
1 
 

Resistance to EU integration? Norm collision in the coordination of 

development aid.  
 

Johanne Døhlie Saltnes, Researcher, ARENA Centre for European Studies, University of Oslo. 

J.d.saltnes@arena.uio.no  

 

Abstract 

This article contributes to the contemporary foreign policy debate about how norms influence 

policymakers’ behaviour. Hypotheses of norm-driven action are frequently dismissed when 

norms are inconsistently followed. However, values may collide, which might provide an 

explanation for such apparent inconsistencies. Drawing on recent constructivist literature on 

the contestation of norms, I discuss why integration in EU development policy was resisted. I 

ask if resistance was due to the wish to maintain national control over policies or if the so-

called like-minded countries’ resistance was due to a conflict of normative concerns regarding 

how to best achieve coordination. The study contributes by developing an empirically relevant 

hypothesis of norm collision which lends itself well for theoretical generalisation. In addition, 

the article provides new empirical knowledge about EU development policy by identifying 

the tension between securing country ownership and donor involvement as a crucial factor 

contributing to resistance to EU integration.  
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Introduction 

European Union (EU)1 development policy holds an ambiguous status as exclusively 

subjected neither to supranational nor to intergovernmental procedures. Member states and 

EU institutions develop legislation alongside each other; however, they are required to avoid 

duplication and to avoid promoting contradictory objectives (Orbie and Lightfoot 2017). In 

the literature on EU development policy, it is generally assumed that resistance towards 

common EU policy initiatives results from a desire for maintaining national control over 

policies (Carbone 2008, 2013a, 2013b, 2017; Horký 2012; Orbie and Lightfoot 2017).2 In this 

article I question this assumption by analysing negotiations leading to a common EU policy 

on coordinating donors’ choice of aid recipients (donor coordination). Drawing on insights 

from recent constructivist literature on the contestation of norms, I discuss if what could be 

perceived as resistance to integration was instead the result of a conflict of normative 

concerns regarding how donor coordination could best be achieved (Hofferberth and Weber 

2015; Krook and True 2012; Puetter and Wiener 2007; Van Kersbergen and Verbeek 2007; 

Wiener 2008). I add to the literature regarding resistance to EU integration, as well as to the 

broader international relations (IR) debate on the influence of norms on policymakers’ 

behaviour, by developing an empirically relevant hypothesis of norm collision that lends itself 

well for theoretical generalisation. 

I develop this argument in a case study of EU foreign aid. More specifically, I look at the 

negotiations of an EU initiative which seeks to enhance coordination among the member 

states donor practices. The initiative is known as ‘The code of conduct on complementarity 

                                                           
1 In line with Hill and Smith (2005, 8) I define the EU as ‘a set of international institutions and arrangements 

within which the interests and preferences of member states and other actors can be coordinated for 
international purposes’. 

2 See two special issues which discuss resistance to integration in development (Bodenstein, Faust, and Furness 
2017; Orbie and Carbone 2016) as well as the special issue on the Union’s Policy Coherence for 
Development (Carbone 2008). 
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and division of labour’ (Council of Ministers 2007). When the Commission proposed a 

common policy on donor coordination, a group of EU member states, known as the like-

minded3 were reluctant. Their resistance is puzzling since the like-minded were principal 

proponents of donor coordination in international fora such as the United Nations (Elgström 

2016; Elgström and Delputte 2015; Olsen 2013; Stokke 1989). I ask, why did the like-minded 

oppose an EU policy that aimed at achieving one of their central goals? 

Many would argue that the like-minded’s scepticism is an example of classic foreign policy 

behaviour.4 A recurrent phenomenon in international relations is that states say one thing but 

do another. Such situations of inconsistency between rhetoric and practice often result in 

accusations of hypocrisy. When norms are not followed consistently, the general trend in IR 

scholarship is to return to interest-based hypotheses assuming that actors seek to maximise 

utility. This dichotomization of interests and norms is especially visible in the literature on 

foreign aid where the image of an idealistic donor giving aid for altruistic reasons is 

juxtaposed with the image of a self-interested donor exploiting aid recipients for the purpose 

of its own economic benefit (Easterly 2006; Lumsdaine 1993; Stokke 1989). Whereas these 

two images are helpful starting points, we need more nuanced analytical conceptualisation to 

better grasp donors’ decisions regarding foreign aid. The global debate on aid effectiveness is 

just one example of how there are different and sometimes contending normative principles in 

aid policies. Collision of norms can occur both on goals, i.e. aid effectiveness vs. gender 

                                                           
3 The like-minded are Sweden, Denmark, Finland, the United Kingdom, Ireland, and the Netherlands. They are 

also known as the Nordic+ Group (including Norway and Canada). Scholars usually make a distinction 
between the like-minded and a group of southern member states (the founding members except the 
Netherlands and the new member states (ms)), whom I will refer to as the southern ms (Orbie and Lightfoot 
2017). Some scholars use a three-fold distinction between the like-minded, the clubmed (southern ms, 
including France, and new ms) and the ‘fence-sitters’, that is, Belgium and Austria (sometimes Ireland). I use 
the distinction between the like-minded and the southern ms since that was the two main groupings during 
the negotiations of the EU’s donor coordination initiative. See also Carbone (2007). 

