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Abstract 

This project analyses the role of the European Union in the informal setting of the 
G8 summit. The G8, as an instance of informal governance, forces us to reconsider 
existing conceptualisations of the EU’s role or power. The G8 summit is not about 
formal agreements, but about fostering mutual understanding and cooperation 
through the building of an identity network. Consequently, we require a more 
process-oriented understanding of power that investigates if and how the EU 
participates in a social infrastructure. To this end, this study employs an inductive 
approach, combining theories of EU actorness with conceptualisations of informal 
governance and power as practice, to build an innovative conceptual framework to 
understanding EU power.  

 
Chapter two traces the process of inter-organisational cooperation between 

the EU and the G8, depicting how the relation was thwarted initially, but then set up 
anyway, and subsequently deepened over the following decades. This development 
can be explained by the simultaneous complementarity and contrast between the 
supranational nature of the European Union and the informality of the G8. 
Moreover, a logic of path dependence helps to explain how this dynamic was 
socially locked in.  

Chapter three analyses the delegation structure of the EU in the G8, using a 
principal-agent perspective. We describe how disagreements among principals 
resulted in a seriously disadvantaged agent, but also in flexibility. Consequently, as 
European integration progressed, the informality of the G8 facilitated the 
emancipation of the agent, in this case the European Commission, enabling them to 
change principal preferences with regard to delegation. 

Chapter four analyses EU actorness within the G8 in the period 2004-2008, 
using Jupille and Caporaso’s behavioural operationalisation of actorness. The 
analysis concludes that despite formal limitations, there is still a considerable 
degree of EU actorness in the G8. The informality of the summit offsets these formal 
limitations, allowing for recognition without membership and separate 
participation without formal authority or independence. 

Following these conclusions on the limitations of a behavioural approach, 
chapter five reconceptualises actorness as partaking in a practice. Connecting 
actorness to the practice turn helps us to understand the process of becoming part 
of an influential international community, and also allows for the recognition that 
such participation is a form of power. I demonstrate that despite ample social 
acceptance (and possibly even because of it), the EU has an actor identity that sets it 
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apart from the other G8 members, and that hampers its ability to shape the practice.  
This conclusion is supported by the findings of the final chapter, which 

analyses external and internal reform attempts of the EU in the G8. We conclude 
that both in transforming the G8, and its own position in the summit, the EU has 
been willing nor able to pursue its preference of effective multilateralism.  

 
These findings culminate in the general conclusion that the informality of the 

G8 allows for a flexible role of the European Union, in parallel yet subordinate to its 
member states. As an undefined participant, the European Commission was able to 
partake in the summit almost like a regular summit member, but it never really 
became one, because it did not have to. Consequentially, because the EU never 
really had to resolve its internal struggles of international representation, weak EU 
autonomy and erratic EU cohesion continue to affect the EU’s role at the summit.  

Because of this representation structure, EU participation, and hence power in 
the G8 differs per level. While the EU is not quite a member on the formal level, they 
do participate informally in all elements that make up the summit. But if we look 
even closer, at the identity level, we see that although the EU participates, its post-
sovereign identity prevents it from being a true member of the core group. The EU 
has managed to shape its own identity at the summit to some extent, but its ability 
to shape the identity of the group remains limited.  

 
The case of the EU’s role in the G8 illustrates how informality constructs power, but 
also affects the EU’s ability to wield this kind of power. I argue that informal 
governance allows for creative and effective EU participation in governance 
processes despite formal limitations. However, identity networks are particularly 
important in informal governance and it is this identity that the EU continues to fall 
short on. This seems to be inevitable, given the fact that the EU can by design not be 
autonomous, and autonomy, or sovereignty, is the very foundation of our global 
system.  
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A promotion of sorts 

In the spring of 2014, seven of the original Group of Eight (G8), the United States, 
Canada, Japan, Germany, France, the UK and Italy, decided not to attend the 
scheduled summit that was to be hosted by its eighth member, Russia. They did so 
in response to Russia’s actions in Crimea and Ukraine: 

 
This Group came together because of shared beliefs and shared 
responsibilities. Russia’s actions in recent weeks are not consistent with them. 
Under these circumstances, we will not participate in the planned Sochi 
Summit. We will suspend our participation in the G-8 until Russia changes 
course and the environment comes back to where the G-8 is able to have a 
meaningful discussion and will meet again in G-7 format at the same time as 
planned, in June 2014, in Brussels, to discuss the broad agenda we have 
together (G7 Nations 2014). 
 

Following this statement, many media outlets gravely reported that Russia had 
been ‘suspended’ by the G7, the CNN even heading: ‘US, other powers kick Russia 
out of G8’ (2014). However, it is debatable whether or not Russia was indeed 
suspended and whether formal suspension is even a possibility in an ad hoc and 
informal group such as the G8. The fact that the summit of 2014 was scheduled to 
take place in Russia, presented the other members with the opportunity to decline 
Putin’s summit invitation and for the first time deliberately meet without one of 
their core members.1 This way, they were able to articulate a clear and collective 
political statement, without the summit host having to go through the affront of 
disinviting Russia.  

Instead of travelling to Sochi, Russia, the G7 members decided to meet in 
Brussels, a solution that was convenient as much as political. After all, the European 
Union had been a participant in the summit since 1977, only two years after the 
first summit was called by the French president Giscard D’Estaing. Therefore, the 
EU had plenty of summit experience, despite the fact that they had, until then, 
always been excluded from the hosting schedule. By relocating the summit to 
Brussels, the summit could continue without Russia, while at the same time sending 
a clear political message. This enabled them to avoid the delicate matter of defining 
the status of Russia formally as ‘suspended’ and the consequences of disrupting the 

                                                           
1 Until recently the only exception to this rule was when the Japanese Prime Minister Ōhira Masayoshi 
died just before the Venice summit in 1980 and was therefore unable to attend the summit (Dobson 
2004). However, at the summit of 2012, newly instated president Vladimir Putin of Russia delegated the 
task of attending the summit to his prime minister, Dmitri Medvedev. It was the first time in history a G8 
leader voluntarily missed a summit. 
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existing hosting schedule. Moreover, the solution was explicitly temporary and 
open to change in the future. Nonetheless, the situation in 2015 saw no significant 
improvement in the situation with Russia and Ukraine, resulting in little interest 
both among the G7 members and Putin himself to rekindle the Russia-G7 relations. 
Consequently, the Group reconvened in June 2015 in Schloss Elmau, Germany, 
without a Russian representative. Interestingly, the communiqué that resulted from 
this summit made no mention of Russia’s summit status. Any mention of Russia was 
limited to a reiteration of the G7’s condemnation of Russia’s involvement in the 
lingering war in Ukraine. In a way, the Group of Eight, the actual object of this study, 
has ceased to exist, for now, and been replaced by its predecessor, the Group of 
Seven.2  

The events of 2014 presented the European Union with the unique 
opportunity to host the G7 summit, a prerogative that had up until then been 
reserved for the state members of the summit. The summit lacks most common 
institutional features, and, as Hodges once noted, has ‘neither a pension plan nor a 
cafeteria’ (in Baker 2008: 103). It prides itself in in constituting no more than the 
sum of its parts: a yearly meeting of state leaders, hosted by one of them in a 
secluded setting. Consequently, the hosting schedule is one of the few ‘institutions’ 
of the Group. While a full participant in every other aspect of the summit process, 
the EU had always been excluded from the hosting schedule, a decision that was 
never explicitly made but simply assumed in the 1970s and never changed (nor 
debated) since. Still, when the decision was made to decline the Sochi summit 
invitation and meet in Brussels instead, this solution was not phrased in terms of a 
promotion of the EU’s summit status. It remains unclear as to whether the EU will 
be included in the summit schedule permanently and whether or not this depends 
on whether Russia returns to the Group.  

The obvious question culminating from these recent events is: did the role of 
the EU in the G8 change since 2014? However, this seemingly simple question is in 
fact much more complex, resulting in a string of other questions. These include 
questions about the G8 generally, for example on the resonance of not only 
shunning Russia but also changing its name back to G7. Moreover, these events 
leave us wondering about negotiation and decision making procedures in the G8, 
specifically concerning a problem with one of their own members. And what are the 
effects of things not being said at the summit? Not defining Russia’s summit status is 
an example of things not being said, as is the summit’s reluctance to define the 

                                                           
2 Throughout this study, the term G7 will be used to refer to the Group as it was known before Russia 
became a member, as well as the Group that started reconvening without Russia in 2014. For more 
general use however, this study refers to the Group as the G8.  
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future role of the European Union. Looking at the role of the EU more specifically, 
questions arise on how the EU came to take part in the summit in the first place and 
whether this process shows any parallels with the current unspecified situation 
with Russia. The case also draws attention to the presence of some of the EU’s 
largest and most powerful member states, alongside the European Commission and 
the European Council, and the question if and how we can separate these actors. 
Finally, we are left wondering about the extent to which the EU’s position already 
resembled summit membership prior to the 2014 summit and whether attaining 
such a status is even desirable and for whom exactly. 

Research Questions 

The events in 2014, and the conceptual and empirical questions stemming from 
them, illustrate three factors of interest. Firstly, they illustrate the informality of the 
G8. The G8’s purpose, style of interaction and decision-making, and its outcomes, in 
short its governance and power, are influenced by this informality. Consequentially, 
informality affects the way the G8 participants interact and relate to each other. In 
fact, it determines how we understand power in the G8, suggesting that power does 
not (only) reside in achieving certain policy preferences, but in partaking in and 
shaping the processes of global governance and international diplomacy. Second, 
the events illustrate the odd position of the European Union as a post-sovereign 
form of power that partakes in a small state-centric forum and that this position 
presents both limitations and opportunities. Third, combining the previous two 
points, the example draws attention to the question how the EU’s post-sovereign 
status plays out under influence of the G8’s informality. Does informality present 
the EU with opportunities that allow for participation and power that it perhaps 
does not have in more formalised institutions such as the WTO and the UN?  

These three factors result in questions about how power is practiced in the G8 
and whether or not the EU is able to participate in this process of power. I address 
these questions with the following research question: how can we understand the 
role of the European Union, as a post-sovereign form of governance, in the informal 
setting of the G8? Deceivingly simple as this question may appear, the word ‘role’ 
encompasses the study of this divergent actor and its ability to exercise power in 
the informal, yet high stakes setting of the summit. This central question is broken 
down into two subquestions: 

 
1. How can we describe and explain the way the EU is represented in the G8? 
2. How and to what extent does this representation enable the EU to exercise 

power in the G8? 
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In the following chapters, I use a multitude of conceptual and empirical 
perspectives to answer these questions. In doing so, I follow Puchala’s (1972) 
reasoning of analogy of the blind men exploring an elephant. Puchala argues that 
scholars of international integration are, similar to the blind men, only able to grasp 
a part of the phenomenon that they are studying: 
 

More than fifteen years of defining, redefining, refining, modelling and 
theorising have failed to generate satisfactory conceptualisations of exactly 
what it is we are talking about when we refer to ‘international integration’ and 
exactly what it is we are trying to learn when we study this phenomenon. Part 
of the problem stems from the fact that different researchers have been 
looking at different parts, dimensions or manifestations of the phenomenon. 
(…) Added conceptual confusion has followed from the fact that the 
phenomenon under investigation (…) has turned out to be more complex than 
anyone initially suspected (Puchala 1972: 267-268). 

 
In this study, I employ an inductive approach, letting the different aspects of the 
case, or the elephant, guide the analysis, raising different questions, patterns and 
ideas. The different conceptual angles serve to unlock these different aspects. By 
combining these perspectives, I am able to get a comprehensive picture of the beast: 
the EU’s role in the G8, as well as the conceptual implications that can be drawn 
from this case. In the remainder of this introduction, I start by problematising the 
concept of a ‘role’, discussing different existing views on this complex phenomenon 
and ultimately offering new suggestions on what a study of the EU’s role in fact 
entails. Following this conceptual introduction is an exploration of the G8 and its 
setting of informal governance, as well as a brief consideration of my unit of 
analysis in this study: the EU in the G8. I end this chapter with some notes on the 
general methodology of this dissertation, before I clarify exactly how this study has 
been broken down into different chapters. 

 
Conceptualising the international role of the European Union 

Scholars who study the EU in international relations cannot avoid to employ the 
term ‘role’. A role denotes a position of something or someone in a certain social 
setting and is therefore a relational term (Gergen 2009: 89-90). Like the blind men, 
what we understand a role to be depends on our analytical focal points, as well as 
the context of the study. A role in a choir is profoundly different than that in a 
soccer team. And even a study of one’s role in a soccer team can utilise a variety of 
perspectives, ranging from the position one plays, in terms of being a striker, a 
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midfielder or a goal keeper, to one’s status in the social hierarchy of the team. While 
in the next section I focus on the context of the study, this section first discusses the 
different perspectives that have been employed in the past to operationalise the 
term ‘role’. I argue that these differing conceptualisations are in fact all 
manifestations of power. My case of the EU in the G8 suggests that an analysis of the 
EU’s role, or power, in terms of outcomes, as is often done, is insufficient, because 
tangible results are hardly a central aspect of the summit. Instead, the case suggests 
that power also resides in the ability to participate in a social process, underlining 
the relevance of this research.  

In the past, a number of scholars have attempted to operationalise the term 
‘role’ for the EU in the international context specifically. These are the sui generis 
contributions that conceptualise the EU, and consequentially its international role, 
as something unique. These sui generis approaches have been criticised in the past 
for being too one dimensional and lacking possibilities for comparison (see for 
example Hix 1998). A way to counter this critique would be to not necessarily 
regard the EU as unique or one of a kind, but as a new case of governance (cf. 
Scholte 1997; 2005). By such a view, the sui generis concepts can contribute to the 
much broader and more fundamental debate on what constitutes power in 
international relations. This also means that these conceptualisations of ‘role’ are 
interesting not so much because of their findings, but because of the questions they 
ask. These questions can be categorised into two groups: the outcome questions 
and the process questions (see also Nicolaïdis and Howse 2002: 771).  

Outcome concepts are those that are concerned with the EU’s role in terms of 
its contribution to the outcomes of international negotiations and debates. 
According to this approach, power resides with those who are able to achieve the 
outcomes of their preference (goal attainment) and thus corresponds with 
effectiveness (Young 1994; Niemann and Bretherton 2013: 267). As such, outcome 
conceptualisations follow traditional actor performance assessments in their focus 
on what the EU actually achieves ‘on the ground’ in terms of impact (Ginsberg 
2001). One such a view includes Hill’s assessment of the EU’s alleged ‘expectations-
capabilities gap’ (1993; 1998). Another early contribution is Allen and Smith’s 
(1990) introduction of ‘presence’ in 1990, which accounts for the impact of the EU 
in the foreign policy of other international actors and suggests that, simply by 
existing, the EU has an impact on the world (M. Smith 2006: 290; Hettne 2011: 31). 
This perspective acknowledges the EU as a footprint or a force of gravity, which has 
a reach that is determined by, for instance, its size, the dependency of others on the 
EU market, or the scope of issue areas in which it is involved (Hettne and 
Soderbaum 2005: 537). As Bretherton and Vogler note, presence is simply ‘a 
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consequence of being’ (2006: 27), and does not necessarily suggest agency in the 
sense of actor capabilities.  

Hazel Smith (2002) argues that in taking the outcome approach, questions 
about ‘what kind of actor the EU is’ are avoided. Instead, the EU is evaluated in 
terms of its ability as a problem solver, allowing for international comparisons on 
this count (Young 1994; Niemann and Bretherton 2013). Moreover, this outcome-
oriented approach offers attractive empirical features, as it allows for the evaluation 
of international agreements against pre-set policy preferences. However, some 
international governance dynamics, like the G8, are not meant to result in tangible 
agreements, and therefore less suitable for the pursuit of recognisable policy 
preferences. Still, this does not mean that power plays no part in these settings.  

Instead, process concepts operationalise the EU’s role, and hence power, in 
terms of participation in the process of international negotiations. These 
approaches examine not just if the EU participates, but how. This view recognises 
(although not always explicitly) that power does not solely lie in one’s ability to 
achieve effectiveness, but also in whether and how one takes part in the process 
that precedes outcomes (cf. Bickerton 2011). One of the first scholars to use this 
perspective to understand the EC’s international role, was Duchêne (1972) and his 
concept of ‘civilian power’. Duchêne focused not on the EU’s ability to achieve 
civilian outcomes, but on its means of influence: the pacification of international 
tensions and in the juridification of international politics. The concept of civilian 
power added a unique element to international relations in dissolving the 
distinction between politics inside and outside the polity, thus domesticating 
relations between states (Duchêne in Linklater 2011: 438). Inevitably, such a 
process would lead to more civilised and less violent relations, making, in fact, 
international politics more like that within a democratic polity (Maull 2005: 780). 
Although the concept has been widely criticised (for example, Bull 1982), it has 
made a fundamental contribution by suggesting that the preeminence of ideational 
(more specifically normative) dynamics is key to the EU’s distinctiveness as an 
international actor (Orbie 2006: 126).  

The EU’s increasing ‘militarisation’ has sparked a fundamental discussion on 
whether the EU is a civilian (or civil, even) or a civilising power, distinguishing once 
more between a role in terms of process (civilian), and a role in terms of outcome 
(civilising) (Stavridis 2001; Maull 2005; Nicolaïdis and Howse 2002: 770). Diez, 
offering a broad interpretation of Duchêne’s view on the EU’s role, argues that 
Duchêne’s interpretation of civilian power ‘has a “descriptive and prescriptive” 
dimension; it can be read as referring “to means or ends”; and it is “about values” 
and “process”’ (2005: 618; cf. Nicolaïdis and Howse 2002: 770-771). Still, many 
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scholars have interpreted Duchêne’s work more narrowly, focusing on civilian 
means in the process of international negotiation, resulting in another discussion on 
whether or not such a narrow focus suffices or not, or is even relevant at all. Karen 
Smith (2000; 2004) for one, advocates the relevance of a process-oriented 
approach, as do other variations on the theme, such as transformative power 
(Grabbe 2006) and ethical power (Aggestam 2008).  

Others, such as Manners (2002: 238) have criticised Duchêne’s 
conceptualisation for being too connected to the traditional ontology of the state in 
its focus on physical economic power and the notion of national interest. Manners 
dismisses the term ‘civilian’ completely and proposes a perspective that 
comprehends what the EU is as opposed to what it does: the norms that it pursues. 
Hence, Manners conceptualises ‘Normative Power’ as the power to transform the 
international system in such a way that universal norms can be developed (i.e. 
norms on which all members concur) (Sjursen 2006). Normative power is therefore 
not so much projecting the ‘right’ norms, but instead the ability to transform the 
system so that all agree to universal ideas of what is good (Manners 2002; Forsberg 
2011). Following Manners, others such as Sjursen (2006: 238-239) and Diez (2005: 
616) insist that an outcome oriented approach on normative power, despite the 
empirical challenges that it holds, is pivotal to discern whether the EU indeed has 
normative power in the relational sense, as opposed to merely acting like it. 
Interestingly, Manners himself seems to take a more intermediate position in this 
debate, suggesting the addition of a dimension of power rather than a complete 
change of focus (cf. Sjursen 2006: 238): ‘(t)he concept of normative power is an 
attempt to suggest that not only is the EU constructed on a normative basis, but 
importantly that this predisposes it to act in a normative way in world politics’ 
(Manners 2002: 252). The question is, of course, whether normative action alone 
still warrants the label of a true normative power, or, for that matter whether 
achieving normative outcomes without normative behaviour does. Indeed, as Tocci 
(2008) suggests, we may want to distinguish between normative goals, normative 
behaviour and normative impact, although whether goals still constitute as a form 
of power is perhaps questionable.  

Parallel, but firmly separate from the debates on civilian and normative power, 
runs the discussion on actorness. Another concept that was coined in the 1970s, 
actorness was to offer guidance as to how one might recognise an entity with actor 
capability in terms of foreign policy, despite not being a state (Sjöstedt 1977; Vogler 
1999: 27). Actorness is a process-concept as it focuses on the ability to participate 
in the process of international relations, indeed to ‘function actively and 
deliberately in relation to other actors in the international system’ (Sjöstedt 1977: 
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16). After relative anonymity initially, the concept saw a major upsurge in the 
1990s, following the developing EU foreign policy capabilities in the Treaties of 
Amsterdam, St Malo and Nice. The attraction of actorness resided in its ability to set 
clear benchmarks of actor capability, suitable for empirical observation, while at the 
same time (presumably) staying clear of comparisons to the state.  

The debate on actorness has gained analytical depth over the years. While 
earlier contributions by Sjöstedt (1977) and Jupille and Caporaso (1998) were 
primarily interested in agent behavior, later contributions by for example 
Bretherton and Vogler (2006) suggest an interpretation of role that also takes the 
opportunity structure of the context in which the EU functions into account. 
Moreover, Bretherton and Vogler connect this process-concept to the outcome 
perspective of Allen and Smith’s presence, by suggesting that the EU’s ability to act 
depends on its presence in the international arena.  

Interestingly, the connection between the EU power and EU actorness debates 
is rarely made, possibly suggesting that power and actorness are completely 
different. Another assumption that has been made is that one is a precondition of 
the other, for example suggesting that for the EU to be able to have (or be a) power, 
it will need to have sufficient actorness first (Niemann and Bretherton 2013; see 
also chapter five). Indeed, we must distinguish actorness from civilian and 
normative power, but I argue that actorness is also power, albeit a different kind. 
This thesis suggests that actorness is about being able to participate, while civilian 
and normative power are about the nature of the means and ends that are pursued, 
irrespective of whether or not one has the ability to participate. When for example 
we analyse a carpenter building a shed, we can observe his skills as a carpenter, 
whether he has the tools that are needed for the job, or even his ability to cooperate 
with the other builders on site. These are observations of actorness, keeping in 
mind that actorness or the ability to participate varies per context of course. If 
however we analyse the techniques that the carpenter uses in building the shed, or 
the style of the shed he is intending to build, we are analysing the sort of power that 
Duchêne and Manners had in mind: means and ends. We could then observe 
whether this carpenter has a ‘civilian’ technique or even a ‘normative’ house in 
mind. As we can conclude from this example, actorness and power are actually 
closely related, because the ability to participate (in the process, or ‘practice’ of 
building a shed, in the case of the example) can influence both the means and ends 
that are used. But the impact works both ways, meaning that preferences in terms 
of technique and outcomes can in turn influence the ability to participate, or 
actorness. We may even suggest that the EU’s civilian and/or normative power can 
restrict actorness by limiting its ability to align with the dominant discourse in 
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global governance. This suggests that power in fact resides in all these elements: it 
is the ability to pursue both the means and ends of one’s preference, but it is also 
the ability to participate, because true participation allows for the shaping of the 
rules and conditions of the social act in which one participates. This is indeed 
power, because it enables one to ‘define an infrastructure, a set of tools for actors to 
use and deploy in their interaction with each other’ (Sending and Neumann 2011: 
238; cf. Barnes 2001).  

Let me return now to the concept of role, of which all of the concepts 
mentioned before are a manifestation. When observing the EU’s role, I argue that 
we are in fact interested in power: who has the power to take part and shape policy, 
structure, rules, identities and many other domains, according to their preferences, 
whether these being explicit or implicit. This study therefore aims to contribute to 
our knowledge of what constitutes power in global governance and how such 
power manifests itself. As explained in the next section, the G8 allows (and calls) for 
an analysis of the lesser observed kinds of power, for which the process oriented 
conceptualisations are especially suitable. Not only does this underline the 
relevance of a study of the EU in the G8, but also of the G8 in general, despite ample 
critique with regard to its alleged redundancy (see for example Ikenberry 1993; 
Smyser 1993).  

Understanding the context of the G8 

To illustrate why studying the EU’s ‘role’ in the G8 summit is particularly 
interesting, let me begin by revisiting the name of the Group: G8. Although the 
EC/EU has participated in the G8 since 1977, its presence has never been 
institutionalised in terms of the name of the Group. When the EC joined the summit, 
the summit remained the ‘G7’, only to be changed to ‘G8’ when Russia became a 
member. Thus the G8 is the G8 - plus the EU, leading us pondering on the question 
of role that is connected to the word ‘plus’ here. These are matters of semantics 
perhaps, but what they illustrate, is that the G8 constitutes a dynamic social context 
that does not fit the label international organisation easily, in terms of purpose, 
membership rules and rules of interaction. That brings me to the question of what is 
the right way to understand the G8 (or G7 for that matter), a question that has 
relevance because it tells us about the circumstances under which the EU can or 
cannot act and thus exert power. I do this by first briefly introducing the history of 
the summit that allows me to outline the existing debate on how to conceptualise 
the G8.  

