowly as possible. In my case, I have the tendency to speak fast, 
both in English and French. I try to slow down my pace while talking because 
people are not all native speakers of French and English. So the more you articu-
late and speak slowly, the more chance you have of being understood.… Now, 
you have different codes and you know that. But that is cultural and you simply 
have to take it into account. For example, … we know that in general Latins in-
terrupt when the other is talking to show that they are very interested in the 
conversation and no one is offended because the others, the Scandinavians, to 
show their interest in the conversation, they speak and leave a break before an-
other person takes the floor. That’s all.… But one should know not to be of-
fended simply because there are different codes. [My translation] (Official #97)  
It influences the way you contact someone. I will not contact a Spaniard in the 
same way as I contact a Dane, for example, in terms of addressing questions.… 
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Once you work in this context, you have to adapt yourself to the practices of 
other colleagues. [My translation] (Official #54)  

As these quotes demonstrate, taking the differences into account also means 
adapting yourself to the other. In terms of networking, this involves adopting 
the way you communicate. 
 As a matter of fact, this process of learning and changing by working in a 
multinational environment has been pointed out as one of the best aspects of 
working in the Commission. 

But when you come to the Commission, you have to adapt to other cultures. 
You do change. That’s one of the best things about being a European official. 
(Official #3) 

This process of socialisation (or “assimilation” as Official #72 calls it) changes 
Commission officials, even the temporarily seconded national experts: 

The Commission integrates people so that people will never be the same after 
five years. Even national experts change; you see that. You just enjoy and have 
fun with the differences. Once you learn the rules, you can enjoy it. The Com-
mission gives you the opportunity to develop this skill. You feel comfortable in 
a different environment. (Official #22) 
And maybe, I could be wrong, I’m not sufficiently long working for the Com-
mission, but maybe people change as well. I can imagine if you have been work-
ing thirty years for the Commission, that you might have different habits and 
different approach than if you would have stayed in your own country for all 
those years. (Official #2) 

As a result, not only do officials begin to view their own cultures from another 
perspective, but they also become less representative of their national cultures:  

People are not typical of their nationalities because once you are here and you 
meet all the nationalities, you realise that you are not the centre of the world in 
the end. I think it is typical that everyone, if you stay in your country, that you 
think you are the best, you are the prettiest. You come to Brussels; you have the 
chance to meet all these nationalities, to change, to see that each one of them 
brings in something because everyone has something to bring in. So in the end it 
is a mix and I believe that after some time, you are not… Yes, you cannot say 
that you are typically French or typically British or typically Spanish because 
you blend.… It is enriching to be here, very enriching because you learn from 
each nationality. I think that this is the reason why we stay here. Because it is 
really enriching to learn from everyone and if you stay in your region or in your 
ministry, you don’t have this possibility to enrich yourself with all these con-
tacts. And that’s fabulous.… You become perhaps more humble… The French 
still have a mentality, a nationality… We always say that we are the best and the 
prettiest, but well, when you are in Brussels, no. We are not the best. We are not 
the prettiest. [My translation] (Official #17) 
One thing you realise by working in a multicultural environment is that every-
one has quite different ways of doing things. But I would say that the extreme 
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differences are rubbed out here. For example, let’s say that the Spanish always 
speak extremely loud and interrupt because this is one of their ways. So when 
you work with them, well yes, they will speak loudly, louder than us, but less 
loudly than if they were amongst themselves. A German will always be … more 
rigorous, but while working in a multicultural organisation, perhaps he will be 
less rigorous than he would be if he was only amongst Germans. [My transla-
tion] (Official #83) 

Together with this acknowledgement comes the embracing of the core supra-
national ideals behind the European integration project.  

This is the beauty of the EU: 25 people discussing with different interests and 
still having a constructive dialogue even though they don’t always agree. This is 
the most obvious cultural advantage of being in a multicultural organisation. 
The common elements keep people together. (Official #58) 
I think I changed my own perception a lot because … in the beginning, when 
you work with other cultures, it’s when people don’t speak English well or … 
you have meetings where people … misunderstand each other, you think, or 
people speak much longer than you’re used to because you’re used to efficient 
meetings; meetings start late and all this. That’s the kind of … this typical North-
South thing. And that’s what you first feel when you start and then when you 
start getting to know people across the North-South barrier, then I think a lot of 
it is just, that’s just the scene and you just accept that or that’s just the way 
things are… As soon as you get to know people better and you learn to work in 
a different way, … I think the results are much better. (Official #67) 
The Commission is a multinational, multilingual and multicultural organisation 
and it works much better than people believe. Here, differences are immediately 
understood since everyone tries to understand the other. In a national admini-
stration, you say things and you believe it is understood. Furthermore, the na-
tional way is not the right way. It is the most restricted, limited way. We are 
closer to a universal working way here. Step by step you value what someone 
else says which makes your proposal better. (Official #73) 

Clearly, the daily experience of working in a multinational organisation has a 
deep effect on the perceptions and behaviour of Commission officials. By 
learning to work with others from different cultural backgrounds, they come 
to truly internalise the EU motto of ‘unity in diversity’. 
 After the initial period of socialisation, even the multinational environment 
becomes a banality. It becomes such a taken-for-granted scene that nationality 
fades away as a relevant category. 

In the Commission, you do not pay attention to where people come from. You 
look at expertise and character. You take everyone as an individual. (Official 
#12) 

Or as one of the respondents of Shore formulated it: “after a while you stop 
identifying people as ‘nationals’. Perhaps that’s because we’re all ‘bloody for-
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eigners’” (Shore 2000: 181). Working day in, day out at the Commission means 
that it becomes an organisation as any other where you stop thinking of your 
colleagues as Germans or French but as colleagues (Abélès et al. 1993: 49, Bel-
lier 1995: 57). And having colleagues overall with different nationalities be-
comes business as usual. 
 

6.6  

The Irrelevance of Nationality in the Commission 

This chapter has explained why nationality does not shape the networks of 
Commission officials with the help of quantitative and qualitative data. The 
logistic regression analysis has identified the size of the national group in the 
Commission and the amount of contacts within the DG as significant factors 
determining whether a Commission official is likely to have same nationality 
contacts. Whereas the size of the national group has been explained as a pure 
effect of probabilities, the DG effect has been shown to be a result of the or-
ganisation of work in the Commission. 
 Even though the socialisation variables have failed in the multivariate 
quantitative analysis, the effects of prior international socialisation and within 
Commission socialisation have been shown to be omnipresent by relying heav-
ily on qualitative data: Commission officials are a cosmopolitan group and 
working in a multinational environment leads to a change in their perceptions 
with regard to nationality and culture.  

So far, we have shown that national networks are a myth and that national-
ity is an irrelevant category in the Commission. But where does this myth of 
nationality come from then? What do the famous national networks refer to if 
not the task-related informal networks?  
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       7 
 

WHAT SUSTAINS THE MYTH OF  

NATIONAL NETWORKS IN BRUSSELS? 

 
This book has so far focused on debunking the myth of national networks. But 
what has led to the persistence of this urban myth on the Commission? Brus-
sels is famous as a networking city, partly due to the fact that it is a city of ex-
patriates. As a result, professional and private networking appears often to be 
cross-cutting. To what extent is this the case? To find out, I first present quanti-
tative data on how officials meet their contact persons in their task-related in-
formal network. Subsequently, I rely on qualitative survey and observation 
data to explain what purposes the outside work occasions in Brussels serve. 
Focusing in particular on the national social gatherings, I argue that what the 
literature has been referring to so far as national networks are rather the career 

and leisure networks of Commission officials. 
 

7.1  

Professional Networking in Brussels 

 It is important to establish how Commission officials build their networks 
since a major factor that breeds the myth of national networks is related to the 
fame of Brussels as a networking scene. The Permanent Representations 
(PermReps) are considered to be the “ringleaders” of national networks in 
Brussels (Peterson 1995: 75). Other national actors such as the Commissioner of 
a Member State and their Cabinet are also assumed to be a part of this network 
(Officials #12, #13, #69, #106). The PermReps are active in organising events for 
gathering their officials in the EU institutions. Indeed, all officials, whether 
they participated in them or not, referred to or showed the invitations for re-
ceptions or conferences their Permanent Representations were organising. In 
this respect, all the PermReps are organised more or less in the same way (Of-
ficial #88), though some are less active than the others.  
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These PermRep receptions on national holidays or Christmas provide an 
opportunity “to say hello to the ambassador” and speak briefly with other 
compatriots who work in Brussels (Officials #20, #53). These events are usually 
annual massive social gatherings. 

It is an occasion to meet some French people or to discover that there are French 
people you know who are also there. Each year there is a party where I say ‘Oh, 
you are also in Brussels?’ And there are also a lot of people you know already 
since there are several hundred people who come to these parties. But it is social 
and mundane. [My translation] (Official #91)  

The level of activity seems to vary per Member State, but A-level officials are 
normally on the distribution list of the PermReps through which they remain 
informed about the organised activities and get invitations for them.  

You show up very often and then they take you on their, this special list or 
whatever… And you can do this in a very proactive way, for instance, if you get 
all these … invitations, then you always … at least reply. If you don’t reply, they 
[at one point] kick you out of [the list]. Most of these things I cannot go to be-
cause I have a family, … but in order to keep it I say ‘Sorry, I can’t’, but then I’m 
on the distribution list. (Official #82) 

There are also thematic events organised by PermReps involving presentations 
or speeches on a given topic where only officials from related DGs are invited 
(Officials #7, #38, #91).  

They’re just receptions, just standing and blah-blahing. And at times, they have 
certain discussions on certain subjects. But … again, [it’s] drinking together and 
blah-blahing, it’s always the case. (Official #38) 

However, these ‘national networks’ are not limited to Commission officials. 
Officials of other EU institutions, lobbyists or NATO officials may also be in-
volved in these national activities. Regional (subnational) networks (such as 
the Bavarian or Catalan network) may also include businessmen (Official #17). 
In this sense, we can better refer to these networks as the Brussels network of 
each Member State. 

These networking circuits, which may equally be of a multinational charac-
ter, sustain the image that business in the EU is done behind the scenes 
through informal meetings which bring together officials, MEPs and other lob-
byists. 

There is a lot of lobbying…. You should go in whatever restaurant here in the 
neighbourhood of Rond Point Schuman or whatever, it’s full with Commission 
people meeting lobbyists and Parliamentarians and whatever. It’s a huge infor-
mal world here huh? Everyone knows everyone.… It’s a huge world of informal 
contacts.… Phone calls, visit to a restaurant, sport clubs, informal dinners in the 
evening… That’s the world. (Official #76) 
You go to these receptions or … it’s a lobby that invites or it’s a Parliamentarian 
or MEP or office, yeah I don’t know the Representation of the Breweries in 
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Europe. Then they have a conference or something like that and there are typi-
cally also other colleagues from the institutions who go there, so you meet with 
them also. Then you exchange your business cards. (Official #82) 

As such, “Receptions, clubs or meeting over cocktails are considered by actors 
as key elements in their insertion into Europe as well as for the circulation of 
professional information” (Bellier 2000: 62).  

Perhaps the most legendary of all is the “Brussels lunch circuit”: the restau-
rants around the Schuman Area and Place du Luxembourg121 are full with offi-
cials from EU institutions between 1 and 3 p.m. (De Gruyter 2006: 24). Half jok-
ingly, half seriously, a Commission official explains: 

This is a big lunch city. Everybody has lunch. (Laughs) Deals get done over 
lunch. (Laughs) This is a place of compromise. Everything is a compromise. This 
is a city of compromises, so networks help compromises. People trust each 
other. People can talk about solutions. (Official #69) 

Do Commission officials indeed meet their task-related contact persons in the 
Commission over lunch, after working hours or in the weekend at the sports 
club?  
 

TABLE 7.1: Meeting Venues 

 

Type of Venue Frequency Percentage 

Professional (Commission-related) 

Office 146 60.6% 
Meeting  51 22.2% 

TOTAL 177 82.8% 
Social occasion during working hours 
Lunch      14 5.8% 
Hallway/coffee  2 0.8% 

TOTAL 16 6.6% 
Social occasion outside working hours 
After work 8 3.3% 
Weekends 1 0.4% 

TOTAL 9 3.7% 
Do not physically meet 19 7.9% 

 N=241  

 
To find out whether the informal, ‘behind-closed-doors’ image of Brussels 

networks is a myth or reality, the officials were asked where they physically 

                                           
121 These are where most of the Commission’s DGs are situated. Remarkably, these two ar-
eas are deserted after the after-work drinks during the Happy Hour.  
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meet their contact persons. They could name three places or occasions and Ta-
ble 7.1 displays the frequencies of the first named venue, i.e. the most fre-
quently used meeting venue. Table 7.1 clearly shows that if there are any 
closed doors behind which Commission officials are networking, those doors 
are within the Commission buildings. Namely, 82.8% of the contacts occur ei-
ther in the office of the official or the contact person and around meetings (be-
fore or after). The notorious lunches, receptions and other private occasions 
(e.g. at the golf, tennis or squash club) make up for a mere 10.3% of the con-
tacts. 

Outside working hours, officials of the same nationality also maintain con-
tacts in smaller groups or on an individual basis for non-instrumental reasons. 
Even though these gatherings are primarily of a social nature, officials admit 
that they cannot avoid work topics. However, if the conversations are related 
to work, it is usually not on the content of their work but on the Commission 
or on EU politics in general (Officials #9, #69, #71).  