4 Other common hypotheses for resistance to integration in the field of development is the existence of 
competing donor identities (Delputte and Orbie 2014) and a general resistance to more supranational 
legislation. See below for a discussion of existing hypotheses. 
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equality and on means to achieve a goal, i.e. competing views on how the value-based goal 

aid effectiveness could be best achieved. Particularly evident in the realm of foreign aid is the 

tension between recipient country ownership and donor involvement. On the one hand, 

ownership implies that developing countries set their own strategies for poverty reduction 

which allows for a better targeting of resources and increased likelihood for sustainability and 

success. On the other, donor involvement is also considered important for accountability and 

to avoid corruption, especially in relation to recipients with weak institutions. Therefore, to 

understand donors’ decisions within this increasingly complex area of international relations, 

and the role of norms within it, we need more nuanced analytical conceptions than the 

conventional images of self-interested or altruistic donors.  

This article contributes to this endeavour by investigating to what extent the collision between 

the normative concerns for recipient ownership and donor involvement account for the like-

minded’s resistance to the EU’s donor coordination policy. I bring the contemporary debate 

on norm contestation and collision to the area of foreign aid in general and to EU 

development policy in particular. I rely on theory which considers acting in accordance with a 

norm to be equally rational to acting in line with interests. Thereby, it is also possible to 

consider the possibility that actors may be faced with different and possibly colliding norms. 

The starting point is the observation that there may be competing views on how donor 

coordination could best be achieved. Arguably, we need to at least consider the theoretical 

possibility that member state scepticism towards a common policy may result from collision 

of normative concerns rather than from concerns for maintaining national control.  

Donor Coordination  

At the turn of the millennium, the need for a closer coordination of aid policies globally was 

imminent. The main problem was the transaction costs incurred by those at the receiving end. 

Recipients of foreign aid often managed incoming funds from more than 25 donors, all 
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demanding different reporting procedures, control mechanisms and extensive meeting 

activity. Most donors were aware that lack of coordination among their individual aid policies 

caused various problems. However, it was the so-called like-minded countries, most of whom 

were also EU member states, that put the issue on the international agenda in the early 2000s. 

The like-minded pushed for coordination to be a central part of the 2005 Paris declaration on 

aid effectiveness, negotiated in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD).  

The EU had a comparative advantage in making coordination come about because of its 

institutional structure and experience with coordination of member state policies in a wide 

range of areas. Yet, the like-minded were sceptical about participating in the EU initiative 

(MS-1, -2, -3, -4, -5, -6, -7, -8, -9, COU-1, COM-1, -2, -3, -4, -5). Several scholars have 

identified a sceptical attitude by like-minded countries towards initiatives in the realm of 

development (Carbone 2007, 2013a; Delputte and Orbie 2014; Elgström and Delputte 2015). 

‘Their national positions to the proposals submitted to CODEV are predictable, with a special 

“aversion” to the adjective “joint”. These countries “do not want the EU flag”; they “fear 

losing their freedom” and simply block the proposals’ (Horký 2012, 65). However, the like-

minded’s sceptical attitude in the negotiations of the EU code of conduct has so far not been 

investigated. The policy was negotiated in the development working group in the Council, 

CODEV, in 2006 and spring 2007 and was adopted as Council Conclusions by the General 

Affairs and External Relations Council (GAERC) 15 May 2007.  

Analytical Approach 

The literature on foreign aid contains two standard explanations of why states resist 

integration. The first assumes that states want to maintain control over aid decisions because 

aid is linked to broader foreign policy goals. The second emphasises the existence of 

‘competing donor identities’ and assumes that donors’ self-understanding as globalists 
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motivates them to cooperate only on an intergovernmental level such as through the UN. 

These standard explanations might prove relevant to understand the like-minded’s resistance 

to the EU’s donor coordination initiative and will be investigated below. However, I argue 

that it is also necessary to investigate a third alternative which relies on the assumption that 

states may be reluctant to participate in common policies because of competing views on  how 

to reach aid effectiveness.  Such situations of norm collision are increasingly pointed to 

empirically and might provide a fruitful hypothesis for investigating the like-minded’s 

resistance to the code of conduct (Elgström and Pilegaard 2008; Del Biondo 2015).  