The Group first met in 1975 upon invitation by French president Valery 
Giscard d’Estaing, who invited his counterparts from Germany, United Kingdom, 
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Italy, United States and Japan to engage in informal and personal deliberation on 
global issues such as trade, the oil crisis and, to a lesser extent, security threats like 
international terrorism and the conflicts in the Middle East. The summit was in 
large part borne out of frustration with the slow decision-making that took place in 
the existing Bretton Woods institutions. Giscard, in collaboration with German 
Chancellor Helmut Schmidt, instead intended the summit to be exclusive, 
confidential and unscripted, and based on mutual trust and understanding (Putnam 
1984: 53-54). Their ‘librarian perspective’3 envisioned the summit not as a forum 
for grand policy solutions for world problems, but as a meeting place, not 
necessarily an annually recurring event, that was to create broad consensus and 
compatible approaches to economic challenges. The decision to involve state 
leaders as opposed to ministers was a deliberate one, that was hoped to lead to a 
more integrative approach that could combine foreign and domestic policy with the 
highest authority (Putnam and Bayne 1987: 30-31). To assist these leaders, so-
called sherpas, personal representatives of the state leaders (after the Nepalese 
mountain guide that leads mountaineers to the top of a summit), would gather 
before the actual summit to set out the conditions of the summit (Putnam and 
Bayne 1987: 49; Dobson 2007: 25). The camaraderie, frankness and solidarity that 
was aimed for at the state leader level, was most significantly accomplished at this 
sherpa level (Putnam and Bayne 1987: 50). 

When the first summit was generally hauled as a success, by both press and 
participants, the Americans decided to continue the initiative in 1976 (Garavoglia 
1984: 7-9). Their aim was to further institutionalise the summit format, and while 
they were not necessarily in favour of taking binding decisions, they did wish for a 
more result-oriented approach, which was meant to actively solve differences, as 
opposed to merely exchanging views. This view, which Putnam and Bayne (1987) 
refer to as ‘trilateralist’, called for more organisational infrastructure, with intensive 
preparation and attentive follow up. This implicitly acknowledged that summitry 
was to produce visible effects on policies of participating governments (Putnam and 
Bayne 1987: 48-49). The Puerto Rico summit of 1976 also solved the issue of the 
Canadian claim for membership, when the Americans invited them to the summit 
table as the seventh summit member. 

The initial focus of the summit had been mainly economic, as it was intended 
by the French president. This was not only due to the urgent economic 
circumstances of that time, but also caused by the inability to reach international 
                                                           
3 The term ‘librarian’ refers to the ‘Library Group’, a small informal meeting of the finance ministers of 
France, Germany, Japan and the US that occasionally met in the early 1970s. This group served as an 
inspiration to Giscard d’Estaing and Schmidt who, in their previous positions as finance minister, had 
also taken part in this gathering.  
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agreement on political issues (May 2005: 69). The issues that featured on the 
agenda included non-inflationary growth, exchange rate stability and multilateral 
trade negotiations. Nevertheless, this focus on economic issues reversed in the early 
1980s, due to a similar logic. The urgency of political and security issues intensified, 
with events like the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and the seizure of the US 
embassy in Teheran by Iranian fundamentalists (Dobson 2007: 4-5). Also, the 
increasingly problematic economic situation induced leaders to focus on gaining 
support for domestic policies, as opposed to collective management solutions 
(Putnam and Bayne 1987: 107; Dobson 2007: 6). This shift in focus resulted in a 
more librarian (informal) style of summitry yet again, with more general and less 
ambitious communiqués. This increasingly general nature of the summit made 
integrative bargaining and package deals an important aspect of the G7 process 
(Putnam 1984: 60). As such, summit negotiations became deeply embedded in 
continuing international economic negotiations at other levels (Ibid: 63).  

The end of the Cold War heralded new challenges as well as opportunities for 
the G7. The focus of the summit shifted to the economic stabilisation and 
democratisation of Central and Eastern Europe, as well as Russia, who became a 
regular guest (albeit not yet a member) to the meeting in 1991 (Dobson 2007: 11). 
These priorities called for a strong combination of political and economic issues, 
and included a number of different issue areas, such as debt, trade, environment, 
drugs and money laundering. These new international circumstances also raised the 
challenge of reforming international institutions, such as the UN, the IMF and the 
World Bank (Ibid; Bayne 1997: 3). During this time, the summit agenda slowly 
became overloaded, and the summit structure increasingly expanded. This resulted 
in the first public questioning of the summit format by the Americans, the British 
and the Canadians in 1992. They felt that the size of the summit hampered the 
intended spontaneity and President George H.W. Bush even considered not 
attending (Torday and Savill 1992). These pressures led to intentions to trim the 
summit process down, which proved largely unsuccessful, as neither the agendas 
nor the communiqués shortened in the years that followed (Bayne 1997: 3). 

A significant year in the history of the Group was the 1998 summit in 
Birmingham, when Russia became the eighth member of the summit (Bayne 2005: 
6). A second significant change was the affirmation of the librarian ‘leaders only 
format’, preferably in a secluded setting away from the host country’s capitals. Over 
the years, leaders had been increasingly accompanied by supporting ministers, a 
tradition that was originally started by the Americans in 1976. However, by 1998, 
all G8 members agreed to lighten the overloaded summit structure, and to separate 
the minister meetings from the leader meetings. This increased the informality and 
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intimacy at the summit, as well as flexibility for the heads of state. ‘There were now 
only nine or ten chairs around the summit table and no one else in the room except 
the sherpas sitting silently behind each of the heads’ (Ibid: 9). The new setting also 
stimulated the so-called ‘outreach’ dialogue with third parties, such as civil society 
representatives, NGO’s or non-G8 states.  

Meanwhile, the issue of membership was not resolved after Russia became a 
member. The summit’s relevance was increasingly questioned due to the fact that 
new economic giants such as Brazil, India, China and South-Africa, the other BRICS-
countries, remained excluded from membership (Payne 2008: 525-526). In 
response to this critique, the 2005 summit of Gleneagles started a new tradition, 
inviting the so-called ‘Outreach Five’ (O5) (the aforementioned leftover BRICS, with 
the addition of Mexico) to some sessions of the summit meetings. The financial 
crisis in 2008 finally resolved the issue of membership when the Group of Twenty 
(G20) was elevated from a finance ministers’ meeting to a heads of state and 
government meeting. While critics predicted the end of the original G8 (Kirton 
2010), insiders suggest that the two fora serve different purposes and can therefore 
coexist (interview, Brussels, June 2012; interview, via telephone, November 2012). 
Indeed, after seven years, both summits continue to exist in parallel. While 
representation of different geographical areas is the purpose of the G20, the G8 has 
reclaimed its added value of informality and like-mindedness.  

Interestingly, what defined the summit from the start was in fact its aversion 
to international organisations as we know them. Its mere existence was an 
indictment of existing international institutions and the Group has always been 
intended as ‘an institution that was not meant to be one’ (Schwegmann 2001: 98). 
When assessing the Group as an international organisation, we can conclude that 
the G8 is indeed international and that it pursues common global interests (Archer 
1996). However, most definitions of an international organisation also incorporate 
a formal structure of a continuous and balanced nature, established by an 
agreement or constituent document. It is on this count that the G8 falls short. The 
summit may be balanced as well as continuous, but it remains devoid of any formal 
structural features, such as a constitutional treaty, a secretariat or any kind of 
assembly with formally defined powers (see also Putnam and Bayne 1987: 146).  

This has left the question of whether the G8 is an institution open to debate. 
Some scholars, such as Hodges (1999: 69) and Baker (2008: 103) in fact conclude 
that the lack of formal characteristics disqualify the G8 from being an institution:  

 
The Group of Eight (G8) is not an institution. (…) (T)here is no “there” there. 
The G8 is, rather a process, one which sometimes spins off various networks 
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and various initiatives. (…) It is wrong to elevate the G8 to a status of a system 
of global governance. It is nothing of the sort. (…) The G7/G8 is a forum, rather 
than an institution (Hodges 1999: 69). 
 

Hodges goes on to argue that governance requires structure, rules, accountability 
and public legitimacy and concludes that the G8 lacks (and should lack, for that 
matter) these characteristics.  

Others, such as Kirton (2004), Putnam and Bayne (1987: 48) or Fratianni et al. 
(2005: 3) contest this view. In fact, Kirton (2004) maintains that the G8 has 
sufficient institutional personality as well as capabilities in terms of allocating 
global public goods, to qualify it as an international organisation: 

 
With a clear mission and mandate, with a defined membership, with a core 
agenda, with a highly patterned and well-recognised set of procedures and 
decision-making rules, with a formidable capacity to raise and reallocate 
budgetary resources to provide public goods, and with a ’constitutional’ 
capacity to reinforce, reform and replace the multilateral, ‘hard law’ 
intergovernmental organisations of old, the G8 summit and larger system 
indeed form an intergovernmental institution, and one that does much, for 
good or ill, to authoritatively allocate values, and determine who gets what, in 
the global community as a whole (Kirton 2004: 453).  

 
This more flexible view on international institutions as global network is endorsed 
by Gstöhl, who argues that ‘(b)eyond the annual summit of 2–3 days, meetings take 
place on the ministerial, officials and experts level all year round, thus creating a 
complex network of close relationships in a process running 365 days/year, 24 
h/day’ (2007: 2). According to this view, international organisations can have a 
number of functions, namely: the gathering and exchange of information, the setting 
of standards and guidelines, the creating of binding rules, the policing and 
enforcement of these rules, and finally, the use of resources at the organisations 
disposal (Putnam and Bayne 1987: 145-146). However, hardly any one organisation 
is able to combine all of these functions and as such usually only carries out some of 
them. The G8 for instance specialises in the first two functions, the gathering and 
exchange of information and the setting of standards and guidelines. It focuses on 
creativity and rich discussions, while leaving the other functions to organisations 
with more operational capacity. For this reason, Penttilä refers to the G8 as a ‘meta-
institution’, with indirect institutional support, and most of all, the ability to direct 
the workings of other, more equipped international organisations (2005: 85, see 
also Bayne 1994: 20). Other newly invented conceptualisations to describe the G8 
as a sort of mediating international organisation are the terms ‘quasi-
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intergovernmental organisation’ and ‘informal group’ (Fischer 2001: 125).  
Rather than engaging in the debate on whether or not the G8 is an institution, I 

propose to combine both Hodges’s understanding of the G8 as a process, and that of 
Kirton and Penttilä of the Group as a network that ‘keeps the plates spinning’ 
(Dobson 2007: xviii). It is fruitful to think of the G8 not in terms of an organisation 
or an institution, but instead in terms of informal governance (see also Gstöhl 
2012). This allows for a focus on the summit’s most defining feature: its informality, 
and the opportunities and challenges that this informality holds for the EU. In this 
study, the concept of informal governance therefore functions as an overarching 
framework that helps us to understand the G8, as well as the broader relevance of 
studying the EU in the G8.  

Informal governance is, despite not being uncommon in International 
Relations, generally understudied (Lipson 1991: 498; Christiansen and Neuhold 
2013). The prime reasons for this deficiency are methodological as well as 
conceptual. First is the fact that informal processes are notoriously difficult to grasp 
and observe: after all, how do we observe that which is hidden from public view 
(Christiansen and Neuhold 2013: 2003-2004)? This practical difficulty is 
complemented by the more fundamental challenge of developing conceptual 
categories and analytical frameworks to understand informality, due to a bias of 
rational choice approaches towards that which is formalised and hence visible 
(Ibid; Kleine 2014: 305). The G8 offers an interesting opportunity for analysis in 
this respect, because it represents a very high profile group that exclusively 
revolves around informal governance, making the phenomenon more visible than it 
usually is. Also, the stakes of an informal agreement at the highest governmental 
level make it a much more effective and credible commitment than when taking 
place at the lower levels (Lipson 1991: 498).  

Informal governance is a multidimensional concept with three separate 
usages, as identified by Christiansen and Neuhold (2013: 1197): a designation of a 
framework or arena, a way to identify a process of decision-making, and finally, the 
classification of an outcome of this process. First, the framework or arena of 
informal governance consists of policy networks as well as identity networks that 
need to include all the crucial stakeholders in order to be effective (Christiansen et 
al. 2003: 5-7). At the same time, the boundaries of participation are restricted yet 
unspecified and the decision arena is systematically secluded with very limited 
public access (Reh et al. 2011: 1117).  

The G8 fits the image of such a framework of informal governance, consisting 
of overlapping policy and identity networks that are based on like-mindedness, 
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mutual interests (on the personal as well as national level), and personal relations.4 
The nature of these networks render its boundaries restricted yet unspecified, as 
the membership discussions illustrate. At the same time, the perspective of informal 
governance as a framework offers a strong explanation for EU participation in the 
summit in the first place. After all, frameworks of informal governance tend to 
consist of crucial stakeholders, which is indeed what the EU was in regards to 
international trade back in 1977 when the Commission was first invited. Moreover, 
despite ample criticism regarding legitimacy, the Group continues to meet in a 
secluded setting.  

Second, the process of decision-making in informal governance is 
characterised by intermediate rather than final policy outcomes, as can also be seen 
in the case of the G8. Finally, the outcomes of informal governance are typically 
socially shared but uncodified, and unspecified (Reh et al. 2011: 1116; Christiansen 
et al. 2003: 7; Helmke and Levitsky 2004: 727; Harsh 2012). Such agreements may 
vary from written agreements to tacit bargains (Lipton 1991: 498), but they are 
generally characterised by limited enforceability (Reh et al. 2011). Instead, they rely 
on public shaming, or even the opposite, non-public sanctioning (Lipson 1991: 498; 
Christiansen et al. 2003: 7). In similar fashion, the G8 has no binding agreements. Its 
communiqués tend to be of a general nature, allowing for members to comply to the 
commitments in whatever way or degree it sees fit. Members are, not held 
accountable for their (in)ability to meet pledges that have been made, though they 
are scrutinised by the media and public institutions such as the G8 Research Group. 

Informal governance in the EU has recently taken a more prominent position 
on the research agenda (Christiansen et al. 2003; Peters 2006; Christiansen and 
Neuhold 2013; Kleine 2014). So far however, analysis of the EU’s role as a 
participant in global instances of informal governance has remained absent. It is this 
gap that this research fills, by analysing how the EU, as a post-sovereign form of 
governance, interacts with the informal, yet high stakes setting of the G8. On the one 
hand, the Group is a very ‘old-school’ forum, with only the traditional western 
powers present and a strong hierarchical and centralised orientation, given its focus 
on state leaders. In such a setting, the EU, as a new power that challenges traditional 
ideas of sovereignty and statehood, is unavoidably the odd bod in the room. On the 
other hand, informality also allows for flexibility on who gets to join, why and in 
what capacity. In such a setting, it does not really matter what the EU is, how it 
relates exactly to its member states and that its authority is ambiguous, because it 
                                                           
4 Possibly, this reasoning also explains for the continuing existence of the summit after the establishment 
of the G20, when the old G8 was expected to become obsolete. Insiders acknowledge that even though 
the G20 consists of a strong policy network, its identity network is much weaker than that of the 
traditional G8. Similarly, this would predict it unlikely for Russia te re-enter the Group any time soon.  
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allows for all these things to remain undefined. The summit is about what works, or 
what is effective. On the other hand, even though the G8 is hardly codified at all, that 
does not mean that ‘anything goes’. Because the summit is so strongly dependent on 
social codes, certain structures tend to stay put simply because ‘that’s just the way it 
goes’, and changing course is too much of a hassle, testifying to a logic of path 
dependence. This study attends to all these questions, presenting a thorough 
analysis of EU power in informal governance.  

Observing the EU in the G8: a moving target 

A study of the role of the EU in the G8 requires a brief consideration of the unit of 
analysis in this study. Decisions about who to include in the analysis are 
meaningful, because they influence the outcomes of the research. The case of the 
EU in the G8 offers a particularly interesting example in this respect, because the 
unit of analysis mostly remains undefined and therefore open to interpretation and 
also change. 

The most straightforward option would be to define the EU institutions as the 
representative of the EU, limiting the analysis to a study of the role of the European 
Commission as well as the European Council. However, this option is in fact more 
complex than it seems at first sight. For one, when the European Community 
participated in the summit for the first time in 1977, it did so following a resolution 
agreed upon by the European Council. The resolution decreed that the European 
Commission as well as the European Council presidency would represent the EC 
position. While this meant that formally both institutions represented the EC, the 
rotating nature of the Council Presidency proved highly impractical in the informal 
setting of the summit. Not only did the summit preparations and the actual summit 
often not fall within one presidency, but the high turnover of the position also made 
it hard to fit in with the group. Consequentially, the EC/EU was initially primarily 
represented by the European Commission, while the Council president tagged 
along when represented by a non-G8 member.5 If represented by a summit 
member, this member would first and foremost represent its individual state 
member at the summit, basically ignoring its position as representative of the 
European Council. Hence, up until recently, analysing the role of the EU in the G8 
included the challenge of distinguishing between the Commission, with its status 
                                                           
5 In terms of timing, the G8 summit usually takes place either in June or in July, right in the middle of a 
changeover moment for the European Council presidency. In the past, summit members have attempted 
to avoid having to invite an additional non-G8 summit to the table, and so the preference was to plan the 
summit in a six month period in which a European G8 member held the European presidency. This 
strategy, although never made explicit,  has made it even more difficult for the Council to establish a 
position at the summit.   
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resembling summit membership, and the European Council, with its unfavourable 
position, and the consequences of these multiple international ‘identities’ for EU 
power as a whole (Verschaeve and Takács 2013: 206). In this research project, the 
focus has been on the position of the Commission, due to its dominant position as 
the EU representative. However, one could equally argue that a study on the 
unfavourable position of the Council would have been interesting.  

As of 2009, the situation with regard to summit representation by the EU 
institutions changed, when the Treaty of Lisbon was implemented and a permanent 
president of the European Council was appointed. This newfound continuity 
allowed the Council to be a fully-fledged representation partner, next to the 
European Commission, hence shifting the research focus from one institution to 
two, as well as the interaction between them. Contrary to what may be expected 
from the Lisbon Treaty, the European External Action Service (EEAS) is not 
involved in G8 representation. This testifies to a logic of path dependence: it was 
considered easier to maintain dominance of the Commission in summit 
representation.  

Multiple EU institutions are not the only reason this research holds a 
challenge in terms of determining the unit of analysis. Outsiders are often puzzled 
by the presence of two European institutions alongside some of its (most powerful) 
member states. While this situation of double representation is not necessarily 
unique to the G8 - note for example the WTO - the case stands out because of the 
exclusive nature of the summit, accentuating the fact that the traditional EU 
‘powerhouses’ are invited, and a great number of smaller (and more recently 
joining) member states are not. Moreover, the small scale of the Group highlights 
the abundant presence of EU institutions and member states: in the most extreme 
case, as many as six out of ten core summit attendees can be of European origin. 
Inevitably, this raises the question of representation: who is representing whom? 
Back in 1975, when the discussion on whether or not to invite the EC to the summit 
was still in full swing, the European summit members offered to act as EC 
representatives, a proposition that was ruled illegitimate by the European Court of 
Justice and also rejected by the European Commission and the smaller EC member 
states (cf. Wouters and Ramopoulos 2014: 234). These smaller states regarded 
representation of the EC by the EC institutions as a way to safeguard their own 
interests, as well as those of the EC as a whole (see chapter three). Indeed, this 
seems to suggest that in the case of the G8, the individual member states primarily 
represent themselves, while the EC institutions represent the Community as a 
whole and the non-represented member states.  

Nevertheless, the issue of representation remains unspecified, and in practice 
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distinctions are not clear cut, not in the least because of the fact that both a 
supranational and an intergovernmental body are present at the summit. 
Interviews have also suggested that the Commission represents the EU in the 
narrow sense: the administrative body as situated in Brussels. In that case, double 
representation or overlap would be limited. This could also explain why the 
position of the European Council has been much more problematic in the past, as 
they are a more direct representative of the member states: member states that in 
some cases are already present at the summit, or member states that were never 
offered this privilege (but soon lost their interest in the summit). It remains to be 
seen in the future how the new position of the permanent European Council 
president will alter this dynamic, but as of present, the Commission remains the 
dominant EU representative. 

Methodology 

This research on the role of the European Union in the G8 encompasses a number of 
conceptual assumptions that have implications with regard to methodology. First of 
all, I reconceptualise power, looking beyond outcomes and interpreting it also as 
the ability to participate in a process. Second, the context of the G8, as an instance of 
informal governance, calls for a research method that allows for the interpretation 
of informal and personal networks. And finally, I use a flexible perspective on the 
unit of analysis, understanding it to evolve over time and observing this 
development. These aims problematise existing positivist ideas on power and 
governance as the ability to obtain visible policy objectives. Instead, I employ an 
‘enquiry paradigm’ that interprets ‘social facts’, concepts such as governance, state, 
institution, governance and power, as socially constructed, calling for a method that 
reveals these different and dynamic constructions within their consecutive context 
(Guba and Lincoln 1994: 108; Searle 1995: 4-5). In addition to this methodological 
challenge of observing informal processes as opposed to tangible outcomes, the 
context of the study, the G8, has very limited accessibility by design. This results in 
difficulties in terms of data access. In this section, I discuss the manner in which I 
have dealt with these challenges.  

I employ a constructivist methodology as proposed by Pouliot (2007), to guide 
the research design. This methodology uses a combination of induction, letting the 
case (subjective knowledge) lead the process of theorisation, interpretation, the 
effort to comprehend meaning, and finally historicisation, which is deeply process 
oriented as it investigates the origins of meanings. For this study, all three elements 
have been of pivotal importance: first of all, induction, by letting the case make 
suggestions about theorisation on EU power and informality. Second, 
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interpretation, by focusing on the construction of the meaning of role and power in 
the G8. Third, historicisation, in taking notice of the process through which and the 
context in which the EU’s role has developed over time. I focus on the EU’s current 
role in the summit, but in order to understand this role, a historical approach is 
essential. This research design has resulted in a grounded theory approach with a 
need for triangulation, verification and reading between the lines. This means that 
qualitative data are gathered from multiple sources, allowing for the observation of 
possible patterns. Apart from content analysis, meaning to unlock the explicit 
content of my sources, I have also used discourse analysis, thematic analysis and 
narrative analysis to allow for this ‘reading between the lines’, unlocking implicit 
content. These methods allow for the analysis of language and text, and the themes, 
narratives and frames that they hold. Themes in this context are topics that are 
recurring in the data, such as the theme of relevance in relation to the EU’s role at 
the summit. Narratives on the other hand constitute ways of defining how social 
dynamics play out (Stone 2012: 158). For example, there is a dominant narrative in 
the G8 on the importance of the summit host in the G8 process. Finally, frames and 
the broader discourses to which they contribute allow for understanding of how 
ideas, concepts and categories give meaning to certain phenomena (Hajer 1988: 
300). The informal and uncodified nature of the summit has been a dominant frame 
in this particular case. The analysis of these themes, narratives and discourses 
results in understanding of the meaning of social facts, in this case, for example, 
constructions of a role, and of power. However, equally important is what is not 
said, as well as the meaning behind what is (not) said. Generally, I have meant to let 
the data ‘speak for itself’ in the sense that the data guide the analysis, and not the 
other way around, as is often the case with more quantitative approaches, when 
categories and theories are imposed on the data that are obtained. 

Given the purpose of the research, I have used three main data sources: 
documents, qualitative interviews, and participant observation. Especially the latter 
two methods are suitable for the collection of subjective knowledge about the case 
as well as the analysis of the construction of meaning.  

Of the three sources, documents are the most heterogeneous. Documents can 
range from personal diaries or photo’s, to official state documents or even mass 
media outputs such as newspaper articles or webpages. One refers to documents 
when they ‘have not been produced at the request of the social researcher - instead, 
the objects […] are simply ‘out there’ waiting to be assembled and analysed’ 
(Bryman 2008: 515). In this case, different kinds of documents have been used. 
First there are official documents, such as speeches, press statements and 
governmental websites. These may be documents from the European Commission 
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or the European Council, but also from other EU or G8 members. Official EU 
documents represent both the image that the EU itself has of its role, but also the 
image it wants to portray externally (which is significantly different). If originating 
from other official sources than the EU, documents can enlighten the degree of 
recognition, and also expectations of EU representation. Another source of official 
documents is the G8 itself, or technically the documents that are released by the 
host each year. This is mostly limited to communiqués and press statements. Apart 
from aspects of perception, these documents also provide more factual information, 
for instance on summit goals, programs and attendees. Also a significant source of 
documents are the mass media, including newspaper articles and photographs. 
After all, the media, in drawing an image of the EU’s role, indirectly influence their 
power. A fourth category of documents constitutes the analytical reports on 
performance and compliance records as conducted by G8 Research Group of the 
University of Toronto and is therefore a form of secondary analysis.  

Documents can be very helpful in producing primary data and often represent 
a genuine and time-specific view on reality (Burnham et al. 2008: 188, 194). 
However, there are risks involved in using documents as well. After all, documents 
are not always produced to be objective and truthful. This is not problematic 
however, since the construction or discourse that these documents represent, is in 
itself highly relevant. For example, the Commission may declare to have a position 
on a controversial security topic, but in effect, this position is so general, that what it 
really shows is that the Commission cannot take a real stance on that particular 
topic. Again, cross-referencing is useful in this case, comparing to positions on other 
topics, or in other international contexts. Another challenge constitutes the 
representativeness of the documents, which relates to the limited availability of 
genuine official documents (Scott 1990). It is quite likely that the public documents 
have slightly different contents and goals than confidential documents to which 
access is much more limited. This problem has been alleviated to some extent by 
gaining access to these confidential documents as well.  