In fact, everything turns around work. So we go there, we talk about the devel-
opments in the European Union or … it’s about the Commission, but it’s not 
linked with my work. (Official #71) 
National networks, yes, there are certain things where the senior British staff 
talk to each other about. Who’s going to get the job in London? You know, 
what’s going to happen in the referendum? You know the British things. (Offi-
cial #69) 

Most Commission officials are politically engaged in the sense that they follow 
news and discussions in their policy area across the Member States, on the EU 
and on national politics. A-level officials are expected to follow the news in 
their home countries. At the weekly unit meetings, for example, officials usu-
ally intervene to give extra insight on the general or issue-specific political dis-
cussions in their country of origin. Other compatriot officials in the Commis-
sion can also be helpful in keeping up to date on the national front.  

Such “half-social, half-professional” occasions (Official #33) may potentially 
constitute a grey area:  

Well, let’s say you can meet someone over lunch and the idea is 80% private. It’s 
fun. But you can also combine it with a question, just to get an update let’s say 
on what’s going on. So you just get an update of what’s going on then in the 
Cabinet, things like that yeah and that happens. I wouldn’t consider it profes-
sional. It’s not file-related. Does it help? Well yes and no, the problem being that 
this file and …. a lot of others are quite specific files. (Official #82) 

But on the whole, Commission officials make a clear differentiation between 
their professional and leisure networks.  

For the work-relevant or related networks, it’s very easy I think in Brussels to es-
tablish the right contacts and to get in touch with people. I mean to give you just 
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an example, when you have a proposal that is currently in Council or Parliament 
for negotiations, then you have constant contact with the institutions. And then 
you get to know the assistants, you get to know the secretarial staff in both insti-
tutions and so on and so forth. And immediately you’re probably joining at that 
time, you’re joining … a small meeting with these people or if they’re going out 
for a drink... They tell you of a party or network, you go... But then if you don’t 
have that proposal anymore, then you know it just disappears again because 
you have no need, for work reasons, and then it’s purely social reasons why you 
keep up a network. And then you work on other issues and then you basically 
create the other contacts as you go on. And everybody is keen in Brussels to 
communicate and to help out, so it’s…. I don’t have a personal feeling that I 
have to actively keep up a certain network so I can survive with my work. I 
think that goes with the job (Official #55). 

The fact that Commission officials are expatriates has consequences for their 
social activities. Most officials have to build a network from zero when they 
arrive in Brussels and such receptions or parties can be instrumental in meet-
ing new people. 

There are lots of receptions in Brussels … where you can meet people. Then, you 
can be at a friend’s place who will introduce you to another friend and since 
everyone eventually works more or less around this Commission bubble, you 
can meet people who at one point enlarge your circle of acquaintances.… I be-
lieve that the relationships outside work are very important for building a net-
work.… People invite people very easily. So eventually you meet people pretty 
easily. [My translation] (Official #17) 

These chance meetings at parties may be useful in the long-run:  
Brussels is rather a small place. Socially it means you meet friends of friends and 
it might turn out that it’s the person you will be working with. (Official #74) 

All of these quotes suggest that social occasions outside work do lead to meet-
ing other Commission officials. As such, they do lay the basis for a ‘potential’ 
network.  

The question is: to what extent are these contacts activated for work? Do 
these people encountered at parties become contact persons? To find out, I 
asked officials to indicate where they met their contact person for the first time. 
As Table 7.2 demonstrates, various social occasions outside of work have led to 
meeting a mere 2.8% of the named contact persons. By contrast, 90.5% of the 
contact persons were encountered initially within the Commission through 
work, meetings, training sessions and courses. This is yet another finding that 
debunks a Brussels networking myth. 
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TABLE 7.2  First Point of Contact 

 
Type of Contact Frequency Percentage 

Professional (Commission-related) 

Same DG/unit 127 52.7% 
Meeting 68 28.2% 
Previous DG/unit  17 7.1% 
Training/Concours preparation 4 1.7% 
Through colleagues 2 0.8% 

TOTAL 218 90.5% 
Previous work/education 
Education  2 0.8% 
EU traineeship  1 0.4% 
Previous work in Member State 9 3.7% 

TOTAL 12 4.9% 
Social 
Social gathering in Brussels 3 1.2% 
Through friends 1 0.4% 
Through partner 1 0.4% 
Through children 2 0.8% 

TOTAL 7 2.8% 
Other 4 1.7% 

 N=241  

 
It is rare that a person met by chance at a party is activated for task-related 

purposes.  
I built my networks inside [the Commission]. For your issue, you identify peo-
ple who are dealing with it. Then, you do not have to do much. It becomes 
straightforward after a while. I rarely meet people through social events. I have 
a specialised field. (Official #105) 

The utility of a contact person depends on the dossier which an official works 
on at a given point in time. Let us take the answer category ‘I met this contact 
person through my children’. Indeed, Commission officials meet other parents 
at the European School122. One of the two officials who had met her contact 
person via the school of her children explained: 

So my network here is consisting of colleagues that I deal with for work-related 
purposes and I would say purely. I mean it’s a coincidence that there’s some-
body I knew from outside, but that’s very coincidental. She got employed two 
weeks after me here. (Official #35) 

                                           
122 These are the schools where the children of the officials of EU institutions can obtain their 
primary and high school education free of charge. 
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Two other parents confirm her story by acknowledging that whether other 
parents at the European School become contact persons at work depends on 
the file: 

Children are also a very important factor. There is a massive network of parents. 
At the European Schools, 80% of the children are from the institutions. You 
sometimes use the parents you know for work. It depends on the job. (Official 
#75) 
There are networks between parents where our children go to school. There are 
activities like conversation clubs, sports clubs and lectures. I sometimes get in-
volved at the Dutch section of the European school. I do use my contacts from 
there, but it happens rarely that they’re useful. (Official #110) 

Even though the chance certainly exists that officials met through social occa-
sions outside work might be useful at one point of the career of a Commission 
official, it hardly ever happens as the data shows.  

Nevertheless, these outside work occasions and networks do serve other 
purposes and have their own networking dynamics. These networks need not 
be necessarily mono-national. However, given the central research question of 
this research, I will focus primarily on national networks outside work. Based 
on the narrative accounts of officials, I will argue that the concept of national 
networks refer to career and leisure networks. As it has already been argued in 
Chapter 3 and will become clear in the rest of this chapter, these aspects are 
cases apart that have to be studied separately. In the sections that follow, I of-
fer a preliminary analysis of the career and networking dynamics based on the 
qualitative data and claim that these networks are more susceptible to be 
shaped by nationality. 
 

7.2  

National Networking for Career Advancement 

 The myths on the existence of mafia-like networks in the Commission are not 
limited to national groups. As one of the officials interviewed by Shore (2000: 
199) explained:   

Yes, there is a French Mafia in the Commission. But there is also an English Ma-
fia. You have Mafiosi everywhere, but there are different kinds of Mafiosi: there 
is a gay Mafia, a freemasons’ Mafia, an Opus Dei Mafia, a Socialist and a Com-
munist Mafia. The important thing is that they neutralise each other.… The trick 
is to find out which Mafiosi exist and who belongs to them. Once you recognise 
these networks you can begin to work with them.  

Whatever their character, these networks are generally believed to support 
their members, providing them with information or jobs. Some of these net-
works tend to be of a truly multinational character, such as the “Bruges mafia” 
(Official #82).  
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Once you’re in the Commission for instance, then you have this bunch of people 
behind you who also want a job in the Commission. It also helps you with access 
to get in.… A lot of them work with interest groups as well and then they seek 
you for information.… But Bruges has got this recognition effect which is very 
strange. It’s like a bit of a family you know. Like I mean, my Head of Unit, when 
he recruited me, he saw my CV and he said ‘Wow great, so you were in Bruges, 
great qualifications, you will be able to work in a multicultural environment, so 
fine’. And I think that played a role in him recruiting me as opposed to other 
candidates because he himself went to Bruges, too. And you have a lot of them. 
There are so many people from Bruges … in the Commission. Whenever you 
work with someone and then you get to talk, you can find out very quickly. And 
you always have this little twinkle ‘Ah yeah, so you were in Bruges, too!’ You 
know like coming from a small village in a certain country and finding the 
other. It has some binding effect. (Official #38) 

Even though all of these networks are suspect as they go against the pure 
principle of merits, networks based on nationality are on a more sensitive foot-
ing because they go against the principle norm of the independence of the 
Commission from national interests. There is a suspicion that if a given Mem-
ber State manages to get its officials appointed to influential management posi-
tions, they will automatically have more influence on policy outputs of the 
Commission.  

You have to look at it from two ends: one is the individual’s interest in advanc-
ing their career, so it’s important for them, but why does the Member State or 
the group want to advance their career? It is because they think those people 
will advance their agenda. So again, this is mutual interest in the network.… It is 
different sides of the same coin really. (Official #33) 

As explained in Chapter 2, the goal of an independent European civil service 
clashes at times with personnel policy in the Commission due to the impor-
tance of the principle of geographical balance. Moreover, even though the 
“Member State governments or their Permanent Representations in Brussels 
have no formal points of access to the recruitment process” (Egeberg 2006e: 
38), national influence is known to be exercised through informal networks. 
The new integrated appraisal and promotion system does challenge these in-
formal mechanisms, but even if the impact of informal networks is to diminish 
in the long term, old reflexes fade slowly (Spence and Stevens 2006).  

At the Commission you have to also play games if you want to go higher. Peo-
ple are always networking in order to find out which posts are opening up and 
to make sure that they are considered for them. The promotion rules have be-
come clearer and stricter, but without a network, you are still nowhere.… Even 
their social lives revolve around inviting the right people. [My translation] (De 
Gruyter 2006: 202) 



CHAPTER 7 

147  

Indeed, Commission officials still seem to have the “perception that the way to 
achieve promotion [is] to have the right connections, followed by seniority, 
luck, the right nationality, service in a cabinet, the will to succeed, ability, 
qualifications, knowing when to keep quiet and – last of all – producing results 
and hard work” (Spence and Stevens 2006: 162). As a result, the continuing 
role of national influences on career and promotion in the Commission leads 
also to the sustained image of national networks in the Commission. Conse-
quently, it remains relevant to maintain a national career network: 

It might play a role that for example, you would be seeking for another job and 
then you would hear from somebody that they are looking for somebody and 
then it might be that somebody might recommend that. You know in this kind 
of playing of games I have seen it kind of happening, that you kind of use these 
networks for, well for example finding a new job. (Official #113) 

That networks can be instrumental in finding a new job is not a phenomenon 
peculiar to the Commission. Sporadic contact with old friends or colleagues, 
i.e. weak ties, lead to finding a job the most – a phenomenon referred to as “the 
strength of weak ties” in network theory (Granovetter 1973). 

Whereas only 3.7% of the interviewed officials said that national networks 
had an influence on daily work in the Commission, 35.4% of the officials said 
that national networks had an influence on career. 

Not having a strong [national] network is a disadvantage for your career but not 
for your daily work. (Official #110) 
Those who succeed in the Commission have a large network. They also have a 
powerful network within their national network.… People don’t stick to their 
nationalities other than for their career. (Official #6) 

Commission officials who are ambitious and career-oriented are known to 
maintain a national career network, for example by going to the receptions or-
ganised by their PermReps (Officials #82, #98, #120).  

Those who are let’s say extremely career-oriented, they really do it. This I know 
from a guy who did it on purpose. He’s known in his administration, in the 
PermRep because [he is] visible. (Official #82) 
Some Permanent Representations and Cabinets push for careers, but this was 
more obvious some years ago. It is important to have informal contacts with 
your own nationality. Real careerists foster such informal contacts. (Official #98) 

Officials who are not involved in such career networks either felt it was not 
necessary or it was their personal choice in terms of how they wanted to spend 
their free time. 

Most people connect with other people for their promotion. This is what I call 
the ‘cocktail people’. In the Brussels ghetto, there is lots of social contact. For ex-
ample, people meet at the Golf Club. This is more for Director-Generals. The 
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higher you go, the more you are involved in such activities. But if you are doing 
your job, you don’t really need networks. (Official #39)  
For me personally it’s not that important, [but] the more you would know peo-
ple in better positions, the better it would be for you, but I can’t really regret that 
because it’s not for me. But I guess many are on purpose building their networks 
and using their free time and hobbies etc. for building the usual kind of net-
works, but I have a family and I have limited time to use outside office for this 
kind of purpose. (Official #52) 

Other officials stressed, however, that it was not enough for career advance-
ment to have a purely national network: 

Career-wise it’s useful if you know a lot of people and there is a kind of an in-
formal network and so on. But it’s not only through your nationality, so nation-
ality is just one element of it, but I think you also establish network just purely 
on a professional basis. (Official #2) 
You just need a network for your career, but the support should come from dif-
ferent places. (Official #31) 

On the whole, officials did acknowledge the role of national networks for an A-
level official who wanted to go up in the hierarchy, particularly for reaching 
management positions. What is also striking in the accounts of officials is that 
they make a clear distinction between their task-related substantive networks 
and career networks. 
 Moreover, promotions are perhaps the main incidences that evoke negative 
national stereotyping (Michelmann 1978: 494). It is a topic that raises com-
ments like ‘The British, the French and the Italians support their own nation-
als’ in interviews, informal talks and gossip. 

For instance, I was always told that the Portuguese have not enough lobbying. 
Portuguese, they are always driven versus the ocean, melancholy, fado and all 
these things.… But you see the competition for the Cabinets and the percentage 
of Portuguese in the Cabinets of this Commission is quite high. It’s higher than it 
was before and I think it’s higher than the average.… They have the President of 
course.… Also what about the Italians? Are they? Well people say the Italians do 
not help each other. I see clearly the composition of certain Cabinets, all of them 
are Italians. It’s even against the rules on the composition of nationalities I 
would say. It’s on the borderline. (Official #82) 

Even within units, it happens that Heads of Unit may have a preference for 
hiring people of their own nationality or region. 