The standard assumption in the foreign aid literature is that donor decisions are dominated by 

‘domestic interests’. Two types of such interests are discernible: First, donors are expected to 

be concerned with retaining control over who receives aid because aid relations can be used to 

secure commercial or security interests by maintaining relations with strategically important 

recipients (Alesina and Dollar 2000; Bigsten and Tengström 2015; Carbone 2008, 2013a, 

2013b, 2017; Fuchs, Nunnenkamp, and Öhler 2015). This is however not a relevant objection 

to the EU’s donor coordination initiative, because the initiative does not propose that member 

states should phase out large aid programmes or withdraw from countries which they consider 

to be important partners. The second type of domestic interest often assumed to be at play is 

visibility. Visibility could be related to aid bureaucrats protecting their turf because they are 

afraid of losing power (Carbone 2013a; Easterly 2002) or making the contributions of aid 

policy visible to constituencies and parliamentarians at home (Bourguignon and Platteau 

2015; Carbone 2013b; Furness and Gänzle 2017; Versluys 2008). Such concerns are often 

connected to aid effectiveness as a goal. Donors want to be present in recipient countries that 

‘perform well’ because they need to report to domestic institutions about successful project 

implementation (Aldaroso, Nunnenkamp, and Thiele 2010). Visibility might be especially 

important for the like-minded countries since they are among the most generous aid donors in 
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the world and were the first countries to reach the UN target of spending 0.7% of annual 

budgets on aid. According to this line of thinking, donors consider it important to retain 

control over who receives aid, to be able to point out visibility and to control putative re-

allocations of funds. Accordingly, giving up the right to decide who receives aid does not 

serve their interests. Such an explanation resonates with rationalist theory, where the central 

expectation is that actors are instrumentally rational and act to maximize expected utility. In 

accordance with this perspective, the following hypothesis was devised: 

H1: The like-minded were sceptical to the code of conduct because giving up national control 

over deciding which recipients should receive aid would harm their ability to point out 

visibility to domestic actors.   

Another common explanation that may be relevant for understanding this case relates to the 

existence of ‘competing donor identities’ (Delputte and Orbie 2014; Delputte and Söderbaum 

2012; Elgström and Delputte 2015; Smith 2013). It has been suggested that the like-minded 

first and foremost see themselves as globalists: ‘More intense EU coordination conflicts with 

their identity, which corresponds more with supporting the principle of multilateralism than 

being an EU donor’ (Delputte and Orbie 2014, 686). Being part of the like-minded donor 

group could thus be an inhibiting factor for participating in common EU initiatives.5  

To account for identity conflicts, scholars often draw on role theory (Holsti 1970). Roles can 

be defined as ‘patterns of expected or appropriate behaviour’ (Elgström and Smith 2006, 5). 

Decisions are made as a result of actors reflecting on who they are and what is expected of 

them, given their identity. Whereas in H1 decision-makers would act according to a logic of 

consequences, this second hypothesis conceives of actors adhering to a logic of 

                                                           
5 Similar hypotheses assuming that countries resist EU integration because they consider their own policy to be 

‘better’ or because of a principled concern for national sovereignty could also be captured by such an 
identity conception. 
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appropriateness. ‘Actors seek to fulfil the obligations encapsulated in a role, an identity, a 

membership in a political community or group, and the ethos, practices, and expectations of 

its institutions’ (March and Olsen 2009). In accordance with this perspective, the following 

hypothesis was devised:  

H2: The like-minded were sceptical to the code of conduct because their self-understanding 

as like-minded donors urged them to seek global solutions rather than a European solution.  

In addition, I propose a third alternative which assumes that the like-minded resisted the code 

of conduct because of a conflict of normative concerns, namely that the like-minded and the 

southern ms had competing views of how coordination should be organised. The hypothesis 

reflects the broader phenomenon of norm collision: actors do not always agree on what is ‘the 

right thing to do’. The so-called second-generation constructivists have recently focused on 

the dynamic nature of norms, emphasising the possibility of competing interpretations of 

norms (Hofferberth and Weber 2015; Puetter and Wiener 2007; Van Kersbergen and Verbeek 

2007; Wiener 2008). They observe that international norms are often vague by design and 

their content can be filled in many ways. Instead of conceiving of norms as fixed principles, 

as first generation of constructivist scholars, second-generation constructivists view norms as 

‘works-in-progress’ (Krook and True 2012, 104).  

