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Abstract 

 

Introduction 

Organizations and organized systems are temporary settlements of rules and procedures, 

demography, locations, beliefs and norms. Yet, unsettled and emergent organizations easily 

escape the eye of observers and researchers (Olsen 2014). Organizational studies have 

accumulated knowledge on the genesis and emergence of organizations and markets (e.g. 

Padgett and Powell 2012). Much less information exists on how nascent organizations settle 

shortly after their birth. This paper suggests that organizational studies may draw lessons from 

such organizational epochs in two respects: How quickly may organizations face some kind of 

settlement, and what are the key conditions for this to happen? This paper engage theoretically 

with both puzzles and  offers one empirical illustration – that is, of the settlement of one of the 

‘new kids on the block’ in the European Union (EU) – EU’s new foreign affairs administration 

(the European External Action Service (EEAS)) (Blom and Vanhoonacker 2015; Henokl 2015). 
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Most studies assume that organizations that are newly born settle slowly and with some pain. 

However, acknowledging that organizations may sometimes settle with greater speed and some 

ease, Herbert Simon (1953: 235) showed that The Economic Cooperation Administration ‘had 

attained virtually its final form … within less than four months’. More recent studies likewise 

show that nascent organizations may even experience rapid institutionalization in a ‘Selznickian 

sense’ – i.e. the new European Research Council (Gornitzka and Metz 2014a) and the European 

Institute of Innovation and Technology (Gornitzka and Metz 2014b). This study contributes to 

better understand conditions under which nascent organizations may settle and become 

‘normalized’ into families of existing organizations.  

 

Organization studies suggest that the settlement and maturation of nascent organizations is 

subject to considerable time lag owing to path-dependencies (e.g. Pierson 2004), historical 

inefficiencies (March and Olsen 1989), lack of time and understanding (Cohen et al. 1972; March 

2010), de-coupling of talk, decisions and action (e.g. Bromley and Powell 2012; Brunsson 1989), 

etc. Organizations and organized systems tend consequently to revert to or reinforce pre-

existing organizational traditions, practices and formats (Olsen 2010; Pierson 2004: 47; 

Skowronek 1982). These observations to some extent reflect a selection bias in organization 

studies and political science towards studying established systems and regimes. Studies of 

nascent organizations are still quite rare and poorly understood. Since the classic administrative 

school of Luther Gulick (1937) and up to recent public administration and organization literature 

(e.g. Olsen 2010 and 2014), scholars have largely dealt with settled organizations. Although 

there is a growing body of studies on EU’s nascent administrative system, such as new EU 
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agencies (Martens 2010) and regulatory networks (e.g. Heidbreder 2015), the settlement of 

emergent organizations remains poorly understood. Despite attaching focal attention to the 

administrative dimensions of the EEAS, ‘public administration’ is not analyzed in isolation – as 

an ‘intellectual wasteland’ (Eluau 1977: 421) - but rather as a set of capacities that mobilize 

systematic bias in the production of public policy (Arellano-Gault et al. 2013: 154; Gaus 1950: 

168; Schattschneider 1975). This is essential since analyzing enduring patterns and dynamics of 

the administrative capacities of the EU are vital to our knowledge of how public policy is shaped 

and executed. 

 

The EEAS was established with the Lisbon treaty in 2011, and yet there is some evidence to 

suggest that it is already a well-functioning institution (Batora 2013). Yet, this putative 

settlement is not accounted for within this emergent ‘EEAS literature’. In this paper we make a 

first attempt at contribute in answering two questions. To what extent can the EEAS be 

characterized as a settled organization, serving as a “normalized” DG in the family of 

Commission DGs? If so, what factors may account for such organizational settlement?  

Following Trondal and Peters (2013), the first question is empirically captured by the following 

two proxies:  

- That the EEAS is able to act relatively independently from member-state governments. 

This would suggest administrative autonomy of the EEAS vis-à-vis member states’ 

foreign affairs administrations.  
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- That the EEAS is integrated into the orbit of other relevant DGs in the Commission.  This 

would suggest inter-institutional administrative integration of sub-units in the EEAS and 

sub-units in the Commission administration. 

 

In contributing to answer the second question, two factors are highlighted: 

- Time - how organizations’ recent history biases organizational settlement 

- Capacity – how the sum of existing organizational capacities available biases 

organizational settlement 

 

The institutional terrain of pre-existing institutions may serve as important sources of resilience 

and opportunity in the settlement of nascent organizations (Olsen 2010; Pierson 2004: 47). 

Most of the EEAS’ initial staff came from the Commission (Batora 2013). From agency studies 

we also know that the Commission has influence even beyond its formal powers during the 

establishment of new agencies (e.g. Martens 2008). If the EEAS has settled as much and as 

quickly as assumed above, it is reasonable to presume that this partly is associated with its main 

parent institution’s organizational capacity and the EEAS’ recent history as a Commission DG.  