When you share a nationality with your Head of Unit or Director, this is seen as 
a factor in your promotion. This is a negative side of networks. This is about 
how nationality is perceived. (Official #90) 
If you look at our unit, we have a Scandinavian Head of Unit, and clearly she is 
attracting people from the Middle and the North of Europe. How can you ex-
plain this? … She’s Scandinavian, so clearly she feels more confident working 



CHAPTER 7 

149  

with other Scandinavians, Germans, Dutch, Flemish and UK people. We don’t 
have many other nationalities… And the same I have seen with Italian Head of 
Units who were very keen on recruiting French, Spanish, Belgian. (Official #76)  

It is difficult to establish to what extent such observations are widespread phe-
nomena or merely perceptions since units are on the whole multinationally 
staffed. For example, large Member States are considered to have more organ-
ised career networks, but these countries also have a right to larger shares of 
officials due to the principle of geographical balance.  

The influence of career networks owes its reputation the most to the top 
management posts in the Commission. The Kinnock reforms have put an end 
to nationally-flagged posts through imposing mobility for managers (Kassim 
2004: 54), with the general rule that all senior officials serve between two to 
five years in a single function with an absolute maximum of seven years. Still, 
the principle of an overall geographical balance at the very top weighs quite 
heavily.  

Nationality matters at the high levels, for the distribution of sensitive posts at 
high levels. (Official #25) 
Well perhaps for top jobs yes, but I think for top jobs …. it’s the same for all na-
tionalities.… I would say the network for top jobs, that’s really in the hands of 
the Member States and they are all equal I would say. (Official #82) 

Especially during major reshuffles and appointment rounds for the top posi-
tions, nationality becomes a salient factor. A major reshuffle at the Director-
General level that took place in November 2005, for example, marked a clear 
loss of Director-General posts for France, placing British and Irish officials in 
four of the most influential posts.123 Before the reshuffling took place, there 
were already rumours in the Commission that some French Directors-General 
would be retired or assigned Special Advisor posts. In contrast to stereotypical 
jokes made at other times, remarks about there being ‘too many French Direc-
tors-General anyways’ were not particularly well taken.  

The accounts on career networks show that promotions remain a sensitive 
area in the Commission. Even though the principle of geographical balance is 
accepted, nationality remains a critical resource or a handicap for aspiring offi-
cials (Hooghe 2001: 29). Thirty years ago, Michelmann (1978: 484) argued that 
geographical balance reinforced nationality-based informal networks as it in-
duced ambitious Commission officials to cultivate national ties, especially for 
reaching management posts. This phenomenon seems to still hold. Given the 
significance of this issue, the career networks deserve to be studied systemati-

                                           
123 www.euobserver.com, First Ever Woman Gets Top Civil Service Job in European Com-
mission, 9 November 2005. 
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cally on their own merits to find out with more accuracy to what extent career 
networks are indeed shaped by nationality. 
 

7.3 

The Role of Nationality in the Expatriate Social Life 

During the breaks within working hours, Commission officials tend usually to 
socialise with their unit colleagues and/or compatriots. Whilst having coffee 
with colleagues from the unit, the subject often revolves around different na-
tional traditions. As such, speaking of different countries and cultures forms a 
bond between the officials. Anthropologist Stacia E. Zabusky observed the 
same phenomenon at the European agency ESTEC:  

Despite the social distance that talking about such contrasts generated in its em-
phasis on boundaries and on personal and national distinctions, the foreground-
ing of national identity was simultaneously part of an effort to make connec-
tions. People, in exchanging information about national and cultural differences, 
came to share the same general, if superficial, knowledge about each other, in-
corporating it into their own expertise, as it were, on ‘nationalities’. They also 
bound themselves together in relationships of exchange in the very act of trad-
ing information and so established a common ground. In a sense, it was not so 
much the contrasts which emerged as significant, but instead the experience of 
talking together about the same things which was the pre-eminent experience of 
such conversations ‘about’ nationality. Furthermore, people were acutely aware 
that these kinds of conversations never happened ‘at home’, where everyone 
was ‘the same’. (Zabusky 2000: 194) 

The recent or planned trips of officials either to their home country or to other 
places in the world are also a favourite conversation topic. Officials typically 
give each other tips and share their travelling experiences. Such cultural ex-
changes and travelling form a crucial part of the cosmopolitan life styles of 
Commission officials, who frequently go for small trips at the weekends. Some 
officials also have partners in another country where they go to spend the 
weekend with (Officials #53, #116). Anyone who has experienced Brussels on a 
Friday afternoon or Monday morning will notice officials with trolleys heading 
towards or coming back from their destination. No wonder a common Brussels 
joke is: ‘The best thing about Brussels is that you can get out of it easily’. 

Officials have a double relationship with Brussels as a city. On the one 
hand, they enjoy the fact that it is so cosmopolitan (Cailliez 2004: 63, De 
Gruyter 2006: 42). It is easy to integrate in the expatriate circles since this mul-
tinational society is open for meeting new people (De Gruyter 2006). On the 
other hand, some officials never feel at home in Brussels since it is merely a 
city where they work, where they find themselves temporarily (Cailliez 2004). 
If the EU institutions were situated in another city, they would have not lived 
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in Brussels (De Gruyter 2006: 12). They live in an expatriate network which is a 
parallel world with its own shared values, problems, concerns and conversa-
tion topics (idem). The officials who have any ties with Belgian society or the 
Belgian people are a minority. No wonder Commission officials joke amongst 
themselves, “How many Belgians do you know?” (Cailliez 2004: 83).124 Indeed, 
Belgian society and EU officials live side by side but in separate worlds, a phe-
nomenon which is exacerbated by the fact that the Belgian society is not par-
ticularly open towards this expatriate community (Abéles et al. 1993, Shore 
2000, Cailliez 2004).  

In some aspects Brussels is organised to facilitate the life of expatriates 
where each national community has its infrastructures to feel at home, from 
supermarkets selling local products to churches and theatre groups (Cailliez 
2004: 51). Especially in neighbourhoods where the European Schools are situ-
ated, there are “EU ghettos” where officials from a certain nationality tend to 
live, e.g. the Swedes in Waterloo (Official #59). Such facilities mean that if they 
chose to, officials could build their whole social life with their compatriots: 

[My wife and me], we try to have friends outside [the French community] as 
much as possible. You can just meet with compatriots in Brussels. If you want, 
you can live in a neighbourhood where there are more people of your country, 
always invite them, return to the country often. There are people who live a bit 
like that, a bit offshore. [My translation] (Official #91) 

How Commission officials spend their leisure time after work and how they 
form their leisure networks is a matter of choice, family circumstances and back-
ground. Some officials, especially those with a strong international back-
ground (e.g. those who have studied at the College of Europe) have a mixture 
of a multinational and a national network of friends. 

Well, due to my experience here in the Commission and before, [I am] always in 
an international environment. [If] you’re here as a seconded national expert 
from Germany or Turkey whatever, you come with your family or your family 
comes with you, then you’re from your own nationality and you tend to stick to 
your own nationality. If you have been abroad in other countries, all alone and 
far away, let’s say you’ve been to France and to Switzerland whatever, always 
quite near here to this. Let’s say you have relations, friends who you have stud-
ied with all over the world, you are already different from the typical national 
and therefore you are more open-minded. You’re not really just only to be in 
that national circle. You have more circles, but you can’t be intensive in all these 
circles. That’s a little bit the reason why this interest is a little bit less since your 
activities and partnerships let’s say are from different nations. (Official #82) 

                                           
124 As Cailliez (2004) notes, officials who are married to Belgians tend to be by nature more 
connected to the Belgian society. Some officials also choose to send their children to Belgian 
schools for this reason. 
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Yet other officials might choose to avoid their own nationality (Official #3). Af-
ter a hard day or week at work at the Commission, some do not socialise with 
Commission colleagues at all after work or in the weekends: 

Normally, we work from 9 o’clock in the morning until late at night, so we really 
don’t have time for social contacts. For lunch maybe, but many you don’t want 
to see the same people also after the work. You have enough probably seeing all 
day and working all day, so… (Official #71) 
My idea is that for discussing about the work, the problem, the best place is 
here. During the weekend or after the work, maybe it’s better to go to the Bois 
de la Cambre or for resting a little bit. But I don’t know. Of course, considering 
that this job is eight, nine, ten hours per day, the working environment is the 
most important for our life. Because, I don’t know, I leave at 8.30 in the morning 
and I come back at 7 o’clock in the night. The time for me and for my personal 
and social life is quite limited. Considering that I have a family and wife.… We 
have just the weekend for resting a little bit. But during the weekend it is my 
opinion `that everybody is quite isolated. There is, it’s always my impression 
but, my idea is, I was five days, eight to ten hours per day with these people and 
during the weekend I don’t want to stay with them. I prefer to do something dif-
ferent. (Official #108) 

Commission officials with children usually wish to create opportunities for 
their children to speak their native language. In this sense, the European 
Schools are the hub of contacts with parents from the same nationality whose 
children are in the same language division (Officials #3, #29, #81, #75, #110, 
#118). In whichever manner officials choose to organise their social life and 
improve their social well-being, the one thing they stress is that they make a 
clear distinction between their leisure and work. As section 7.2 has demon-
strated, even though all these leisure networks and activities generate potential 
contact persons in the Commission, it is rare that this is the case since the util-
ity of a contact person is determined by their file and policy area. 

Still, for newly arrived Commission officials who do not already have a 
friendship network in Brussels, national networks may offer a smooth inser-
tion to their new environment. They are not only new to their jobs but also to 
the city and the country and being an expatriate means facing practical prob-
lems such as accommodation. 

Somebody may have heard of a nice apartment and the other is looking for an 
appartment, so all kind of purposes. It’s so much more let’s say relaxed with 
them, when you’re talking with your countrymen. (Official #52) 

Officials tend to rely more on their compatriots when they begin to work for 
the Commission in order to become comfortable within the organisational 
structures and the formal and informal rules related to the functioning of the 
Commission (Official #16, #19). These socialisation-to-the-Commission net-
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works need not be mono-national though (Official #19). The new Member State 
officials, for example, have a regional network (Officials #13, #42, #87): 

People from the new Member States who came mostly last year, ten new Mem-
ber States, they all came at around the same time. So they were a quite large 
body of people who arrived with the same kind of problems at the same time 
and to some extent similar backgrounds. Different countries, Slovak Republic, 
Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, they all have a little bit the same background. 
So they may have formed some kind of a network of their own. I see this, it’s 
funny, with colleagues from Slovakia, from Czech Republic and from Poland 
and colleagues from Hungary, too. I see that they talk to each other much more 
because they probably feel more comfortable talking to somebody who has the 
same level of knowledge. They’re not going to feel that they are ignorant be-
cause they will talk to somebody who also started at the same time. (Official #13) 
We have lunch, either just between two of us or we meet six to ten people to-
gether, and we use this to see each other and to stay part of the scene, including 
the work, but everybody has different tasks here, so… sometimes we are dis-
cussing some problems but more or less in an interpersonal level, like if you 
have a difficult colleague, how to deal with such a person; if you want a new 
file, how to change this file. And also there are new people coming from my 
Member State now and they know that I’m here, so I have some guidance for 
them for everything, including how to set a new home.… But I think at the same 
time … it is much more easier for the officials coming from the new Member 
States to associate with others from the new Member States. It is easier to have 
this network apart than to insert to the old networks.… And actually, it depends 
on the competition. Now, I did my compulsory training at the beginning, so I 
met many officials also from other Member States. They made a competition be-
fore ours. But now when I’m training, I see only or mainly people from the new 
Member States, so you create the network with the people who are available, 
so… (Official #42) 

As the case of East European officials shows, as a newcomer it might be simply 
easier to set a network with newcomers who are all more or less in the same 
age group and the same situation. 

Even though Commission officials enjoy the unique multicultural context 
they find themselves in (Official #10), having coffee, lunch or an after-work 
drink with a compatriot is also a welcome break – a break from the constant 
shift between languages, a break from having to explain national idiosyncra-
sies.  

You switch constantly between English and French, so you need to relax during 
the breaks! You enjoy this time when you don’t need to make an effort. (Official 
#92)  

Whereas language is not an issue in work contacts, officials might prefer to 
speak their own language (and/or another foreign language in which they feel 
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comfortable speaking or the language their partner speaks) in their private 
time.  

When you go for coffee or lunch, you group by nationality to speak your own 
language. At work, it’s less obvious. (Official #119) 

Leisure networks are thus more susceptible to being shaped by language (Offi-
cial #29). 

Sometimes it’s very nice to sit down with a beer and speak your own language. 
(Official #9) 
Let’s say I’m more, even if I speak French, for my sort of social life I’m more 
comfortable in English, so I know English and Irish, Dutch or whatever because 
you have the same sort of language group. But I know less Italians or French. 
(Official #74) 
Language is quite important. You meet socially with people of your nationality. 
This is typically Brussels, especially for the Italians and Spanish. Communica-
tion with your own nationality is easier. Since I speak Spanish, I also have a lot 
of contacts with the Spanish. (Official #75) 

Similarly, the cultural differences between the North and South Europeans are 
perhaps more important for the leisure network than for the work network.  

With the Southerners we can absolutely understand each other better. This is 
normal. We might have a two hour lunch and then stay until late at night at 
work. Family links are better understood. I get hysterical when I get invited for 
dinner at six! The North and South Europeans have separate networks. I have 
good Northern friends, but they can’t accept a dinner invitation at 9.30. It has to 
do with body rhythm. I also have good contacts and friends from Malta and Cy-
prus. For the job it doesn’t matter, but for the social yes. (Official #75)  
I rather have coffee with a Spanish, Portuguese or Greek than a Swede. For work 
it doesn’t matter. The South shares the same traditions, behaviour and food. (Of-
ficial #108) 

These quotes suggest that whereas the Northerners seem to be more at unease 
with the Southerners at work (section 5.4), the Southerners seem to be more at 
unease with the Northerners outside of work.  