Another important source of data in this research is participant observation, a 
‘strategy in which the observer’s presence in a social situation is maintained for the 
purpose of scientific investigation’ (Schwartz and Schwartz 1955: 344). The method 
originated from the field of anthropology in the early 20th century and only found its 
way hesitantly into the study of International Relations (IR) in the 1980s (Vrasti 
2008). A handful of constructivist IR scholars has used participant observation as a 
tool to study the processes through which international norms are reproduced 
(Wedeen 2010: 262). Since then the method ‘is often presented as only a marginally 
useful data collection tool, the last resort of the political researcher’ (Moug 2007: 
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108). Particularly in situations when data access is difficult, participant observation 
is considered a useful alternative (Burnham et al. 2008: 267). This has also been the 
case for this study, although the method has also added a unique insiders’ 
perspective, contributing both knowledge and understanding of how a role is 
constructed.  

In fact, this constitutes the main advantage of participant observation: to 
observe processes and objects completely and first hand. ‘Much deeper knowledge 
about the motivations, beliefs and behaviour of individuals and groups is thus 
obtained by participant observation’ (Wedeen 2010: 268). Additionally, participant 
observation brings a ´sensibility that goes beyond face-to-face contact’ to the table 
(Schatz 2009: 5). It thus adds a sense of understanding beyond the acquirement of 
information and is more than just an ‘empiricist data-collection machine’, as Vrasti 
(2008) notes.  

Most participant observation takes place over a long period of time, causing it 
to be costly both in time and resources (Burnham et al. 2008: 280). However, as 
participant observation can also be used to analyse exemplary events, this does not 
necessarily have to be the case (Wedeen 2010: 262). The G8 summit is such an 
exemplary event that lends itself well to participant observation. The leaders’ 
summit takes place every summer over a period of two to three days. Access to 
closed settings is often considered to be one of the greatest challenges to participant 
observation: ‘gaining access to most organisations is not a matter to be taken lightly 
but one that involves some combination of strategic planning, hard work and dumb 
luck’ (Van Maanen and Kolb 1985: 11). This definitely applies to the case of the G8, 
which is notorious for its exclusive and private nature. It is first and foremost an 
informal meeting of a small group of state leaders. Having direct access to such a 
setting as a researcher is simply impossible. 

What is possible however, is to gain indirect access so as to still allow for 
observation. In the nearly 40 years of its existence, the G8 has increasingly become 
a ‘media-event’ making interaction with the media an important aspect of the 
summit (Payne 2008). Considering the importance of perceptions, participating and 
observing among world press, is therefore an interesting alternative to direct 
summit access. I have been accredited as a journalist, and, as a member of the G8 
Research Group Analyst team, have spent the duration of the 2008 Hokkaido 
summit at the G8 summit media centre. The reason for choosing this method is 
threefold. First, participant observation enabled me to approach the highly 
exclusive setting as closely as possible. It is important to experience this summit 
setting, so as to better be able to describe it. The sensibility that is referred to by 
Schatz (2009) is of high value in this case, to understand the exclusivity, the 
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informality, but also the high profile that the summit still enjoys. The second 
consideration is that participant observation enables direct observation of the 
media, and the interaction between the media and summit participants, among 
which the EU representatives. Such a direct observation cuts out the ‘middle man’, 
the journalist in this case, and enables first-hand information about how the EU 
portrays itself towards the media, and also how other G8 members refer to the EU. 
The final goal in engaging in participant observation in this case is to connect not 
only with the processes that are studied, but also with the objects that are studied. 
Presence at the summit, even as a member of the press, has made the researcher 
‘incrowd’. Such a status has made it easier to connect to the limited group of people 
that is involved in the G8, both physically and psychologically. 

Not surprisingly, participant observation also holds a number of challenges, 
some of which apply to this case as well. An important source of critique stems from 
the lack of systematic rules concerning participant observation, well summarised by 
Pachirat (2009): ‘[participant observation] as a method is particularly unruly, 
particularly undisciplined, particularly celebratory of improvisation, bricolage, and 
serendipity, and particularly attuned to the possibilities of surprise, inversion, and 
subversion in ways that other methods simply are not’. Obviously, strong suits such 
as flexibility - in timing, length, note taking, relationship with the study objects and 
many other aspects - as well as the interpretative nature of the method, also 
constitute pitfalls (Burnham et al. 2008: 290). More than anything else, these 
aspects challenge its reliability. This is one of the reasons why participant 
observation is used here as an additional tool in a set of methods.  

Third, the most important source of data in this research are qualitative 
interviews. The qualitative interview recognises that there is a relation between the 
respondent and the interviewer and that an interview is not limited to a one-way 
transfer of data. ‘The goal of any qualitative research interview is therefore to see 
the research topic from the perspective of the interviewee, and to come to how and 
why they come to have this particular perspective’ (King 2004: 12). Kvale (1996: 
30-31) distinguishes several characteristics of the qualitative interview, among 
which five are central for this research question: first, the topic of qualitative 
interview is the lived world of the respondent and his relation to this world. Second, 
the researcher tries to interpret the meaning of what is said and how it is said. 
Third, the interview seeks qualitative knowledge, expressed in normal language and 
does not aim at quantification. Fourth, the interview aims to obtain descriptive 
information about the respondent’s experiences and finally, these descriptions aim 
to be specific and to not entail general opinions. Interviewing is flexible in the sense 
that the interviewer is able to freely probe for more details and clarification. In such 
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a way, new and unexpected information can surface that was not thought of 
beforehand, consistent with the inductive nature of this study (Burnham et al. 2008: 
241). Also, interview data offer first-hand accounts, enhancing both credibility and 
face validity. Furthermore, face-to-face interviews allow for the observation of more 
than words, but also the physical manifestation of these words. All these 
characteristics have made interviewing particularly useful in this study, allowing 
the respondents to describe what they consider meaningful in their own words 
without being constricted to predetermined categories. 

Qualitative interview techniques are various and no one methodology exists 
(Kvale 1996: 13). ‘Many qualitative interviews have both more structured and less 
structured parts but vary in the balance between them’ (Rubin and Rubin 1995: 5). 
This research has opted for ‘elite interviewing’, a semi-structured variety of the 
qualitative interview. ‘Elite’ in this case refers both to the target group, and to the 
technique that is used (Burnham et al. 2008: 231). With regard to the target group, 
elite interviewing is a particularly useful tool in this case, as it helps to grasp closed 
political communities, such as the G8. Burnham et al. note: ‘The shared assumptions 
and meanings that inform these private worlds still require exploration, and elite 
interviewing remains the most appropriate technique’ (2008: 247). However, this 
also means that access is a particular challenge when intending to speak to ‘elites’. 
This is also the case here, exacerbated by the limited number of people that is 
actually involved in the Group, even at the lower levels. Snowball sampling, or 
referral sampling are often used strategies in elite interviewing, also in this case. It 
is difficult to establish how many interviews an average research should contain, 
but if interviewing is the main source of information, researchers should strive for 
20-30 interviews (Burnham et al. 2008: 233). Theoretical saturation as well as the 
limited availability of respondents have limited the number of interviews to half 
that amount. I have also employed theoretical sampling, in the sense that different 
perspectives on the topic have been included, namely officials from the European 
Commission, from the European Council, from EU member state delegations, and 
from non-EU summit member delegations. I encountered limitations in terms of 
gathering a true insiders perspective: naturally I was not able to speak to the actual 
leaders in the room, nor was I able to actually experience a summit meeting, 
whether in person or on video. I overcame these limitations by speaking to sherpas 
and sous-sherpas of different G8 members instead. As representatives and direct 
assistants to their consecutive state leader and the people that prepare the 
meetings, these individuals are important players in the identity networks of the G8.  

The technique of elite interviewing allows one to obtain information about 
decision-making processes and sensitive political interactions that the researcher 
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does not have. This was especially necessary in the case of the G8, in which public 
and even academic information is severely limited. The informality of the process 
makes it very difficult for outsiders to get an idea of the way things are done within 
the summit. For the most part, researchers are dependent for their knowledge on 
information from those who are involved: the elite. Otherwise, important aspects of 
the EU’s role in the G8 would remain unclear. Because of the delicacy of relying too 
much upon elite interviews, Burnham et al. (2008: 232) recommend elite 
interviewing to be used as a complementary technique. Although other sources of 
data are used in this research, my dependence upon respondents has still been 
considerable, something that could not be prevented given the informal character of 
the summit. However, in a setting where individuals and their relations matter that 
much, it is not only inevitable but also desirable that they become the main source 
of information.  

The biggest challenge of elite interviewing, and qualitative interviewing 
generally, is a possible lack of reliability (Roulston 2010). The method is vulnerable 
to inconsistency and contextual factors such as influencing by the interviewer. 
Another potential disadvantage is that elite interviewing is extremely delicate, 
because the researcher depends heavily upon the respondent. Douglas (1976) for 
instance identifies four key problems of reliability when it comes to answering an 
interviewer´s questions: misinformation, evasion, lies and fronts. All these risks 
have lured in this case, considering the sensibility of the topics. Misinformation 
occurs when supplied information is, either deliberately or not, slightly altered or 
incomplete, changing the real meaning of the data. In the case of the G8, especially 
EU representatives have an incentive to frame information in such a way that the 
EU comes across as an influential and fully-fledged actor. This does not usually 
result in straight out lies, but more often in the strategic use of information. Evasion 
happens when issues are avoided, either because they are too politically sensitive, 
or because the respondent lacks knowledge on this matter. In the case of the G8 
evasion this happens for instance when, if asked about conflicts among EU members 
within the summit, the subject is sidestepped by talking about how rarely this 
happens. While lies are uncommon, the use of fronts on the other hand is not, as 
was already illustrated by the previous examples.  

Finally, interviewing can be very time consuming to the interviewer. Apart 
from establishing the right connections, which in the case of elite interviewing 
requires a lot of effort and persistence, interviewing can entail quite a bit of 
travelling, and always takes a lot of time to process and analyse. This is especially 
the case here, given the international character of the summit. This is also why, in 
addition to face-to-face interviews, some interviews have been conducted via 
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telephone. Although it is harder to establish rapport and read the physical messages 
that the respondent sends out, telephone interviews offer a viable alternative (see 
also chapter five).  

The contents of this volume 

Following this introduction are five chapters that address the question of the role of 
the European Union in the G8 summit. Four of these chapters have been published, 
either in journals or in edited volumes, and the sixth has been submitted. Of the five 
chapters, three have been co-authored.  

It is important to emphasise that this study did not start out as a 
predesignated dissertation project. Initially, I intended to offer one isolated study of 
EU actorness in the G8. The assumption was that the uncodified nature of the G8, as 
well as the challenges in terms of gaining access to the research topic, would render 
analysis beyond the parameters of actorness as defined by Jupille and Caporaso 
(1998) limited and difficult. As tangible summit results are limited, what else is 
there to study after all? However, I found that this single project raised a number of 
new questions, questions about informality, about cohesion, about representation 
and about power. These questions implored me to not dismiss the EU in the G8 
because of its elusiveness, but to look longer, closer and with a variety of different 
analytical frameworks. Consequentially, it was not until I was well halfway through 
the project, that I realised that all these contributions were in fact attempts to 
contribute to one overarching research question: how can we understand the role 
of the European Union, as a post-sovereign form of governance, in the informal 
setting of the G8? Consequently, this has affected the cohesiveness of this 
dissertation and has resulted in some empirical and conceptual overlap.  

Still, I argue that all chapters have their own relevance in relation to the 
general research question, each using a different theoretical perspective and 
empirical focus. Like the blind men assessing the elephant, each focusing on a 
particular element of the phenomenon, each chapter contributes a distinct element 
to our general understanding of the EU’s role in the G8. This pluralist approach 
allows me to gain a fairly complete understanding of the broader phenomenon I am 
observing, namely EU power in informal governance.  

All chapters have a distinct take on the term ‘role’, although process-oriented 
reasoning takes a central position throughout the entire dissertation. This is 
inevitable, in light of the summit being much more about processes than about 
tangible agreements. Chapter two operationalises role as a partner in a relation, 
chapter three as an agent with (limited) delegated negotiating capabilities, chapter 
four as an actor with state-like capabilities, chapter five as a participant in a practice 
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and finally chapter six operationalises role as the ability to shape norms, purposes 
and outcomes. In turn, all chapters illustrate how informality significantly shapes 
the EU’s role, whether in terms of a partner in a relation, an agent representing 
principals, or an actor. Finally, each chapter reiterates the EU’s odd status in 
relation to its peers, as resulting from the EU’s unique post-sovereign nature. The 
G8, with its limited institutional and formal limitations to participation, constitutes 
a prime setting to analyse the practical implications as well as opportunities of this 
‘being different’.  

In terms of what distinguishes the chapters of this dissertation, apart from 
their take on the term ‘role’, two categorisations can be made: chronological, and 
theoretical. In terms of chronology, chapter two and chapter three have a more 
historical perspective, while chapter four offers an analysis the EU’s role in a fixed 
time frame (2004-2008). Finally, chapter five and chapter six take in the post-2009 
reforms and reform attempts that have taken place in the G8 as well as in the EU 
representation in the G8. Using these different chronological perspectives allows for 
a complete understanding of the way the EU role in the G8 developed over time, 
both in terms of process and in terms of outcomes.  

Moreover, this dissertation contains three broad theoretical directions. First of 
all, chapter two employs a broader framework of international organisational 
dynamics, to allow for understanding of the phenomenon that is studied here: an 
international organisation (IO) engaging in a relation with another IO. Such a 
perspective allows us to learn about the EU’s role from existing conceptual ideas 
about how international organisations act in relation to others. From this broad IR 
perspective, I move in closer to understand the internal power constellations that 
shape the EU’s role as a participant in the G8 summit. This broad view as well as 
this narrow view help me to understand and explain how the EU is represented in 
the G8, which covers the first subquestion of this project. The final theoretical 
perspective of this project attends to the second subquestion of this study, namely 
how and to what extend this representation enables the EU to act as an actor and 
hence exercise power in the G8. I now discuss each contribution more in depth. 

Chapter two employs a historical approach, describing and explaining the start 
and subsequent development of the EU-G8 relation. The chapter studies the role of 
the EU in the G8 from the perspective of a relationship between international 
organisations, understanding it as a nested relation – when one international 
organisation becomes a member of another. This perspective of the inter-
organisational relation – IOR - highlights the fact that multiple parties engage in a 
relationship, bringing their own characteristics, goals and capabilities into the 
relation and shaping it accordingly. Thus, this framework suggests that the EU-G8 
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relation results in a unique dynamic that affects the EU’s role. The chapter traces 
the process of inter-organisational cooperation through time, depicting how it was 
thwarted initially, but then hesitantly set up, and subsequently deepened over the 
following decades. I argue that the contrast between the European Union and the G8 
serves as the primary explanation for this development. The relation was a by-
product - not necessarily desired by all member states - of European integration, 
facilitated by the informality of the G8. The G8 therefore allowed the EU to 
participate on their own ambiguous terms, even if it meant one more European 
participant in the group that already contained so many. Over time, these terms 
changed, making the relation not only durable, but also more effective. Still, a logic 
of path dependence explains why one of these more problematic terms, the parallel 
representation of some individual member states and the EU as a whole, is prone to 
remain in place. This chapter therefore depicts that informal governance offers 
opportunities for an incrementally increasing EU role, but also that this role is 
restricted by the limits that the EU has in terms of actor autonomy.  

Chapter three employs an internal EU perspective, offering closer 
understanding of the multilevel actor that the EU is, and how this identity affects the 
EU’s ability to take part in the G8. The chapter analyses the delegation structure of 
the EU in the G8, by using a principal-agent (PA) perspective. The main aim of this 
chapter is to assess how informality influences the delegation structure of the EU, or 
the internal implications of informality for the EU’s role. We describe how 
disagreements among principals resulted in an incomplete contract and a seriously 
disadvantaged agent in relation to its principals. However, this lowest common 
denominator solution was also flexible, and, in line with the previous chapter, saw 
significant evolvement under the influence of EU integration and the facilitation of 
G8 informality. Aside from these general dynamics, this chapter also explains how 
under these circumstances an active agent, in this case the European Commission, is 
able to emancipate itself by acquiring skills, displaying entrepreneurship and 
hereby changing principal preferences with regard to delegation. Thus, this chapter 
suggests that informality does not only hold opportunities for an inter-
organisational relation to develop, but also for an agent to gain power over its 
principals.  

These findings raise the question whether the outcome of the aforementioned 
power struggle over delegation has resulted in a distinct degree of EU actorness or 
power in the G8. Chapter four uses an operationalisation of actorness by Jupille and 
Caporaso to assess whether the EU possesses certain state-like attributes that allow 
it to act, despite its post-sovereign status. The framework by Jupille and Caporaso 
focuses on formal elements of actorness: de jure and de facto recognition, authority, 
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cohesion and autonomy. The analysis shows that the EU encounters some serious 
limitations with regard to these criteria, but also indicates that there is still a 
considerable degree of EU actorness in the G8, because the informality of the 
summit offsets many of these formal limitations.  

These considerations have resulted in a reconceptualisation of actorness in 
chapter five. In chapter five, I argue that the informality of the G8 forces us to 
rethink conceptualisations of actorness, as well as power. Actorness in the narrow 
and formal sense proves to be insufficient in understanding the EU’s participation in 
the G8. Instead, the case draws attention to the social practices that underlie 
international negotiations, and the EU’s (in)ability to participate in these. By 
connecting the actorness debate to the practice turn, it becomes possible to 
understand the process of becoming part of an influential international community 
which enables one to contribute to the (unwritten) rules and regulations of that 
community and to recognise that such participation is itself a form of power. The 
chapter argues that despite ample social acceptance (and possibly even because of 
it), and regardless of the opportunities that informal governance seems to hold for 
the European Union, conceptualising actorness as partaking in an international 
practice reveals that the EU has an actor identity that sets it apart from the other G8 
members, and hampers its ability to shape the practice and consequently exert 
power in it and through it. Indeed, the EU is a different sort of actor, and this 
difference is not just operationalised in outcomes, or means of power, but also in its 
ability to take part in the social structures that underlie international diplomacy. 
Consequently, this chapter allows for more understanding of the nature of the 
limitations that informal governance holds for the EU.  

Chapter six, finally, takes a more outcome-oriented approach, analysing the 
norms that the EU can pursue in the setting of informal governance. To this end, the 
chapter assesses whether the EU has been able to reform the governance structures 
of the G8, as well as its own role at the summit, according to its own preferences. 
The chapter distinguishes between two interpretations of multilateralism that are 
represented by the EU and the G8 and questions the compatibility between these 
two. The G8’s informal governance is generally understood as ‘multilateralism light’, 
while the EU instead pursues ‘effective multilateralism’, which is more 
institutionalised and norm-based. The chapter concludes that the EU has eschewed 
transforming the G8 (and the G20) into a more inclusive, formalised or norm-based 
institution consistent with effective multilateralism. Moreover, recent reform in the 
EU’s representation in the summit does not testify to a serious attempt to bring the 
G8’s multilateralism light closer to the EU’s vision of effective multilateralism. This 
chapter therefore supports previous suggestions that some EU power in the G8 is 
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present, but that this power is limited in terms of initiating systemic change.  
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Introduction 

The Group of Seven/Group of Eight (G7/G8), a summit consisting of eight of 
the world’s most influential state leaders, has taken place annually since 1975, 
remaining relevant even after the establishment of the G20 in 2009 (Patrick 2011). 
The European Union (EU) has taken part in this gathering since 1977. This makes 
for an interesting combination, with the world’s most elaborate supranational 
organisation, the EU, joining the negotiating table of the G8, an informal concert 
that can hardly be considered an institution at all. While this case has previously 
been examined from a G8 perspective (Bonvicini and Wessels 1984; Hainsworth 
1990; Ullrich and Donnelly 1998; Larionova (ed.) 2013), as well as from an EU 
perspective (Debaere 2013), few studies thus far have examined the dynamic and 
informal relation between the two international fora. 

This relation constitutes a so-called dyadic inter-organisational relationship 
(IOR) between the EU and the G8. More specifically, it is a case of ‘nesting’, which 
occurs when a regional or issue-specific international organisation (IO) takes part 
in another (Alter and Meunier 2006). While research on IOs in the field of 
International Relations has become more common since the 1980s (See for 
example March and Olsen 1989; Archer 1996), most enquiries tend to focus on 
individual organisations and neglect the possible relationships between them 
(Biermann 2008: 153). Recently, however, the subject has drawn more scholarly 
attention, for instance, from Jönsson (1993), Young (1996), Biermann (2008; 
2011) and Brosig (2011), who have sought to develop theoretical building blocks 
that are to guide empirical analysis. Such theorising has primarily revolved around 
the questions of why inter-organisational cooperation takes place (and why not) 
and how possible successes and failures can be explained. Empirically, the EU 
increasingly serves as the main object of interest, due to its unique supranational 
characteristics and its extensive network of inter-organisational relations, 
including numerous instances of nesting, for example, in the World Trade 
Organisation (WTO), the United Nations (UN) or the Food and Agriculture 
Organisation (FAO) (Koops 2012; see also Jørgensen (ed.) 2009; Blavoukos and 
Bourantonis (eds.) 2011). Despite these efforts, both theoretical and empirical 
contributions on inter- governmental IORs as well as the challenges of nesting 
specifically remain sparse. 

This article adds to this debate on both counts, offering an empirical case 
study that offers new theoretical suggestions regarding the circumstances under 
which inter-organisational relations can be successful. More specifically, I present a 
case in line with Biermann’s first and most basic explorative question ‘how and 
why does inter-organisational networking start?’ (Biermann 2008: 154; cf Van de 
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Ven 1976: 25). To this basic question, I add an exploration of how inter-
organisational relations develop over time, as well as potential explanations for such 
development. I argue that informal IORs offer the opportunity for flexibility and 
change according to the (possibly divided) preferences of the IOs that are involved 
while they also attest to a logic of path dependence. 

Two characteristics make the case of EU participation in the G8 particularly 
interesting, both for empirical and theoretical reasons. First is the fact that the EU is 
a participant in the G8 while some of its own member states, France, Germany, 
Italy and the United Kingdom, also take part in the forum. This presents us with a 
case of double representation, and compels us to depart from the traditional 
approach of IOs as black boxes (Biermann 2009: 12; 2008: 155). Instead, opening 
these black boxes enables us to understand the individual preferences and 
strategies of member states of both organisations, explaining the opportunities 
as well as challenges that these present. 

The second characteristic that justifies a closer look at this particular case 
of inter-organisational relations is the fact that it is a relationship between two 
extremes: a global informal concert on the one hand, and an advanced 
supranational regional organisation on the other. Especially, concert governance 
remains underexposed in IOR research so far, which is unjustified, given its high 
potential for inter-organisational cooperation. The particularities of these two 
organisations offer an important explanation for the relation-ship that developed 
between them, suggesting that proper understanding of the dynamics 
of the organisations of interest, as well as the interaction between them, is 
necessary for us to understand international IORs. Indeed, the very fact that the 
two organisations are so different seems to be the foundation of their long and 
stable relationship. That said, I also argue that the informality of the summit has 
accommodated the ambiguity of the international representation of the EU. 
Thus, the natures of both institutions help to explain why, despite the longevity 
of the IOR, it has remained a superficial and informal cooperation, that lacks 
balance because it is primarily shaped by the EU. Moreover, this explanation is 
complemented by a reasoning of path dependency, which depicts how the two IOs 
were locked into a relation in a nesting-format with double representation. 

I proceed as follows: first, I offer a brief conceptual introduction of inter-
organisational cooperation that is to guide the case analysis. Next, I describe and 
explain the nature of the G8 as an instance of concert diplomacy, as the 
characteristics of such informal global governance set the parameters of this inter-
organisational relation. I then turn to the basic question of how and why the EU 
obtained a seat at the summit table, after which I continue with an analysis of the 
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development of this IOR since.6 

Understanding inter-organisational cooperation 

Inter-organisational relations are links, relationships and modes of interaction 
between two or more inter-governmental organisations (IGOs), non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) or public private partnerships (PPPs) (Koops 2012: 3; 
Biermann 2011: 173-174). This article exclusively focuses on relations between 
IGOs, a variety of IOR that has up until recently received limited attention.7 Inter-
organisational relations differ in their degree of formality, depth, longevity and 
maturity, all of which have an effect on the strength and effectiveness of the 
relationship. Nesting constitutes a more formalised variety of IO cooperation and 
occurs when a more specific institution, in terms of region or issue, is a participant 
in a broader multilateral framework.8 The supranational characteristics of the EU 
make it an important example of nesting because it does not only cooperate with 
other IOs but takes a seat in many of them as well (Jørgensen et al 2011; Gstöhl 
2009). 

Although not an entirely new phenomenon, inter-organisational cooperation 
in international relations has only really taken off since the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
since when the links between IGOs more than doubled (Biermann 2008: 152; 
2009: 7). This development followed the proliferation of IOs, which created a 
situation of ‘increased actor density, dispersed competences and organisational 
overlap’ (Brosig 2011: 148). Specialisation and inter-organisational cooperation 
were ways to deal with the adaptation pressures arising from this situation. 