Second-generation constructivists have taken the literature on the influence of norms on 

policymaking an important step forward by observing how norms are contested and change 

over time. Adding to this literature, I propose to engage with norm contestation by anchoring 

the collision of normative concerns to a concept of communicative rationality (Habermas 

1993). Rational behaviour is then linked to providing justifications for one’s actions. The 

communicative perspective emphasises the ‘cognitive core’ of normative questions – ‘the 

right thing to do is what can be argumentatively justified’ (Eriksen and Weigård 2003, 155). It 
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is through the process of giving and taking of reasons that actors can assess the validity of 

normative claims and decide if they want to act accordingly (Eriksen and Weigård 2003; 

Risse 2000). In accordance with this concept, acting out of a normative concern is considered 

to be equally rational to acting according to interests.  

I rely on the communicative perspective to theoretically anchor the phenomenon that second-

generation constructivists observe. Then, relying on this concept, we may account for the 

possibility of actors considering different normative concerns as well as actors disagreeing on 

what is ‘appropriate’ action. The added value is the possibility of discriminating between 

different normative concerns. Hence, we may also account for situations where actors oppose 

a certain policy although they agree with its overall goal. The reason for objection may be 

linked to disagreements on what is the best way to achieve this goal (aid effectiveness).  

A tension between the concern for  recipient ownership and donor involvement, both of which 

(from different perspectives) can be argued to enhance aid effectiveness, is expected to be the 

most important normative conflict for spelling out a common EU policy on donor 

coordination. This is because the like-minded countries were particularly concerned with 

promoting ownership when the code of conduct was negotiated. Ownership entails that 

recipients set their own development strategies and places responsibility and decisions in the 

recipients’ hands. It may lead to situations where recipients take decisions that are at odds 

with donors’ preferences or what they consider to be the right thing to do, hence also reducing 

donors’ influence over the funds in question. Emphasising ownership reflects an awareness of 

the need to recognise difference – that there is not one standard solution suitable for all actors. 

It underlines that we cannot know what is the best thing to do unless we hear the viewpoints 

of all affected parties (Eriksen 2016). Emphasising ownership in donor coordination would 

entail giving recipients due hearing in the coordination process. Conversely, one could argue 

that it is possible to find a neutral solution to donor coordination. To find such an un-biased 
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solution, that in principle may be seen as justifiable from the perspectives of all, it is 

necessary to involve authoritative institutions that interpret and enforce commonly agreed 

norms, hence including an element of donor involvement. Such an interpretation would 

favour the viewpoint that there is one common way to conduct coordination and that common 

EU institutions would be the adequate agents to implement coordination. Then, drawing on a 

communicative perspective, the following hypothesis was devised:  

H3: The like-minded were reluctant towards the code of conduct because they wanted 

recipient countries to participate in coordination decisions, whereas the southern ms wanted 

coordination to be a task for the Commission and the member states only.  

Method and Data 

In this article, I seek to explain why the like-minded were reluctant to agree to a common 

European policy on donor coordination even though they advocated for coordination in 

principle. To explain the reasons for this reluctance, I analyse the like-minded’s position in 

the negotiations of the EU’s common policy on donor coordination – the code of conduct 

(Council of Ministers 2007). The method applied is to systematically collect and interpret 

reasons presented by the like-minded and southern ms during negotiations (Sjursen 2002). 

The choice of method follows from the theoretical framework. Interpreting arguments allows 

for evaluating through empirical investigation the relative importance of pragmatic 

considerations relating to interests and different normative considerations. The analysis 

belongs to the interpretative tradition where the aim is to discover the reasons behind a 

position from the actor’s viewpoint (Weber 1978). To substantiate the three hypotheses, I will 

look for the following arguments: H1 would be indicated by concerns among like-minded 

representatives for maintaining the right to decide where and when to exit from recipient 

states and sectors to be able to point out to their constituencies the positive consequences of 

providing aid. In particular, it is expected that representatives want to maintain relations with 
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‘good performers’, to show constituents that aid is used ‘successfully’. H2 would be indicated 

by like-minded representatives voicing preference for a global solution and making clear that 

an EU solution is not a preferred alternative. Lastly, H3 would be indicated by like-minded 

representatives emphasising the need to secure a role for recipient countries in the 

coordination process, because they are considered to be legitimate participants in the process.  