On the whole, cultural tastes and preferences appear to be more important 
for the leisure networks. In this context, national contacts become ties with 
one’s national identity and cultural background (Officials #47, #104). Therefore, 
in their free time, officials may choose to remember their cultural roots and 
speak their native language (Officials #71, #119).  

My impression is that there are national, even if we say that everything is multi-
national, sometimes there are national networks, yes. I see from myself also, not 
in the work, but in the personal life you see the Spanish go with the Spanish, the 
Italians with the Italians, the Greeks with the Greeks. From the social point of 
view, yes. No, in the work I think that we work multinationally. (Official #71) 
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Being far away from home is an important factor that drives them to other offi-
cials of their own nationality. After all, Commission officials are (almost) all 
expatriates in Brussels. 

Especially the Spanish, Italians, Greek and Irish tend to have friendship ties 
with compatriots. These social contacts are usually strictly about having a good 
time, eating and drinking together. To put it somewhat stereotypically, 
whereas the Spanish, Italians and the Greeks prefer to gather at their national 
restaurants around their favourite national foods, the Irish meet for drinks at 
the Irish pub. In the Greek case, for example, the strength of national ties is 
also highly a function of the distance between Belgium and Greece (Van Beur-
den and Wong 2004: 51). Since it is more difficult to go back to their country as 
often as other Member State officials may do (e.g. Dutch officials), this creates a 
stronger nostalgia for home.  

In our free time, we would like to change some and remember our cultural roots 
or language yes. But language is not, I don’t think it’s the language itself, it’s 
more the culture or it’s our thoughts for our country or… Because we are immi-
grants here also… For those who’ve grown up here, maybe there is no differ-
ence, but someone who came when he was 25 here and he has a past in his coun-
try, there is always a nostalgia for the country. And you have always the culture 
of a country. I am Greek and I will remain Greek. (Official #71) 

The Greeks are a good example of a national group that compensates their 
longing for home by maintaining close friendship bonds and contacts with 
Greeks in the Commission and in Brussels in general. 
 The effect of networking among expatriate compatriots can perhaps be un-
derstood the best by looking at officials who lack these networks by virtue of 
being home – the Belgians. Being in their own country, they stay embedded in 
their usual social environment, with their Belgian family and friends. They are 
outside this Brussels expatriate scene since they do not have the need to social-
ise with others of their own nationality in the Commission. 

I can see a big difference.… I mean I was working in Brussels before and my 
family is still very close and my wife’s family as well, so we still have the friends 
we used to have before I joined the Commission. So for us there’s less of a need 
to establish social contacts with people within the Commission, so it’s different. 
(Official #2) 
I’m not going to break my head to have friends [in the Commission] because I 
don’t need them.… I can understand somebody who’s coming to Brussels 
from… If I go to live abroad, I will first look after, try to take part in a network 
with people who have common points of view, which is first of all nationality I 
suppose. If I work in the OECD, the first thing I look after is people who are Bel-
gian, speak French… (Official #5) 
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If Commission officials on the whole live in a parallel expatriate world, Belgian 
officials have the feeling that they live in both of these worlds: the Commission 
and Belgium.  

I don’t feel the desire to meet specifically Belgian Commission officials. No, 
when I go home and in the weekend, I have Belgian friends, but I think it’s nice 
to meet people who are not working in the Commission. I don’t think it’s a dis-
advantage, no. And in the beginning I had the feeling like, ‘Oh, this is another 
Belgian!’ and then yeah once you go for lunch or for coffee because in the begin-
ning I thought it was strange to meet Belgians here in the Commission, I don’t 
know, because for me it was a different world for me when I’m here and you 
speak English and French and then I go home and it’s like a completely different 
world. It’s true … and also where I live - so I live in Vilvoorde; it’s not so far 
away - there are no Commission officials, there are no people working for the 
Commission living in Vilvoorde. And they have this idea that all those from the 
Commission, they earn a lot of money; they are snobs. So it’s very strange for 
me; I live like in two worlds. Well now, I’m already used to it, but in the begin-
ning it was very strange. (Official #59) 
We are less isolated from the rest of society. I mean I go home. I don’t live in 
Brussels. My family is not working in the European Commission. I have my 
family here and that makes a big difference with colleagues who go home to 
their wife who works in another DG. They don’t have their family here. In the 
evening, they only talk Commission, EU. They go out with Commission and EU 
friends. No, it’s like I said, it’s very different. It’s isolation splendide. It’s a luxury 
isolation. It’s good. I mean it’s an isolation in the sense that not many people are 
really integrated here in the Belgian society. It’s a world on its own. It’s a big 
world. I mean it’s thousands and thousands of people.… The vast majority to 
start with lives in Brussels, in the 90s communes, not outside Brussels, so they 
have little contact with real, with the Belgian society. They frequent colleagues 
and friends who also have links with the EU institutions. They often do not 
speak one of the languages of the country, but clearly these are well-paid peo-
ple, so they have this international background. They are cultivated, they are 
some kind of… Yeah, it’s not like the poor I don’t know Albanian migrant com-
munity in Brussels who’s living in very bad conditions, who never go down in 
this neighbourhood or… It’s an isolation splendide. I would say [for us Belgians] 
it’s far more enriching. We’re with one foot in and with one foot out.… They are 
more missing out on Belgian, normal Belgian life. They don’t discover all parts 
of the country. (Official #76) 

Belgian officials are also automatically excluded from the activity scene or-
ganised by the PermReps which is typical for the other nationalities (Officials 
#83, #102, #115). 

All nationalities have activities organised by their Permanent Representations. 
They watch football together. But not Belgians! Belgium is at a disadvantage be-
cause we can’t use these activities. I don’t interact with Belgian colleagues be-
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cause they’re not my friends. Other nationalities know lots of people in other 
DGs. It’s useful to call up to get information. (Official #102) 
There is no notion of expatriation. So no, honestly, I do not remember any activ-
ity specifically organised for Belgian officials since I work here. Well, with us, 
we do not have this problem of expatriation, so perhaps we have less of a need 
… for a network of activities than the people who are expatriates. Ok, it’s nor-
mal: We know already the country, the languages, the habits, we do not need 
specific activities. Actually, I would be more interested if they invited me to an 
activity of another Member State than to a Belgian activity to learn something 
new. [My translation] (Official #115) 

As the accounts of Belgian officials clearly show, national networks are above 
all an expatriate phenomenon. As the foregoing paragraphs demonstrate, the 
effect of nationality on the networking behaviour of Commission officials is 
perhaps at its strongest at the level of these leisure networks. Although this 
also forms an interesting topic for further systematic analysis, the finding that 
only a small minority of these leisure contacts turns into work contacts (see 
Table 7.2) makes the significance of these networks for the organisational be-
haviour of Commission officials minimal. 
 

7.4  

The Myth and the Concept of National Networks 

This chapter has illustrated that Commission officials make a clear distinction 
between the career and leisure networks on the one hand and their task-related 
networks on the other. Whereas task-related networks are not shaped by na-
tionality (as Chapters 5 and 6 have shown), career and leisure networks are 
more susceptible to be predominantly national. I argue as a result that these 
two networks are what the literature has been referring to so far as the ‘na-
tional networks’ as a result of conceptual vagueness.  

Career networks are inclined to be based on nationality mainly due to the 
principal of geographical balance. Even though the reforms have objectified 
promotions and the parallel and informal personnel systems of the 1970s, 80s 
and 90s have diminished (Spence and Stevens 2006: 184), the suspicions 
around nationally-influenced appointments seem to remain. These suspicions 
might be partly a matter of perception, as national stereotypes come to the fore 
during times of stress, such as “when hopes for promotion are disappointed” 
(Michelmann 1978: 494). The new performance-rating system might help to 
overcome these frustrations, but still “Even if geographical balance is merely to 
be kept within tight bounds [it is] by no means abandoned” (Spence and Ste-
vens 2006: 183). 
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The leisure networks, on the other hand, are the most likely to be influenced 
by nationality and cultural similarities. This, however, is more of a private 
choice linked to the official’s family circumstances. Given the fact that Com-
mission officials are predominantly cosmopolitans, even these networks are by 
no means purely (mono-)national. The parents of mixed families are an exam-
ple – How else are we to predict the networks of a Dane married to an Italian 
to be if not by presuming they are multinational and multiregional?                     
 
 



 

159   

8 
 

BEYOND THE MYTH OF NATIONALITY 

 
We are not coalescing states, we are uniting people.     JEAN MONNET125 
An elementary solidarity is always present in greater measure among function-
aries of the same nation, with their common habits and language, and subtle 
currents of xenophobia among functionaries of one country toward those of 
other countries appear rather easily.                ALTIERO SPINELLI126  

 
Do Commission officials bring the European ideal into life every day in the 
steps of the founding father Jean Monnet or does nationality still form a divid-
ing line between officials as another founding father Altiero Spinelli worried?  
There has been a persistent belief that networks formed around nationality 
have been one of the ways in which national links are kept alive (Egeberg 1996, 
Hooghe 1999b, Shore 2000, Hooghe 2001, Nugent 2001, Laffan 2004). If the offi-
cials of a supranational organisation such as the Commission were indeed not 
able to go beyond nationality in forming their networks, there would indeed 
be even less hope for other EU institutions and international organisations. 

This book has aimed to answer the question, ‘Are national networks a myth 
or everyday reality in the Commission?’ To reach a deeper understanding of 
the phenomenon of national networks in the Commission, the concepts of ‘na-
tionality’ and ‘networks’ have been unravelled. This task of deconstruction 
meant filling gaps in the literature on EU institutions with sociological, psy-
chological and anthropological literature on national culture, on human behav-
iour in social groups, on networks and on organisations. This multidisciplinary 
approach has been complemented with a multi-method approach combining 
quantitative and qualitative survey material with participant observation. This 
chapter summarises the results of this endeavour and analyses its implications. 
 

                                           
125 The original text is “Nous ne coalisons pas des Etats, nous unissons des hommes” as cited on 
the cover of Mémoires(1976) by Jean Monnet. 
126 As quoted in Edwards and Spence (1997b: 8). 
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8.1  
Multinational Networks at Work 

In this study, the focus on networks was primarily on the “personal contacts 
within the context of organisational contacts” (Jönsson and Elgström 2005: 3) 
with the idea that work-related contacts are the most relevant networks for 
analysing the organisational behaviour of Commission officials and drawing 
the implications thereof for policy-making within the Commission. Substantive 
task-related networks can be of a formal or informal nature, the former being 
defined by the hierarchical division of labour and the latter constructed by in-
dividuals. Since formal networks do not involve choice, no systematic quanti-
tative evidence has been collected on these. The formal networks are given by 
the task package of officials and do not involve a choice between national vs. 

supranational contacts.  
The informal networks, however, are the networks an official relies on for 

extra information and advice. This is where the formal tasks and obligations 
leave leeway for individual fulfilment and are relevant for the performance of 
the employee and in turn for the functioning of the organisation. Since infor-
mal practices require a measure of trust and a faith in commonality (Middle-
mas 1995: 680), it could be argued that Commission officials might choose 
compatriot officials since, by virtue of their common nationality and culture, 
they share the same language, mentality and working methods. This argument 
finds its origins in the experimental literature in social psychology which es-
tablishes that similarities in attitude, belief and value lead to attraction and in-
teraction (McPherson et al. 2001: 428). This human tendency, homophily, has 
formed the basis for network research which has asserted that contact between 
similar people occurs at a higher rate than among dissimilar people (ibid: 416). 
The homophily principle could have implied that the networks of Commission 
officials would be predominantly composed of those of the same nationality. 

If the informal networks in the Commission were to be predominantly na-
tional, this would form an example of an inconsistency between what is for-
mally required by an organisation and what actually happens (Martin 2002: 
87). It is an inherent feature of bureaucratic organisations that formal struc-
tures are supplemented, eroded and/or transformed by informal structures 
(Barnard 1938, Selznick 1957, Chisholm 1989, Scott 2003, Egeberg 2006a). If the 
informal networks in the Commission were to be shaped by nationality, this 
would mean that the informal culture hinders the formal culture of suprana-
tionality whereas if the informal networks appeared to be multinational, the 
supranational culture would further be accentuated.  
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Does nationality shape the task-related informal networks of European 
Commission officials? Or are there other socialisation and organisational fac-
tors that mitigate the effect of homophily? To answer these questions, 82 pol-
icy-making (A-level) officials of four social regulation DGs (Employment, En-
vironment, Justice, Health and Consumer Protection) were asked to name 
three persons they turn to for information and advice. The named contact per-
sons constitute the personal (ego) network of Commission officials. The attrib-
utes of the contact persons were matched with those of the official to find out if 
and how many of them were of the same nationality. The results showed that 
this was only the case for the minority of the networks:  

� Only 17.8% of the contact persons of all interviewed Commission offi-
cials are of the same nationality.  

� 60.5% of the officials have named only persons of other nationalities as 
their contact persons for information or advice. 

The quantitative evidence revealed that same nationality contacts are the ex-
ception rather than the rule for task-related purposes. There are also no signifi-
cant differences between nationalities in terms of ‘sticking to each other’. The 
only exception is the case of large Member State officials, an occurrence which 
is explained by the officials to be a sheer effect of numbers of officials each 
Member State has.  

The quantitative evidence was also confirmed by the accounts of Commis-
sion officials stressing that nationality does not play a significant role when it 
comes to business and the substance of the work of Commission officials. Offi-
cials do not contact fellow nationals just because they come from the same 
country. Nor do Commission officials allow cultural convenience to determine 
whom they will turn to. North and South are geographical terms that do not 
draw a dividing line in the network maps of Commission officials. The con-
tacts between and among the Northern and Southern Europeans are almost 
evenly distributed.  