Despite this favourable environment, IORs face an important obstacle. 
Gouldner (1959) notes that organisations have a strong tendency to maintain their 
autonomy, primarily to avoid losing the freedom to act independently. This so-

                                                           
6 In relation to the overall research question of this project, regarding the EU’s role in the G8, this chapter 
employs a meta approach, using the theory on inter-organisational relations to understand the 
phenomenon of the EU-G8 connection. This framework suggests that the characteristics of the two 
international organisations that are involved here – the G8’s informality on the one hand and the EU’s 
restricted supranational nature on the other - explain for a unique interactive dynamic that affects the 
EU’s role. On the one hand, G8 informality offers opportunities for the incremental development of the 
EU’s role, while on the other, this role is restricted by limited actor autonomy.   
7 Contributions from the field of International Relations (IR) theory are scarce, which is why previous 
attempts at conceptualising inter-organisational relations have relied heavily on organisational theory from 
both sociology and management studies, for example Galaskiewicz (1985). 
8 In the literature, disagreement exists on the exact definition of nesting. The interpretation that is used 
here, a regional or issue-specific organisation taking part in another organisation as a member (see Alter 
and Meunier 2006), differs from other interpretations that conceive of nesting as the embedding of an 
agreement, institution or organisation in another, in a hierarchical fashion (hence the use of the ‘Russian 
doll’ or ‘Chinese boxes’ metaphors). For this perspective, see, for example, Young (1996) or Abbott and Snidal 
(2006). 
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called ‘stovepiping’ is amplified by self-centred organisational cultures, inter-
organisational rivalry and the costs of investing resources in the development 
and maintenance of an IOR.9 Adding to this obstacle is the heterarchical nature of 
the international realm, making cooperation mostly voluntary, as opposed to 
mandated (Biermann 2011: 176; Oliver 1990). Van de Ven thus concludes that ‘an 
agency prefers not to become involved in an IOR unless it is compelled to do so’ 
(1976: 28). 

Different suggestions have been made about the factors that help to 
overcome this fundamental obstacle of stovepiping. From a traditional rationalist 
point of view, it is suggested that organisations will only sacrifice autonomy when 
it is in their interest. If both the organisations are committed to the same 
problem or opportunity, and their resources to tackle these are in fact augmented 
through inter-organisational cooperation, then a cost–benefit analysis should 
support the decision to cooperate (Aiken and Hage 1968: 915; Van de Ven 1976: 
29; Biermann 2008: 158). According to this explanation, variation is a necessity: 
‘(o)nly if an institution can provide, for example, new concepts, expertise or 
funding which is lacking in another, can the exchange of resources be set in 
motion’ (Brosig 2011: 157). Moreover, the exchange needs to be equal, 
providing incentives for both organisations to interact. Resource dependency 
can also result in defensive cooperation, meaning to prevent encroachment or the 
loss of resources (Law 2007: 58; Oliver 1990: 244). 

This rationalist perspective has long since been complemented by social and 
cultural explanations for cooperation. These can either reinforce each other or 
work in opposite directions, which either way shapes the nature of the relationship. 
Factors such as normative and cultural overlap may mitigate or overcome 
stovepiping. Aside from organisational affinity, personal relations also matter in this 
respect, as does individual leadership (Jönsson 1993: 466). Moreover, organisations 
may be motivated by a desire to enhance their own legitimacy, reputation or 
visibility through inter-organisational cooperation (Koops 2012: 10). A final social 
factor that has only recently come to academic attention is the (overlapping) 
preferences of the member states of both IGOs (Ibid: 17). 

These rational and social factors are conditioned by several constitutive 
elements that can either stimulate or impede inter-organisational cooperation by 
altering preferences. Such elements include increasing issue density and 
durability (Wallander and Keohane 1999:31), external and internal shocks, such as 
                                                           
9 Biermann (2011: 176) was the first to connect this concept to inter-organisational relationships 
(IORs). Previously, the concept has also been used to depict vertical (as opposed to horizontal) 
information transmission within organisations (see for example Hersh 2003). 
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international conflict or the eurocrisis, and systemic changes, like the end of the 
Cold War (Koops 2012: 10). These developments can alter the urgency of the 
problem or opportunity that the organisation is committed to, as well as the 
resources that are available to organisations. 

If the rational and/or social circumstances are favourable and IOs decide to 
engage in inter-organisational cooperation, progress is usually quite slow and 
incremental (Van de Ven 1976: 33). Cooperation generally starts on an ad hoc 
and informal basis, usually initially only involving single issue cooperation 
(Biermann 2008: 154). If previous cooperation proves successful, and the 
circumstances remain favourable, organisations may decide to continue and/or 
deepen their interaction. However, once again, we need to move beyond rationalist 
explanations, and consider the relevance of inter-organisational cooperation as a 
socialisation process (Ibid: 161). The following case therefore means to show that 
the costs and benefits of inter- organisational cooperation, as well as its specific 
features, are shaped through social interaction both within and between IOs. 

The G8 as modern concert diplomacy 

The G8 constitutes a particular form of IO that is often overlooked. According to 
scholars like Hodges (1999: 69) and Baker (2008), its informal nature and aims 
justify the conclusion that it does not fit the prerequisites of an IO. They use a 
narrow interpretation of the term ‘IO’, focusing disproportionally on tangible and 
formal characteristics, such as a secretariat or a treaty. However, adopting a more 
flexible approach on the extent of formal institutionalisation needed in order for 
cooperation to qualify as an IO enables us to examine the social relations that 
signify IOs, as opposed to their formal and legal manifestations only (cf. Archer 
1996). I use this case to examine these dynamic social processes and their effect on 
inter-organisational cooperation more closely. 

Despite its ad hoc nature, the history of the summit dates back to 1975, a fact 
that in itself already testifies to the summit’s relevance. The first meeting was 
called by French President Valery Giscard d’Estaing, who invited the leaders of 
five major Western democracies, the United States, Japan, West-Germany, the 
United Kingdom and Italy. The decision to assemble at the highest diplomatic 
level was fueled by several interrelated crises that transpired in the 1970s, such 
as the global recession, the energy crisis and a variety of security threats. These 
challenges drew attention to the declining hegemony of the United States as well as 
increasing transnational interdependence. At the same time, there was a need for 
more efficient international cooperation platforms, due to rising frustration with 
the bureaucratisation and fragmentation of traditional IOs, such as the General 
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Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
and the UN (May 2005: 71; Hainsworth 1990: 6). It was this frustration that would 
give rise to the principal defining feature of the summit in the decades to come: 
informality. 

From the start, the summit was not meant to be a forum for grand policy 
solutions for world problems, but a meeting place for global leaders to create 
broad consensus and compatible approaches to economic challenges. Initiator 
Giscard d’Estaing wanted the summit to be unstructured, small, select and 
personal, and wished to limit membership to countries with international weight 
and influence. Also, he envisaged summits as ad hoc conferences rather than 
necessarily as annual occurrences. Personal representatives of the state leaders, so-
called sherpas, would gather before the actual summit to set out the conditions of 
the summit (Dobson 2007: 25). The camaraderie, frankness and solidarity that 
were aimed for at the state leader level was most significantly accomplished at this 
sherpa level (Putnam and Bayne 1987: 50). 

In the years that followed, the summit saw little significant change, apart 
from a broadening of the agenda to include political issues in the 1980s, and the 
admission of Russia as a full summit member in 1998 (Dobson 2007: 4-5, 11). The 
summit has mostly remained devoid of formal institutionalisation, such as a 
treaty, a secretariat or policy tools that enable it to act in its own right. 
Nevertheless, the forum has developed other institutions, of an informal and social 
variety. Examples of such institutions include media outreach, endorsements, 
global network formation and leadership (Penttilä 2005: 84; Gstöhl 2007: 3-4). 

The unstructured nature of this IO has led scholars to propose new 
classifications, such as ‘meta-institution’ (Penttilä 2005: 85), ‘quasi-
intergovernmental organisation’ or ‘informal group’ (Fischer 2001). In an 
interesting attempt to revive classic concert theory, Kirton argues that the G8 can 
be conceived of as ‘a modern equivalent and expression of an international 
concert, of the sort that great powers in multipolar systems have occasionally 
formed during the past two centuries’ (Kirton 1989: 3). These classic concerts 
occurred after major wars were fought to contain a potential hegemon and in 
situations in which the original international balance of power was disrupted 
(Jervis 1985: 60). Similarly, the G8 initiative was a response to threats to the 
prevailing order, namely, the crises of the early 1970s. Concerts have specific 
characteristics with regard to purpose, membership and rules of interaction. In 
terms of purpose, concerts intend to gather and exchange information and views, 
thereby reducing the transaction costs of international relations. Concerning 
membership, similar to the classic concerts, the G8 incorporated all, and only, the 
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great powers in the interdependent system, ensuring that there would be a 
predominance of power in comparison to those who were left out.10 Finally, the 
rules of interaction of a concert constitute informal summit diplomacy to ensure 
‘repeated games’ and to prevent defection. This characteristic is most clearly 
fulfilled in the case of the G8. In fact, the G8 might be the best example of such 
summit diplomacy to date. 

As international cooperation generally became increasingly institutionalised 
during the second half of the twentieth century, concerts became the exception in 
their function as forums for non-rule-guided international negotiation 
(Schwegmann 2001: 93). This limited institutionalisation has become a central 
feature and the main added value of concerts. Schwegmann concludes, ‘a concert 
is an institution that is not meant to be one’ (2001: 98). This process is facilitated by 
its familiarity, its intimate setting, the one-to-one chats and the authority of those 
who are present. Its great merit is its ability to remind the leaders of the world’s 
most powerful nations to cooperate internationally, rather than giving in to 
domestic pressures (Fratianni et al. 2005: 4). Precisely because of its lack of 
mandate, agenda or bureaucratic infrastructure, the members of the G8 can act 
very quickly and decisively when in agreement (Penttilä 2005: 84). While informal 
forums can create the will to act, formal institutions can legitimise this will and 
realise the collective strength to execute (Schwegmann 2001: 117; Dobson 2007: 
36). Recent examples include G8 initiatives to establish the Global Fund to Fight 
AIDS, Malaria and Tuberculosis in 2001 and the Aquila Food Security Initiative in 
2009. The G8 has always cooperated closely with other IOs, both new and 
previously existing ones, in the formulation as well as the implementation of policy 
decisions (Gstöhl 2007: 3-4). It is therefore a highly appropriate subject for the 
study of inter-organisational relations. 

These advantages to concert diplomacy are mirrored by a number of 
challenges, as can also be seen in the case of the G8. First, because concert diplomacy 
is not based upon formal treaties, it can lack legitimacy. Second, its exclusive 
nature, combined with this restricted legitimacy, can lead to resentment from 
those states which are left out. Overall, concert diplomacy is detached from the 
normal democratic process of decision-making (Penttilä 2005: 84; Payne 2008: 527). 

                                                           
10 At the time of its formation, the members of the original G7 possessed 51 per cent of all material 
capability, 66 per cent of economic capability and 50 per cent of military capability of the world’s 13 
greatest powers. Moreover, none of the G7 states, the United States included, held more than half of 
the total capacity, while all states, also the smaller ones such as Italy, were large enough in capability to 
influence coalitions. Meanwhile, those large powers left out, among which were China and the Soviet 
Union, were neither sufficiently interdependent with the others nor powerful enough to threaten the 
predominance of the G7 (Cline in Kirton 1989: 6). 
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Finally, the G8’s traits offer both opportunities and challenges for inter-
organisational cooperation. On the one hand, its unique nature enables it to 
complement other IOs as opposed to rivalling them. Its high profile reputation, 
moreover, makes it an attractive partner for IOs to work with. On the other hand, its 
exclusive and state-centric nature, as well as the fact that the G8 is in a way no 
more than the sum of its parts, makes it a difficult and incohesive ‘actor’ to deal 
with. The next section discusses how these opportunities and challenges played 
out in practice in the establishment of its relationship with the EU. 

The origin of the G8-EU relationship 

The G8-EU relationship dates back as far as 1977, which is particularly 
interesting in light of the fact that EU nesting in IOs was still very rare at that time, 
and that this relation remains the only established and durable IO relationship 
that the G8 has formed. This warrants a closer look at the question of how and why 
inter-organisational cooperation began in the first place. I argue that rational and 
social-institutionalist perspectives are useful to explain the divided individual 
preferences of the constituent parts of both organisations, but that European 
Community (EC) representation was ultimately ruled legally mandatory by the 
European Council, and facilitated by the informality of concert diplomacy. 

The first summit in 1975 was intended to comprise only five participants, but 
eventually, the French granted the Italian request for an invitation (Italy held the 
Presidency of the European Council at the time) in an attempt to justify exclusion 
of the EC (Garavoglia 1984: 6). This decision represented a peculiar beginning for 
the IOR. At the time, it was not at all obvious that the summit would be a 
continuous event. In light of that fact, the French made the unilateral decision to 
invite Italy, without any EC pressure or debate. However, when it became clear 
that the Americans were to continue the initiative, the smaller states began to 
stir. Aware of their inability to take part in the Group, they aimed for indirect 
representation through the EC. More specifically, they asked for a mandated nested 
relation, through independent Community representation, instead of (rather than 
in addition to) that of the European summit members (Hainsworth 1990: 14; see 
also chapter three). Their claim was in line with the existing acquis 
communautaire and finalité politique, and the ‘single European identity’ 
aspirations as expressed by the EU leaders in 1972 in Paris (Bonvicini and Wessels 
1984: 171). The smaller member states feared that the summit members would 
take decisions without consulting them or reflecting their interests. Also, they saw 
the summit as potentially rivalling (or even replacing) ‘the EC as the principal 
entity to resolve and manage West European and transatlantic issues’ 
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(Hainsworth 1990: 14), and were concerned that they might become second-
class EC members and lose the augmented voice they had gained through 
Community membership (Ullrich and Donnelly 1998: 18). Joop den Uyl, Dutch 
prime minister, even claimed that there was ‘no more certain method of 
breaking up the Community’ (Putnam and Bayne 1987: 151). The fears of the 
smaller Community members were partly incited by the informal and ad hoc 
nature of the summit, which left many of their questions unanswered. 

The non-European summit participants were not per se against full 
Community representation (see chapter three; Garavoglia 1984: 14). Instead, the 
three European instigators of the summit – France, Germany and the United 
Kingdom (EC-3) – were the most adamant in their opposition to Community 
inclusion. France took a leading role in the process and held the strongest 
preferences for Community exclusion from summitry. Giscard d’Estaing, 
motivated by his initial interpretation of summitry, emphasised the informal 
nature of summit meetings in which heads of state should be undisturbed by 
additional parties whose participation would complicate matters and distort the 
informal and flexible direct contact. This same informality also had Giscard 
dismiss accusations of a breach with the acquis, claiming that with no formal 
decisions being taken, the agreed Community rules on unified international 
representation did not apply (Bonvicini and Wessels 1984: 172). 

No agreement on representation could be reached before the 1976 summit 
as preferences were too far apart. France and the Netherlands took the most 
extreme positions, with Giscard refusing to even consider the idea of any kind of 
Community representation, and the Dutch parliament going as far as demanding a 
boycott of the Council meeting and financial sanctions if Community participation 
was not accepted (Ibid: 176). Eventually, both the Commission and the European 
Parliament began to mediate between the bigger and smaller member states. They 
tabled a compromise proposal that suggested a parallel approach, which was 
eventually forced upon the EC-3 when an agreement on export credits made at 
the 1976 Puerto Rico summit was ruled illegitimate by the European Court of 
Justice because it was made independently by individual EC member states on a 
matter of Community competence. Given France’s increasingly isolated position, it 
had no choice but to compromise, which they ultimately did at the European 
Council meeting in Rome, a few months prior to the 1977 G7 meeting in London. 
At this meeting, the Council ruled that ‘(t)he President of the Council and the 
President of the Commission will be invited to take part in those sessions of the 
Downing Street Summit at which items that are within the competence of the 
Community are discussed’ (Bulletin EC in Hainsworth 1990:18). 
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Two questions are of analytical relevance here: first, what were the main 
initial obstacles to inter-organisation cooperation, and second, how were these 
obstacles overcome? With regard to the first question, assumptions that 
organisations are reluctant to give up organisational autonomy seem either not to 
apply in this case or already overcome. This case, particularly because of the ‘no-
more-than-the-sum-of its-parts’ nature of the G8, instead confirms suggestions 
made by, for example, Biermann (2009: 12; 2008: 155) that when studying IORs, 
IGOs should not be considered ‘black boxes’ and that an assessment of the 
individual member state preferences is in order. 

The fact that the non-European summit members were not opposed to EC 
membership suggests that they did not consider EC participation a threat to G7 
interests. Rather, they followed a rational logic when they recognised that the 
Group could benefit in terms of effectiveness because of the fact that the EC held 
competence in several vital economic areas. Thus, they were committed to the 
urgency of the problem they wished to address and felt that presence of the EC 
could add to the Group’s resources. This optimistic perspective was mirrored by 
the smaller EC member states, who acted in their own interest as well as that of 
the EC, which was to bolster international legitimacy and reputation through EC 
membership. This social-institutionalist reasoning was complemented by 
arguments of resource dependence. Clearly, the smaller member states also had 
defensive motives, fearing possible encroachment of the summit upon the EC. 

Instead, the misgivings by the European summit members constituted the 
primary obstacle to cooperation. This contravenes cultural and social arguments 
that would suggest less inhibitions for cooperation due to the overlapping 
membership between the two fora. Some stovepiping concerns did play a part 
here, since Giscard deemed the summit ill-suited for inter-organisational 
cooperation. Borne out of frustration with existing international institutions, he 
meant for the summit to stay away from these, almost as if to avoid potential 
contagion. Possibly the biggest obstacle to the IOR, however, was not unwillingness 
of the organisations to give up autonomy, but rather the bigger member states’ 
fear of losing their individual autonomy. Especially, France felt that nested 
representation would entail an unacceptable loss of sovereignty. 

While rational and social factors explain the preferences of the different 
parties, they do not explain the resolution that was ultimately agreed upon. Hence, 
the original obstacles were in fact not really overcome. In this case, nesting was a 
spillover effect of EC political integration that had taken off in the early 1970s and 
simply fulfilled the legal and regulatory requirements that came into play because 
the summit consisted (among others) of four EC member states. However, this 
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spillover effect was facilitated by at least two other constitutive factors. First, the 
conceptualisation of the G7 as a modern concert helps to explain how, in a setting 
that seems so adamantly state-centric, the EU as a regional body has managed to 
obtain a seat at the table. Without any clear rules excluding the EU, and based 
upon principles of normative consistency, authority of those who attend and 
effectiveness, the G7 had no good reason to exclude the EU. In fact, rationally, it 
made good sense to include the Community. Another factor was the fact that the 
summit was relatively new at the time, and not (yet) established as an IO, which 
made the option of EC inclusion much less fundamental than the more recent 
debates on G8 enlargements (Payne 2008: 525-526). 

Thus, when we open the black box, and assess the different preferences both 
within the EC and in the G8, we can conclude that double membership of the EC-3 
played an important part. Not only did it cause EC nesting in the G7 to be 
mandatory, but it was also problematic in the sense that the member states 
viewed the relationship as potentially rivalling their own sovereignty. 
Interestingly, the informality of the summit has facilitated these differing 
preferences. In the next section, I discuss how this relation has evolved under 
these informal circumstances. 

The developing IOR between the EU and the G8 

As Van de Ven (1976) and Biermann (2008) note, inter-organisational relations 
tend to develop over time. Given the indeterminate design of the relationship 
between the G8 and the EU, this one was particularly prone to change. However, 
apart from the proposition that success will usually lead to more cooperation, and 
that duration often has a beneficial effect on the relationship, little is written on 
the conditions that shape this development. This section therefore traces this 
process by describing and explaining the developing IOR between the EU and 
the G8. 

The changing IOR 

The compromise of 1977 set the conditions for the IOR. What is most interesting 
about these conditions is the fact that they represented the divided preferences 
of the EC as opposed to G8 preferences, and that they remained quite vague. 
Compromising between the smaller EC states and the EC-3, a pragmatic and 
parallel approach was chosen that prescribed the participation of both the 
Commission and the Council president, alongside the four EC member states (EC-4). 
Moreover, the relationship was limited to the parts of the conference that were 
within EC competence and not supported by a formal mandate. ‘(T)his solution 
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leaves the question of the final form of the participation of the Community 
institutions open’, and it was even made explicit that the Council agreement was 
not to serve as a precedent (Bonvicini and Wessels 1984: 177). Also, the EU 
delegate was closely monitored by non-G8 member states through coordination 
efforts in the Council before and after the summits (see chapter three). Even 
closer monitoring took place by the EC-4, making the EC position rather delicate 
during this early period. ‘[I]f it was not fully backed by the other states, its 
credibility would suffer’, making the Commission reluctant to take too forceful or 
independent a line (Putnam and Bayne 1987: 153). All in all, the compromise 
illustrates how divided preferences and tight control of the constituent parts of 
IOs can result in a defensive IOR, with limited depth, formality, duration and 
strength. 

On the other hand, the compromise was open-ended and ambiguous in terms 
of realisation, which enabled it to change over time. Most significant about this 
change was that the EU delegation increasingly detached itself from the initial 
member states preferences and started to act more as a full-fledged IO partner in its 
relation with the G8. This started with the formalisation of the summit 
representation by the European Council after the London summit of 1977, giving 
the relation a continuity that might not have been expected beforehand. As is 
often the case with IORs, the relation between the summit and the EC started out 
as single issue cooperation, including the Commission only in discussions on 
trade and North–South relations. However, ‘(i)t was clear that this sub-division of 
topics was simply a political act of caution in the face of Giscard d’Estaing’s 
opposition to the Community’s participation’ (Bonvicini and Wessels 1984: 177). 
Commission participation was first extended to all economic issues in 1978, and 
then to political topics in 1981, regardless of whether the Community possessed 
competence in a specific policy area. Thereafter, the EU has always been fully 
involved in every G7/G8 summit, including preparatory meetings and the 
subordinate minister’s meetings. Although little has changed in formal terms, as 
the EU remains devoid of a mandate, and still retains a position of so-called 
‘shadow membership’ (the EU is a participant, but its membership-status remains 
unclear), the EU is nonetheless now treated on par with regular G8 members. 
Until the summer of 2014, the only remaining difference between the EU and full G8 
members was the fact that the EU was unable to host a summit, a noteworthy fact 
nevertheless in light of the ad hoc nature of each summit.11 

                                                           
11 However, in June 2014, the EU was given the opportunity to host a summit meeting when the old G7 
refused to attend the scheduled G8 meeting in Russia, in response to its action in Crimea and Ukraine. At 
the time of writing, it was not yet clear whether or not the EU would be accepted into the hosting 



501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens

62 
 

Additionally, the smaller member states have shown a decreasing interest in 
the EU’s summit performance. Despite considerable debate taking place in the early 
days, the pre- and post-summit coordination sessions became increasingly focused 
on the Commission informing the Committee of Permanent Representatives of 
EU Member States (COREPER), as opposed to COREPER instructing the 
Commission (interview, Brussels, July 2008; Putnam and Bayne 1987: 153). This 
enabled the EU to become a more autonomous summit participant (see chapter 
four). 

Despite this emancipation of the EU as a summit participant and a partner for 
the G8, the double representation of the larger member states continues to shape 
the inter-organisational relation in an indirect sense. The European Commission, 
unlike individual EU-G8 members, must always take into account the positions of 
the other EU-G8 participants, and is therefore still less likely to be proactive or 
pressing for more radical approaches (interview, by email, October 2008; 
interview, by telephone, September 2008). In practice, the position of the 
Commission will never completely contradict that of the other EU members while 
the appearance of EU block-forming, or caucusing, is avoided (interview, via 
telephone, November 2012a). This situation has resulted in the paradoxical 
outcome of having strong G8-EU collaboration when EU states act in unison, but 
also an incentive to avoid too much of such unity. In this sense, overlapping 
memberships of the two organisations still constitutes a challenge to the 
relationship between them. 

In terms of effectiveness, the relationship between the G8 and the EU varies 
per issue, depending on the extent of EU competence or its international experience 
on the topic. If the EU is unable to find internal agreement, such as certain issues of 
international security, or nuclear energy, G8-EU cooperation remains minimal and 
limited to neutral mediation by the EU at most (see chapter three). On the other 
hand, when the EU is able to find internal agreement, the relation can prove 
productive in different ways. The first manifestation of this productivity is when 
EU participants use the G8 to internationalise EU policy, for instance, the EU’s 
ambitious climate change policy in the follow-up of the Kyoto Protocol. While 
not necessarily leading to direct tangible successes on this issue, the summit has 
presented the EU with an alternative forum for negotiation, maintaining visibility 
for the topic more generally as well as the EU’s ambitious climate change agenda 
(Kirton and Panova 2012: 161). A more successful example of this kind of 
cooperation is the 2012 Deauville Partnership, an EU initiative in origin, but later 
                                                                                                                                                                                   
schedule permanently. 
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on embraced by the entire G8, to support the economic and political transitions in 
the Arab region (interview, Brussels, June 2012). This ‘internationalising’ of EU 
policy is advantageous not only for the EU but also for the G8, which benefited 
from extensive EU experience in international agreements, enabling more 
ambitious and concrete plans to be discussed than would otherwise be likely 
(Kirton 2004: 462). 