The study belongs to what Yin (2014, 51–52) labels ‘single-case design’, using the rationale 

of being a ‘common case’ of an intergovernmentally agreed upon EU development initiative 

that seeks to enhance aid effectiveness. The analysis draws on 15 semi-structured interviews 

with representatives from EU and member state institutions, official documents from the like-

minded member states, and relevant secondary literature. To control for consistency, the 

triangulation of sources has been important. Official documents were obtained through 

freedom of information requests (FOI) to the United Kingdom and Denmark (chosen as 

representatives for the like-minded group because they were identified as the most sceptical 

countries by interviewees), asking for all existing information concerning negotiations of the 

code of conduct.6 The FOI requests resulted in the provision of archived notes, letters, e-

mails, position papers, and speaking notes from bureaucrats as well as from politicians and 

ministers involved in negotiations of the code of conduct. In addition, I conducted systematic 

searches in online resources of all the like-minded countries. Interviewees were 

representatives from the like-minded and southern ms, the Council secretariat and the 

Commission that were involved in negotiations of the code of conduct.7 Due to concerns for 

anonymity, the national origin of these representatives is not revealed, which heightened the 

                                                           
6 FOI requests were conducted by e-mail to the UK’s Department for International Development (DFID) 

19.08.2016 (id: F2016-258) and Denmark’s development cooperation programme (Danida) 22.09.2016 (id: 
2016-39406/ 1541946). 

7 Interviewees were EU and member state representatives to CODEV in 2006 and 2007, which is the period 
when the code of conduct was negotiated as well as aid effectiveness staff from the capitals. Their 
institutional affiliation reflects the position they held when working with the code of conduct and not the 
position they held when interviewed. See a list of interviewees at the end of the article.  
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likelihood representatives would give meaningful arguments for their positions. Interviews 

with representatives not belonging to the like-minded group were used to check for 

consistency.  

Analysis 

Then, how sceptical were the like-minded countries to the code of conduct and how can we 

account for this reluctance to a common European policy on donor coordination?  

A Question of National Visibility? 

One of the central points in the Commission’s proposal for a code of conduct was 

geographical specialisation:  

Guiding principle 5 – Establish priority countries.  

EU donors will reinforce their geographical focus, through a dialogue within the EU, 

taking into account the broader donor engagement (European Commission 2007). 

There were too many donors present in some recipient countries (donor darlings), while other 

recipients were receiving little or no development cooperation (donor orphans). Coordinated 

geographical specialisation was supposed to be a remedy for both these problems. The idea 

was that all donors should engage in a process of reducing the number of recipients and 

restrict donor presence to a number of ‘focus countries’. The selection of recipients should be 

made in consultation with other donors to ensure a reasonable distribution. Yet, the 

proposition of a principle of such cross-country complementarity was controversial. This is 

visible in the reformulation of the principle in the final document (Council of Ministers 2007):  

The Council invites the member states and the Commission to conduct an EU dialogue 

about future engagement and on strategic planning concerning their geographic 
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concentration and country priorities, while recognising that member states’ decisions 

on this issue are sovereign national decisions. 

All like-minded representatives voiced a particular reluctance to let the EU interfere with their 

choice of reducing the number of recipient countries (MS-1, -2, -5, -6, -7, -8, -9, COU-1). A 

typical example is the communication between the then Danish development minister, Ulla 

Tørnæs, and the EU presidency development minister from Germany, Heidemarie Wieczorek-

Zeul: ‘I wish to stress clearly that we will not accept Council conclusions that tamper with the 

competence in relation to development assistance. Member states still have to decide on their 

choice of partner countries and sectors’, read the speaking notes of Tørnæs from a meeting in 

February 2007 (FOI DK 2007b). Such opposition to giving up the right to decide on 

geographical specialisation was also visible in official documents of Sweden and the United 

Kingdom (FOI UK 2007b, 2007c; Utrikesdepartementet 2007). Yet, to tease out the reasons 

for like-minded resistance, it is necessary to identify the justifications for their position.  

Most like-minded interviewees backed up their position with vague statements of concerns for 

domestic interests, a typical example being:  

We found out that these decisions on country selection of partner countries were so 

political and so unilateral and had so much to do with domestic interests that it was 

basically impossible to get this cross-country division of labour coordinated (MS-7). 

References to the process’s being ‘political’ were frequent. When asking for what was meant 

by political, most interviewees emphasised that it was important to secure democratic 

anchoring of development assistance in national parliaments. One example of such a 

statement is, ‘Political support is not guaranteed. It implies that the government has to make a 

case for what they are doing and why they are doing it’ (MS-2). This statement shows how 

the concern for visibility was not connected to pointing out economic gain to satisfy 
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constituents. Rather, it arose from a need to democratically anchor the existence of a 

substantial aid policy and provide accountability for this part of the budget. This observation 

was also found across all documents obtained through the FOI requests. For instance, in a 

letter Tørnæs writes to Wieczorek-Zeul:  

The choice of partner countries and sectors is a political issue in all donor countries 

and often involves Parliaments (…) a mechanistic model for the division of labour is 

not realistic and would risk sending signals that could weaken domestic backing for 

development assistance (FOI DK 2007e).   