The opportunity to speak one’s native language with the other official 
down the line is also not a factor that determines their choice of network part-
ners: in only 32.8% of the cases were the exchanges in the official’s native lan-
guage. Only the speakers of English, French and German have the luxury of 
speaking their own language with their network partners. Language does not 
form a barrier to communication in the Commission. Commission officials are 
a largely multilingual group. Functioning in foreign languages and shifting 
from one language to the other is their daily reality as they draft policy docu-
ments and attend meetings in a language (English and/or French) which is of-
ten not their native language. It is not the rare but the normal state of affairs in 
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the Commission that a Belgian with French as a native language does all his 
communication in English and a Dane speaks in English with another Dane for 
work purposes. Eurospeak is not only a peculiar mix of English and French but 
also a language of expertise and a language of acronyms – a shared language 
where avian influenza127 and EES128 only make sense to policy insiders.  
 

8.2  

Which DG Do You Come From? 

What is it that makes nationality irrelevant? Is it that Commission officials are 
or become a ‘different sort’? Or is it the organisational context of the Commis-
sion whose structural set-up limits the choices of officials in composing their 
networks? Whereas the former would provide support to socialisation theories, 
the latter would be another case for the power of organisational structures. To 
find out, a logistic regression was run with national contacts as the dependent 
variable. Homophily, socialisation and organisation variables were juxtaposed 
against each other in a multivariate equation to discover what makes a Com-
mission official turn to compatriots. As a result, two variables were significant: 
size of the Member State and the number of contacts within the DG.  

Size matters because of an effect of probability. The Commission has a pol-
icy of geographical balance to make sure that Member States are represented 
fairly according to the size of their population. As a result, the probability, for 
instance, that a German official contacts another German official is higher to 
begin with. The large nationalities (Belgium129, France, Germany, Italy, Spain, 
the UK) are represented by almost one official in every unit. Consequently, 
whether an official comes from a large Member State or not determines 
whether s/he can potentially build a network with compatriots at all.  

Practically, however, there is not a large pool of officials to choose from 
even for large Member State officials in a given situation of a need for informa-
tion. The choice for contact persons is conditioned by an official’s area of ex-
pertise which is defined by her/his file (dossier) and DG. Especially for a small 
Member State official, the chances are low that there is, for example, another 
Finn who is working on the same or related topic. Your Finnish sauna partner 
is not likely to be of much help if you are working on catalytic converters for 
motorcycles and she on the water framework directive, even if you are both 

                                           
127 Bird flu. 
128 European Employment Strategy. 
129 It will be recalled from the previous chapters that due to the location of EU institutions in 
Brussels, Belgium is a large Member State in terms of the number of officials it has in the 
Commission. 
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working in DG Environment. The chance that the other Finnish sauna friend 
from DG Justice who is drafting the proposal on matrimonial rights for di-
vorced multinational couples has any useful information on catalytic convert-
ers is even lower. Commission officials are specialised in specific files which in 
some cases require very specific technical or scientific expertise. This is a world 
where the dividing lines are not drawn by country maps but by functional 
maps, the content of which are shaped by the needs and concerns of the policy 
sector officials belong to, given by the Directorate-General they are working in.  

Will SANCO130 please take the floor? 
   TREN131 has been extensively working on this issue. 

We need to integrate the reservations of DG JLS132 into the text. 
The three sentences above are typical of those heard in meetings or written in 
mails within the Commission. It is likely that you recognise ‘who that guy 
from DG FISH is’ without ever knowing whether he is Swedish or Lithuanian, 
simply because it is irrelevant. In a Commission meeting, you take the floor in 
the name of your DG and what you say matters because you are from a par-
ticular DG. In this sense, Commission officials are perceived independently of 
their nationalities in work contexts. 

Language is also not a helpful hint in a Commission meeting where you 
might hear an American accent and will miss the point if you drift away too 
long thinking where this person might come from and where they got that ac-
cent. This in contrast to a Council working group meeting where the seats are 
arranged by nationality; ‘the Netherlands’ is asked whether they have any ob-
jections and the Portuguese representative begins a long sentence with ‘Obri-

gado Senhora Presidente’. As such, the territorially-based Council structure pri-
marily reflects and sustains the classical intergovernmental system, whereas 
the functional speacialisation in the Commission focuses conflict along DG 
lines (Egeberg 2004a). 

The centrality of the DG in the daily working life of a Commission official is 
reflected in the data with the finding that 69.6% of the contact persons are in 
the same DG. The regression result reads: the more contacts an official has 
within the DG, the less likely the contact person is of the same nationality. Na-
tionality does not determine the choice of contacts within the DG. DGs form 
epistemic communities (Haas 1992). As a result, within the DG, the sectoral 
requirements and the policy goals of the DG transcend nationality differences.  

                                           
130 DG Health and Consumer Affairs. 
131 DG Transport and Energy. 
132 Justice, Freedom and Security. 
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The effect of organisational belongings and structures on the networking 
patterns of Commission officials provides support for the organisational per-
spective on the study of EU institutions also on a more generic level (Egeberg 
2001, 2004b, 2006a, 2006b; Trondal 2006a, 2006b). The contrast between the 
networking behaviour of Council working group participants and Commission 
officials is a case in point: the Council fora remain “after all a negotiation proc-
ess among nations” (Beyers and Dierickx 1998: 313), whereas the Commission 
is where the European/supranational element visibly comes to life. Following 
this logic, if this study were also to be repeated for the European Parliament, 
the expectation would be that the networks of MEPs would coincide with the 
left-right political party lines since this is the main dimension of politics in the 
EP (Hix et al. 2006: 494). The EP resembles all other democratic parliaments 
(ibid: 509) and Commission officials resemble their civil servant counterparts 
in national administrations in that their departmental belonging determines 
their organisational behaviour (Allison 1971, Aberbach et al. 1981, Allison and 
Zelikow 1999).  

This study is yet further proof that the EU institutions are well suited to be 
analysed as ‘normal organisations’ with the usual concepts of domestic poli-
tics. Why would nationality be relevant for the daily work of Commission offi-
cials? After all, they are not diplomats working for the interests of their coun-
try nor are they paid by their Member States. They are bureaucrats working for 
the interests of the EU in their policy area. Their jobs are in this sense more 
comparable to bureaucrats in national ministries than to civil servants in inter-
governmental organisations. The difference lies more in the scale: national vs. 
European. This study has shown that just as a central government official in 
any Member State working for the Ministry of the Environment is not likely to 
bond with an official working for the Ministry of Social Affairs just because 
they were born in the same city or because they go to the same golf club, a 
Commission official working for DG Environment is not likely to form a net-
work with an official working for DG Employment just because they are 
French or Danish either.  
 

8.3  

Socialisation and Nationality for Cosmopolitans 

What are not domestic-like, however, are the Commission officials themselves 
and the multinational context they work in. Commission officials diverge from 
the expectations of socialisation theorists in that the assumptions learned in 
one’s childhood and youth from their family and during their formative 
schooling years are so deep-seated that it is difficult, if not impossible, to 
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unlearn them (Aberbach et al. 1981: 200, Peters 1989: 39, Avruch 1998: 46, 
Hooghe 2005: 880). Commission officials are cosmopolitans who are already 
not typical representatives of their national cultures when they arrive at the 
Commission and they become less so by being exposed to colleagues of all na-
tionalities on a daily basis. Theories of culture derived from comparing indi-
viduals embedded in national contexts (Zurcher, Meadow and Zurcher 1965, 
Hofstede 1991, Smith et al. 1996, Hambrick et al. 1998, Trompenaars and 
Hampden-Turner 1997, Tayeb 1998, Soeters and Recht 2001, Trompenaars and 
Wooliams 2003) do not apply to this cosmopolitan population. In this sense, 
one can argue that the predominance of national norms presupposes individu-
als who have been raised in a ‘mono-national’ environment. Individuals who 
have been exposed to other cultures through their families and/or education do 
not fit neatly into the expectations of this national socialisation scheme.  

The previous empirical findings of the EU literature with regard to the ef-
fect of socialisation are ambiguious. In particular, whereas supranational so-
cialisation variables fail in quantitative analyses explaining the preferences of 
Commission officials (Hooghe 1999b, 2001, 2005), qualitative research focusing 
on the identities of EU officials (Hermann et al. 2004) argue that Commission 
officials internalise the values of the institution which is in turn reflected in 
their daily behaviour at work. The results of this study reproduce the ambigu-
ity of previous research: 

� None of the socialisation variables passed the significance test in the 
logistic regression. The socialisation variable that fares the best is 
‘number of spoken languages’ which has been used to test the extent of 
prior international socialisation. 

� The qualitative accounts and the observation of the Commission offi-
cials, however, point to a powerful effect of socialisation, both in terms 
of self-selection through (prior) international experience and continu-
ous daily exposure to a multinational environment. 

The problem lies partly in the indicators used to measure socialisation in quan-
titative analyses. The indicator ‘duration of contact’ measured by the length of 
service (Commission) or participation (committees) ignores the qualities of the 
interaction context which makes the ‘intensity of contact’ a better indicator 
(Checkel 2001, Trondal 2002, Zürn and Checkel 2005). The indicator intensity 
of contact has led studies on the identities of EU officials to conclude that the 
behaviour of these individuals, who have direct daily experience with the EU 
institutions and their norms, is shaped by supranational socialisation (Laffan 
2004: 77, Risse 2004: 266). Furthermore, quantitative measures provide one-
time snapshots. Longitudinal studies are needed to measure changes in values. 
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Even then, it is difficult to capture “allusions to learning” (Checkel 2001: 8). 
Due to the ambiguity and complexity of the findings, it is worthwhile to go 
through the socialisation variables individually and assess these variables in 
the light of the qualitative findings of this research. 

Hooghe concludes that national socialisation has the strongest effect on of-
ficials (Hooghe 2005: 880). By contrast, I have not found any evidence to sup-
port the supremacy of national background for explaining the networking be-
haviour of Commission officials. The difference in the results might be partly 
due to the fact that Hooghe’s research concerns preferences of Commission 
officials as to the role of the EU and the role of nationality in the Commission. 
In this sense, the divergence might stem from the overall “attitude-behaviour 
problem” that is common in social science research: to predict actual behav-
iour, attitudes need to be specific to the behaviour (Potter 1996: 129). More spe-
cifically, even though Commission officials might have indeed acquired their 
overall policy attitudes through national socialisation, this does not necessarily 
imply that this will shape the way they draft a policy proposal. This reasoning 
also partly explains the ongoing myth of national networks: even though offi-
cials may express an overall cultural preference for national contacts, they do 
not base their ultimate choice of contact persons on the ease of communication. 

The second difference concerns the sample of Commission officials in-
cluded for arriving at the conclusions. Hooghe’s research (1999a, 1999b, 2001, 
2005) only focuses on the senior officials of the Commission, whereas this re-
search includes Commission officials of all ranks in the range of A-level offi-
cials. It might well be that the results reflect a generation difference. Nowa-
days, not only is the Commission predominantly populated by officials who 
have mostly grown up in an increasingly globalised world, but relatively few 
officials have had an opportunity to acquire much experience at their national 
administration (Egeberg 2002: 17) which according to Hooghe (1999b, 2001, 
2005) is an important factor in making an official conducive to be sensitive to 
national interests. 

Hooghe (2005: 881-882) also dismisses the effects of self-selection and selec-
tion in her latter work, even though she finds interview evidence suggesting 
especially self-selection playing a role. Her reasoning is that most officials en-
ter the Commission for reasons other than the ‘European ideal’ and that there 
is limited evidence of ‘pro-European recruitment’. This, however, is a rather 
narrow conception of the processes of self-selection and selection. It is true that 
“being pro-European” is no longer the main qualification as it was in the days 
of the European High Authority (Coombes 1970: 142) and it could be argued in 
terms of this qualification that self-selection only motivates a minority 
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(Hooghe 2005: 881). The current generation of officials are indeed more moti-
vated by the material conditions offered by the Commission, namely the high 
salary and stable employment (Abélès et al. 1993: 16-17) and perhaps more im-
portantly by “the opportunities for valuable, fascinating, but essentially ad-
ministrative, work, rather than to participate in ‘political construction’” 
(Spence and Stevens 2006: 184). 
 There is, however, another factor which plays an important role in reflect-
ing the current profile of Commission officials which asks for extending the 
self-selection and selection criteria for being ‘pro-European’. Besides the formal 
requirement of succeeding in the entrance exam (concours), the candidate offi-
cials have to speak two official EU languages. Moreover, there is the ‘informal’ 
requirement of being able to work in a multicultural and multilingual working 
environment.133 In terms of selection, this criterion translates practically to hav-
ing lived abroad, which can plausibly be tested while screening the CVs and 
during the interview round succeeding the written tests. This is clearly demon-
strated in the backgrounds of the interviewed Commission officials: they are 
certainly no strangers to other cultures since 69.1% of them have lived abroad 
before coming to work for the Commission.  
 With regard to self-selection, it has been already acknowledged that the “in-
ternational aspect” draws young European graduates to Brussels (Abélès et al. 
1993: 16). These individuals prefer a career at the Commission over a career in 
a given Member State because: “The principal advantage over similar policy-
making and implementation roles elsewhere is held to lie in the multicultural 
and multinational environment” (Spence and Stevens 2006: 184). I argue, there-
fore, that choosing to work in a multinational European workplace might to-
day be a more important factor than being ‘pro-European’. That enjoying na-
tional differences is a way of life is manisfested by the finding that 38.3% of the 
officials have a partner of another nationality. Working in an international en-
vironment as a ‘way of life’ may thus be another (and possibly a more impor-
tant) self-selection factor than political ideals. 

Given this cosmopolitan population, one might even argue that there is not 
much room for socialisation left since these individuals are already pre-
socialised. It comes as no surprise to them when they start working for the 
Commission that other cultures do things differently and that one is not better 
than the other: they already have the tools to deal with national differences. At 
the level of daily working life in the Commission, the length of service in the 
Commission does still make a difference in terms of increasing the amount of 
exposure to different cultures and supranational values on a daily basis. 