Another, less common manifestation of the productivity of the G8-EU relation 
is the EU’s capacity to provide the organisational infrastructure to realise G8 aims. 
The delegation of the PHARE project, an economic recovery program for Eastern 
Europe, by the G8 to the EC in 1989 is the first example of such successful 
complementarity: the G8 created the will to act, while the EU had the ability to 
execute (see chapter three). Apart from some instances in the 1990s, such as the 
1994 G7 initiative on Global Information Society, which was executed by the EU 
(Ullrich and Donnelly 1998: 14), examples of such direct complementarity are 
rare. More common are initiatives that are geared towards EU competences and 
capacity, such as the 2002 G8 Africa Action Plan that highlighted conflict prevention, 
directly in line with the European Common Foreign and Security Policy (Kirton 
2004: 461). 

In conclusion, there was a challenging start to the relation, with a 
Commission that had to operate with tied hands, under close scrutiny of its 
member states. However, over the years, the EU developed into a more 
independent summit participant, enabling effective summit participation and 
hence ‘mature’ inter-organisational cooperation. The relationship has grown into 
complementarity in the sense that the EU profits from the G8’s global impact, 
while the G8 in turn benefits from the EU’s extensive policy-making experience. 
Still, while the EU approximates G8 membership, its nested status, as a participant 
alongside its own member states, hampers its ability to take initiative, making the 
relation less effective than it could be. The relationship remains somewhat 
unbalanced, in the sense that it is still primarily defined by the EU itself and its 
member states, and not by the G8. This also results in the EU using the G8 more 
than is the case the other way around. The next section offers explanation for 
these developments. 

Explanations for change 

Thus far, the theoretical exploration of the factors that alter inter-organisational 
relations has been limited. While it has been suggested that learning and duration 
tend to stimulate the deepening and widening of inter-organisational cooperation, 
the circumstances under which this learning and duration take place are scarcely 
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explored. What is particularly interesting about the case of the EU in the G8 is that 
the original obstacles to cooperation, the objections made by the EC-3, were 
initially not overcome, but in fact overruled, resulting in a situation of forced 
socialisation. This means that the obstacles were still in place when the 
relationship was established, and can be seen reflected in the original 
characteristics of this relationship. In the decades that followed, the obstacles were 
gradually, yet not completely, overcome, primarily due to the (erratically) 
developing capabilities of the EU, which were facilitated by the concert 
characteristics of the G8. This suggests that nesting in informal fora offers 
particular opportunities for the advancement of IORs, despite overlapping 
membership. This analysis moreover confirms that IOR development cannot be 
solely explained from rationalist or social-institutionalist points of view, but 
needs to be seen as the result of a socialisation process, in which path 
dependency plays a substantial part. 

Starting from a rationalist perspective, I assert that expanding EU 
competences have reinforced the mandatory reasons as well as the functional 
reasons for inter-organisational cooperation. Tying the original agreement to 
competences meant that the EU automatically gained G8 actor capability upon the 
transference of a competence to the EC or the EU. But deepening the relationship 
was also a functional matter, as EU competence, whether exclusive or shared, 
usually culminated in more EU position coordination, as well as organisational 
infrastructure. When that happens, there is more to be gained from cooperation for 
both IOs. However, the logic does not necessarily reverse, which indicates that 
competences cannot be taken in isolation. Less competence does not inevitably 
result in less G8-EU cooperation, which is illustrated by the fact that the EU was 
included in all summit discussions as early as 1981 even though competences at 
that time did not extend much beyond the single market. Indeed, G8-EU 
cooperation is strongest on those issues within EU competence, but even when 
there is no competence and EU states are not in agreement, for example, on energy, 
the EU can act as a mediator, fulfilling another useful role in the G8 (interview, by 
telephone, September 2008; Bonvicini and Wessels 1984: 180). 

The problem with competences is that over the past 30 years, they have been 
in constant flux, and also contain several inconsistencies, often justifying the 
presence of several EU actors at the same table. As a result, a practice of 
pragmatism has developed in many IOs (Hervé 2012: 145-146; Jørgensen et al. 
2011: 608), as has been the case here. This communauté de vue, or pragmatism, 
was reinforced by the rules of interaction of the summit. While legal 
competences have affected the Community’s room for manoeuvre, the limited 
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formalisation of the summit as well as the multidimensional and integrated nature 
of the discussions diminished the significance of such competences (interview, 
Brussels, July 2008). After all, if the results of the summit are not binding, it matters 
less whether or not those who participated in the discussion had the legal 
authority to do so. Moreover, the focus with regard to the content of the summit 
kept changing throughout the first years, which was also facilitated by the 
absence of rules and regulations. In this way, an economic summit in which EU 
presence would seem mandatory turned into a more general political endeavour 
in which the Commission still played a substantial role, despite the lack of any 
formal mandate that allowed them to do so. It was simply a matter of practical 
spillover, from cooperation covering only a very limited number of issues, to all 
discussions of the summit. As such, the informality of the summit has enabled the 
inter-organisational relation to mature, despite the incohesive international 
capabilities of the EU. 

Consequently, this functional explanation needs to be complemented by a 
social-institutionalist perspective. The most significant explanatory factor in this 
respect has been the determination of the Commission to invest in the relationship 
to enhance its international legitimacy, reputation and visibility through 
cooperation with another high profile IO. ‘The flexible and informal nature of 
summit deliberations […] has presented the Commission with a golden 
opportunity to independently extend its own agenda’ (Hainsworth 1990: 56), 
enabling the Commission to socialise in ‘a high-ranking network of relations from 
which it had previously been excluded’ (Bonvicini and Wessels 1984: 184). For 
this reason, Commission representatives such as Gaston Thorn and Jacques Delors 
made extra efforts to justify their presence: 

 
 [Delors] did it by providing some kind of external neutral kind of expertise 
before the summit […]. Concretely, he sent papers, discussion papers, just 
before the summit, presenting more objectively, neutrally, what was the state 
of the issue. […] In that the [summit host] was saying ‘now we are starting the 
conversation on this issue, so Jacques, you send us a very interesting paper, 
maybe you can present us the state of the situation’. He did it, and it was very 
helpful for the leaders. And as such it was very well accepted. And they were 
useful for the debate. At the very beginning, the Canadians and the 
Americans were maybe asking why he was there, but then they were not 
asking that anymore (interview, by telephone, November 2012a; Delors 
2004). 
 

This kind of behaviour has been an important contributor to the deepening of the 
relation in 1978, and again in 1981. It was more practical and useful to include the 
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Community for the whole summit, than to have them come in and leave every 
other discussion (interview, by telephone, September 2008). Again, the informal, 
integrative and flexible nature of the summit played a part here, offering 
opportunities for the Commission that it had not in most other IOs. These 
opportunities were incidentally not offered to the other EU representative, the 
European Council presidency. Its rotating nature and therefore inconsistent 
presence challenged its ability to develop an IOR of any substance.12  

The informality of the summit did not only offer opportunities for EU 
emancipation. The high-powered setting and flexibility have proven a challenging 
context for the EU delegations, which tend to be somewhat more formal in terms of 
authority (interview, by email, October 2008; interview, by telephone, September 
2008). The distinct organisational cultures of the two IOs have made cooperation 
difficult at times: ‘They do things so differently [in the G8], it makes us, as the 
Commission, a little uncomfortable at times’ (interview, Brussels, September 2008a). 
Also, the EU’s keenness to invest in the relation to enhance legitimacy and visibility is 
not mirrored by the G8, which as a collective has never drawn much attention to the 
EU’s presence, not even to address possible criticism regarding its exclusiveness.13 
This explanation therefore confirms the one-sided agency that underlay the 
developing relationship. 

Another important social explanation constitutes the changing preferences 
of the member states. A threefold change can be distinguished: the EC-3, the non-
G8 member states and, although of lesser importance, the non-EU-G8 members. 
First, the preferences of the EC-3 shifted in favour of substantial and 
independent EU representation. They soon learned that parallel representation 
had very limited effect on their own autonomy within the summit due to the 
informal nature of the summit. In fact, they learned that having another EU 
member there could strengthen the EU collective, while it also proved to be 
possible to divert from the EU line if preferred (interview, by telephone, September 
2008). Another factor explaining this preference transformation was the change 
of government in France and Germany and the change in personalities that went 
along with it. Mitterrand and Kohl were more supportive of the Commission in 
the G8 framework than their predecessors (Putnam and Bayne 1987: 152). 
Despite the generally favourable disposition of the EC-3, however, their 
dominance in the summit ensures that a united and strong EU position is only 
                                                           
12 Since 2009, the European Council is represented by the permanent president of the EU, which 
could possibly change the relationship between the G8 and the European Council. 
13 Possibly, this criticism would have even been fueled by the EU’s presence, confirming its Western 
focus and the overrepresentation of the EU in the G8 (interview, Tokyo, June 2008). 
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pursued when it suits them for that particular topic (see chapter four). 
Consequently, member states’ preferences remain the primary explanation for 
the ambiguous position of the EU at the summit. 

Second, the preference change by the smaller member states is also explained 
by G8 informality. The concert nature of the summit, its purpose of guiding other 
IOs and its rules of exclusive membership and non-binding interaction defused the 
danger of encroachment. Moreover, most of the issues that made it on to the 
summit agenda had already been discussed frequently within the EU itself, making 
explicit position formation beforehand superfluous (Bonvicini and Wessels 1984: 
178). Another factor in this preference formation was the practical standstill of 
European integration in the early 1980s. With European economic policy 
coordination on the back-burner, none of the members really worried much about 
Community representation at the G7 anymore (Putnam and Bayne 1987: 152). 

Finally, the preferences of the non-EU summit members had never been 
particularly strong. The parallel arrangement was respected by other G8 members, 
which, in line with the characteristics of concert diplomacy, respect each other’s 
legitimate rights, in this case those of the EC and those of individual member states. 
As the interview excerpt illustrates, once the Commission had proved its added 
value to the summit, in terms of, for example, mediation or expertise, they became 
even more accepted. On the other hand, non-EU summit members are less keen 
than their EU counterparts to elaborate on pre-existing EU policy or use EU 
infrastructure for implementation. This endorses the image of G8-EU cooperation 
primarily on EU terms and hence not being fully effective. 

These rational and social factors are reinforced by various constitutive 
factors that have shaped the resources and preferences of these two IOs. Some of 
these factors have afforded opportunities for G8-EU cooperation, like the demise of 
the Soviet Union. This external shock coincided with a fundamental deepening of 
EU integration in the late 1980s, as well as renewed international faith in IOs 
and IO cooperation, and finally severe issue density on the G8’s agenda. These 
changing circumstances not only altered the urgency of the problems that the G7 
aimed to address but also the belief in and avail- ability of the resources that the EU 
might be able to provide to address this problem. On the other hand, other 
external developments such as the crisis in Yugoslavia revealed internal division 
and lethargy in the Union, indicating that despite urgency of the problem for both 
the G7 and the EU, the EU lacked the resources to deal with it (Kirton 2004: 458). 
These developments coincided with a downscaling of the summit agenda and 
ambitions, which stalled further advancement of the G8-EU relation. 

The analysis displays an interesting complementarity between two factors: 
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namely, the increasing agency of the EU, combined with the informal structure 
of the G8. However, this process tracing also indicates that inter-organisational 
relations are the result of a socialisation process, testifying to a logic of path 
dependence. Path dependency here is understood as the effect whereby ‘the 
entrenchment of certain institutional arrangements obstruct an easy reversal of 
the initial choice’ (Levi 1997: 28).14 Path dependence suggests that certain 
processes are self-reinforcing, meaning that a process, once set in motion, creates 
forces that make it difficult to undo this process (Page 2006: 88). The benefits of 
persisting with the chosen alternative increase over time as do the costs of 
switching to another (Pierson 2000: 251). Path dependence does not merely 
suggest repetition or preservation, but instead causality. Hence, an event is 
repeated, or preserved, or even deepened, because it happened in the past (Page 
2006). By this logic, certain (seemingly) small events and decisions – critical 
junctures – in the past may turn out to be of great consequence later. If this logic is 
followed, the assumption is that once the decision is made to initiate inter-
organisational cooperation, the benefits of this cooperation will increase over 
time, as will the costs of ending this cooperation. This is especially the case when 
the set-up costs are high, and the learning effects, as well as expectations 
culminating from the cooperation, are significant (Pierson 2000: 254). 

All of these elements of path dependency can be identified in this particular 
case. First of all, although the financial and organisational set-up costs of the 
relation were limited given the ad hoc nature of the summit, the fundamental set-
up costs were significant in the sense that the preceding internal EC debate was of 
such intensity that heavy means had to be used to resolve the matter. After almost 
2 years of internal debate, the European Council and the European Court of Justice 
ultimately forced the issue. Despite the fact that they explicitly declared that their 
1977 agreement on the parallel approach was not to set a precedent, the result 
was quite the contrary due to the power of the legal argument. Once that battle 
was won, the costs of switching to possible alternatives were already 
unacceptable, since it meant a direct challenge of the existing Community 
structure. Also, the decision to nest formalised the agreement in the sense that it 
was more than merely an ad hoc interaction, as so many other IORs are conceived. 
Thus, the decision constituted a critical juncture. 

The intention to arrange summit representation on the basis of competences 
can be considered an attempt to rationalise the delegation process. However, 

                                                           
14 A broader interpretation of path dependency merely suggests that history matters, which has 
resulted in the critique of path dependence falling victim to concept stretching (Pierson 2000: 252). 
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when the Commission entered the summit that one time, they were accepted 
in the club and soon given most of the rights and privileges that accompany 
such a position. This original restrictive approach proved impractical in the 
informal context of the summit and was already abandoned in 1981. Once it had 
attained limited access, full participation was just that much more practical, 
indicating that deepening of the relationship was a direct result of the earlier 
decision to participate in the first place. Once the Commission was fully 
involved, socialisation and learning further increased the benefits of 
cooperation, for the IOs, as well as their constituent members. The actual 
practice of the chosen solution defused the fears of the EC-3, as well as those of 
the smaller member states, making parallel representation in fact also not not 
in their interest, and hence possible alternatives (i.e. no Community 
participation, or exclusive Community participation) less feasible than they 
originally were. The non-EU-G8 summit members were not only outnumbered 
but also simply not willing to make the effort to change the construction, 
despite their ambivalent feelings towards it at times (interview, Brussels, July 
2008; interview, by telephone, November 2012b). Again, the costs of switching 
were deemed too high, and the current option was not considered problematic 
enough. 

Path dependency also accounts for the persistence of the double 
representation, and the challenges that this structure brings. The summit being 
an initiative by two large European member states (critical juncture again), the 
presence of the larger EU members in parallel to the EU was never questioned. A 
quote from a Commission official in 2008 illustrates this: ‘The G8 structure [with 
all those European representatives] is a mess. It should change, of course. But we 
are stuck with this system and it will be very hard to change’ (interview, Brussels, 
September 2008b). Interestingly, even when the opportunity for change 
presented itself in the new millennium with the public questioning of the 
relevance of the G8 in its traditional composition, the situation remained as it was. 
The option of finding a different solution for EU representation, for example, by 
replacing the European member states with one EU delegation and hence making 
room for additional G8 members such as the other BRICS, was never viable, due 
to the impossibility of the European G8 members giving up their seat (see chapter 
six; interview, Brussels, September 2008a). 

Conclusion 

This article has made suggestions about the conditions under which inter-
organisational relations develop. The case of the G8-EU relation offers two 
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particularities that render closer investigation relevant: first, it is an IOR between 
two opposites in terms of formalisation and institutionalisation. Second, the case 
entails double representation of some of its constituent member states. 

These particularities have played an important role in the establishment as 
well as the development of the IOR between the EU and the G8. Consequently, the 
relationship can- not be simply considered a rational decision resulting from the 
deliberations between two autonomous organisations. Instead, the cooperation 
preferences among the G8 members as well as EU member states were divided, 
initially resulting in no cooperation at all, despite the abundant presence of 
functional and organisational overlap between the two forums. Ultimately, when 
the relationship was established in 1977, it was primarily a spillover result from 
European integration, following the doctrine of parallelism.15 The early years of the 
cooperation illustrate how divided constituent preferences can thwart IORs, by 
limiting the actor capabilities of the organisations involved. 

However, the informal setting of the case has enabled this relation to 
broaden and strengthen over the decades that followed, culminating in a mutually 
beneficial cooperation in which the EU offers concrete policy proposals and the G8 
a global platform for visibility and impact. Still, this testimony of the effectiveness 
of complementary IORs is nuanced by the fact that the relationship can still be 
seen as mainly reflecting the terms of the EU and its member states, making a real 
partnership still problematic in the sense that there seems to be an imbalance 
between the benefits that these two IOs reap from this cooperation. 

Process tracings of IORs have so far remained sparse in the literature, but on 
the basis of this case and its particularities, we can draw a number of conclusions. 
First, informal relations are especially prone to change, given their flexibility. 
However, at the same time, autonomous actor capabilities seem to be important 
for an IOR to deepen in order for the benefits to be worth the costs of cooperation. 
To this end, both organisations must not only be motivated to engage in the 
relation and sufficiently equipped with policy tools but also supported by 
constituent member states. Even in the long run, however, double representation, 
especially of large and influential constituent members, remains an impeding 
factor for cooperation because it limits this autonomy. Second, this case suggests 
the limitations of rationalist and social-institutionalist explanations, since the 
development of the relationship cannot be solely attributed to rational 
deliberations by either the IOs or their member states. A logic of path dependence 
                                                           
15 The doctrine of parallelism, which was instated in 1962, asserts that when the European 
Community/Union gains internal competence for a certain issue, it is automatically granted the 
competence to enter into international agreements on that issue. 
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instead helps us under- stand how IORs, once started, are locked in due to 
increasing benefits as a result of learning and socialisation, and inflating costs of 
switching. 

This research presents interesting opportunities for future investigation, 
particularly on the relation between actor capability and IOR effectiveness, as well 
as the effect of (divided) constituent preferences. Moreover, it would be interesting 
to see whether informality is in itself a fertile ground for inter-organisational 
cooperation, as seems to be suggested by this case. 
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Chapter 3 

 
The European Union’s role in the G8: a principal – 
agent perspective 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

This chapter is based on an article that appeared as: 

Niemann, A. and Huigens J.C. (2011) ‘The European Union’s role in the G8: a 
principal – agent perspective’, Journal of European Public Policy, 18(3): 420 – 

442.16 

                                                           
16 Even though the author was designated as the second author in this publication, she still made a 
significant contribution, both in gathering data, and in drafting the article. 
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Introduction 

Since 1975, the world’s most powerful state leaders have gathered each summer to 
discuss a variety of global issues. Originally set up to create a new regime of 
collective management of the international system, the summit was borne out of the 
frustration world leaders had with the inefficiency and slow decision-making of the 
traditional international institutions (e.g. Bayne 1992). Upon its establishment in 
1975, it was therefore agreed that the Western Economic Summit was to remain an 
informal, flexible group, refraining from institutionalisation and remaining without 
a standing bureaucracy, staff or infrastructure (Donnelly 2007: 93). Since 1977, two 
years after the first summit in Rambouillet, the EU/EC has been officially 
represented in the G8 framework. To speak in principal – agent (PA) terms, one 
could say that the European Community (EC) member states, as principals, 
conditionally granted authority to the European Commission and the Council 
Presidency,17 the agents, to act on behalf of the principals. However, the case of the 
EU in the G8 constitutes an unusual case for EU studies. PA relationships in the EU 
context tend to be characterised by high levels of legalisation and formalisation (cf. 
Meunier 2000; Pollack 2006; Tallberg 2002), which is not the case here. In fact, 
while it was decided in 1977 that the European Commission and Council Presidency 
were to join the G8 negotiations, this decision was highly controversial and never 
formalised by granting a mandate or any (other) formal powers. Through the 
compromise that was ultimately decided upon the agents were allowed to 
participate at the summit, but were not to replace or eliminate the four existing EU 
G8 members. 

As opposed to a textbook PA relationship in the EU context (cf. Dür and Elsig 
2011), the case of EU representation within the G8 is actually more similar to 
delegation of authority to more traditional international organisations, where often 
no legally binding contracts exist between the principals and the agent (Pollack 
2006: 196). Although a PA relationship presupposes the presence of a contract 
between the actors, this contract need not necessarily be explicit or legalised 
(Hawkins et al. 2006: 5), as in the case of the EU in the G8. Despite limited 
formalisation of the decision, EU member states granted conditional authority to 
the Commission and the Council Presidency when they decided that they would 
represent Community interests at the summit. As such, delegation, while implicit 
and informal, did indeed take place in 1977, justifying our use of PA theory. In fact, 
                                                           
17 Even though the EC/EU is also represented by the Council Presidency, this article concentrates on the 
Commission as an agent, not least because the role of the Council Presidency in the G8 is marginal (see 
chapter one; cf. Huigens and Niemann 2012).  
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absence of legalisation does not preclude the relevance of PA theory, but it actually 
determines the characteristics of specific principal – agent relationships, as the 
subsequent analysis will indicate. So far, studies in this field of less formalised PA 
relationships remain limited, certainly in the EU context. This article seeks to 
improve our under-standing of informal PA relationships by exploring the effects of 
this informality on the relations between the principals and the agent in the G8. 

While the limited formal powers of the agent, and the permanent presence of 
some of the principals (that also sought to restrict the agent’s role as much as 
possible at the outset), suggest that the agents were in a (structurally) 
disadvantaged position within the G8 context, the Commission gradually developed 
into a fairly mature and autonomous participant within the summit. The main 
question guiding this article is how this development can be explained, including an 
exploration of the factors contributing to the emancipation of the agent. Since the 
role of the Council Presidency, the other agent, has always been marginal within the 
G8 (Huigens and Niemann 2012), our analysis will concentrate on the Commission 
as an agent. We argue that against the background of a (very) incomplete contract 
and flexible design, the Commission managed to emancipate itself (far) beyond the 
original intentions of the member state principals, owing to the informality and 
flexibility of the G8, the evolving European integration process, as well as 
Commission capabilities, standing and entrepreneurship. While this is not a classic 
case of agency slack – because principals’ incentives to empower the agent also 
progressively intensified – we tentatively argue that the agent itself has 
manipulated principals’ incentives, which comes out most clearly in the sub-case of 
Western aid to Central and Eastern Europe.  

There are a number of aspects underscoring the relevance of this article: (1) 
overall, the role of the EU in the G8 is substantially under-researched. Scholarly 
work has been predominantly historical in nature and entailed a G8 perspective. 
Closely related, analyses of the EU in the G8 from a PA perspective are so far 
completely absent.18 (2) We seek to challenge an empirical observation that has 
been made with regard to the role of the European Community in the G8 during its 
early period, namely that ‘summitry is sucking the blood out of the Community 
institutions’ (Merlini 1984: 201). (3) We take up a number of aspects that have not 
received sufficient attention in the PA (EU) literature, such as the effects of informal 
contracting on PA relationships, or the conditions activating/inducing agent 
autonomy (cf. Elsig 2007). 

A few words on our sources: owing to the limited number of academic sources 
                                                           
18 For an overview of research on EU foreign (economic) policy that is based on the PA framework, see 
Dür and Elsig (2011).  
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available on the role of the EU within the G8 framework and the fact that the G8 
hardly produces any documentation, this study has suffered from data constraints. 
As a result, a vital data source for us has been interviews with those involved in the 
preparations and the summit itself. Another alternative source of which we have 
made use is (participant) observation. One of the authors was accredited to the 
Hokkaido Toyako Summit in Japan as a journalist and thus interacted with media 
and experts at the summit. In addition, we explored press statements, summit 
websites and media reports/articles. 

We will proceed as follows: the first section outlines the original preferences 
of the principals when they delegated to the Commission and the Council 
Presidency and describes the PA (institutional) design stemming from the 1977 
com-promise. The next section describes how the PA relationship evolved over the 
years. The third section explains the rationales behind the development of this PA 
relationship, and also asks to what extent the agent itself manipulated principals’ 
incentives for increasing the Commission’s scope for manoeuvre.19 

The institutional design of the delegation: delegating to the Commission 

As a basis for developing our main argument of substantial Commission 
emancipation in the G8 context we need to establish reference points against which 
this can be measured. Two reference points are particularly suitable and relevant 
for the purpose of our subsequent analysis in the second section: (1) the specific PA 
design that was agreed upon in 1977 (including the type of 
delegation/representation and the control mechanisms available to the principals); 
(2) principals’ preferences concerning the PA relationship, especially regarding 
those member states that held strong preferences on the question of what sort of 
delegation/representation should be chosen for the Western Economic Summits.20 

Following the non-representation of the smaller Community member states at 
the first 1975 Rambouillet Summit, the question of how they should be rep-
resented at the Western summits was raised by them. Initially, the Netherlands and 
Belgium – that possessed relatively strong economic credentials and were rather 
                                                           
19 This chapter employs an internal EU perspective, to offer closer understanding of the multilevel actor 
that the EU is, and how this identity affects the EU’s ability to take part in the G8. In relation to the 
broader research question, which means to understand the EU’s role in the informal setting of the G8, 
this chapter means to analyse how informality influences the delegation structure of the EU, or the 
internal implications of informality for the EU’s role. The PA perspective suggests that the flexibility of 
informal governance can offer opportunities for empowerment of the agent over its principals, over time 
changing the role of this multilevel actor into a more autonomous participant.   
20 The term ‘Western (Economic) Summit’ has been reserved for the 1975 – 1977 period. For the 1978 – 
1997 time-span, we use ‘G7’. For the post-1998 period we refer to it has the ‘G8’. ‘G8’ and ‘Summit’ are 
also used when we refer to the grouping more generally.   
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active in international economic matters – fancied themselves to become members 
of what was to become the G7/G8. After it became clearer that this was not 
politically feasible, they focused their energies upon attaining more effective 
representation through the European Community, rather than individual 
membership (Putnam and Bayne 1987). The Benelux countries subsequently led 
the quest by the smaller member states (that also included Denmark and Ireland) 
for a solution that would safeguard their adequate representation at the Western 
summits. More specifically, they asked for independent Community representation, 
instead of (rather than in addition to) that of the European summit members, on the 
basis of a fixed and binding mandate so that the Community could speak with one 
voice at the summits (Hainsworth 1990: 14).21 

The smaller member states feared that Western summitry might take 
decisions without consulting them or reflecting their interests (Putnam and Bayne 
1987: 149). Moreover, the summit was seen as potentially rivalling (or even 
replacing) ‘the EC as the principal entity to resolve and manage West European and 
transatlantic issues’ (Hainsworth 1990: 14). In addition, as articulated by Gaston 
Thorn, foreign minister of Luxembourg, the non-participating EC countries were 
concerned that they might become second-class members and lose the augmented 
voice they had gained through Community membership (Ullrich and Donnelly 1998: 
18). He also suggested that European powers that are present at the summits as 
national governments lacked the legitimacy to act as EC ‘ambassadors’ (cf. Bonvicini 
and Wessels 1984: 174). 