So far, the analysis suggests that like-minded representatives were concerned with satisfying 

domestic actors. Yet the evidence shows that this is not a clear-cut case of visibility as derived 

by H1. The like-minded were not reluctant because keeping control over who received aid 

best served their interest; rather, their scepticism grew out of a concern for securing with 

domestic institutions a legitimate and democratic anchoring of development cooperation. 

Keeping a certain number of donor-recipient relationships was important to justify to the 

parliament and the constituents that a large aid budget was legitimate. However, this evidence 

relates only to the like-minded’s scepticism towards the principle of geographical 

specialisation. Several other issues remained contested, inter alia, the number of sectors each 

donor should be allowed to be involved in in each recipient country, and the role of recipient 

states in decision-making on coordination. Can the like-minded’s self-understanding as 

globalists account for their resistance?  

Like-minded Globalists? 

Ever since Stokke’s (1989) characterisation of the like-minded countries as ‘humane 

internationalists’, the preference of these countries to seek solutions to global challenges 

through global institutions has been emphasised (Delputte and Orbie 2014; Elgström and 
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Delputte 2015). The starting point for like-minded cooperation was the Utstein group formed 

by the female development ministers Clare Short (the United Kingdom), Evelina Herfkens 

(the Netherlands), Heidemarie Wieczorek-Zeul (Germany), and Hilde Johnsen (Norway) in 

1998. These ministers had worked in or closely with global development institutions such as 

the World Bank and the UN. The Utstein group laid ground for what became a system of 

frequent and informal coordination among like-minded donors on issues of aid. Germany 

reduced their cooperation with the like-minded when Angela Merkel took office in 2005, 

whereas other like-minded countries joined. The existence of a like-minded identity in 

development policy has been widely described in the literature and has been referred to as an 

inhibiting factor for EU integration. According to Delputte and Söderbaum (2012, 54):  

This explains why most EU member states are not overly enthusiastic about a common 

EU development policy: It simply competes with their identity as donors in a way 

which other forms of donor coordination, such as the Paris Agenda and lead donor do 

not.   

Can this self-understanding as globalists account for the like-minded’s resistance to the code 

of conduct? 

There is some evidence suggesting that the like-minded’s self-understanding as globalists was 

important (MS-1), one example being: ‘our minister, she came from the World Bank, so she 

was more oriented towards the multilateral development banks and she had no interest in the 

EU’ (MS-7). The like-minded’s self-understanding as globalists was also confirmed by 

representatives from the Commission and by the southern ms emphasising that this was a 

recurrent argument in CODEV (COM-4, -5; MS-3). Yet in addition to these and similar 

statements of a like-minded tendency to look to the UN and the World Bank, a strong 

preference for finding a European solution was also identified:  
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The way we pursue our policy is with the like-minded, similar to other countries, so 

for us we are not totally happy without the EU as a whole (…) it is not that we want to 

stay away from a European approach (MS-2).  

The government is positive towards the proposal for a code of conduct (…) the EU 

could be a driving force in reaching coordination (…) But, the EU must always act as 

part of a broader donor community (Utrikesdepartementet 2007) (my translation).  

Although there is evidence of a like-minded identity, the like-minded’s self-understanding as 

globalists cannot help us understand their reluctance to the code of conduct in particular. 

There was an equal number of statements by like-minded representatives reflecting their will 

to find a European solution. This evidence suggests that the like-minded’s resistance to the 

code of conduct was not principled as derived by H2.  

Incidentally, I found evidence of an identity also among the southern ms. Most southern ms 

representatives voiced concern for making donor coordination a specific EU addition to the 

aid-effectiveness agenda. Southern ms representatives therefore opposed the like-minded’s 

position of keeping the code of conduct open to other donors. For the southern ms, the code of 

conduct should be an exclusive EU policy. Enhancing the EU’s status as an actor in 

development was a clear motivation for their position (MS-5, -6, -8, -9). In addition, an EU 

code of conduct would open the possibility of leading by example (MS-5, -6). Eventually, the 

southern ms agreed to keep the code open to other donors because they recognised that a 

generic code could still give the EU a leading role internationally: 

We came to the conclusion that we could have this EU-leading tradition in division of 

labour (…) even if we opened it to other donors, we were still the most important 

development actor in the field (MS-6). 
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Thus, although there is evidence of identity logics, these cannot help us understand the like-

minded’s hesitant attitude towards the code. Can the collision of norms help us account for 

the like-minded’s resistance?   