                                           
133 See EPSO website: http://europa.eu/epso/working/career/carehome_en.htm. 
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Length of service translates into learning to work with other cultures to the 
point that nationality becomes irrelevant and national differences are turned 
into a factor that binds Commission officials.  

The different meanings which nationality takes in a particular organisa-
tional context are not sufficiently captured through surveys. Whereas reference 
to national stereotypes in interview accounts might be interpreted at face value 
as a sign of the persistence of national identities and differences, participant 
observation in the Commission134 has allowed me to find out that stereotypes 
actually fulfil positive functions. Nationality jokes are a centrepiece in Com-
mission humour, be it at a serious meeting, over a cup of coffee or in a for-
warded mail. Talking about nationalities is sharing differences and differences 
are what are common in such a multinational context. Nationality and culture 
are also excuses in the Commission for not being offended by the other’s be-
haviour. Incomprehensible or unacceptable behaviour is dismissed as a cul-
tural difference or misunderstanding. As such, national differences are ac-
cepted and national stereotypes and differences form a binding factor.  
 

8.4  

National Networks over a Glass of Wine  

The fact that Commission officials are expatriates in Brussels also leads to an 
overlap between their work and social lives since officials have to build new 
networks as they start working in the Commission. Receptions, clubs and par-
ties are instrumental in meeting new people. Not everyone is new to the Brus-
sels scene, however, as the new generation of cosmopolitan Commission offi-
cials already have a multinational network with their prospective colleagues 
whom they met through the College of Europe, their traineeship period or 
their previous job in Brussels. For the newly arrived, however, nationality can 
still play a key role in getting to know other people. The Permanent Represen-
tations and regional offices, for example, are active in the Brussels scene by 
gathering officials working in the EU institutions for social events.  

Even though these events definitely form venues for meeting (among oth-
ers) other compatriots, whether these contacts will be of any use for a given 
official’s work depends on whether there is any commonality in terms of the 
dossiers the officials are working on. The results of this research in terms of 
where the officials have met their contact person and where they usually meet 
show that the contacts made at receptions are rarely, if at all activated for task-

                                           
134 Note that the participant observation was conducted for five-months as an intern in DG 
Health and Consumer Protection. 
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related purposes: 90.5% of the contact persons were met for the first time in a 
professional occasion in the Commission.  

While the central focus of this research has been on task-related networks 
and the quantitative evidence has been gathered on the informal task-related 
networks, two other types of networks have been mentioned during the inter-
views with Commission officials. The network theoretical distinction of Brass 
(1984) came to life as officials stressed that they make a clear distinction be-
tween their professional and private lives and thus between their work and 
leisure networks. The interviews also led to the introduction of ‘career net-
works’ as a separate category. What makes the separation between work and 
leisure networks even more interesting for the central question of this study is 
the emergence of a pattern in terms of the role of nationality in shaping these 
networks:  

� Task-related informal networks are multinational. 
� Career and leisure networks are more likely to be shaped by national-

ity. 
What distinguishes the career and leisure networks, however, is that it is a 
matter of personal choice and circumstances whether officials rely on compa-
triots for their career advancement or not and whether they form their friend-
ship group multinationally or nationally. Accordingly, this study argues that 
these career and leisure networks are cases apart which do not affect the daily 
substantive work and do not have any consequences for policy-making within 
the Commission. It is these networks that have led to the long-standing myth 
of national networks in the Commission.  
 A glass of wine is, however, still a great occasion to share gossip with com-
patriots as to who has been appointed for which position or how terrible the 
new Director is and to discuss macro issues like national politics and ‘where 
the EU is going’. Being an expatriate in Brussels is also a stimulating factor for 
social contacts with one’s own nationality. The low level of integration with 
Belgian society exacerbates this phenomenon (Caillez 2004, De Gruyter 2006). 
When you are homesick or just feel like speaking your own native language 
and make jokes in your own language, you turn to compatriot Commission 
officials, who are also in the same situation of having double homes. After all, 
that favourite German colleague of yours cannot really sing along and become 
melancholic with you at the Greek restaurant over a glass of ouzo. In this 
sense, nationality does form a bond for friendships, for some more than others. 
The distance between Brussels and home can be a factor strengthening or 
weakening the need for national friendships.  
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How these leisure networks are formed is also shaped by national tradi-
tions and tastes: for some it is the political party or old school, for others it is 
the pub or the church (Abélès et al. 1993: 22-23). Furthermore, these national 
groupings may not be confined to Commission or EU staff: “The national dip-
lomats of the Permanent Representations to the EU and the Delegations to 
NATO, together with the national embassies and the expatriate employees of 
multinational companies, law firms, lobbyists, pressure groups and non-
governmental organisations may all be involved” (Stevens and Stevens 2001: 
133). 

Career networks, however, have perhaps been contributing to the sustained 
image of national networks in the Commission to a greater extent. Even 
though the reforms have succeeded in ending the system of national flags, 
whereby posts were reserved for particular nationalities, the appointments – 
especially those at the top management levels – still take account of the geo-
graphical balance principle. The significance of national connections has thus 
declined, but their role in terms of career prospects has not disappeared 
(Spence and Stevens 2006: 172). The salience of nationality for the management 
positions reinforces nationality-based career networks for ambitious Commis-
sion officials. Though conducting tasks and advancing one’s career might often 
be interlinked, the qualitative distinction made in the officials’ minds in terms 
of networks suggests that they separate the contexts where they enact their 
tasks and where they are promoting their personal career interests. The essen-
tial proof for the distinction between task-related and career networks was the 
fact that officials consistently argued that having a national network was only 
beneficial for one’s career advancement. 

The personnel reforms in the Commission have made performance and 
merit the basis of promotions, but they have not changed the perceptions on 
the effect of nationality on promotions. The impression in the eyes of Commis-
sion officials that some nationalities get a larger share of management posi-
tions is resuscitated at every reshuffling round. Even if a Brit or an Italian mer-
its a promotion, they cannot help but murmur that ‘The Brits/Italians always 
support their own nationality’. At such times, nationality becomes a scapegoat 
once again: “although the richness of the multicultural situation is proclaimed, 
many blame it for difficulties in their work situation and career development. 
When it comes to filling a middle or high management post, one candidate is 
the right nationality, while the other is a victim of his or her ‘origins’” (Abélès 
et al. 1993: 50).  
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8.5  

Studying Nationality and Networks Beyond (the Commission) 

This research has offered insights into the day-to-day behaviour of Commis-
sion officials through the mixture of quantitative and qualitative data. Cross-
tabulations have been used intensively to arrive at detailed analyses of the 
quantitative data. This was a demonstration that informed bivariate analyses 
can sometimes be even more helpful in determining the patterns and underly-
ing processes than multivariate analyses with atheoretical, one-size-fits-all es-
timators (Achen 2002). Furthermore, a multi-method approach has offered 
valuable analyses, especially with regard to the concepts of nationality, culture 
and socialisation. Measuring values, perceptions and change requires an in-
depth qualitative study. In this sense, participant observation has been shown 
to provide insights that are not attainable by qualitative interviewing. The 
added value of a multidisciplinary approach was also demonstrated by the 
relevance of borrowing definitions and insights from other bodies of literature. 
EU studies have a lot to gain from literature on policy-making and organisa-
tions and to apply these theoretical concepts developed in other national and 
international contexts. 

This study was only the first step in terms of mapping out and explaining 
the networking behaviour of Commission officials in a systematic manner. The 
career and leisure networks still ask for a systematic study. The four DGs in-
cluded in this analysis were vertical DGs. It would be theoretically interesting 
to repeat the study on a group of horizontal DGs to see if different types of 
task requirements (e.g. being frequently in contact with other DGs) lead to dif-
ferent networking patterns. A focus on the top officials of the Commission, 
their Cabinets or the Commissioners might also reveal whether the ‘political 
networks’ are more likely to be shaped by nationality. Since these are all 
Commission actors bound by sectoral requirements, however, I do not expect 
their task-related networks to be affected by nationality either. 

A next step would be to make a deeper analysis in terms of policy-making 
by looking into a specific policy issue. Making case studies of policy proposals 
and exploring the network patterns with regard to a specific directive, for ex-
ample, would provide more focused evidence as to whom Commission offi-
cials turn to for which aspects. Such an approach would necessitate drawing a 
complete network map and would go beyond the study of unconnected per-
sonal networks. 

The focus of this research was on the intra-organisational networks of 
Commission officials. Another important aspect of officials’ networks concerns 
the success of a policy proposal beyond the European Commission. Commis-



CHAPTER 8 

172 

sion officials rely on external consultations before they start drafting a pro-
posal. Knowing what is acceptable in different Member States allows officials 
to incorporate these different concerns in a proposal so that the proposal meets 
the minimum amount of objections at the Council level. Their network of col-
leagues from different Member States, however, is also a valuable resource in 
anticipating the reactions of Member States.  

Contacts with the Council Secretariat, the Permanent Representations, the 
European Parliament or other national and non-governmental actors are also 
crucial. An interesting follow-up would thus be the study of these external net-
works. It may well be that the contacts of Commission officials with the out-
side world, namely with national authorities and interest groups, are more in-
fluenced by nationality. This is because the rules of the game change for those 
national actors who, unlike the cosmopolitan EU officials and Brussels-based 
consultants, are less likely to be cosmopolitan in terms of speaking their lan-
guages or breaking through the cultural barriers. A study of the networks of 
Commission officials in other EU institutions and with external actors would 
provide a valuable basis for comparison in terms of the role of nationality. 
 In order to test the effect of organisational structures, repeating this study 
on other EU institutions or international organisations such as the UN or WTO 
(World Trade Organisation) would reveal whether the effect of nationality in a 
multinational organisation can be managed through less focus on territorial 
concerns and more concern on functional considerations. Such an endeavour 
would be a step ahead for finding out how other multinational organisations 
achieve ‘unity in diversity’.  
 

8.6  

The Eurocrats and the European Commission 

The Kinnock reforms have changed not only the administrative structures and 
procedures but also the organisational culture of the Commission (Cini 2000b, 
2004) with the strong emphasis on the key words ‘service, independence, effi-
ciency, responsibility, accountability, transparency’. The reform wave has not 
only had consequences for the administrative behaviour of Commission offi-
cials, but the Better Regulation strategy135 has also changed policy-making 
processes. In terms of the contents of proposals, the reform has brought the 
requirement of adopting an ‘integrated approach’ which necessitates making 
an impact assessment investigating the social, economic and environmental 
consequences of a policy initiative before it can even become a proposal. The 

                                           
135 For detailed information on Better Regulation, see Commission website 
http://ec.europa.eu/governance/better_regulation/index_en.htm. 
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fact that all these different elements need to be cross-fertilised demands prepa-
ration which in turn necessitates having a ‘subject network’. Since policies are 
in this manner increasingly linked to each other, officials need to follow up on 
related fields and be informed of the relevant policy developments.  

The need for increased communication between the DGs working on re-
lated areas (i.e. a subject network) has also increased the reliance on task-
related informal networks. Officials note that the amount of informal contacts, 
especially with other DGs, was minimal and that much more was conducted 
strictly according to the official procedures before the reform. They argue that 
in the old system, policy was only made at the highest level, whereas now 
even the desk officers have much more room for manoeuvre in the process of 
drafting policy proposals. Commission officials rely on informal networks as a 
complementary source of information, especially for anticipating the reactions 
of other national and EU actors and for building support. In this respect, in-
formal channels do not only provide extra information but also enable the re-
solving of conflicts before a proposal reaches the formal process of inter-
service consultation.  

In this sense, the finding that Commission officials have multinational task-
related informal networks is significant in showing the institutional dynamics 
that drive policy-making in the European Commission. It is the sectoral (DG) 
belonging of Commission officials that we should turn to understand and ex-
plain their organisational behaviour. They have gone beyond the myth of na-
tionality through their international backgrounds and their experience in a 
multinational working environment. The nationality of Commission officials is 
their DG and their passports are supranational. 
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QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

Respondent’s:  Directorate-General _____    Gender _____   
 

Before we begin, I would like to reassure you that I will handle all information 
you give confidentially and anonymously. If you will allow me, I will tape this 
conversation in order to avoid losing any parts of it. 
Please feel free not to answer any questions you do not wish to answer. Please 
do also interrupt me whenever you feel there is something missing or wrong 
with the questions. 
(If asked: My research studies the networks of Commission officials and their affects on 

the policy-making processes.) 
 

SECTION 1: I would like to start with some questions about your job and background. 

 
1. Could you first tell me shortly about your function in the Commission?  
2. What is your current grade? 
3. How long have you been working in the European Commission? _ _ years  
4. Have you worked for other DGs than your current DG? 
5. How have you been recruited to the Commission? 
6. Have you done a traineeship at the Commission or other EU institutions? 
7. Which organisations have you worked for before your entry to the Commission 

and for how long? 

8. Education: 

� What is your highest educational degree?  
� What was your main field of education? 
� Did you study abroad? 
� In which country/countries? 
� For how long? _ _ years 
� Have you studied at a European University like Bruges or EUI? 

9. What is your country of origin? 
10. Languages: 

� What is (are) your native language(s)? 
� Which languages do you speak fluently? 

11.  Did you grow up in a multinational family? 
� Where do your parents come from? 

12. Have you lived abroad for any reasons other than education and work? 
� In which country/countries? 
� For how long? _ _ years 

13.  What is your year of birth?   
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14.  Do you currently have a partner? 
� What is her/his country of origin? 
� Does s/he currently work in the Commission? 

15.  Do you have children? 
  

SECTION 2: Now we will be turning to questions that concern the European Commis-

sion officials with whom you have regular contact with regard to your work within the 

Commission. 