 

We see at least four reasons for using the EEAS as a laboratory for exploring the rapid 

settlement of new organizations. First, it represents an available laboratory in the study of 

organizational settlement since the EEAS has only recently been established (2010). Secondly, it 

represents a hard case of organizational settlement for two different reasons: First, it represents 

a policy area with high level of state sensitivity to supranational involvement, and secondly it 
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represents an organization where most personnel are likely to have week organizational ties 

due to recent recruitment. It is conceivable that past organizational affiliations influence staff 

behaviour among new recruits (Egeberg 2012). Third, the EEAS has foremost been the scholarly 

territory of international relations studies and understudied in organization studies and public 

administration. It is a ‘new kid on the block’ in organization studies, political science, and EU 

literature (e.g. Blom and Vanhoonacker 2015; Henockl 2015) and currently subject to scholarly 

dispute as to the ‘nature of the beast’ (e.g. Bátora 2013; Blockmans and Hillion 2013: 8; Blom 

and Vanhoonacker 2015). Finally, it is a methodologically rich case since it represents a full-

fledged bureaucratic structure. It is supposed to act as the EU’s centralized foreign and security 

policy apparatus, responsible for designing and implementing the Union’s external action, and 

maintaining diplomatic relations with the rest of the world. It is an organizational hybrid, 

comprising a wide range of structures from foreign aid and development to international crisis 

management and defense units, staffed by officials of both national and supra-national 

organizational provenance. Precisely this last point has given rise to questions as to the loyalty 

of personnel and ultimately to the degree of organizational settlement of the EEAS (Benson-Rea 

and Shore 2012; Juncos and Pomorska 2013).  

 

The paper proceeds as follows. The next section outlines a theoretical template to 

operationalize and account for conditions under which nascent organizations may experience 

settlement. The second section outlines our data and research design. The paper then presents 

key findings and discusses their more general relevance.  The paper, however, does not attempt 
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to present a comprehensive picture of the EEAS’ place in the EU institutional framework, or to 

make a exhaustive explanation of how the EEAS settled in this broader organizational order.    

 

Theorizing organizational settlement  

Two concerns underpin the relevance of applying a public administration focus on the EEAS. 

Firstly, there is a broader theoretical interest behind analyzing the patterns and dynamics of the 

EU administrative system. This theoretical agenda relates to the challenge that the emerging EU 

administrative system poses to organization studies and public administration which have been 

largely locked in ‘national laboratories’ (e.g. Christensen and Lægreid 2011; Verhoest et al. 

2012). We assume that lessons drawn in social and human sciences are somehow biased by the 

empirical laboratories available to scholars. The domains of organization studies and public 

administration may thus gain advances by challenging alleged methodological nationalism. 

Following from this, as new forms of political and administrative orders emerge, they need to be 

appropriately analyzed and interpreted in view of the changes they carry for bureaucratic 

systems and public policy. Secondly, the more the EU is involved in policy domains that intersect 

with important domains of member-state sovereignty – such as in the field of foreign affairs - 

the more important become understanding its nature (Bauer 2006; Bauer and Becker 2014; 

Heidbreder 2011). This line of research emphasizes patterns of integration of public 

administration across tiers of government – not its outcome. One early contribution to this line 

of research was an ‘Italian law school’ studying administrative engrenage (Cassese 1987; Chiti 

2004; Franchini 2004; Berlin et al. 1987). Contemporary public administration research has 

similarly been preoccupied with both understanding the European administrative capacity 
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building (e.g. Egeberg 2006; Rittberger and Wonka 2011), and the interconnected nature of the 

European public administration (e.g. Curtin and Egeberg 2008; Egeberg 2010; Egeberg and 

Trondal 2009). Illustrative of the latter approach, the European administrative system has been 

conceived of as a multilevel and nested network administration, though sometimes loosely 

coupled (Bauer and Trondal 2015; Benz 2015), where institutions at different levels of 

government ‘are linked together in the performance of tasks…’ (Hofmann and Turk 2006: 583). 

The EEAS is established on top of pre-existing organizational formats such as domestic Foreign 

Affairs Ministries and their embassy system.  

 

a) Measuring organizational settlement: Independence and integration 

In the following, organizational settlement is analytically grasped by two proxies: independence 

and integration (Trondal and Peters 2013). These dimensions direct attention to the 

administrative subunits of government institutions, and subsequently how these mutually 

relate. These dimensions are reflected in contemporary research on the European 

administrative system (Bauer and Trondal 2015; Trondal and Peters 2013) and may serve to 

capture central aspects of the organizational settlement of the EEAS.  

 

Independence: Settlement of the EEAS would suggest that it is able to act relatively 

independent of member-states’ Foreign Affairs ministries. The concept of independence is not 

neatly defined in literature (Kelemen 2005: 174; Verschuere 2006). A working definition applied 

is that independence ‘is about discretion, or the extent to which [an organization] can decide 

itself about matters that it considers important’ (Verhoest et al. 2010: 18-19). The 
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independence of the EEAS can thus be assessed by the behavioural perceptions reported by 

EEAS officials, a strategy that has become established in public policy scholarship (Yesilkagit and 

Van Thiel 2012). The behavioural and role dynamics evoked by this staff are empirically 

measured by considering their contact patterns, their emphasis on proposals, statements and 

arguments issued by different institutions, their institutional loyalties and their feelings of 

institutional allegiances.1 Independent behaviour thus ‘involves both the absence of external 

interference and the capacity to exploit available space to maneuver’ (Olsen 2009: 3). In this 

study independence entails the erection of independent administrative capacity at a European 

level, notably the rise of relatively permanent and separate institutions that are able to be 

relatively independently of member-state governments and their wishes. Ultimately, 

administrative independence would suggest the institutionalization of autonomy vis-à-vis 

member-state Foreign Affairs administrations. In his analysis of institutionalization in the 

context of political development, Huntington (1968) argued that autonomy was a first 

requirement of successful state development. This paper suggests that the growth of 

administrative capacities within the EEAS may contribute to strengthening the independent 

capacities of the EEAS, and facilitate its independence vis-à-vis member-states. Independent 

administrative capacities will subsequently support the EEAS in its formulation and 

implementation of independent public policy. 