A Collision of Normative Concerns? 

There is substantial evidence of a collision between the concerns for country ownership and 

donor involvement One of the issues where this tension was visible was the like-minded’s 

disagreement with the southern ms on limiting donor presence to three sectors in each 

recipient country. Like-minded interviewees emphasised the need for recipients to participate 

in the decision of sector concentration. They argued that if donors were to reduce the number 

of countries they were to be involved in, it might be necessary to maintain support for a wide 

range of sectors in some important partner countries (MS-1, -2, -7). This argument was also 

found in official documents, especially in the United Kingdom. In a debate in the House of 

Commons , Gareth Thomas explains the UK’s position:  

We have sought amendments to the document to recognise the situation that we face 

as a donor: in some of our key countries we work in nine different sectors. Clearly, 

some developing countries’ governments will want donors who work in many sectors 

to maintain their spread in those sectors (House of Commons 2007).  

The issue of not restricting donor presence to three sectors proved to be so important to the 

United Kingdom that they managed to have a footnote added to the final version of the code 

of conduct: 

In limited cases, where donors face a significant reduction in sector coverage, this 

target may be increased to engage in more than three sectors, taking full account of 

partner countries’ views, neglected issues of particular importance and a realistic 
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timeframe to support any change in their country programmes (Council of Ministers 

2007).  

The UK’s negotiating representative reported to be satisfied with the outcome: ‘This is far 

more than we could have hoped for given the previous positions adopted by other member 

states and the Commission (…) We have avoided being isolated in rejecting an aid 

effectiveness commitment’ (FOI UK 2007a). This statement shows the duality of the UK 

position. They did not oppose the overall goal of the policy but disagreed with parts of the 

content to the extent that it made them reluctant to participate. A strict rule of a maximum of 

three sectors for each donor would not necessarily be considered appropriate either by the 

donor or by the recipient. Moreover, the United Kingdom stands out as the most sceptical 

member state within the like-minded group. This finding suggests that the like-minded’s 

position was not always as united as often assumed in studies relying on ‘donor identities’ 

(Elgström and Delputte 2015). 

In addition, the concern for including recipients in decisions on coordination was a general 

concern visible across all official documents of the like-minded (FOI DK 2007a, 2007b, 

2007c, 2007d, 2007e; FOI UK 2007a, 2007b, 2007c; Utrikesdepartementet 2007). 

The donors cannot simply distribute countries and sectors without involvement of the 

recipient countries […] revealing the preferences of the recipient countries and 

identifying the comparative advantage of the donors will be crucial elements in the 

efforts to secure a better division of labour (FOI DK 2007a). 

… emphasises the importance of the role of developing partner governments in 

determining the framework for donor support and identifying preferred partners and 

calls for building on current in-country initiatives and is open to all donors (FOI UK 

2007c). 
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The emphasis on including all affected parties in the decision-making process underlines the 

interpretation of donor coordination in line with the ownership principle. To find the best 

possible solution, it was necessary to give all affected parties due hearing. The like-minded 

interviewees also accentuated this position: ‘It is very important that it is the government 

[recipient] that needs to establish the agenda. And then we should make sure that we are 

complementing their efforts’ (MS-1). Similarly, another like-minded representative said: 

The first principle is the primary leadership and ownership, in-country division of 

labour should be with the partner-country government (…) we support the idea of 

presenting the EU as one, as a big player, but not led by the Commission only, led 

with the partners as well (MS-9).  

For the southern ms, on the other hand, ownership was not emphasised. Rather, they wanted a 

strong Commission to ensure that coordination would be implemented efficiently. For the 

southern ms, the most important concern was to achieve coordination to change the current 

situation. Including recipients could lead to increased coordination problems (MS-3, -5, -6, -9; 

COM-2). Some interviewees were even sceptical of giving recipients a larger role: 

‘Sometimes governments like to play with donors, and this should be avoided because of 

things like corruption – so donor coordination is very important’ (MS-8). Nor can one 

automatically assume that donor coordination was what (all) recipients preferred. Carbone 

(2010, 2013a), has argued that increased coordination leaves the recipient with less space for 

negotiations. In sum, the southern ms emphasised donor involvement over recipient 

ownership. A strong Commission was preferred over giving recipients a say in the 

coordination process.  