 
16. In a typical work month, how often do you have contact with the following 

persons with regard to your work? (Everyday or almost everyday=5, At least one 

time per week=4, At least one time per month=3, Less than one time per month=2, 

Never=1) 
� Your Commissioner 
� Cabinet of your Commissioner 
� Commission President 
� President’s Cabinet 
� Other Commissioners 
� Other Commissioners’ Cabinets 
� Your Director-General 
� Other Directors-General 
� Your Deputy Director-General 
� Other Deputy Directors-General 
� Your Director 
� Other Directors 
� Your Head of Unit 
� Other Heads of Unit 
� Other A-level officials 

 
I would now like to focus on the persons within the European Commission you regu-

larly turn to for information or advice for your (policy-making) work. With this, I do 

not necessarily mean the officials whom you have to contact due to your task description 

and obligations, like your boss or your direct colleagues. Please take into consideration 

all types of contact (in person, phone, e-mail, etc.) Could you write down the names of 

three officials you consider being the most important for obtaining the information or 

advice you need? I will not collect this paper, so it is only for your reference for the fol-

lowing questions. I will call them Person 1(most important), Person 2 and Person 3.  

 

17.  How would you describe your relation to this person? 
18.  Is this person male or female? 
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19.  Position: 
� At which Directorate General do these persons work? 
� Do these persons work within your unit? 

20.  What is this person’s grade? 
21.  What is this person’s main field of education? 
22. How old is this person? (If you do not know the exact age, please estimate.) 
23.  What is this person’s country of origin? 
24.  What is your language of communication with this person? 
25. How did you first meet this person? (Open question, provide options if asked for 

examples) 
26.  For how long do you know this person? 
27. How often do you turn to this person for information or advice on work-related 

topics? 
� Everyday or almost everyday 
� At least 1 time per week 
� At least 1 time per month 
� Less than 1 time per month 

28. How do you usually communicate with this person when you need informa-
tion or advice? Please rank the most frequent means per person. (# 1 the most fre-

quent, # 3 the least frequent) 

� In person 
� Telephone 
� E-mail 
� Other 

29. At what kind of occasions do you usually communicate with this person with 
regard to your work? Please rank the most frequent occasions per person. (# 1 the 

most frequent, # 3 the least frequent) 

� Go to her/his office 
� During meetings 
� During lunch 
� After work 
� On the weekends 
� Other 
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30. The next question is about the factors that determine why you turn to these 
persons for information or advice. I will be reading you some statements and 
ask you to evaluate to what extent they are valid for each person.  (Always=5, 

Often=4, Sometimes=3, Rarely=2, Never=1) 
� I understand this person’s knowledge and skills. This does not necessarily 

mean that I have these skills or am knowledgeable in these domains, but 
that I understand what skills this person has and domains they are knowl-
edgeable in. 

� When I need information or advice, this person is generally accessible to 
me within a sufficient amount of time to help me solve my problem. 

� If I ask this person for help, I can feel confident that they will actively en-
gage in problem-solving with me. 

� Please indicate the extent to which you feel personally comfortable asking 
this person for information or advice on work-related topics. 

31. The next question is about the kinds of information you turn to these persons 
for. I will be reading you some statements and then I will ask you how fre-
quently you have turned to each person for this purpose. (Always=5, Often=4, 

Sometimes=3, Rarely=2, Never=1) 
� Indicate the extent to which you turn to each of these persons for answers 

to fairly specific or detailed questions at work. 
� Indicate the extent to which you turn to these persons for general guidance 

or referrals to other sources of information. 
� We often turn to other people for their ability to help us think through a 

problem even when they may not have specific information that we need. 
Such people help us consider various dimensions of a problem and antici-
pate issues and concerns likely to appear in the future. Indicate the extent 
to which you have turned to each of these persons for such assistance. 

� Often we turn to other people and do not receive any information whatso-
ever. However, being able to talk through ideas with another person bol-
sters self-confidence and thinking and makes you more willing to intro-
duce your ideas to others and more confident in expressing them. Indicate 
the extent to which you turn to each of these persons for such a purpose. 

� Sometimes we turn to someone for information and advice solely for the 
ability to say we have spoken with that person about our ideas. The indi-
viduals may be in a higher position within the organisation or a perceived 
expert in a given area. Indicate the extent to which you turn to each of 
these persons for such a purpose. 
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32. How important are these contacts with this person for conducting your work? 
� Very important 
� Important 
� Not that important 
� Not important at all 

33. How important are these contacts for performing your (policy-making) tasks in 
comparison to your formal contacts, meaning the persons you have to contact 
due to your task description and obligations? 
� Very important 
� Important 
� Not that important 
� Not important at all 

 
SECTION 3: Open questions on networks in the Commission in general. 

 
34. For which aspects of your work do you use your communication network? For 

which aspects of your work is it important?  
35. How important would you say that the communication network of each offi-

cial is for conducting their work? What kind of advantages and disadvantages 
does this provide?  
� For whom is it important? Does it differ for positions/functions or types of 

jobs? Why? 
36. How do these networks affect the policy-making process and the functioning of 

the Commission in general? 
� For which stages/points in the policy-making process are these contacts 

important? 
� For which aspects of policy-making process are these contacts important?  

37. How have you gone about building your network? What kind of occa-
sions/activities lead to meeting new people?  

38. Does nationality play a role in shaping of officials’ communication networks? 
How?  
� Are you involved in your national network? What does this entail? Do you 

use it for your work? 
� How about other nationalities? Are there national groups that have 

strong/active networks? What purposes do these serve? Does this provide 
them with any advantages/disadvantages? 

39.  How does culture affect networks?  
40.  Do you have any additional comments? 
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SAMENVATTING 
 
Werken en communiceren met collega’s van verschillende nationaliteiten 
maakt culturele diversiteit een permanent onderdeel van de dagelijkse realiteit 
binnen multinationale organisaties zoals de Europese Commissie. Ook al zijn 
de bewijzen vooral indirect en niet duidelijk afgebakend, het is vaak betoogd 
dat nationaliteit een basis vormt voor werking van netwerken binnen en rond 
de instellingen van de Europese Unie (EU). Het fenomeen van nationale net-
werken is gebaseerd op de veronderstelling dat het makkelijker zou zijn om 
contact te onderhouden met collega’s die een zelfde cultuur delen en taal spre-
ken. Zijn nationale netwerken een mythe of dagelijkse praktijk in de Europese Com-

missie? Hebben de ambtenaren van de Europese Commissie nationale netwerken? 

Waarom of waarom niet? Deze vragen stonden centraal in dit onderzoek. 
Om te testen of de intraorganisationele netwerken van Europese Commis-

sieambtenaren zijn beïnvloed door nationaliteit wordt in dit onderzoek ge-
bruik gemaakt van kwantitatief- en kwalitatieve methoden. De basis voor de 
analyse en bevindingen van dit proefschrift vormt empirisch materiaal dat be-
staat uit 82 interviews met Commissieambtenaren in vier directoraten-generaal 
(DGs) die zich richten op sociale regulering (Gezondheid en consumentenbe-
scherming; Justitie, vrijheid en veiligheid; Milieu; Werkgelegenheid, sociale 
zaken en gelijke kansen) en vijf maanden participerende observatie (bij het DG 
Gezondheid en consumentenbescherming). 

Deze studie richt zich primair op netwerken gedefinieerd als persoonlijke 
contacten binnen organisaties. De achterliggende veronderstelling was dat 
werkgerelateerde contacten de meest relevante contacten zijn om het organisa-
tionele gedrag van Commissieambtenaren en de gevolgen daarvan op de be-
leidsprocessen binnen de Commissie te analyseren. Inhoudelijke werkgerela-
teerde netwerken kunnen van formele of informele aard zijn. Terwijl de forme-
le netwerken worden gekenmerkt door de hiërarchische taakverdeling, wor-
den de informele netwerken opgebouwd door individuen. Omdat de formele 
netwerken niet tot stand komen op basis van individuele keuzes vallen ze bui-
ten het bestek van dit onderzoek.  

Informele netwerken zijn netwerken die ambtenaren gebruiken om tot extra 
informatie en advies te komen. Zij laten ruimte voor individuele invulling van 
formele taken en verplichtingen en daardoor zijn ze belangrijk voor de presta-
tie van de werknemers en het functioneren van de organisatie. Omdat informe-
le contacten een bepaalde mate van vertrouwen en verwantschap vereisen 
zouden Commissieambtenaren eerder toenadering zoeken tot landgenoten 
vanwege hun gedeelde nationaliteit en cultuur die (in hogere mate) dezelfde 
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taal, mentaliteit en werkmethoden garanderen. Dit argument vindt zijn oor-
sprong in de literatuur over sociale psychologie waarin wordt geconstateerd 
dat overeenkomsten in houding, geloof en waardenoriëntatie leiden tot attrac-
tie en interactie. Deze menselijke neiging, homofilie genaamd, vormt de basis 
van netwerkonderzoek dat ervan uitgaat dat contact tussen gelijksoortige 
mensen veel vaker voorkomt dan contacten tussen ongelijksoortige mensen.  

Op basis van het homofilie-beginsel zou de conclusie kunnen worden ge-
trokken dat netwerken van Commissieambtenaren vooral uit ambtenaren met 
dezelfde nationaliteit bestaan. Wanneer informele netwerken van Commissie-
ambtenaren een duidelijke nationale grondslag zouden hebben, dan zou dit 
kunnen wijzen op een kloof tussen de formele organisatie en de werkelijkheid. 
Indien informele netwerken door nationaliteit zouden zijn beïnvloed, zou dit 
kunnen betekenen dat de formele supranationale cultuur van de Commissie 
belemmerd wordt door de informele cultuur. Daarentegen zouden informele 
multinationale netwerken de supranationale cultuur verder accentueren.  

Heeft nationaliteit invloed op taakgerelateerde informele netwerken van 
Europese Commissieambtenaren? Of zijn er andere organisatie- en socialisatie-
factoren die het effect van homofilie verminderen? Om deze vraag te kunnen 
beantwoorden en de informele netwerkpatronen van Commissieambtenaren in 
kaart te brengen is aan elke respondent gevraagd om drie personen te noemen 
die zij benaderen voor informatie en advies. Deze drie contactpersonen vor-
men het persoonlijke (ego) netwerk van elke geïnterviewde Commissieambte-
naar. De attributen van de contactpersonen zijn vergeleken met die van de res-
pondent om na te gaan hoeveel van hen dezelfde nationaliteit hebben. Het re-
sultaat was dat ambtenaren in de minderheid van de netwerken dezelfde nati-
onaliteit deelden. Daarmee is aangetoond dat taakgerelateerde contacten met 
landgenoten eerder de uitzondering dan de regel is. De nationaliteiten ver-
schillen ook niet aanzienlijk voor wat betreft de neiging tot ‘kliekvorming’. De 
enige uitzondering is dat ambtenaren uit grote lidstaten relatief meer ambtena-
ren van hun eigen nationaliteit noemen dan ambtenaren uit kleine lidstaten. 
Dit kan eenvoudig worden verklaard uit het feit dat er van deze lidstaten nu 
eenmaal meer ambtenaren bij de Commissie werken. 

Het kwantitatieve bewijs werd verder bevestigd door Commissieambtena-
ren die benadrukten dat nationaliteit geen rol speelt als het om de inhoud van 
hun werk gaat. Commissieambtenaren benaderen hun landgenoten niet louter 
omdat ze uit hetzelfde land komen. Zij laten een door cultuur bepaalde laag-
drempeligheid niet hun keuzes voor contactpersonen bepalen. De gelegenheid 
om de moedertaal te kunnen spreken is daarnaast ook geen factor die de keuze 
van netwerkpartners beinvloedt.  
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Welke factoren maken nationaliteit irrelevant? Zijn of worden Commissie-
ambtenaren ‘ander soort mensen’? Beperkt organisationele context en positie 
in de organisatie de keuzes van ambtenaren in de samenstelling van hun net-
werken? Waar de eerste vraag ingaat op de kracht van organisationele structu-
ren, richt de tweede vraag zich op de socialisatietheorieën. Een logistische re-
gressie met nationale contacten als afhankelijke variabele is uitgevoerd om de-
ze vragen te beantwoorden. De homofilie-, socialisatie- en organisatievariabe-
len zijn getoetst in een multivariate analyse om te bepalen wat de keuze voor 
contacten met landgenoten beinvloedt. Twee variabelen bleken significant: de 
grootte van een lidstaat en het aantal contacten binnen het DG.  

De grootte speelt een rol vanwege het effect van waarschijnlijkheid. De 
Commissie streeft in haar beleid naar geografisch evenwicht om ervoor te zor-
gen dat lidstaten naar rato van het aantal bewoners eerlijk zijn vertegenwoor-
digd. Bijgevolg is de waarschijnlijkheid dat bijvoorbeeld een Duitse ambtenaar 
met een andere Duitse ambtenaar contact heeft in beginsel hoger. De grote na-
tionaliteiten zijn in bijna alle afdelingen vertegenwoordigd. Daardoor bepaalt 
het gegeven dat een ambtenaar uit een grote lidstaat komt of hij überhaupt een 
potentieel netwerk dat uit landgenoten bestaat kan opbouwen.  

In de praktijk is er zelfs voor ambtenaren uit grote lidstaten echter geen gro-
te ‘pool’ van ambtenaren om uit te kiezen in bepaalde situaties van informatie-
nood. De keuzes rond contactpersonen worden bepaald door het veld van 
deskundigheid dat vastgesteld is in het dossier/functieomschrijving van de 
ambtenaar. Vooral voor ambtenaren uit kleine lidstaten is de kans klein dat 
een landgenoot in hetzelfde of een gerelateerd vakgebied werkt. Commissie-
ambtenaren specialiseren zich in specifieke dossiers die in sommige gevallen 
speciale technische of wetenschappelijke kennis vereisen. Het is een wereld 
waarin de scheidslijnen niet worden bepaald door landsgrenzen maar door 
functionele grenzen, op basis van de beleidsector en het DG van de ambtena-
ren.  