The three European instigators of the summit – France, Germany and the 
United Kingdom (UK) – were opposed to Community inclusion at the Western 
summit. It is interesting to note that the non-European summit participants were a 
priori not against full Community representation (Garavoglia 1984: 14). France, 
under President Giscard, took a leading role in the process and held the strongest 
preferences for Community exclusion from summitry. Still partly following a 
Gaullist-like foreign policy approach, a certain degree of sovereignty-consciousness 
informed French views, leading to the conviction that only representatives of 
sovereign states had the requisite legitimacy and authority to participate at, and 
shape, the Western summits. Giscard was also guided by efficiency/effectiveness 
concerns: his Library Group22 concept of summitry emphasised the informal nature 
of summit meetings in which heads of state/government should be undisturbed by 
                                                           
21 As noted in the literature, smaller or less powerful states (tend to) favour (substantial) delegation as a 
means to constrain the more powerful states and because they cannot really influence international 
outcomes very much themselves (cf. Hawkins et al. 2006).  
22 The ‘Library Group’ referred to informal sessions between American, British, French and German 
finance ministers that met (for the first time) in the White House Library in 1973 (Bayne 1992).  
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additional parties whose participation would complicate matters and distort the 
informal/flexible direct contact and might prevent an esprit de corps that had been 
predominant in the Library Group (Bonvicini and Wessels 1984: 172). 

No agreement on summit representation could be reached during 1976 as 
interests and positions were too far apart. Eventually, both the Commission and the 
European Parliament began to mediate between the bigger and smaller member 
states. They tabled two separate compromise proposals – one by the Commission in 
1976 and one by the European Parliament (EP) in 1977 – that suggested agreement 
on a parallel approach (see below). Before the European G7 members could be 
brought on board the Commission had to flex its muscle in 1976/1977. An 
agreement of the 1976 G7 Puerto Rico summit on export credits was deemed 
illegitimate by the Commission because it was made independently by individual EC 
member states on a matter of Com-munity competence. The Commission – 
supported by the European Court of Justice’s Opinion 1/75 – initiated legal 
proceedings against France, Italy, West Germany and the UK in July 1976 for 
violation of Article 69 EEC (on the free movement of capital), thus further indicating 
the boundaries of what the EC institutions were prepared to accept. Eventually, 
agreement could be secured around the formula promoted by the Commission and 
European Parliament, which paved the way for EC representation in the G7 
(Garavoglia and Padoan 1994: 55 – 60; Ulrich and Donnelly 1998: 18). 

The principal – agent relationship stemming from the original compromise 

The 1977 European Council meeting in Rome, a few months prior to the G7 summit 
in London, finally produced the following compromise concerning EC 
representation within the summit: ‘the President of the Council and the President of 
the Commission will be invited to take part in those sessions of the Downing Street 
Summit at which items that are within the competence of the Community are 
discussed’ (Bulletin EC: 5 1977: 28, quoted in Hainsworth 1990: 18). The 
compromise represented a pragmatic and parallel approach, in that it proposed the 
participation of two European Community representatives, alongside four EU 
member states. Given the substantially diverging preferences amongst member 
state principals,23 a lowest common denominator solution was reached that left 

                                                           
23 On diverging principal preferences in PA analysis see, for example, Nielson and Tierney (2003) and 
Hawkins et al. (2006). Generally, it has been assumed that the larger the preference heterogeneity among 
principals, the less likely principals will be to delegate. In this case, delegation (still) came about given 
the fact that the smaller member states had no substantial other options, and the European G7 members 
faced substantial pressure by the non-participating member states and the Community institutions to 
agree to at least some degree of Community representation.  
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many contingencies unspecified. This ‘incomplete contract’ (cf. Farrell and Héritier 
2007; Hawkins et al. 2006; Tirole 1999) has not been legalised through a formal 
mandate and only (very) imperfectly spells out the obligations of actors. 

Both sides only grudgingly accepted the compromise. The smaller member 
states had hoped for more far-reaching and formalised delegation. For them the 
problem of representation was not sufficiently solved, as the Commission or the 
Presidency could not explicitly present the position of the smaller countries (but 
only of the Community as a whole), whereas the four large member states could 
table their national positions and thus possibly circumvent the Community position 
(Bonvincini and Wessels 1984: 173; Putnam and Bayne 1987: 153). The larger 
member states also agreed only after considerable reluctance. They, and especially 
France, clearly preferred to limit the Commnity’s role at the summits as much as 
possible (Ullrich and Donnelly 1998: 11). 

The flexibility of the 1977 decision on Community representation enabled 
both sets of principal preferences to be pursued through the use of control 
mechanisms and limitations to participation. The smaller member states tried to 
‘stay in the loop’ as much as possible by insisting on involving the Commission in 
regular consultations prior to, and substantial debriefings after, G7 summits. There 
were two main oversight mechanisms that were made use of. Firstly, the 
Commission was to report to all bodies of the Council frame-work, specifically to the 
Committee of Permanent Representatives (COREPER), on G7 aims and results. 
Secondly, EC co-ordination was initially arranged through discussions at the 
European Council meeting that took place before the summit (Bonvicini and 
Wessels 1984: 179; Putnam and Bayne 1987: 152). In the meetings (at COREPER, 
Council and European Council level) questions and suggestions could be raised by 
all member states. These control mechanisms were extensively used by Belgium 
and The Netherlands, the two most adamant advocates of exclusive Commission 
representation (interview, Brussels, July 2008; also cf. Hainsworth 1990). 

At the same time, the European G7 members sought to hold on to their 
national independence and restrict the position of their agents as much as possible. 
G7 EU member states ensured that Council Presidency was always held by a G8 
member at the time of the summit (Hainsworth 1990: 52). As a result, the Council 
was effectively not independently represented until 1982 (Silvestri 1994: 11). In 
addition, the Commission was only granted participation on issues of EC 
competence. And as it did not replace the four European participants at the summit, 
the latter were in a position to ‘police patrol’, or directly monitor the agent 
(McCubbins and Schwartz 1984). These ‘present principals’ or ‘attending 
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principals’24 had the advantage over the smaller member state principals in having 
the ability to access a greater amount of information and gain more direct influence 
over the agent. They could also influence the recognition and legitimacy bestowed 
upon the Commission. For example, as hosts they have considerable say over 
procedures and agenda-setting. Here, the Commission can be granted varying levels 
of courtesy, recognition and leeway (see chapter four). It has been noted that the 
position of the Commission was rather delicate during this early period. ‘[I]f it was 
not fully backed by the other [participating] member its credibility would suffer’ 
(Putnam and Bayne 1987: 153). 

Hence, the 1977 compromise, and how it was initially enforced by the 
principals, created a situation in which the agents were structurally disadvantaged: 
without a fixed mandate they had no formal powers; their role at the summit was 
restricted, and monitoring by the EC member states was rather close. This was 
further amplified by the non-replacement of European summit participants that 
also became ‘attending’ principals. However, as suggested above, the compromise 
can be seen as a (very) ‘incomplete contract’ that failed to specify actors’ obligations 
and thus provided scope for potential agent progression.25 The following sections 
will describe and explain how the PA relationship developed against this (overall 
rather unpromising) background. 

The evolving principal – agent relationship 

This section offers a closer look at the relationship between the principals and the 
agent, and characterises it as a dynamic and evolving one. Overall, the Commission 
substantially developed beyond the role that its principals had originally intended it 
to play. During the course of agent emancipation, however, principals’ incentives to 
rely on the Commission also gradually increased. 

A brief note on our use of terminologies: while ‘discretion’ grants the leeway 
to accomplish principal-determined goals in the way seen fit by the agent, 
‘autonomy’ is the range of action available to the agent, including the ability to set 
policy goals (Hawkins et al. 2006: 8). Discretion and autonomy are hard to 
distinguish within the informal context of the G8. For the remainder of this article 
we will refer to ‘autonomy’, unless ‘discretion’ can be clearly differentiated. The 

                                                           
24 This is not to be confused with the term ‘proximate principals’ that act in a double role as both 
principal(s) and agent(s). Cf. Nielson and Tierney (2003) and Elsig (2010).  
25 Contrary to much of the literature that concentrates on the acts of delegation and highlights member 
state principals’ ability to control agents (Moravcsik 1998), works on incomplete contracts emphasise 
that after the initial decisions on the institutional choice of delegation important ex post deliberations 
and negotiations may take place over how (institutional) ambiguities should be dealt with (cf. Farrell and 
Héritier 2007: 227).  
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term ‘emancipation’ denotes increased (Commission) scope of involvement, 
autonomy and discretion over time. 

The changing features of the PA relationship 

During the years following the 1977 compromise, the PA relationship between the 
Commission and the member states changed substantially. Even though the original 
institutional design has not been formally revised, the (very) incomplete and 
informal nature of the PA contract has enabled the development of a different 
principal – agent dynamic, which is now characterised by a high degree of agent 
autonomy. While the position of the Council Presidency remains marginal at the 
summit, the Commission has developed into a nearly full-fledged summit 
participant. Although formal membership remains disputed (hence the name G8, as 
opposed to G9), the Commission has become a fully accepted participant and is 
generally treated on par with the real G8 members (see chapter four and five). 

While officially permitted to attend the summit since 1977, its actual 
participation has slowly evolved over the following decades. Initially, the 
Commission was only included with regard to trade and North – South issues. 
However, Commission participation was extended to all economic issues in 1978. 
When the focus of the summit shifted to more political topics, it was decided in 
1981 that the Commission was also admitted to the discussions on political issues. 
While then officially permitted participation in all aspects of the summit, actual 
Commission participation developed in parallel with the extending competences of 
the EC/EU, for example through the implementation of the Single European Act and 
the Maastricht Treaty (Ullrich and Donnelly 1998). 

As such, the Commission is nowadays actively involved in every aspect of the 
summit, including discussions on all topics, and the preparatory meetings. It holds 
the same independent organisational structure within the summit as its fellow 
summit participants, with a leader (the President of the Commission), a sherpa (the 
Head of Cabinet of the President of the Commission), and its own team of sous-
sherpas (interview, Brussels, July 2008). In addition, the Commission is represented 
at the on-site and independent ministerial forums and meetings that have grown to 
be a part of the G8 system of institutions, such as the Foreign Minister Meetings, the 
Trade Minister Quadrilateral, or ad hoc meetings on issues like terrorism or climate 
change (Kirton 1999: 52). During these discussions, the Commission holds the same 
rights as its G8 counterparts. It has the right to be heard on any subject on the 
agenda (interview, Brussels, September 2008). The only element, where its summit 
participation formally differs from that of the other G8 members, is the fact that the 
EU cannot host a summit (Ullrich and Donnelly 1998: 11). 
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What has most visibly changed is the scope of issues on which the Commission 
gets substantially involved. While the Commission was originally only involved in 
discussions on trade, it has now become a valuable contributor to many other 
debates, such as that on development, the environment, finance, as well as 
technology and conflict prevention (Hainsworth 1990: 55; Kirton 2004). Its 
contribution on these topics is considered both necessary and useful, adding to the 
legitimacy of the G8 (Lamy 1988: 5). Furthermore, even on issues where the 
Commission cannot take a formal position, it is has contributed to debates, for 
instance as an honest broker (Kirton 2004; interview, by email, July 2008). 

Meanwhile, the control mechanisms of the principals have been eroded, 
increasing agent autonomy. While in the early 1980s, considerable debate used to 
take place during the COREPER briefings, significant discussion and disagreements 
have diminished over time (cf. Bonvicini and Wessels 1984: 173). The sessions have 
become merely informative, without any substantive debate or voting (interview, 
Brussels, July 2008; also cf. Putnam and Bayne 1987: 153). This comes close to what 
Hawkins and Jacoby (2006: 210) have termed ‘ceremonialism’, with monitoring 
becoming purely formal and superficial or even containing incomplete or symbolic 
information. Furthermore, the European Council co-ordination efforts prior to the 
summit have fallen into disuse, limiting the input of non-G8 member states to a 
minimum (Putnam and Bayne 1987: 153). Over time, the Commission has 
developed not only its own institutional machinery for the summit, but also its 
experience, expertise and institutional continuity makes it an autonomously 
participating member of the G8. In none of the summit activities is the Commission 
delegation connected to, or dependent on, other EU G8 delegations (interview, 
Brussels, July 2008; interview, by telephone, September 2008). 

In light of the erosion of control mechanisms, informal political pressures have 
increasingly played a part in determining the PA relationship between member 
states and the Commission (cf. Pollack 2006: 196). ‘Politically’ bound by the system 
of competences and EU agreements, the Commission is hardly always able to do as 
it pleases. Although the Commission representation would not get openly called 
upon for not staying within its competences, it tends to be less proactive on those 
issues where it holds little or no competence, such as military and defence issues 
(interview, Brussels, September 2008). Similarly, on topics that are deemed 
controversial or where no basic agreement exists within the EU, such as nuclear 
energy, the Commission tends to stay in the background at the summit (interview, 
by email, October 2008). As opposed to individual EU G8 members, the Commission 
needs to take into account the positions of the other EU summit participants, and 
therefore does not often press for the more radical approaches (cf. Putnam and 
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Bayne 1987: 153; interview, by email, July 2008). 
Despite these informal pressures on the agent, the above analysis suggests 

that the Commission has developed far beyond what its principals had originally 
anticipated, given the tight monitoring mechanisms originally intended by the 
smaller member states and the minimal agent role foreseen for the Commission by 
the European summit participants. However, principals’ incentives for drawing on 
the Commission have also evolved over time and become more lenient towards 
agent emancipation. For the smaller member states close monitoring of the 
Commission via the various bodies of the Council framework became gradually less 
important, since they realised that the summit business did not undermine the role 
of the Community and because G8 discussions were usually formulated on a general 
political level, lacking direct and predictable policy implications for them (Lesage et 
al. 2009). The European G8 members (EU-4), on the other hand, became more 
inclined to accept agent emancipation. One factor in explaining this preference 
transformation is the change of government in France and Germany. Mitterrand and 
Kohl were more supportive of the Commission in the G8 framework than their 
predecessors (Putnam and Bayne 1987: 217). It can also be argued that the EU-4 
have become more forthcoming because a more emancipated Commission, to some 
extent, served their purposes. Not only could the presence of additional European 
representatives, with on some occasions as many as five, help to build momentum, 
the Commission has also proven a valuable G8 participant on a variety of topics, as 
parts of the subsequent section will illustrate (cf. Kirton 2004; Ullrich and Donnelly 
1998). 

Explaining agent emancipation 

First, we argue that agent emancipation has primarily been fostered by three 
factors: (1) the flexibility and informality of the G8; (2) the evolving European 
integration process; (3) growing Commission capabilities, standing and 
entrepreneurship. The second part of the section will then address the question of 
whether principals’ evolving incentives for greater Commission autonomy may, to 
some extent, be attributed to assertive agency. 

The informality and flexibility of the G8 

The G8 summit is a prime example of a weakly legalised international organisation 
and thus greatly differs from other bodies, such as the World Trade Organisation 
(WTO), for the negotiation in which the Commission has been delegated formal 
authority (cf. Kerremans 2004; Elsig 2007). As originally intended, G8 summit 
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meetings are still aimed at participants agreeing on common measures toward 
global challenges, and not so much at drawing up and signing international 
agreements. It is therefore explicitly not a decision-making body, and none of the 
agreements at the summit are formally binding (May 2005: 69). Summitry of this 
nature has been defined as ‘concert diplomacy’ (cf. Penttilä 2005), which is 
characterised by informal rules and an extensive degree of flexibility that enables 
participants to act quickly and decisively when in agreement (Donnelly 2007: 94). 
This informality and flexibility facilitated and contributed to the Commission’s 
ability to emancipate itself. In such a setting, where the (legal) stakes are limited, 
principals have little incentive to counteract agent strategies to increase autonomy 
(Hawkins and Jacoby 2006: 212). 

First of all, the informality of the summit has enabled the Commission to 
participate actively in an increasing number of G8 debates, despite (sometimes) 
limited legal competences. While legal competences have affected the Commission’s 
range of manoeuvre, the limited legalisation of the summit diminishes the 
significance of such competences (interview, Brussels, July 2008; interview, by 
email, October 2008). After all, if the results of the summit are not binding, it 
matters less whether or not those who participated in the discussion had the legal 
authority to do so. In addition, the G8 constitutes a setting in which quite a number 
of major issues are interlinked, making it impossible to draw strict demarcation 
lines between issues of more or less competence (Lamy 1988: 5). This is how, 
despite formally not having the competence to act (Groenleer and van Schaik 2007: 
971), the Commission has still managed to become a promotional broker on climate 
change. ‘This is a country club, it is not so much about legal issues. It is all very 
political’ (interview, by telephone, September 2008). In sum, as noted by 
Hainsworth (1990: 56), ‘the flexible and informal nature of summit deliberations ... 
has presented the Commission with a golden opportunity to independently extend 
its own agenda’. 

When the summits became less ‘result-oriented’ after the (early) 1980s, there 
was a renewed emphasis on informality and intimacy (Putnam and Bayne 1987: 
153). ‘Everything is done to encourage a personal rapport among the leaders during 
the time that the summit lasts’ (Bayne 2005: 17). In this setting, power hierarchies 
are less pronounced, which enabled the Commission to be involved (even more) on 
equal terms (interview, by telephone, September 2008). Furthermore, the G8 
context generally enhanced the Commission’s international standing and thus 
contributed to its general emancipation as a foreign policy actor. Not only did 
summit participation enable the Commission to ‘access a high-ranking network of 
relations from which it had previously been excluded’ (Bonvicini and Wessels 1984: 
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185). Perhaps more importantly, by participating at one of the highest political 
levels, the Commission gained considerable international recognition. To be present 
at the summit means that one belongs to the group of the most powerful entities in 
the world. To be portrayed as such can shape perceptions and these perceptions 
can change actual influence (see chapter four and five). For instance, media cover-
age of the Commission at the summit has amplified ‘the visibility and prestige of the 
EC Commission and the entire Community system in the eyes of the world’ 
(Hainsworth 1990: 55; interview, Brussels, October 2008). 

The evolving European integration process 

The continuing EU integration process has extended the competences of the 
Community, and thereby the number of issues on which the Commission can 
actively participate at the summit. As Ullrich and Donnelly (1998: 13) note, ‘as the 
EU expands and acquires legal competence in an increasing number of areas 
including economic and monetary co-ordination, social and regional policy ... its role 
in the Western Economic Summits as well as the entire G8 framework continues to 
evolve’ (cf. also Lamy 1988). Where there is exclusive Community competence, 
member states have surrendered the right to enter into bilateral agreements, and 
the Commission legally speaks on behalf of the Union (Fischer 2001). This is related 
to the doctrine of parallelism, according to which common rules laid down 
internally could be (adversely) affected if member states act individually to 
undertake international obligations (McGoldrick 1997: 42). Hence, with the 
extensions of Community competence through the Single European Act, as well as 
the Treaties of Maastricht, Amsterdam and Nice, the delegation of internal tasks 
also implied a delegation of authority for the G8. After the Community gained 
shared competence on environmental issues, for example, a new task was delegated 
to the Commission, i.e., to (co)represent EU interests on the subject in the 
international arena, including the G8 context. 

In addition, the growing role of the EU in the G8 has also been influenced by 
the EC/EU’s augmented foreign policy ambitions over time. As it was increasingly 
sought to speak with one voice externally – something that was already emphasised 
within the European Political Co-operation (EPC) framework, but even more under 
the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) (Duke 2000) – increased co-
ordination was needed in international institutions. At times the moderate 
integrative developments in ECP/CFSP can be closely linked to those within the 
summit. For example, once the Commission became formally represented in 
European Political Co-operation in 1981, it also became admitted to take part in all 
political G7 discussions that year (Hainsworth 1990: 14). 
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Growing Commission capabilities, standing and entrepreneurship 

Increased capabilities, standing and entrepreneurship by the Commission itself 
have contributed to its emancipation in the G8 (Silverstri 1994: 10). As suggested in 
the PA literature, agents tend to gain autonomy the more they expand their 
resources, expertise and abilities for performing the tasks at hand (cf. Büthe 2010; 
Hawkins et al. 2006). This aspect is related to the previous one. On issues where it 
has gained (at least partial) competence, the Commission has often developed very 
considerable expertise and capabilities (both technical/substantive and in terms of 
negotiation/mediation). This certainly goes for issues such as trade, development 
aid and climate change. The Commission, in trying to justify its independent 
participation, has made considerable efforts to bring its expertise into the summit 
debates. It has been noted that the Commission’s expert knowledge has added value 
to G8 discussions and generally benefitted the Commission’s legitimacy at the 
summit (interview, Berlin, March 2009). In particular, it has been argued that the 
Commission can often add a different dimension to the discussions because it tends 
to take a more holistic and comprehensive approach to policy problems than other 
actors, as has been noted, for instance, with regard to conflict prevention (cf. 
Rummel 2004: 118). Closely related, it has been held that the Commission often 
manages to substantially advance G8 debates owing to skills of accommodation and 
consensus-building that G8 national governments sometimes lack (cf. Kirton 2004: 
462). 

Other issues further added to the Commission’s gradually enhanced standing 
at the G8. Right from the start the Commission made sure that it was not only 
holding (increasingly) the same rights as other participants, but also the same 
responsibilities. G8 members are to comply with the targets agreed at previous 
summits. The Commission has never used the ‘we are not a real member, and 
therefore we do not need to comply’-card (interview, Brussels, September 2008), an 
impression that is backed-up through the G8 Research Group’s compliance scores 
(e.g., Erdman et al. 2008; Kirton et al. 2006; Kokotsis et al. 2007). In addition, the 
Commission contributes to the G8 through its privileged position of centrality and 
its substantial networks, not only at the European level where it is centrally located 
within a web of intergovernmental and transnational policy networks and 
relationships, but also more and more at the international level through its 
extensive number of external representations, the growth of its bilateral 
agreements, and the special relationship it has developed, for example with the 
African, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) countries (e.g., Rummel 2004; Smith 2003). On 
some issues, the Commission can further back-up its claims for substantial 
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international actorness through financial means, as in the case of its enormous aid 
budget (Holland 2008: 352). In sum, G8 business is conducted in a more effective 
and successful manner through participation of the Commission. 

In addition, on a number of issues, the Community has displayed considerable 
leadership at summits, which further enhanced its recognition in the G8 context. 
Early examples include those on joint macroeconomic stimulus and energy 
measures in the late 1970s (Putnam and Bayne 1987: 248), which were followed by 
cases such as the initiative on the global information society (Ullrich and Donelly 
1998: 30), the Commission’s proactivity on conflict prevention in the 1990s (Kirton 
2004), or the case of Western aid co-ordination to Central Eastern Europe 
(Niemann 1998), which will be elaborated below. Often, given the incompleteness 
of the PA contract, it is unclear how far the Commission can go and what level of 
proactivity it can pursue, especially in cases of ‘mixed’ or ‘shared’ competence. This 
has left the Commission with considerable discretion. On climate change, an issue 
where the Community and member states share competence, the Commission has 
been able to demonstrate considerable entrepreneurship because an extensive 
interpretation of its (informal) ‘mandate’, flanked competent negotiation, has 
placed the Commission in the position of key broker on this issue in the G8 
(Groenleer and van Schaik 2007: 985).26 

Has an emancipated assertive agent manipulated principals’ delegation 
preferences? 