In sum, the analysis shows that in line with H3, the like-minded’s opposition to the 

Commission proposal on donor coordination resulted from a conflict of normative concerns 
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regarding how donor coordination could best be achieved. The collision between country 

ownership and donor involvement each of which is argued to enhance aid effectiveness (from 

different perspectives), has not previously been identified. The like-minded’s position reflects 

an awareness of the need to recognize difference and autonomy. The proposal of one standard 

solution (i.e., limiting donor involvement to three sectors) was not considered to be suitable in 

all instances.  For the southern ms, on the other hand, a strong Commission was crucial to 

ensure that member states really worked better together. This position reflects the viewpoint 

that it is possible to find one neutral and un-biased solution to donor coordination and that 

authoritative institutions can take the role of interpreting and enforcing commonly agreed 

norms that in principle may be seen as justifiable from the perspectives of all.  

Conclusion  

In this article I have explained why the so-called like-minded countries were sceptical to a 

common European policy on donor coordination despite this being an important goal for these 

countries. By interpreting the reasons the like-minded presented for their actions, I find that a 

collision between the concern for country ownership and the concern for donor involvement is 

the dominant factor that accounts for the like-minded’s resistance. The article adds to the 

literature on EU development policy in several ways. First, the findings show that the tension 

between country ownership and donor involvement was a decisive factor of the like-minded’s 

scepticism towards EU donor coordination. Whereas the standard assumptions in the 

literature, respectively emphasising domestic interests and competing donor identities, were 

relevant, it was necessary to add a third hypothesis reflecting a collision of normative 

concerns to fully account for the like-minded’s scepticism towards the code of conduct. Thus, 

what is often labelled the Eurosceptic attitude of the like-minded was not a principled 

scepticism towards ‘more Europe’, but rather a concern for making sure that recipients were 

involved in the coordination process. Second, the article supports the thesis of so-called like-
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mindisation of EU development policy since the final agreement mirrored the like-minded’s 

position (Elgström 2016; Elgström and Delputte 2015; Olsen 2013). Finally, the findings 

contradict the interpretation of policy incoherence as a result of conflicts of interests (Carbone 

2008). I suggest that that incoherence also may result from a conflict of norms.  

While the case investigated in this article dates back to 2007 the relevance of the norm 

collision hypothesis might be equally relevant for understanding more recent EU development 

initiatives. The development policies of most donors have now been redefined in accordance 

with the UN Sustainable Development Agenda (2015) which has put the goal of protecting 

the planet on an equal footing with eradicating poverty. Attending to concerns for both the 

people and the planet might foster competing normative viewpoints on what an effective 

development policy post 2015 should entail. The identification of norm collision in the EU’s 

development policy mirrors insights by the so-called second-generation constructivists on 

norm contestation and the possibility of conflicting interpretation of norms (Hofferberth and 

Weber 2015; Krook and True 2012; Puetter and Wiener 2007; Van Kersbergen and Verbeek 

2007; Wiener 2008). I have suggested that we get a more nuanced understanding of the like-

minded’s scepticism by applying an approach that conceives of the choice to follow a 

normative concern as rational. I have combined the assumption of norms having a rational 

core with an empirical focus on the decision-making process at the EU level, resulting in 

novel insights. While the second-generation constructivists often emphasise the domestic 

nature of norm contestation, I find that member state positions are also challenged, discussed 

and sometimes altered at the EU level. Thereby, the findings support the existence of a certain 

level of (EU) agency in the realm of development (Smith 2016). Whereas the EU is not 

necessarily found to be a ‘norm-maker’ in donor coordination, it proved to be a relevant actor 

for discussing the different and sometimes competing normative concerns the EU is grappling 

with in its development policy (Orbie 2012).  
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Moreover, the analysis contributes to the debate regarding norms in international relations and 

the question of to what extent norms can shape and determine action in foreign policy. 

Hypotheses of norm-driven action are often dismissed when norms are not followed 

consistently. The general trend in IR scholarship is then to return to interest-based hypotheses, 

and to use the gap between rhetoric and practice as evidence of hypocrisy. This trend is 

especially visible in the literature on development aid, where actors are juxtaposed as either 

altruistic idealists or self-interested realists using aid as a means to satisfy economic or 

security concerns (Easterly 2006; Lumsdaine 1993; Stokke 1989). This duality fails to 

adequately capture actions that are conducted in accordance with norms. While the latter does 

not assign any role to normative considerations, the former does not provide an account of 

why norms are followed, other than that it is ‘good behaviour’. Drawing on the concept of 

communicative rationality, I have suggested to complement existing approaches with one that 

allows for actors to evaluate different, possibly colliding, normative concerns. The lack of 

norm-consistent behaviour is not necessarily accounted for by self-interested reasons but 

might be explained by disagreements regarding what is the best thing to do. Given that the EU 

has committed to follow a range of different values in its external policies, such an approach 

might also be relevant for studies of the EU’s foreign policy more generally.  
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