 

Integration: Settlement of the EEAS would secondly suggest that it is administratively 

integrated into the orbit of the Commission and its sub-units (the DG structure). Empirically it is 

often observed that the rise of a common administrative system does not result in the rise of 
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coherent and tightly coupled systems. Instead, different components of administrative systems 

do usually overlap, counteract, layer and sometimes be out of synch rather than being 

integrated, coordinated and ‘ordered’ (Orren and Skowronek 2004). Supplementing the vertical 

specialization of administrative systems, the internal integration of administrative systems is 

also increasingly documented within national governments - notably reasserting centers of 

executive government (Peters 2004). Similarly, one strand of contemporary research suggests 

that the Commission has become increasingly integrated – both within the Commission 

administration and between the Commission administration and the College of Commissioners 

(Wille 2013). This argument centers attention to the degree of inter- and intra-organizational 

coordination of EU-level administrative capacities – notably within and around the Commission 

– and the extent to which we observe parallel fragmentation, ‘silo-ization’, and sub-

culturalization of the administrative services. As shown in previous studies, administrative silo-

ization is found at the heart of policy DGs in the Commission (Trondal 2012), however, 

supplemented by organisational capacity-building around the Commission President, partly by 

reforming the Secretariat-General (SG) into an administrative service center at the disposal for 

the President (Kassim et al. 2013). Settlement of the EEAS would thus entail administrative 

integration of EEAS sub-units into the relevant DGs of the Commission. 

 

b) Explaining organizational settlement 

Two sets of explanatory factors are highlighted: (i) Time, notably organizations’ most recent 

history, and (ii) capacity, notably the set of pre-existing organizational capacities available.  
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(i) Time - organizations’ recent history: Early accounts of the path-dependency model 

assumed that early events in organizations’ life are paramount in order to explain 

organizations’ life patterns, whereas later events are merely ‘inertial’ (Howlett 2009: 

248). This section suggests that even recent moments in organizational life may matter 

and that the settlement of nascent organizations may reflect their recent origin. 

‘Bricolage’ entails that newly established organizations and how they operate must be 

understood on the basis of their recent past – not only their distant history and birth 

(Stinchombe 1965). Even though studies of domestic central administrations show that 

long historical routes and roots biases administrative reform (e.g. Painter and Pedersen 

2010), we argue that the recent past of administrative bodies may also bias not only 

reforms but how they settle after reform. Nascent organizations may be path-dependent 

and historically minded – however, limited so since recent history may buffer the 

imprints of ancient history. So, it is assumed that the effect of the most recent path is 

significant to our understanding of organizational settlement.  

 

A logic of recency (March 1994) assumes that pre-established ways of doing things are 

likely to be re-evoked just after organizational reforms, and continuous to mobilize bias. 

It is thus likely that recent organizational history will accompany strong ties between 

nascent organizations and pre-existing structures in times after organizational 

establishment. An organizational approach thus argues that European integration of 

public administration is systematically shaped by pre-existing organizational structures – 

by the ‘genetic soup’ of pre-existing organizational architectures (Olsen 2010: 96). An 
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organizational perspective ascribes an autonomous role for pre-existing organizational 

structures to explain the emergence of new organizational arrangements, and their 

effects (Egeberg 2012). Organizations create elements of robustness, and concepts such 

as ‘historical inefficiency’ and ‘path dependence’ suggest that the match between 

environments and new institutional structures is not automatic and precise (Olsen 2010). 

New governing arrangements is expected to be extorted from and mediated by pre-

established institutional frameworks that empowers and constrains political actors 

(Olsen 2010; Skowronek 1982). The compound institutional terrain of pre-existing 

political institutions may serve as important supply of resilience and opportunity in 

nascent organizations (Pierson 2004: 47). This terrain serves as the stealthy supply of 

capacities from which a European public administration may be formed and settled. 

Organizational settlement largely involves ‘recombining elements from the set of already 

existing institutional principles and practices …’ (Campbell 2004: 70).  

 

In the context of the EEAS, the organisational structure of the Commission serves as the 

building-blocks for the new EEAS – including its offices, rules and procedures, personnel 

and ‘ways of doing things’ (Smith 2013: 9). Previous studies shows that the EEAS’ current 

recruitment system relies heavily on that of the Commission, which was established to 

assess experts, not diplomats, and appointed them to largely managerial (rather than 

diplomatic) positions. One consequence has been that recruitment to the EEAS has been 

heavily influenced by pre-existing structures in the Commission (Murdoch and Trondal 

2015). 
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One empirical proposition follows: It is likely that nascent organizations establish closes 

ties towards organizations from which they originate. Partnerships and perceptions of 

motherhood are likely to appear between the two. Thus, those units in the EEAS that 

originated from the Commission – notably DG Relex – are likely to uphold strong ties 

towards the Commission administration and see themselves as an ‘ordinary’ DG.   