Preferences are here understood in a narrow sense, not as preferences over out-
comes or substantive policies but as delegation preferences, i.e., interests in terms 
of the PA relationship.27 So far we have argued that the agent, the Commission, has 
managed to move significantly beyond the original (delegation) preferences of the 
principals. It has been suggested, however, that member states’ preferences 
concerning the PA relationship also changed over time, in a way which made 
Commission emancipation agreeable to them. Thus, it can (probably) not be claimed 
that member state principals have lost control over their agents. Yet, an aspect that 
has thus far not received sufficient attention in the PA literature is the extent to 
which agents may contribute to principals’ preference changes (regarding the 

                                                           
26 Effective Commission participation and proactivity has been confirmed by performance studies 
conducted by the G8 Research Group. The Commission´s performance results not only suggest output 
capacity that is comparable to that of the ‘real’ G8 members, the numbers also suggest that this 
performance is not correlated to that of the other EU member states (G8 Research Group 2010; also see 
chapter four).  
27 When preferences are defined in terms of outcomes, our notion of ‘preferences’ would more aptly be 
referred to as ‘strategies’. On the definition of ‘preferences’ (and ‘strategies’), see Frieden (1999).  
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degree of delegation) by skilfully asserting themselves (cf. Hawkins and Jacoby 
2006: 212). As has been noted, it is relatively easy to assemble seemingly plausible 
ex post accounts of why given out-comes served the principals’ preferences, while 
such accounts are difficult to refute, but also difficult to corroborate (Pierson 1996: 
135). Given a certain bias in the literature in favour of assuming principal control in 
situations where their preferences correlated with outcomes (e.g., Pollack 2003), 
the burden of proof lies with those who want to argue that principals’ very 
preferences were not exogenously given, but shaped/manipulated at least to some 
extent by agents to suit their purposes (not least in terms of greater autonomy). 

Different degrees of preference endogeneity – here understood as the level to 
which agents manipulate principals’ delegation preferences – can be suggested for 
the case of the EU in the G8: (1) that the degree of agent entrepreneurship and 
autonomy lies within principals’ exogenously given preferences; (2) that the 
Commission developed (emancipated) and, in that process, became so useful that it 
affected principals’ (hitherto) conservative preferences to gain more leeway; (3) or 
that the agent even takes the principal by surprise and thus manages to expand its 
‘mandate’ when principals were not yet sure of their delegation preferences or 
whether they favoured Commission entrepreneurship. We tentatively claim that the 
second suggestion is more plausible than the first one. In the last part of our 
analysis, which constitutes a (sub-)case study on the Commission’s role in obtaining 
the mandate for coordinating Western aid to Central and Eastern Europe, we also 
tentatively assert that the third suggestion can be made plausible. 

The above analysis already goes quite some way to refute the first suggestion. 
Building on the above analysis of the factors explaining agent emancipation, it can 
be argued that the Commission managed to add significant value to G8 debates, 
through its considerable expertise in many issue areas, its more holistic and 
comprehensive approach to policy problems, its skills of accommodation and 
consensus-building, its substantial policy-network, and through its 
entrepreneurship on several issues (Kirton 2004: 462). And this also seems to have 
impacted on EU-4 preferences with regard to the PA relationship, as can be inferred 
from our interviewing. For example, British participants involved in the G8 
acknowledged that their attitude concerning Commission involvement became 
more positive, which induced them to be more lenient in terms of the institutions’ 
involvement at the summit (cf. Hodges 1994). A German G8 official noted that he 
used to be prejudiced with regard to Commission involvement in the summits prior 
to taking up his G8 posting. 
 

But when becoming involved in G8 business, I realised that the Commission 
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really creates extra value, not only because of its formal trade competence, but 
because Commission participants contribute with good knowledge, 
competence, ideas and the institutional memory of the Community. As a result, 
we generally take Commission initiatives very seriously at sherpa level and 
tend to give them some scope for manoeuvre (interview, Berlin, March 2009). 
 

Generally speaking the Commission’s international role as well as its recognition 
within the G8 have grown to the extent that in the words of one European G8 
official, ‘because of this development it seems generally more accepted amongst the 
European members when the Commission becomes proactive and plays a more 
independent role in the G8 framework’ (interview, Berlin, March 2009). 

It can also be argued that the Commission impacted on member states’ 
preference formation concerning the level of delegation in a more indirect way. As 
described above, owing to the progression of the European integration process, the 
scope of issues on which the Commission could actively participate at the summit 
substantially increased. And a deepening of competences over time in certain policy 
areas, in turn increased EU-4 acceptance of more intense and proactive Commission 
participation on those issues (Ullrich and Donnelly 1998). It can be argued that for 
many of the issue areas that subsequently led to an increase of Commission scope of 
action in the G8, the Commission itself previously helped to instigate important 
integrational steps. For example, it has been argued in the literature that the 
Commission played a proactive and integrative leadership role in the launch of the 
1992 project (Sandholtz and Zysman 1989), in the communitarisation of policy 
areas such as the environment (Sbragia 1993), energy (Matlary 1997), information 
tech-nology (Sandholtz 1992), as well as telecommunications (Fuchs 1994; 
Sandholtz 1993), and in paving the way for monetary union (Jabko 1999). These are 
all areas that led to expansions of the Community’s external relations scope and also 
subsequently became relevant G8 matters. Since membership and the scope and 
density of Community provisions matter and influence member states’ preferences 
(Haas 1958; Pierson 1996; Sandholtz 1996), the Commission’s contributions to the 
supranationalisation of these policy areas is also very likely to have affected the EU-
4’s boundaries of accepting Commission autonomy in the G8 framework. A more 
concrete illustration of how the Commission has influenced/manipulated 
principals’ delegation preferences to its advantage is the case of Western aid to 
Central and Eastern Europe. 

The case of Western aid to Central Eastern Europe 

This sub-section explores the case of first solid evidence of substantial Commission 
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emancipation in the G8 framework, the Commission’s pursuit and attainment of the 
mandate for the co-ordination of Western aid for Poland and Hungary, as granted 
by G7 heads of state/government at the Arch Summit in Paris in July 1989, followed 
by a 1990 G7 recommendation to have all aid by the Group of Twenty Four (G24) 
coordinated through the Commission (Ullrich and Donnelly 1998: 6). This has been 
regarded as the highest foreign policy responsibility that the Commission managed 
to realise for itself until that point (Ehlermann 1989). In addition, it has been 
identified as a turning point in the history of EU participation within the G7, in that 
the Commission’s role and capabilities were explicitly recognised through the 
delegation of this task (Silverstri 1994: 10). We argue that European G7 members 
were influenced in their preference formation by a skilful Commission that – on the 
basis of a significant Community track-record – managed to lobby effectively for 
obtaining the aid co-ordination mandate.28 

In the early summer of 1989 the preferences of the EU-4 were overall 
moderately affirmative of Community involvement in the co-ordination of Western 
aid for the Central and Eastern European countries (CEEC). While the UK and Italy 
were still in the process of finding out what they wanted, Germany and France were 
both leaning towards an international response. In Germany a major national effort 
had apparently met some difficulties in the Bonn coalition (Ehlermann 1989: 24). 
France, fearing a redirection of Germany’s interests towards the East, also preferred 
a coordinated solution, rather than a German bilateral single-handed effort (Kramer 
1993: 222). However, it can be argued that these delegation preferences were 
substantially influenced by endogenous Community/Commission dynamics. 

First, an important aspect conducive to obtaining the task of coordinating 
Western aid for the CEEC is related to the Community’s achievements, experience 
and expertise as well as its soft power (and the expectations following from it). The 
Commission was in many ways ideally placed to fulfil the role it was assigned at the 
G7 summit in Paris (Andriessen 1989: 8). It had gained experience in development 
policy particularly with respect to the African, Caribbean and Pacific countries 
under the Yaoundé, Arusha and Lomé Conventions, and the Mediterranean 
countries under the Maghreb and Mashreq protocols (Grilli 1993). Moreover, the 
Commission had already been involved in dealings with the CEEC through the 
negotiations of the ‘first generation’ trade agreements, for example with Hungary in 
June 1988 and Czechoslovakia in December 1988 (de la Serre 1991: 310). In 
addition, it can be argued that the Commission had gained experience in higher 
political matters through its gradually increasing involvement in EPC which was 
recognised in the 1981 London Report and given a legal basis in the Single 
                                                           
28 The subsequent draws on Niemann (1998, 2006: ch. 2).  
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European Act (Nuttall 1992). 
At the same time the successful and dynamic development of the Community 

in the late 1980s – along with the Commission’s fruitful involvement in ACP 
development and in EC – CEEC trade agreements – led to a series of demands and 
expectations by the outside world (to the Community’s soft power) that obliged it to 
respond to the events of 1989 and finally give responsibility to the Commission for 
the coordination of Western aid (Niemann 1998). Not only Eastern European states, 
but also the United States (US) increasingly expected and demanded Commission 
proactivity (Petersen 1993: 25 – 6). This also influenced EU-4 preference formation 
in terms of delegating authority to the Commission. As an Italian official argued, ‘of 
course we had taken note of the Commission’s achievements in relevant areas and 
the calls for a Community response. This became the dominant line of argument in 
our internal debate’ (interview, Brussels, 1996). And a German civil servant 
(rhetorically) asked ‘why should we try to piece together a national effort when 
Brussels has become a major player with significant aid know-how and experience 
in the region, also in face of our generally quite Communitarian policy outlook?’ 
(interview, Bonn, 1996). 

Second, we argue that the Commission’s skilful ‘politicking’ and ‘manoeuvring’ 
has contributed to influencing EU-4 preferences and thus Commission autonomy. 
The attempt to translate new East – West dealings into enhancements of the 
Community’s foreign policy capabilities was a clear Delorist goal (Ross 1995: 48, 
138). Despite much public surprise in Brussels and the rest of Europe, the co-
ordination idea was by no means a new one. ‘Jacques Delors had been asking the 
[EC] Twelve for months to co-ordinate relations with the Communist Bloc’ 
(Ehlermann 1989: 23). Moreover, the Commission had not only lobbied among 
member states, but also the US government. The desire to have joint discussions 
with the United States on East – West questions was first mentioned by Delors in 
February. In April Delors called for the co-co-ordination of export credits to the 
CEEC, which irritated several member states. In June Delors went to Washington, 
where he brought up the matter again during talks with President Bush. ‘Insiders 
claim that it was Delors’ own powers of persuasion about Eastern Europe over 
lunch with Bush which led the Americans to consider giving the Community the 
important new foreign policy role’ (Ross 1995: 63). In the intra-EU 
negotiation/deliberation process the Commission, led by Delors, emphasised that 
member states had already stated how important it was to mount a substantial 
effort, without too much delay, and that they were generally in favour of an 
internationally coordinated effort, ‘while at the same time the Commission was 
ready to get off the starting blocks precisely for such a major coordinated effort’ 



501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens

96 
 

(interview, Brussels, 1996; Ehlermann 1989). 
Commission lobbying and networking also impacted on EU-4 preference 

formation processes. As a British civil servant stated, ‘we were a bit surprised when 
we heard that the Americans were already on board. After that it was clear for us – 
both in Downing Street and in Whitehall – that the Commission would get the job’ 
(interview, London, 1996). And a ‘neutral’ observer added that ‘it was strategically 
well done by the Commission to build alliances at an early stage, which put it into a 
pool-position when the actual debates begun’ (interview, Brussels, 1996). 

Hence, although EU-4 preferences concerning the aid co-ordination mandate 
were not generally unfavourable in terms of a Community solution at the time, and 
the case for endogenous preferences cannot be made watertight, there is 
substantial reason to suggest that the Commission considerably 
influenced/manipulated national preferences formation processes; both subtly 
through Community soft power resonance abroad and increasing its own expertise 
and standing, as well as more assertively by resolute networking/lobbying. As a 
result, the Commission seems to have taken some of its principals – that were still in 
the process of developing their delegation preferences – by surprise. It can 
therefore be concluded that the Commission’s own entrepreneurship also 
contributed to its emancipation here. 

Conclusion 

In view of the above analysis the following findings can be considered particularly 
noteworthy: firstly, we have shown that – despite a structurally disadvantaged 
starting position – the Commission has succeeded in emancipating itself within the 
G8. Over the years, it has improved its standing and autonomy as well as the scope 
of issues on which it is involved. Against the background of a (very) ‘incomplete 
contract’ this process of agent emancipation has been reinforced, above all, by the 
flexibility and informality of the G8, the evolving European integration process, and 
the growing Commission capabilities, standing and entrepreneurship. Overall, our 
analysis clearly challenges the (earlier) empirical finding that that ‘summitry is 
sucking the blood out of the Community institutions’ (Merlini 1984: 201). Instead, 
our investigation indicates that the Commission has over time gradually evolved 
into a mature actor that can, under certain conditions, fully exploit its substantial 
autonomy in the G8 context, as particularly the case of Commission coordination of 
Western aid for Central Eastern Europe has indicated. 

Although the Commission has managed to move considerably beyond the 
original delegation preferences of the principals, member states’ incentives to 
empower the agent also increased over time. Therefore, this is not a classic case of 
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agent slack because overall the Commission’s behaviour and emancipation turned 
out to be not undesired by the principals. However, we argue that the agent may 
shape principals’ delegation preferences (in the first place), which has most clearly 
been shown in the case of the Commission’s successful quest for attaining the 
Western aid co-ordination mandate for the CEEC. Here the Commission through its 
expertise and experience, along with skilful networking and lobbying, managed to 
take principals by surprise and substantially manipulate their preference formation. 
More generally, we suggest that PA analysis should pay more attention to 
endogenous preference formation (of principal’s delegation preferences being 
endogenously influenced by agents). 

The existing scope for probing and further specifying the factors driving agent 
emancipation (particularly in terms of the informality of the PA relationship), and 
the conditions facilitating agent autonomy in such context, the opportunity for 
(further) specifying the process, mechanisms and strategies of what we called 
‘endogenous’ preference formation, and more generally the lack of comparison with 
other cases (esp. those with informal PA relationships), suggest that there is 
substantial ground for further research emanating from this study. Future work 
should, in light of its increasing international relevance, also analyse the EU’s 
position and role within the G20. The Commission remains a quasi-member in the 
context of the G8, but it has been a full-fledged member of the G20 from the 
beginning. The European Union is represented by both the President of the 
European Commission and the newly installed President of the European Council. 
The decision to grant the EU full G20-membership could be considered ultimate 
evidence of agent emancipation. A closer examination of the circumstances under 
which this membership was granted, and the current dynamic between the 
diverging European members, would thus be highly interesting and relevant. 
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Introduction 

For over 35 years, an elite gathering of the worlds’ most powerful state leaders has 
been meeting in a secluded and idyllic setting to discuss global issues, varying from 
world trade to terrorism. This meeting has long since been known as the Group of 
Eight (G8). Despite its permanent character, academic attention to this case of 
concert diplomacy has for a long time been limited.29 The G8’s international 
relevance has been questioned, due to minimal legalisation and limited tangible 
results (Ikenberry 1993; Smyser 1993). Moreover, the informality of the summit 
and the related accessibility problems, have constituted a challenge for scholars 
concerning data access. Over the years though, the G8 has increasingly proved its 
significance as a decisive institution in global affairs (Payne 2008: 519; Kirton 
1999), justifying closer analysis of the summit.30 Since 1977, only two years after 
the first summit in Rambouillet, the EU/EC has been officially represented at every 
G7/G8 summit. However, ambiguity still exists concerning the capacity in which the 
EU, a regional organisation, attends the group of (the) eight supposedly richest and 
most powerful states. As many as six European representatives can be attending the 
summit: France, Germany, Italy, the UK, the European Commission and the country 
holding the EU Presidency. Whereas the individual EU member states attend the 
summit first and foremost to represent their national interests, the Commission and 
the Council Presidency are there to represent the EU as a whole. 

From an institutional point of view, the EU and the G8 stand in (sharp) 
contrast to each other. The EU is characterised by an extensive degree of 
supranationalism and legalisation, whereas the G8 constitutes the opposite: a form 
of ‘concert diplomacy’, based on informal rules that mainly serve to coordinate 
policy (Fischer 2001). It has been suggested that their distinct characteristics make 
these two institutions mutually compatible: the G8 does well in determining 
guidelines and giving impulses to other bodies, and the EU has the operational 
capacity to realise them (Lamy 1988; Kirton 2004). This article concentrates the 
question whether this potential compatibility allows the EU to display different 
qualities ‘actorness’ within the informal setting of the G8. The concept of actorness 
sheds light on the unique entity that the European Union entails in international 

                                                           
29 But see the works of John Kirton, Nicholas Bayne, Joseph Daniels, Robert Putnam and other scholars 
that are cited below. 
30 When looking at the G8, it is relevant to also take note of the recent rise of G20 activity. Since 
November 2008, in response the global financial crisis, the G20 has gathered every six months. It has 
been suggested that the G20 may replace the G8 as the dominant world leader forum (Kirton 2010). 
However, progress on this development has recently proven slow, for instance through the G20’s 
inability to conjure concrete decisions in the aftermath of the financial crisis (Ubide 2010). 
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politics (Manners and Whitman 1998: 233–234). Actorness looks at the capacity to 
act, that is ‘the ability to function actively and deliberately in relations to other 
actors in the international system’ (Sjöstedt 1977: 15). The concept of actorness 
recognises the patchy and uneven nature of the international capabilities of the EU, 
while also considering the fact that the Community possesses some (but not all) of 
the characteristics of typical actors in the international system. For a 
conceptualisation of actorness we have drawn on the work of Jupille and Caporaso 
(1998), who have specified four criteria of actorness: recognition, authority, 
cohesion and autonomy. We argue that EU actorness within the G8 summit, apart 
from being somewhat contested, proves to be ambiguous and underlines the hybrid 
nature of the EU. This ambiguity has been institutionalised within the G8, by 
granting both the Commission and the Council Presidency (and four individual 
member states) permission to attend the summit. Although potentially problematic, 
the flexibility of the G8 system has until today provided the solution to possible 
objections that can be raised against this construction. More succinctly, instead of 
solving the ambiguity of the EU as an international actor, the G8 has embraced it, by 
constructing a system that institutionalises this ambiguity. 

What are the added values of this study? (1) Overall, the role of the EU in the 
G8 is substantially underresearched. Previous research has merely been historical 
in nature and entailed a G8 perspective. This contribution hopes to fill this gap by 
focusing on the present and taking a predominantly EU perspective. (2) The concept 
of actorness has prompted quite a bit of conceptual discussion but remains 
empirically underexplored. EU actorness has been found as only partially existing in 
the (few) studies of the 1990s; the EU’s foreign policy procedures and instruments 
as well as the EU’s own claims for constituting an actor on the world scene have 
further progressed since. Against this background, it seems important to probe EU 
actorness more thoroughly for a more recent period. (3) Approaches like those on 
civilian and normative power Europe (NPE) are built on the assumption that the EU 
possesses sufficient actorness. The mostly disappointing empirical findings 
concerning the EU as a normative power suggest that it would be wiser to achieve 
greater clarity about the extent and consequences of EU actorness before engaging 
in the ‘what sort of power’ debate. 

In terms of delimiting this study, preliminary research has displayed that, 
given the limited source material, the vast and ever-changing agenda and limited 
attention given to any one issue, focusing on a limited amount of issue areas would 
not have produced an adequate amount of data. Nonetheless, three issues have 
stood out in our research: climate change, nuclear energy and development policy. 
Although not focusing on these issues exclusively, they have been used as examples 
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throughout this article. Our analysis concentrates on data obtained concerning the 
five summits between 2004 and 2008: Sea Island 2004, Gleneagles 2005, St 
Petersburg 2006, Heiligendamm 2007 and Hokkaido Toyako 2008. In addition, 
although EU representation is dual, we will focus primarily on the role of the 
European Commission in terms of evaluating EU actorness, given the insignificance 
of the Presidency in the summit process.31 

Due to the limited amount of academic sources available on the role of the EU 
within the G8 framework and the fact that the G8 hardly produces any 
documentation, this study has suffered from data constraints. As a result, a vital 
data source for us has been interviews with those involved in the preparations and 
the summit itself. Another alternative source that has been made use of is 
(participant) observation. One of the authors was accredited to the Hokkaido 
Toyako summit in Japan as a journalist and thus interacted with media and experts 
at the summit. In addition, we explored the secondary literature, press statements, 
summit websites and media reports. 

We proceed as follows: first we review the relevant literature and specify the 
conceptual framework. Thereafter, we probe the four categories of actorness 
(recognition, authority, cohesion and autonomy) in the G8 setting.32 

Literature review and conceptual framework 

Conceptual approaches to the EU’s international role 

Mainstream International Relations (IR) theory struggles to adequately 
conceptualise the EU and its external relations as it tends to focus on statehood and 

                                                           
31 Until the Treaty of Lisbon took effect, the European Council was represented by the state leader of the 
country holding the Presidency at the time of the summit. Due to the rotation of the Council Presidency, 
different countries tended to attend the summit each year. When the Presidency was held by a G8 
member, this country represented both positions. When a non-G8 member was in charge of the EU 
Presidency, the Council representative was not invited to any of the preparatory meetings, and tended to 
join forces with the more experienced and independent delegation of the Commission. Generally, the 
Presidency did not receive any input from the (European) Council, nor did it brief its fellow member 
states. Overall, the role of the Council Presidency at the G8 has been marginal (Huigens and Niemann 
2012). The role of the new President of the European Council, who replaces the head of government of 
the state holding the rotating EU Presidency at the G8, is not very clear yet and deems further 
investigation that is beyond the scope of this article. 
32 By assessing EU actorness, this chapter contributes to the general research question of how we can 
understand the role of the EU, as a non-sovereign actor in the informal setting of the G8. This chapter 
uses the conceptualisation of Jupille and Caporaso to analyse whether the EU possesses more formal and 
state-like characteristics that allow it to function actively and purposefully in relation to its peers in the 
G8. This framework suggests that within the informal setting of the G8, these standards of actorness are 
not all equally relevant for the EU’s role and need to be reassessed (see chapter five for such a 
reassessment).   
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rationality. Since the EU is neither a state nor does it have clearly defined interests 
enabling fully rational behaviour, the Union cannot be regarded as a fully-fledged 
player in international relations (Rosamond 2005: 465). The EU has been termed a 
‘heterodox unit of analysis’, referring to its unique but ambiguous dynamic (Hill and 
Smith 2005: 19). Losing this state-centric focus, which tends to exclude much of 
what is distinctive and significant about the EU, thus helps us appreciate the Union’s 
influence in international politics (Bretherton and Vogler 2006: 12; Allen and Smith 
1990: 19). The view of the EU as sui generis offers an alternative approach on the 
evaluation of the international role of the Union. It considers the EU a separate 
category, and contains different perspectives of looking at the unique international 
potential of the EU. As Marsh and Mackenstein (2005: 56) note, for example, ‘the sui 
generis nature of the EU means that international organisations and fora vary in 
their willingness to recognise it as an actor in its own right as opposed to its 
constituent Member States. This leads, in turn, to substantial variations in the rights 
of the EC in different international organisations.’ 

Increasing attention is devoted to the question of which type of ‘power’ the EU 
constitutes in its international relations. Since the early 1970s much discussion 
focused on the idea of ‘civilian power Europe’ (CPE), thus conceptualising the 
Community as a ‘civilian’ group of states with significant economic but low military 
power that is mainly interested in using ‘civilian’ means of exercising influence, in 
pacifying international tensions and in the juridification of international politics 
(Duchêne 1972). Although the concept has been widely criticised (for example, Bull 
1982), it remained influential in the academic discourse (Orbie 2006), not least as a 
point of reference in the debate concerning the ‘militarisation’ of the EU (Stavridis 
2001). However, the majority of scholars has held that the ‘civilian power Europe’ 
concept is (severely) contested by the advent of EU security/defence policy 
integration because of undue concept-stretching (for example, Smith 2004a), a 
weakening of the EU’s distinct profile of having a civilian international identity 
(Zielonka 1998; Smith 2000; Moravcsik 2003), and due to adverse consequences for 
democratic control of security and defence policy, an essential element of the CPE 
idea (Wagner 2006; Smith 2004a).33 

In the past few years attention has increasingly shifted to the (potential) 
‘normative power’ of the EU, that is its ability to define what passes as normal in the 
world (Manners 2002). The normative power Europe (NPE) idea has spurred much 
                                                           
33 It should be noted that those defending the CPE concept are usually those who adhere to a narrow 
understanding of CPE (mainly based on civilian ends), whereas those critical of the concept in the light of 
the ESPD’s evolution usually take CPE to go beyond (civilian) ends but also to include (civilian) means 
and (democratic) control. 
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scholarly debate and has also been subject to widespread criticism. Most 
importantly it has been noted that the concept lacks precision, particularly in terms 
of criteria and standards that can be applied for analysing the concept empirically 
(Sjursen 2006: 236), an aspect that has been partially addressed since then 
(Manners 2008; Niemann and de Wekker 2010). While the normative power 
research agenda is in the process of attaining a more systematic empirical focus (for 
example, Tocci 2008a; Whitman 2010), and some (few) works have indeed arrived 
at positive findings on NPE (Manners 2002; Scheipers and Sicurelli 2007), most of 
the empirical studies to date have been rather sceptical in terms of the degree to 
which the EU constitutes a normative power. Studies have exposed the lack of 
(genuinely) normative intentions/commitment (Warkotsch 2006; Falkner 2007), 
the contested legitimacy of the Union (Harpaz 2007; Haukkala 2007), the 
problematic nature of normative processes in terms of reflexivity and inclusiveness 
(Bicchi 2006; Niemann and de Wekker 2010), or the lack of (normative) impact (for 
example, Fernandes 2008; Tocci 2008b). 