Het belang van het DG in de dagelijkse werkpraktijk van Commissieamb-
tenaren blijkt uit de bevinding dat de meerderheid van de contactpersonen 
werken voor dezelfde DG. Bovendien toont het resultaat van de regressieana-
lyse aan dat hoe meer contacten een ambtenaar binnen het DG heeft, hoe min-
der waarschijnlijk het is dat die contactpersoon dezelfde nationaliteit heeft. 
Nationaliteit bepaalt dus niet de keuze van contacten binnen het DG. De sect-
orgebonden eisen van een DG overstijgen de verschillen tussen nationaliteiten 
binnen het DG. Het effect van organisationele affiliatie en structuren op de 
netwerkpatronen van Commissieambtenaren vormt een aanknopingspunt 
voor de bevindingen van het organisationele perspectief op EU instellingen. In 
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navolging van eerdere studies wordt ook hier betoogd dat de instellingen van 
de EU zeer geschikt zijn om bestudeerd te worden als ‘normale organisaties’ 
met gewone bestuurskundige en politicologische concepten die op nationale 
bestuurlijke en politieke vragen worden toegepast.  

Het handelen van Commissieambtenaren komt niet overeen met wat vol-
gens de socialisatie theorie gebruikelijk is. Deze theorie zegt namelijk dat op-
voeding en ervaring uit de jeugd- en schooljaren zo diepgeworteld is dat het 
moeilijk of bijna onmogelijk kan worden afgeleerd. Commissieambtenaren 
hebben een kosmopolitische instelling en zijn in beginsel geen typische verte-
genwoordigers van hun cultuur als ze besluiten bij de Commissie te gaan wer-
ken. Dit wordt nog eens versterkt doordat ambtenaren dagelijks in contact 
komen met collega’s van allerlei verschillende nationaliteiten. Culturele theo-
rieën die zich baseren op vergelijkingen van individuen uit verschillende lan-
den kunnen niet worden toegepast op deze groep kosmopolitisch ingestelde 
mensen. De suprematie van nationale normen veronderstelt dat individuen in 
een ‘mononationale’ omgeving zijn opgegroeid. Individuen die via hun familie 
en/of scholing zijn blootgesteld aan andere culturen passen niet goed binnen 
de context van de nationale socialisatietheorie.  

De voorgaande bevindingen uit de EU literatuur over het effect van sociali-
satie binnen de Commissie zijn tegenstrijdig. De supranationale socialisatie-
theorie schiet tekort in kwantitatieve analyses over de preferenties van Com-
missieambtenaren, terwijl kwalitatief onderzoek over de identiteiten van EU 
ambtenaren betoogt dat Commissieambtenaren de supranationale normen van 
de organisatie internaliseren, iets wat ook weerspiegeld wordt in hun dagelijk-
se gedrag op het werk. De resultaten van deze studie geeft de tegenstrijdigheid 
van voorgaand onderzoek weer: Geen van de socialisatie variabelen doorstaat 
de significantietoets uit de logistische regressie. De kwalitatieve verklaringen 
en de observaties van Commissieambtenaren wijzen echter op een sterke socia-
lisatie. Het verschil tussen de kwantitatieve en kwalitatieve analyse wordt 
deels veroorzaakt door de indicatoren die zijn gebruikt in de kwantitatieve 
analyses. Bovendien geven kwantitatieve metingen slechts een momentopna-
me. Longitudinale studies zijn noodzakelijk om de verandering in waarden te 
kunnen meten.  

Het internationale profiel van de huidige Commissieambtenaren en de con-
stante beleving van een multinationale werkomgeving zijn de belangrijkste 
socialisatiefactoren. Het grootste deel van de Commissieambtenaren beheerst 
meerdere talen. Het is voor hen geen verrassing als individuen die bij de 
Commissie werken en uit een andere cultuur komen dingen anders aanpak-
ken. Zij weten al hoe ze moeten omgaan met nationale verschillen. Toch maakt 
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de dienstlengte een verschil in het dagelijkse werk bij de Commissie in de mate 
van toenemende blootstelling aan andere culturen en supranationale waarden. 
Dienstlengte betekent leren werken met andere culturen tot het punt dat nati-
onaliteit irrelevant wordt.  

De subtiele betekenis die nationaliteit kan innemen binnen een gegeven or-
ganisationele context kan niet voldoende worden gevangen met behulp van 
interviews. Zo kunnen bijvoorbeeld verwijzingen naar nationale stereotypes in 
interviews zijn geïnterpreteerd als een teken van een volharding van nationale 
identiteiten en verschillen. De participerende observatie binnen de Commissie 
heeft het mij echter mogelijk gemaakt om te zien dat stereotypes positieve 
functies vervullen. Grapjes over nationaliteiten staan centraal in Commissie-
humor, zowel in een serieuze vergadering als tijdens een kopje koffie of in een 
e-mail. Praten over nationaliteiten betekent het delen van verschillen. Verschil-
len zijn wat ambtenaren gemeen hebben in een dergelijke multinationale con-
text. Nationaliteit en cultuur zijn ook excuses in de Commissie om zich niet 
door het gedrag van een ander beledigd te voelen. Onbegrijpelijk of onaccep-
tabel gedrag wordt weggewuifd als een cultureel verschil of een misverstand. 
Nationale verschillen zijn dus geaccepteerd en nationale stereotypes vormen 
een bindende factor.  

Ondanks het feit dat dit onderzoek taakgerelateerde netwerken als primaire 
focus had en alleen kwantitatief bewijs om de informele taakgerelateerde net-
werken is verzameld, kwamen twee andere typen netwerken ter sprake tijdens 
de interviews met de Commissieambtenaren. Allereerst benadrukken de amb-
tenaren dat ze een duidelijk onderscheid tussen hun professionele en privé 
levens maken en daardoor ook tussen hun taakgerelateerde netwerken en 
vrijetijdsnetwerken. De interviews hebben ook geleid tot identificatie van een 
apart type netwerk: ‘carrièrenetwerken’, gedefineerd als de contacten die amb-
tenaren onderhouden om hun carrière te bevorderen. 

Voor het beantwoorden van de centrale vraag van deze studie was het van 
belang taakgerelateerde netwerken en vrijetijdsnetwerken van elkaar te onder-
scheiden. De invloed van nationaliteit op beide netwerken blijkt te verschillen.  

� De taakgerelateerde informele netwerken zijn multinationaal.  
� Nationaliteit speelt een grotere rol op de vrijetijdsnetwerken en carriè-

renetwerken. 
Bovendien zijn de vrijetijdsnetwerken en carrièrenetwerken vooral bepaald 
door de persoonlijke keuzes en omstandigheden van de ambtenaar, bijvoor-
beeld of ze een multinationale vriendenkring hebben of andere landgenoten 
nodig hebben voor hun carrière. Deze studie betoogt daarom dat vrijetijdsnet-
werken en carrièrenetwerken aparte netwerken zijn die geen invloed hebben 
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op het dagelijkse inhoudelijke werk en de beleidsprocessen binnen de Com-
missie. Bovendien zijn het deze netwerken die tot de mythe van nationale net-
werken in de Commissie hebben geleid.  

Ex-pat zijn in Brussel bevordert het aangaan van sociale contacten met 
landgenoten. Het lage niveau van integratie in de Belgische samenleving ver-
sterkt dit fenomeen. Als je heimwee hebt of gewoon je moedertaal wilt spreken 
en grapjes wilt maken in je eigen taal, ga je landgenoten opzoeken die zich ook 
in enige mate ontheemd voelen. In die zin vormt nationaliteit wel een binding 
voor vriendschappen, voor sommigen meer dan voor anderen. De afstand tus-
sen Brussel en het thuisland kan ook een factor zijn die de behoefte aan natio-
nale vriendschappen versterkt of verzwakt.  

Het feit dat Commissieambtenaren ex-pats zijn in Brussels zorgt ervoor dat 
hun werk en sociale levens overlappen. Zij moeten nieuwe netwerken opbou-
wen als zij beginnen met werken bij de Commissie. Recepties, verenigingen en 
feesten helpen bij het ontmoeten van nieuwe mensen. Niet iedereen is nieuw in 
Brussel omdat de nieuwe generatie kosmopolitische Commissieambtenaren al 
een multinationaal netwerk van toekomstige collega’s hebben dat ze tijdens 
hun studie aan het College of Europe, hun stage bij EU instellingen of hun 
voormalige baan in Brussel hebben opgebouwd. Nationaliteit kan echter nog 
steeds een rol spelen voor nieuwelingen die nieuwe mensen willen leren ken-
nen. De Permanente Vertegenwoordigingen en regionale bureaus van lidstaten 
zijn bijvoorbeeld actief in Brussels. Zij organiseren bijeenkomsten en recepties 
voor (onder andere) ambtenaren van de EU. Ook als op deze gelegenheden 
Commissieambtenaren andere landgenoten ontmoeten, is het werkelijke nut 
van deze contacten voor het werk van een ambtenaar afhankelijk van het 
werkterrein en het dossier. De bevindingen van dit onderzoek ten aanzien van 
de plek waar ambtenaren hun contactpersonen hebben ontmoet en waar ze 
elkaar meestal treffen laten zien dat de contacten gemaakt tijdens recepties 
zelden worden gebruikt voor taakgerelateerde doelen.  

Vooral de carrièrenetwerken hebben het beeld van nationale netwerken 
binnen de Commissie in stand gehouden. Ook al heeft de bestuurlijke hervor-
ming van de Commissie het systeem van nationale vlaggen (waardoor posten 
waren gereserveerd voor bepaalde nationaliteiten) beëindigd, bij de benoe-
mingen – vooral op het topmanagementniveau – speelt het geografische even-
wicht nog steeds een rol. Ondanks het afnemende belang van nationale ver-
banden is hun rol in carrièreperspectieven niet verdwenen. Het gewicht van 
nationaliteit voor managementposities versterkt nationale carrièrenetwerken.  

Sinds de hervorming zijn prestaties en merites de basis voor promoties, 
maar de beeldvorming rond het effect van nationaliteit op promoties is nog 



 

201  

niet veranderd. Commissieambtenaren zijn van mening dat nationale netwer-
ken gunstig zijn voor hun carrièreontwikkeling. De indruk dat sommige natio-
naliteiten een groter deel van de managementposities verkrijgen, wordt bij elke 
herschikkingsronde nieuw leven ingeblazen. Op zulke momenten wordt nati-
onaliteit opnieuw een zondebok. De ambtenaar die op een hoge management-
positie wordt benoemd heeft blijkbaar de ‘goede’ nationaliteit heeft; degene 
die de benoeming misloopt is het slachtoffer van zijn eigen nationaliteit ge-
worden.  

De Kinnock hervorming heeft niet alleen de bestuurlijke structuren en pro-
cedures veranderd, maar ook de organisationele cultuur van de Commissie. 
De hervorming heeft echter niet alleen invloed gehad op het administratieve 
gedrag van Commissieambtenaren, maar ook op de beleidsprocessen. Met be-
trekking tot de inhoud van beleidsvoorstellen is nu een ‘geïntegreerde aanpak’ 
vereist. Hierdoor is een effectbeoordeling van de sociale, economische en eco-
logische gevolgen van een beleidsvoorstel noodzakelijk voor de wetgevings-
procedure. De verzameling van al deze elementen maakt het ‘vaknetwerk’ be-
langrijk. Beleidsterreinen zijn hierdoor in toenemende mate met elkaar ver-
bonden en ambtenaren moeten de beleidsontwikkelingen in verschillende ge-
relateerde gebieden volgen.  

Het gevolg is dat de communicatie tussen ambtenaren binnen verschillende 
DGs die op aan elkaar verwante gebieden werken toeneemt. Veranderingen in 
het vaknetwerk treffen ook het gebruik van informele netwerken. Voor de her-
vorming was het aantal informele contacten, vooral met de andere DGs, mini-
maal en werd strikt gehandeld volgens de formele procedures. In het oude sys-
teem werd beleid alleen gemaakt op het hoogste hiërarchische niveau. Tegen-
woordig hebben beleidsmedewerkers meer ruimte tijdens het schrijven van 
beleidsvoorstellen. Commissieambtenaren gebruiken hun informele netwerken 
als een bron van extra informatie, vooral om op de reacties van nationale en 
EU actoren te kunnen anticiperen en om steun voor beleidsvoorstellen te ver-
werven. Informele kanalen helpen problemen op te lossen voordat een be-
leidsvoorstel in het formele process komt.  

De bevinding dat de Commissieambtenaren multinationale taakgerelateer-
de netwerken hebben is dus van belang voor het aantonen van de institutione-
le dynamiek rondom het beleidsprocessen binnen de Europese Commissie. We 
moeten weten welk departement Commissieambtenaren werken om hun or-
ganisationele gedrag te begrijpen en te verklaren. Ze zijn de mythe van natio-
naliteit overstegen door hun internationale achtergrond en hun ervaring bin-
nen een multinationale werkomgeving.  
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 Nu we de invloed van nationaliteit binnen de Commissie hebben onder-
zocht, is het interessant om een vervolg onderzoek op andere internationale 
organisaties uit te voeren. Een vergelijkbare studie van andere EU instellingen 
of internationale organisaties zoals de VN (Verenigde Naties) of WTO (Wereld 
Handels Organisatie) zou aantonen dat de invloed van nationaliteit binnen een 
multinationale organisatie gemanaged kan worden door minder focus op terri-
toriale belangen en meer op functionele overwegingen. Een dergelijk onder-
zoek zou een stap verder zetten in het ontdekken van hoe multinationale or-
ganisaties ‘eenheid in diversiteit’ bereiken. 
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