 

(ii) Capacity – organizations’ existing capacities: The argument is that already existing 

organizational capacities may supply organizations with capacity to capture newly 

arrived organizations – even if they have not given birth to them in the first place. 

Studying the birth of The Economic Cooperation Administration, Herbert Simon (1953) 

showed that rapid settlement was caused by pre-existing organizational capacities 

(notably government agencies) as well as organizational ideas in Washington. More 

recent studies also suggest that the supply of independent organisational capacities 

inside the Commission in practice tends to safeguard its autonomy vis-à-vis member-

state governments (Trondal 2012). Organisational capacities is thus assumed to supply 

the Commission with capacity for independent policy learning, accountability practices, 

recruitment processes, etcetera (Richardson 2012: 352). In our context, it is expected to 

be the Commission that is the main supplier of pre-existing organizational capacities of 

relevance to the EEAS. These capacities are assumed to create centrifugal forces vis-à-vis 
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satellite administrative bodies that circulate close to the orbit of the Commission – such 

as the EEAS.  

 

An organizational approach suggests that the supply of organizational capacities have 

certain implications for how organizations and humans act. Organizations indeed 

sometimes develop capacities to act. Such organizational capacities involve attention 

structures and access structures (Cohen et al. 1976; March and Olsen 1976: 40). It is 

assumed that organizational capacity-building supply government institutions with 

leverage to act independently and to capture external institutions. Organizational 

structures mobilize biases in organizational behaviour because formal organizations 

supply cognitive and normative shortcuts and categories that simplify and guide 

decision-makers’ behaviour (Schattschneider 1975; Simon 1957). ‘Organizations regulate 

connections among problems, choice opportunities, solutions, and energy by 

administrative practice’ (Cohen et al. 1976: 31). Organizations supply cognitive maps and 

conceptual schemes that simplify and categorize complex information, offer procedures 

for reducing transaction costs, give regulative norms that add cues for appropriate 

behaviour as well as physical boundaries and temporal rhythms that guide decision-

makers’ perceptions of relevance with respect to public policy (March and Olsen 1998; 

Simon 1953: 236). Organizational structures also often exist within larger organizational 

orders, and organizational change includes processes at the interface of different 

organizational orders and the often complex interactions that may occur between them 

(Orren and Skowronek 2004). Settling a nascent organization – such as the EEAS – thus 
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involves how new organizations are situated within pre-existing and larger 

organizational orders and how pre-existing organizational capacities may rain in ‘new 

kids on the block’. 

 

Organizational capacity within majoritarian institutions may for example contribute to 

mutual adjustment and reduction of decisional errors within non-majoritarian 

institutions (Landau 1969: 351). By contrast, a lack of organizational capacity in 

majoritarian institutions may reduce their capacity to integrate and capture non-

majoritarian institutions. One implication may be increased autonomy for non-

majoritarian institutions and thereby disintegration of the administrative apparatus on a 

broader scale. Concomitantly, the supply of administrative capacities in the Commission 

is expected to increase the likelihood that signals sent from the Commission will be 

ascribed importance by officials in the EEAS. 

 

One empirical prediction follows: Organizational capacity is conducive to the settlement 

of nascent organizations among the family of pre-existing organizations. In our context, 

the organizational capacities of the Commission are conducive to rein in the EEAS into 

the existing DG structure. Consequently, the supply of administrative capacities in the 

Commission is expected to increase the likelihood that decision-making premises of 

various kinds originating from the Commission will be ascribed importance by EEAS 

personnel. 
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Data and methods 

One caveat must be mentioned. One might argue that a reason why this paper draws different 

conclusions than a vast organization literature is linked to a different time horizon of study: 

Observing organizations through fairly short time spans – as in this case – is likely to yield 

different conclusions than studying organizations over long time periods. The latter more easily 

harvest conclusions of continuity rather than change. For the questions raised in this study, 

however, a short-term case study is more suitable. Here we are interested in governance 

processes that take place shortly after new organizations are born. Reliable data on such 

processes can only be obtained by interviewing participants during and just after the settlement 

of the new institution, controlling for findings across other sources. Studying the EEAS up till just 

3-4 years after its creation, this paper offers unique and novel data on the role perceptions 

among EEAS and Commission personnel. More precisely, to tease out the EEAS´s settlement and 

its link to the Commission, we trace the EEAS’ establishment and the two organizations’ 

interaction in altogether 25 in-depth and additional follow-up interviews in the period from 

2010-2014, triangulating with other data. Our key informants come from different sections of 

the EEAS (EEAS#1-7) and four different DGs (Comm#1-6), of which several have been 

interviewed over time to better trace developments. To control for possible biases in the data 

we collect from the EEAS and the Commission, we also conducted interviews with officials 

working on CFSP issues in general and our case in particular (see below) at different national 

delegations and in the Council secretariat. To allow for triangulation, data moreover consists of 

official documents (from EU webpages 2010-2014) and informal working documents (obtained 

from key-informants in the EEAS and the Commission), and observation of informal discussions 
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between the EEAS, the Commission and member state officials in May 2014. One additional 

caveat should be noticed: Few of our informants have past careers in DG Relex, and this may 

reduce our ability to draw robust conclusions on the effect of the time variable. 

 

To be able to trace the settlement of the EEAS in some detail, we link parts of the discussions to 

one particular case, the EU Maritime Security Strategy (EUMSS). The basis of the EUMSS can be 

found in the European Security strategy (ESS 2003) and the revised implementation report from 

2008 (ESS implementation report 2008). The Council adopted its first conclusions on maritime 

security in April 2010 following an initiative by the Spanish Presidency. In this brief conclusion, 

the HR (i.e. in practice the EEAS) was tasked to work together with the Commission and the 

member states in “preparing options for the possible elaboration of a Security Strategy for the 

global maritime domain, including the possible establishment of a Task Force” (Council 2010). 

The Council also underlined that “work will take place in the context of CFSP/CSDP” (ibid).2  

 

We explore this case in depth for several reasons. First, the case covers the whole period of 

interest, from the EEAS´ creation until today, allowing us to trace the development of the EEAS 

and its relations with the Commission from the very beginning.  Second, although other Joint 

Communications from the EEAs and the Commission were published before the EUMSS 

Communication, when work begun, the EUMSS Joint Communication was the first of its kind in 

the post-Lisbon structure. Formally to be led by the EEAS, it was an important first step in the 

new institution´s life. Third, maritime security is in part a high policy area, and one where the 

member states have strong interests in controlling developments. It is in this sense a least likely 
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case regarding our indicators used to measure the EEAS´s settlement: Given the formal 

intergovernmental structure of the EUMSS decision-making process, the member states´ jealous 

guarding of their veto powers, and their strong interests in maritime issues, one would not 

expect that the EEAS has become independent of the member states.  Neither would one 

expect evidence from this process of strong interaction let alone Commission steering of the 

process, as formally, the Commission´s competences remain very limited within 

intergovernmental decision-making processes. If data from this case nonetheless suggests that 

the EEAS has settled and that this is linked to Commission characteristics, it is reasonable to 

assume that our findings are relevant across other cases. This is all the more so as we, when 

linking our interviews to the EUMSS process, focus mostly on personnel in the military branch of 

the EEAS – a branch where many come from the member states and not from the Commission. 

Thus, if this part of the EEAS experience organizational settlement, this would be reminiscent of 

organizational settlement on a broader scale.  

 

Observing the EEAS up-close  

On independence  

This section suggests that EEAS officials are relatively independent of member-state delegations 

and ambassadors. Formally, the member states’ control over the EEAS remains strong: The EEAS 

is part of the CFSP machinery, under the control of the HR who when chairing the EU Foreign 

Affairs Council, “receives her instructions from the Council in CFSP”, tasked to implement the 

decisions that are taken by the member states (Thym 2011: 14). In practice, however, we see a 

task expansion beyond legal confines. The CFSP has moved beyond intergovernmental 
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cooperation, not least in terms of the role of the different institutions (Cross 2007; Sjursen 

2011). There is for example evidence to suggest that the Commission has much more influence 

on CFSP developments than its formal competences would suggest (Riddervold 2015). Our data 

on the EUMSS offers new insights in this regard. And it suggests that indeed, the EEAS acted 

relatively autonomous vis-à-vis the member states during the EUMSS process. In particular, 

there are three observations that point in this direction.  

 

First, the EEAS acted independently of member states during the Communication making 

process by largely adopting the Commission’s working procedures and “institutional knowhow” 

(Chou 2012). The EUMSS was the first big CFSP process initiated after the Lisbon treaty 

(Commission and EEAS 2014). How the EEAS should handle such processes was however not 

established by Lisbo. “We have created an EEAS without defining how it should function” 

(Comm#2). Thus, when the process started in 2010, there was “no proper road map leading to 

the strategy, no developed procedure” for how to follow up the Council CFSP conclusions 

(Comm#2). In the end, “the easiest and most practical way of doing this” was to adapt “to the 

Commission’s way of doing things” (EEAS#1, EEAS#3, Comm#4-5.) Despite being formally an 

intergovernmental process, following an informal inter-institutional agreement between the 

two from 2012, the EEAS together with the Commission decided to follow Commission decision-

making procedures (EEAS#1-3, Comm#1-5). The decision was taken independently of the 

member states, without consulting them. And more importantly – as a consequence of the 

inter-institutional agreement on working procedures - the EEAS became much more 

independent of the member states in its daily work than would otherwise have been the case. 
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As argued by a high level EEAS official interviewed just before publication of the Communication 

in 2014, due to these procedures, the Communication was “not to be shared with the outside 

world, not even the member states, before it is finished” (EEAS#3). In practice, this meant it had 

to be approved by the HR and signed by all the Commissioners. Accordingly, only after what 

became a Joint Communication was published did the EEAS and the Commission formally 

involve the PSC and the rest of the intergovernmental CFSP decision-making machinery in their 

discussions (Comm#2, EEAS#1, EEAS#3). 

 

Second, and as a consequence, the Commission and the EEAS acted independently of the 

member states during the process – they wrote the Joint Communication almost without any 

involvement of the member states and they to a large extent controlled the member states’ 

involvement. According to all the interviewees, the Communication was “a project which is 

being done by the Commission and by the High Representative” without much involvement 

from the member states (EEAS#1). During the process, both the EEAS and the Commission 

consulted member states informally (Comm#5, EEAS#1, EEAS#3, NatDel#2).  As argued by a 

Commission official, “…the big nations are very aware of what is going on’ (Comm#4). However, 

in general, “the member states have not been involved so much” in the Communication process 

(Comm#4) – despite the fact that many actions will “fall under their competence” (Commission 

2014a). And what is more – the informal consultation that took place seems to controlled by the 

EEAS and the Commission. The aim of the two was to anticipate reactions and get support for 

key suggestions (Comm#2, Comm#5, EEAS#3).  
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Acknowledging that “every big country has particular interests” (Comm#4), a long list of 

geographical areas resulted (EEAS#3). It is for instance no coincidence that key drivers of EU 

integration in this domain (France, Italy, Spain and Greece) have produced non-papers in favour 

of the EUMSS (Comm#5) and “are trying to push for this strategy to be finalized” (NatDel#2), in 

line with the EEAS and Commission’s preferences. Yet, the perhaps strongest evidence of the 

EEAS’ independence is perhaps that the Commission and the EEAS acted autonomously in spite 

of explicit requests from member states to be more included in the process. It is telling that 

“there were a lot of tensions” because the member states’ ambassadors “complain that you did 

not consult us” (Comm#4). Or as put by a PSC ambassador from one of the bigger member 

states: In the beginning, the process was run “without consulting the member states. When I 

asked why not, (the Commission) answered that there was not enough time during the early 

settlement phase (NatDel#11). 

  

The copying of Commission procedures is particularly relevant for understanding the rapid 

settlement of the EEAS, and this seems to have become the standard procedure:  

 

“The EUMSS has created a new precedence for EEAS and Commission joint 

Communications, on how the two are working together in CFSP matters” (EEAS#4/2).“It 

took some time to ripe… with the post-lisbon world… this was during the creation of the 

EEAS” (EEAS#3) but “as this is developing, we have a foundation on which to work in the 

future…This sets out a certain program” for how to coordinate work on other issues 

(Comm#3). This was “a process of discovery but also a process of opportunity” (EEAS#1).  
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And as in the EUMSS case, this implies that “Communications are not to be shared with 

the outside world, not even the member states, before they are finished … this is the 

way we do it now” (EEAS#3). “Because you cannot keep doing these informal 

consultations, at some moment in time you need formal mechanisms, a formal 

structure, and that is what we have designed and created”  (EEAS#1). 

 

A final observation on independence is that the interviewees increasingly refer to the EEAS as 

an autonomous or independent actor. For example, rather than being instructed by the member 

states on priorities and actions, when explaining to us how the EEAS works on different issues, a 

high level official explained how they focus on getting support from the member states on its 

own priorities and suggestions: “To succeed we need to build a narrative that looks good to 

everyone…I have to make them want it (EEAS#4/2).  

 

Our data thus suggests that the EEAS has become an institution that acts relatively 

independently of the member states. The data also reveals that the cooperation between the 

Commission and the EEAS on the EUMSS has been rather close. The two agreed on particular 

working procedures without consulting the member states and they chose not to include the 

member states as much as requested during the Communication process. The EEAS acted 

independently of the member states, but in tandem with the Commission. One of our 

informants in the European Parliament also revealed that she had witnessed this cooperation 

outside of the member states’ control also in other policy areas, further signifying that this 

observation that goes beyond our case. For example, processes that earlier were dealt with by 
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the member states in intergovernmental mission projects “is now completely run by the 

Commission and the EEAS … The Commission has taken over the show together with the EEAS”  

(EP#1). These observations bring us to the second proxy of organizational settlement. 

 

On integration 

Previous studies on the organizational architecture of the EEAS shows how strongly the 

recruitment of member-state officials builds on pre-existing procedures employed within the 

Commission and installed long before the EEAS arrived (Murdoch et al. 2013). Recent studies 

also show that the administrative capacities of the Commission in the recruitment process of 

EEAS personnel tend to weaken the influence of small member states with correspondingly 

fewer administrative capacities (Murdoch et al. 2013). The early years of the EEAS has thus seen 

frequent organizational ‘copy-paste’ from already existing formats in the Commission 

administration. For example, following Commission’s posting practices; the EEAS has put 

substantial weight on candidates’ technical and management expertise (Murdoch et al. 2013). 

Similarly, the EEAS has to a large extent adopted the Commission’s administrative procedures, 

as also seen in the EUMSS case. According to Bátora (2013: 603) the whole “basic organizational 

chart of the Service, as well as the system of administrative procedures, was drawn up during 

the Christmas holiday in 2009. In this situation, the handiest solution was to take over the entire 

system of administrative procedures and routines of the Commission”. Further contributing to 

the integration of the EEAS into the orbit of the Commission, 90 per cent of the Brussels EEAS 

personnel at the time came from the Commission. Already in early 2012, the EEAS “could be 
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considered a ‘DG Relex Plus’ or an ‘extended DG Relex’” in terms of procedures (Bátora 2013: 

603; Henokl and Trondal 2015). 

 

Although these studies clearly show that there has been a transfer of administrative procedures 

and routines from the Commission to the EEAS, our data on the EUMSS process allows us to 

study the integration of the Brussels-based EEAS bureaucracy within the Commission structures 

in greater detail. And indeed, although the EEAS formally is to remain outside of the Community 

structure, our observations indicate a high level of coordination, resulting in a strong de facto 

administrative integration. 

 

However, early interviews revealed a sense of competition or turf-war amongst the two 

institutions. Referring to the relationship between the two, a high-level EEAS official in 2012 

referred to how the Commission “probably sees us as a flanking measure... It’s improving, but 

sometimes maybe not as much as we would want” (EEAS#2). Similarly, the EEAS and the 

Commission initially disagreed on the substantial content of the EUMSS. While the Commission 

wanted it to be cross-sectoral, including policies falling under Community competence, the EEAS 

initially followed the Council decision and first suggested a security and defense focused 

strategy (EEAS#1, EEAS#3, Comm#1-5). Or as the Commission put it, “initially, the EEAS didn’t 

understand the needs of the Commission” (Comm#4). In 2010, the EEAS was new and there 

were “many difficulties linked to working together… there was a lack of trust” (Comm#5). And 

for this reason, the Commission’s coordination with the EEAS was conceived as difficult (ibid).  
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In 2013 and 2014 the picture has changed profoundly: “After years of very murky waters, we are 

working it out now” (Comm#3). Since mid-2012, DG Mare and the EEAS worked together on an 

almost daily basis as equal partners, drafting a joint Communication with cross-sectoral focus, in 

line with the Commission’s initial preference. All Commission DGs were invited to participate in 

this very informal process and DGs with “particularly relevant competences” (EEAS#3), were 

approached directly. Initially, there was disagreement not only between the EEAS and the 

Commission but also between different DGs on the scope of the EUMSS. Some DGs “were not 

overly enthusiastic” about a EUMSS going into “their” policy areas (Comm#3) while other DGs 

insisted on making the EUMSS “as broad as possible” (EEAS#1, Comm#2). However, in mid-

2012, an “inter-service working group to explore ways on how to approach the member states” 

was established (EEAS#3). “Mare was invited as a co-chair” (EEAS#1) and “the Secretariat 

General told opponents [of a cross-sectoral strategy] to soften the tone” (Comm#3). “It took 

two years between them, for the two of them to agree” (NatDel#10), but since then, all 

interviewees referred to the two as key drivers of the process. In June 2013, “nine DGs  with 

various competencies” were involved in the EUMSS drafting process (EEAS#2). While in 

February 2014, eleven DGs were listed as key contributors (EEAS#1; EEAS#3). In practice, DG 

Mare received text proposals from different DGs and then made the text together with the 

responsible EEAS officials. This “copy-pasting” is particularly evident in the early drafts of the 

Communication, where it is easy to trace different paragraphs back to “their” DGs (authors’ 

copies).  

 



25 
 

According both to the officials involved and to observers, personal contacts (EEAS#4) and “trust-

building amongst people have been key” (Comm#5) to understand this development from 

disagreement and competition to daily cooperation and informal integration. “We have learned 

to trust each other”, despite the fact that many key EEAS personnel involved in the EUMSS 

process have a military background and thus from the outset different from Commission 

bureaucrats (Comm#5).  

 

“These are people who have worked together earlier, they know each-other well. My 

impression is that cooperation at the working level is unproblematic. The level of conflict 

is higher on higher levels…They are trying to find together, and this has become better 

over time” (NatDel#6). And as a consequence, at least on maritime security issues, “now 

I work with the EEAS just as if it was another service… It does not feel different to talk 

with the EEAS than with other DGs” (Comm#5).  

 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the rapid  administrative integration we observe can be understood 

against the background of the parallel introduction of the EU’s comprehensive approach, i.e. the 

Lisbon Treaty’s call for consistency between the different areas of EU external action and 

between these and other community policy areas. The comprehensive approach reflects a 

broader quest towards “better coordination”, meaning creating more consistency among 

decisions horizontally as well as vertically. Recent administrative doctrines indeed share a near 

universal agreement on the desirability of “better coordination” (e.g. Lægreid et al. 2014). The 

quest for coordination of the EU administration has affected the way officials from the 
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Commission administration and the EEAS administration work together and thus how the EEAS 

has settled within the Commission’s family of DGs. As argued by a national delegate, “by 

definition the framework brings together the EEAS and the Commission, and other relevant 

actors. So now we are becoming more and more formalized. Also, the structures are a little bit 

similar, the culture has been changing slowly but surely with the new comprehensive approach” 

(NatDel#1). Our observations on the EUMSS however also indicate that the administrative 

integration goes beyond cooperation in overlapping policy-areas even in security and defense. 

Formally, the Commission and the EEAS are not to coordinate on such issues: “The EEAS and the 

services of the Commission shall consult each other on all matters relating to the external action 

of the Union in the exercise of their respective functions, except on matters covered by the 

CSDP” (Council 2010b: Article 3.2). Still our data suggests that administrative integration of the 

EEAS into the DG structure happens independently of whether the issues discussed are CSDP or 

Community issues (Comm#3-5, EEAS#1-4). Officials from member states’ delegations observe 

this in their daily work: “With the focus on a comprehensive approach, the Commission is able 

to tie into the EUs security and defense policies” (NatDel#7). And as “the border between the 

Commission`s and the CSDP instruments are being erased. The Commission`s… influence has 

definitely increased” (NatDel#5).  

 

Second, and linked to our observations on independence, the EEAS is increasingly referred to as 

one of the services. Not only among EEAS and Commission officials, but also member states 

refer to the EEAS and the Commission as “the services”. Interviewees from member states 

seldom distinguish between the two when referring to EU officials working on the EUMSS and 
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its follow up. “Informally and in reality there is a clear tendency towards increased interaction 

and cooperation between the different institutions” (NatDel#7). Similarly, both Commission and 

EEAS officials increasingly refer to themselves as “us”. For example,  

 

“it is a fine ritual balance between the services and the member states. So when the 

services present a document that must be accepted by the member say, we say…” 

(EEAS#4/2). As argued by a high level EEAS official “The EEAS quickly became operational 

and it is very integrated with the Commission in all it does” – including the military staff 

(EEAS#4/2). “  

 

Third, their high level of administrative integration is also linked to the EEAS’ need for the 

Commission’s expertise in Community policy areas.  

 

“We are setting a new norm with the EUMSS case which is that the Commission must be 

on-board in all we do. We have done a close to monumental investment in getting the 

Commission on-board on the EUMSS. As you know, at least 10-12 different DGs with 

different competences were involved. And we need this competence and knowledge” 

(EEAS#4/2).  

 

In the EUMSS case, having the Commission on board was deemed necessary in order to realize 

the strategy. Because the EEAS’s initial suggestion was not in line with the Commission’s 

preference for a cross-sectoral EUMSS including policies falling under its own competences, in 
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2010 the process “came to a standstill, this had to be aborted […] Because it is absolutely not 

possible to do it without the Commission (EEAS#1). The EEAS simply could not do it without the 

Commission. The following quote is telling of the EEAS’s need for the Commission’s assistance in 

the EUMSS case:  

 

“Sometimes I joke that […] if you read an American maritime security strategy, it is about 

the employment and deployment of carrier battle groups. If you read the European 

maritime security strategy, it is all about keeping the Commission on board (EEAS#1). Or 

from the Commission’s perspective: “It will not fly if it is not led by the Commission…This 

is the first time we worked together…but now we follow Commission procedures” 

(Comm#4).   

 

Again, the data suggests that the EEAS’ focus on coordination with the Commission (not least 

due to its competences/expertise) is generalizable beyond the EUMSS case. For example, the 

EEAS section coordinating EU’s operations on the Horn of Africa revealed that in light of the 

comprehensive approach;  

 

“we now shifted our focus to coordination between the CSDP and the Commission... Half 

of my staff is now focused on talking to the Commission…We have day to day contact. 

We are building bridges to the Commission. And we are building bridges between the 

Commission and the operational command” (OpCen/EEAS). 
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Conclusion 

This study suggests that the EEAS and the Commission have started to establish a system on 

how to work together, where the Commission has assumed a superior role compared to what 

was initially envisaged. There is thus evidence to suggest a “normalization” of EU security and 

defence policy-processes in the sense that they are becoming more alike Community policy 

processes. One indicator of this development is the increasingly stronger cooperation between 

the EEAS and the Commission. In particular the use of the Commission’s working procedures 

when writing common Communications suggests that the EEAS in practice might be becoming 

more like “another service.” Another indicator of such “normalization” is the more or less 

automatic adoption of the Commission’s text-suggestions. Yet, It goes beyond the scope of this 

paper to give a full account of the EEAS’ early settlement.  

 

Although too early to conclude on the long term, this paper thus highlights two major findings: 

First, also nascent organizations may settle with fewer hardships than often assumed in 

organizational studies. The EEAS is in practice able to act relatively independently from member-

state governments. This suggests administrative autonomy of the EEAS vis-à-vis member states’ 

foreign affairs administrations. The EEAS is also administratively integrated into the orbit of 

other relevant DGs in the Commission. This suggests inter-institutional integration of sub-units 

in the EEAS and sub-units in the Commission administration. Secondly, organizational 

settlement is seen to reflect both a time factor – the EEAS’ recent history as a Commission DG, 

and the pre-existing organizational capacities in the Commission and how the sum of existing 
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organizational capacities available fuel the settlement of the EEAS. It is thus less puzzling that 

the EEAS has settled despite its short lifetime.  
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Notes 

1 These proxies have earned the status as standard measurements of actor-level autonomy in 

the literature. Studies of both national administrations and the EU administration have shown 

that these parameters are closely associated and measure the same latent concept (e.g. Trondal 

2010; Egeberg et al. 2015; Yesilkagit and Van Thiel 2012; Sowa and Selden 2003). Bivariate 

correlations (Pearson’s r) also show strong and significant correlations among our proxies. Still, 

this study does not assume any correlation among these measurements since this is not the aim 

of the study, but rather using them as separate measurements that allow for discrete 

observations of actor-level autonomy. 

2 In December 2013 the European Council called for “an EU Maritime Security Strategy by June 

2014” (European Council 2013: 4) – this time “on the basis of a joint Communication from the 

Commission and the High Representative, taking into account the opinions of the Member 

States, and the subsequent elaboration of action plans to respond to maritime challenges” 
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(Ibid). The Communication “For an open and secure global maritime domain: elements for a 

European Union maritime security strategy” was published in March 2013. The final EUMSS was 

adopted at the General affairs council (GAC) 24 June 2014, following the conventional CFSP 

procedures, i.e. discussions amongst the member states’ Permanent Representatives in the 

special CFSP committee, the PSC. As the final EUMSS is multi-sectorial, the Greek Presidency 

also activated the ad hoc expert “Friends of the Presidency group” to prepare the Council 

discussions. Building on the GAC conclusions, the Italian presidency is responsible for developing 

an action plan that is to be adopted by the Council during the autumn of 2014.  
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