In addition, there is the concept of ‘transformative power Europe’ (TPE) that 
has gained increasing attention over recent years, either explicitly by reference to 
the TPE label (for example, Leonard 2005; Grabbe 2006), or somewhat more 
implicitly through an expanding literature on the Europeanisation of the Union’s 
partner countries (for example, Lavenex and Uçarer 2004; Schimmelfennig and 
Sedelmeier 2005). Scholarship in this area conceptualises the EU’s (external) policy 
as primarily characterised by its transformative capacities and/or analyses the 
extent to which the EU succeeds in transforming the political, economic and legal 
structures or substantive policies of third countries. In empirical research, TPE 
poses substantial methodological problems, not least in terms of distinguishing the 
impact of EU action from that of other (international or domestic) actors (for 
example Richter 2009). In addition, not surprisingly in view of the substantial 
overlap and similarity with the question of normative impact, authors have 
questioned the transformative capacities of the Union (van Hüllen 2009; Börzel 
2009). 

The doubts hanging over the concept of civilian power Europe, and the 
empirical (and methodological) challenges facing the notions of normative and 
transformative power Europe, raise the question of whether it does not make sense 
to go one step back. The NPE and TPE approaches appear to be applicable (in a 
sensible way) in cases where EU actorness is largely undisputed, which is not the 
case for EU participation in the G8. Both concepts build on actorness and seem to 
take EU actorness for granted. Yet, especially the above-mentioned studies 
contesting the legitimacy and impact of the EU foreign policy suggest that perhaps 



501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens

109 
 

the second step was taken before the first, that is that talking about ‘what sort of 
power/actor’ initially requires more (systematic) analysis with regard to actorness 
itself. The need for going back to the concept is further strengthened by the fact that 
it remains empirically underexplored and that initial studies on actorness, as the 
one by Jupille and Caporaso (1998), were rather doubtful regarding the extent of EU 
actorness. At the same time the EU’s foreign policy procedures and instruments as 
well as the EU’s own claims for constituting an actor on the world scene have 
further progressed since. Against this background, it seems important to probe EU 
actorness more thoroughly for a more recent period. 

A potential alternative for ‘actorness’ could be the concept of ‘presence’ (Allen 
and Smith 1990). Both concepts can account for the multidimensional nature of the 
EU’s international role. They perceive the EU as unique in terms of its character and 
identity, and consider the Union as part of a new multiactor global system 
(Bretherton and Vogler 2006: 13; Hill 1993: 308). Both internal dynamics of the EU 
and the external environment, in which the EU is placed, are regarded influential. 
Presence is a less tangible concept, as it focuses on the (perceived) ability of the EU 
to operate to influence the actions and expectations of other participants (Allen and 
Smith 1990: 21; Rosamond 2005: 465). Actorness takes presence a step further in 
that it implies a larger scope for EU action and emphasises the EU’s possibility to 
function actively and deliberately in international politics (Smith 2004b: 24). We 
have opted for the concept of actorness (rather than presence) as our point of 
departure here because EU presence in international politics tends to be taken for 
granted by authors and was already found corroborated in the ‘high politics’ field of 
security in the 1980s (Allen and Smith 1990: 30–33), whereas EU actorness is a 
much more contested concept (Ginsberg 1999: 432; Hill 1993: 308; Jupille and 
Caporaso 1998), and thus merits empirical probing, especially against the 
background of increased EU foreign policy capabilities and ambitions. 

The concept of actorness 

The term ‘actor capability’ was first coined by Sjöstedt (1977), to account for the 
new presence of the European Community (EC) in the international arena and to 
envisage the extent to which the Community would constitute an actor in the future. 
His understanding of actorness recognised the patchy and uneven nature of the 
international capabilities of the EC, while also considering that the Community 
possessed some of the characteristics of the typical actors in the international 
system, but lacked others. Sjöstedt’s criteria for actorness are delimitation from 
other actors, autonomy and the possession of several state-like characteristics, such 
as having a community of interests, systems for controlling Community resources 
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and for crisis management as well a network of external agents. 
The concept of actorness has social constructivist roots. It recognises the 

significance of social processes that shape actors’ identities and provide contexts in 
which action is constrained or enabled (Bretherton and Vogler 2006: 13). 
Ginsberg’s interpretation of actor capability, for example, acknowledges the 
interplay between national actors, European actors and Europeanised insti-tutional 
norms and practices. This process interacts with the international context, after 
which it returns to the input side of the process: this is where perceptions of 
actorness can feed back to actual actorness. This means that not merely capacities 
and functions within the international system, but also perceptions, that is 
ideational forces, are relevant (Ginsberg 1999: 435; Hill 1993). 

As identified by Sjöstedt, for instance, actorness still presumes a substantial 
degree of state-like properties. It has been suggested that if the EU wants to join the 
‘game’, it will have to play, to some extent, according to the rules of this (state-
dominated) game (Rosamond 2005: 466; Tiilikainen 2001: 223). At the same time 
increased actorness is often associated with increasing supranationalism in the 
policy process and less actorness with intergovernmentalism (Groenleer and van 
Schaik 2007: 969). Hence, actorness, which offers a distinct category, to some extent 
departs from the standard tenets of traditional IR and European integration theory 
(Ginsberg 1999: 447), but not completely, making it a hybrid concept that should be 
well-suited to shed light on a hybrid context, such as the role of a multilevel (and 
significantly supranationalised) regional organisation within a more weakly 
institutionalised concert diplomacy. 

Throughout the decades a considerable number of slightly differing 
approaches to actorness have been developed, each using their own criteria. Not all 
these frameworks are equally suitable here. Sjöstedt’s work is conceptually 
inspiring, but his properties focus excessively on internal characteristics and are 
mainly appropriate for general application to the case of the EU and hard to apply to 
a specific case. Ginsberg (1999) focuses on decision-making structures in his 
framework, an approach that is too narrow for the ad hoc structure of the case of 
the G8. Bretherton and Vogler (2006), on the other hand, take a broad approach, by 
focusing on opportunity, presence and capability. As these criteria are somewhat 
vague and (too) encompassing, the possibilities for operationalisation are limited. 

Conceptual framework and indicators of actorness 

For us actorness is about the EU’s ‘capacity to act’ (Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 214), 
that is ‘the ability to function actively and deliberately in relations to other actors in 
the international system’ (Sjöstedt 1977: 15). In this chapter, we reject the 
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understanding that actorness equals influence.34 Instead, we suggest that actorness 
enables influence, without entailing the latter. Our point of departure is the 
approach stipulated by Jupille and Caporaso (1998). Their critique on previous 
contributions to the actorness debate is that these lack clear criteria for 
determining the status of the EU as an actor. Jupille and Caporaso, therefore, devise 
four criteria for ascertaining actorness, for which they also partly stipulate 
indicators. The criteria are not absolute, suggesting that actorness is a matter of 
degree. The four criteria, which are partly interconnected, are recognition, 
authority, cohesion and autonomy. A number of (additional) indicators, here 
complemented by relevant specifying questions, have been derived from them, 
creating practical tools for research. 

Recognition.35 This criterion entails acceptance and interaction by and with the 
organisation, other members and third parties. Has the EU delegation been formally 
recognised by the G8 (and its members) in terms of rights and privileges of 
membership? Also important is informal recognition: is the G8 as an institution 
making ‘use’ of the EU and involving it in the summit process? Are other G8 
members and third parties interacting with the EU? Is the EU representation 
recognised by other members and third parties, such as the media? 

Authority. Here it needs to be asked if the EU has legal competence to act on a given 
subject matter. The EU’s authority can be viewed as the authority delegated by the 
member states to EU institutions. In other words, legal authority or competence is 
conditionally granted by the member states, the principals, to EU institutions, the 
agents, to act on their behalf.36 Authority can be further subdivided into different 
aspects, such as (1) the design and clarity of the mandate, (2) the representation of 
parties during negotiations and (3) voting rules (Meunier and Nicolaïdis 1999: 481; 
Meunier 2000). Apart from formal authority in terms of legal competence, the 
Community may also have informal authority, for example through substantial 
expertise on the part of the Commission. 

Cohesion. Jupille and Caporaso (1998) distinguish between four dimensions of 
cohesion. (1) Value cohesion: does the EU express common basic goals within the 

                                                           
34 See chapter five for a different take on the relation between actorness and influence, or power. 
35 Jupille and Caporaso (1998) distinguish de jure and de facto recognition, but due to the informal 
nature and the limited level of legalisation of the G8, there are no de jure elements to the G8. Instead, we 
focus on formal and informal recognition. 
36 Jupille and Caporaso (1998: 216). For other accounts describing the EU’s role and authority to act 
externally in terms of a principal-agent framework, see Meunier (2000), Dür and Elsig (2011). 
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G8? (2) Tactical cohesion: are possible diverging goals made to fit with one another 
by issue linkage and side payments? (3) Procedural cohesion: does consensus exist 
within the EU representation as to how to process issues of conflict and on the rules 
and procedures regarding this? (4) Output cohesion: does the EU as a whole 
succeed in formulating policies within the G8, regardless of substantive and 
procedural agreement? And finally, it should be asked if the different forms of 
cohesion allow for ambitious EU positions, lowest common denominator EU 
positions or just unilateral action (Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 218–220). 

Autonomy. In this respect we have distinguished between distinctiveness and 
independence. First, it needs to be inquired, if the EU has a distinctive institutional 
apparatus within the G8, in relation to the other EU member states and other third 
actors. Second, in terms of independence, it should be asked if there is discretionary 
goal formation, decision-making and implementation on the part of the EU. For 
independence to be present the distinct institutions ‘should make a difference, 
compared to the baseline expectation of a decentralised state system working on 
the basis of power and interest’ (Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 217). 

Before proceeding to our findings, the informality of the G8 setting is worth 
emphasising. The criteria as phrased by Jupille and Caporaso might be rather 
formalistic for this case. Therefore, it is possible that more nuanced versions of 
these indicators—such as informal forms of recognition and authority—apply in the 
case of the G8, as will be illustrated in the empirical sections. 

Recognition 

Formal recognition 

Formal recognition refers to the formalistic aspects of summit participation, 
including the question of membership. The EU has always been welcome at every 
summit since the foundation of the G8 in 1975. The delay in actual participation was 
not so much due to objections by the non-EC G8 members, but was caused by 
internal disagreement amongst the EC member states (Hainsworth 1990; see 
chapter three). When this bickering over EC representation was finally resolved, the 
Community was invited to the 1977 summit in London. The actual participation of 
the EC differed per subject. During the first few years, the Community was excluded 
from some of the discussions, for instance where competence was unclear. 
Moreover, some G8 members, such as France, kept their reservations against 
Community participation. It was not until 1981 that the EC was officially called in at 
all discussions, including more political topics (Hainsworth 1990). 
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The question is whether the EU has become an actual member. However, it is 
hard to speak of ‘members’, since the G8 has no official treaty base. An EU official 
even wonders, ‘how can we become a member of an institution that does not exist?’ 
(interview, Brussels, September 2008a). It is undefined what ‘Group of Eight’ refers 
to exactly; some consider this to be a reference to eight nation states, and others to 
eight world leaders (G8 Research Group 2008; Government of Japan 2008). 
According to the European Commission (2008), the EU does not fit the profile of a 
‘nation state’, which is why it participates without actually being mentioned in the 
name of the summit. Among the G8 members, opinions differ on whether or not the 
EU can be considered a real ‘member’, a matter that is exemplified by the difference 
between the Canadian and German official website on G8 affairs. The Canadians 
refer to the EU as a member, but the Germans explicitly do not (Government of 
Canada 2008; Federal Government of Germany 2007). Even within the European 
Commission itself, disagreement exists on the issue of membership (interview, 
Brussels, September 2008a, interview, Brussels, September 2008b, interview, 
Brussels, October 2008). 

Despite these disagreements, there seems to be little open debate on the issue. 
Since there are no rules to exclude the EU, and all members have recognised its 
relevance in the context of global governance, the Commission is officially granted 
complete participation. In no way does the access of the Commission to the summit 
differ from that of the (other) G8 members. They are always invited to all 
discussions, including the G8 leaders’ meetings. During the discussions, the 
Commission holds exactly the same rights as its G8 counterparts. It has the right to 
be heard on any agenda item (interview, Brussels, September 2008b). The 
Commission is involved in all preparatory meetings, and is granted the same 
infrastructural means (such as delegation size and workspace) by the host as the 
other G8 members. The President of the Commission holds the position of 
diplomatic head of state during the summit, putting him at an equal level with his 
G8 companions. Actually, the G8 is one of the few events where he is treated as such 
(interview, Brussels, September 2008b). 

The only element, where summit participation formally differs from that of the 
other G8 members, is the fact that the EU cannot host a summit. Although formal 
recognition is seemingly complete, this element of membership is essential, as even 
the Commission G8 Policy Coordinator is willing to admit. He argues that hosting a 
summit would strengthen the perception of the EU as a full player within the G8. 
The summit host plays a significant role in general mediation, but also holds the 
important privilege of defining the agenda and inviting third parties. Nevertheless, 
the Commission does not formally try to enforce the matter, as it considers this to 
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be ‘politically impossible’ (interview, Brussels, July 2008; interview, Brussels, 
September 2008b). 

Informal recognition 

Informal recognition captures the extent to which other summit participants, but 
also observers, interact and engage with the EU. In terms of the interaction and 
collaboration with other G8 participants, it seems that while the EU may not be a 
sovereign G8 ‘member state’, it is generally treated and regarded in the same 
respect. It has thus been stated that ‘we believe that the EU plays a significant role 
and is equal to other partners in all G8 activities’ (interview, by email, October 
2008). And a member of a European G8 delegation notes: ‘I look at the Commission 
as a separate country almost; . . . it operates in that respect’ (interview, by 
telephone, September 2008). It has been recognised that the G8 discussions cannot 
take place in an effective manner, without EU participation. Exactly because inviting 
the EU to the table is more about effectiveness than legitimacy, informal recognition 
is considerable. The EU is not present as a courtesy, or for ceremonial purposes: it is 
there because the G8 is devoted to tackling important global issues, on which the EU 
has considerable influence. Other G8 members therefore say: ‘the EU is there 
because of what it can contribute’ (interview, Berlin, March 2009). The issue of 
development aid, one of the key issues at recent summits, can be used to illustrate 
this matter. Since the Commission has a substantial budget for aid (Holland 2008: 
352), it would be highly ineffective to exclude it. Another example is climate change, 
where the EU has set important norms and standards, not only within the Union but 
also globally (Schreurs and Tiberghien 2007). As a result, it has much to contribute 
to G8 discussions. 

Informal recognition is also substantiated in the sense that the Commission 
does not only hold the same rights, but also the same responsibilities. The EU is 
expected to comply with the commitments agreed at the summits, and the 
Commission has never used the ‘we are not a real member, and therefore we do not 
need to comply’-card (interview, Brussels, September 2008b). On issues of 
exclusive competence, such as trade, the EU is recognised not only as a full 
participant, but also as the main spokesperson on behalf of the European G8 
countries. And on those issues the Commission is not only recognised through its 
legal competence but also due to its expert knowledge and technical expertise 
(interview, Brussels, October 2008). 

Apart from formal recognition and interaction, there are other aspects of EU 
participation that reveal something about recognition. These are symbolical 
elements, seemingly trivial, but significant in the G8 context. The G8 summit gets 
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substantial media attention and is perceived as an excellent opportunity for 
international exposure by G8 members (Payne 2008: 519–520; interview, Brussels, 
September 2008a). To be present at the summit means that one belongs to the 
group of most influential powers in the world. To be portrayed as such can shape 
perceptions—both towards third countries and one’s own citizens—and these 
perceptions affect actorness. Regarding some symbolic aspects the EU does rather 
well. Not only is the Commission always invited to all summit events, including 
informal occasions, at official events the EU flag is always present, like that of the 
other G8 countries. On the summit websites of the past six years, the EU has been 
presented as an equal among the other G8 members, avoiding the question of actual 
membership. However, the G8 remains the G8, instead of a possible G9, thus 
excluding the EU from the ‘number’. To all the other members besides the 
Commission, the issue of the summit name currently does not seem to be negotiable 
(interview, Brussels, July 2008). Although this has no real consequences for EU 
participation at the summit, it does have symbolic value. 

Furthermore, the media that are important in terms of public perception often 
fail to portray the Commission as an equal member. Within the Commission’s press 
team frustration exists, for instance, about the fact that though the Commission 
President is always invited to photo-sessions, some media still manage to edit him 
out of the pictures. And as the Commission G8 Policy Coordinator observes: ‘when 
you see these anti-globalisation cartoons, we’re not there either! They mock the G8 
leaders, but forget the EU. That is really an indication of our role’ (interview, 
Brussels, July 2008). The way the media portray the EU says something about its 
recognition. However, it must be kept in mind that the EU is likely to receive less 
media attention due to the set-up of the summit. Of course, the ‘eight most powerful 
leaders of the world’ make for a more attractive picture than the eight most 
powerful leaders, plus ‘some other important people’ (interview, Brussels, 
September 2008b). These eight world leaders are the familiar faces, the most direct 
link to their country. EU citizens still identify first and foremost with their national 
leaders, not with President Barroso, and the same applies to the media.37 

In sum, the formal recognition of the EU seems almost complete, and the other 
G8 members mostly interact with the EU delegation as they would with any other 
G8 member. This is largely due to the informal nature of the G8, which has enabled 
the Commission to participate fully, without any membership formalities getting in 
the way. At the same time however, informal recognition remains ambiguous and 

                                                           
37 See also Bijsmans and Altides (2007) on the lack of media attention for the EU and the democratic 
consequences of this ‘gap’.  
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somewhat contested. In the media frenzy that the G8 has become over the years, 
perceptions are highly significant as they might have a bearing on the general 
legitimacy of the EU as an actor and through that, its actorness. Hence, although the 
nature of the G8 has enabled the Commission to participate, it simultaneously 
draws attention to a number of state-like capabilities that the EU lacks. As such, the 
Commission remains the odd one out, despite 30 years of presence at the summit. 

Authority 

When looking at the authority of the EU within the G8, the focus is on internal 
dynamics. At first glance, authority mainly refers to legal competences—the extent 
to which the EU has the right to speak on behalf of the member states on a given 
subject matter (Vogler and Stephan 2007: 395). Authority also addresses the design 
and clarity of the mandate, the representation of parties during negotiations, and 
applicability of decision-making procedures (Meunier and Nicolaïdis 1999: 481; 
Meunier 2000). As is shown in this section, however, a strong focus on legal matters 
might neither fit the informal nature of the G8, nor the current system of 
competences within the EU, which allows for considerable flexibility and may 
enable the EU to develop its role as an international actor, irrespective of whether 
or not they hold exclusive authority (Groenleer and van Schaik 2007; Rhinard and 
Kaeding 2006). 

EU representation within the G8 

It took several years to agree on the legal principles of EU representation within the 
G8, an issue on which there was considerable disagreement (see also chapter two 
and three). The question was whether distinct EU representation was needed, or 
whether Community powers could be delegated to the four EU G8 countries. 
According to a compromise reached in 1977, both the Commission and the Council 
Presidency would be present to take part in those sessions at which issues of EC 
competences were to be discussed. This represented a pragmatic and parallel 
approach: the Community was accepted as relevant, but in a complementary matter, 
never replacing the present member states. A so-called ‘pooling of sovereignties’ 
would occur on those issues of Community competence, without a fixed or binding 
mandate (Hainsworth 1990; Rome European Council 1977). That compromise still 
applies, although the list of competences has expanded parallel to internal 
institutional and exogenous developments (Hainsworth 1990; Niemann 1998). 

Until today, the EU representation, both in terms of the Commission and the 
Council Presidency, remains without a legal mandate. According to the Commission, 
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a mandate is not necessary, since no formal decision-making takes place at the 
summit and G8 agreements are mainly political and very general (interview, 
Brussels, September 2008a; compare Penttilä 2003). Since there is no legal 
mandate, there are also no voting procedures at the EU level. The Commission 
sherpa reports to COREPER II twice a year: prior and after a summit. These 
meetings merely aim at informing the Council and the 23 EU members that are not 
involved in the summit process. While the representatives can ask questions, there 
is usually very little debate. The meetings are purely informative and take place 
merely as a courtesy (interview, Brussels, July 2008; compare Putnam and Bayne 
1987: 153). 

That the Commission and the Council Presidency do not hold a fixed mandate 
within the G8 does not mean that they have no right to speak. It implies that any 
commitments made at the summit by the Commission or Council President are not 
binding (interview, Brussels, July 2008). The G8 reality is mainly political, as 
opposed to legal. There are no rules excluding the EU from specific debates. The 
Commission and Council Presidents have the right to speak on all issues, regardless 
of competences. Nonetheless, the authority of the Commission will be most 
substantial in cases of exclusive competence. For example, on trade issues, the 
member states ‘tend to defer to the Commission’ (interview, by telephone, 
September 2008). Credible commitments on external trade can only made by the 
Commission, and it is widely acknowledged that the Commission has superior 
expertise on such dossiers, as a result of which its (informal) authority is further 
enhanced. 

Politically, the division of competences does have an impact on EU authority 
within the G8. It would simply not be deemed appropriate for the EU to speak on 
matters on which they hold no competence. The Commission is technically allowed 
to contribute to the debate on issues of ‘high politics’ such as Iran, but in reality it 
tends to keep quiet (interview, Brussels, September 2008b). It has also been noted 
that in cases of disagreement amongst European G8 members, the participation of 
the Commission becomes very delicate and formal, as choosing sides can be 
problematic for the Commission (interview, by email, July 2008). On issues of 
limited competence the Commission ‘has to test the mood a bit’ (interview, 
Brussels, September 2008b). 

Competences and actorness 

It has been suggested that EU actorness can still be significant also on issues that do 
not fall under the Community’s exclusive competence (Groenleer and van Schaik 
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2007: 991). EU actorness and mixed competence38 seem to go together rather well: 
whereas actorness recognises the hybrid and ambiguous nature of the EU, mixed 
competence is an excellent illustration of this nature (Leal-Arcas 2001: 487). The 
system of competences within the European Union has been set up in a way that 
leaves room for considerable flexibility. When competence is shared or 
complementary, the legal and formal boundaries no longer exclusively determine 
how far the EU can go. A competence can formally be conferred to both the EU 
institutions and member states, although in practice the EU takes the lead. As such, 
looking at EU authority in the context of the G8 entails more than a look at the 
Treaties: the context determines to a great extent how much authority the EU 
actually has. This suggests that authority (especially in cases of mixed competence) 
depends to a considerable extent on the unique dynamic that develops per subject. 

On climate change, for example, the Community constitutes an important 
actor. Although de jure the Commission has not been granted the authority to 
conduct international negotiations, a role that is technically foreseen for the 
Presidency (Groenleer and van Schaik 2007: 985), the Commission has become the 
main promotional broker on the issue within the G8 context. Not only has the 
Community established far-reaching goals and targets on the subject in the past, but 
the Commission also holds the institutional continuity within the G8 summit, and 
has also substantially increased its expertise on the issue over the years, enabling it 
to play a vital role in (G8) climate change negotiations (interview, Berlin, March 
2009). Legal competence on such matters will remain limited, but the political 
authority of the Commission is substantial. Due to the flexibility of mixed 
competence, the EU can further develop its actorness/autonomy (compare Rhinard 
and Kaeding 2006). 

The situation with regard to authority may seem confusing, but little 
frustration exists on this matter among other G8 members (interview, by email, 
October 2008; interview, Berlin, March 2009). Lack of clarity concerning 
competences and authority has hardly ever caused conflict among G8 members, 
since the summit is not a decision-making body and focuses on giving broad 
direction. 

Cohesion 

Cohesion constitutes perhaps the greatest challenge for the EU, as its international 

                                                           
38 Under mixed competence the Community and the member states share competence (Leal-Arcas 2001). 
Examples of such mixed competences are the internal market, environment, consumer protection and 
energy.  
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potential depends on it to a considerable extent (Marsh and Mackenstein 2005: 
253–254). Cohesion is less bound by formalities and rules that, as elaborated above, 
hardly apply within the G8 context. Therefore, cohesion, more than for example, 
formal authority reflects the unique dynamics of the G8 case, focusing on political 
(as opposed to legal) aspects. Four separate dimensions of cohesion have been 
identified: value cohesion, tactical cohesion, procedural cohesion and output 
cohesion (Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 219). Together they illuminate the degree of 
unity among EU representatives and the instruments that are used to achieve such 
unity. 

Value cohesion 

Value cohesion entails the extent to which basic goals of the Commission and the 
member states are similar or compatible (Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 219). 
Formally no coordination takes place to ensure cohesion at the summit, but in 
practice EU participants are often in agreement. That is no surprise, since there are 
few international issues left on which the EU has not established a common position 
already (for example Smith 2006). An official of a European G8 country states: ‘I 
think we are often on the same page as our Commission colleagues. On most issues, 
there is already agreement on the European level. So it’s obvious that we have the 
same kind of agenda as the Commission.’ (interview, by telephone, September 
2008). 

Apart from internal EU agreement culminating in value cohesion, the context 
of the G8 has a considerable influence on value cohesion, due to a number of 
reasons. First of all, the G8 is not considered the most ambitious instrument of 
global governance, which amplifies the phenomenon that most issues have already 
been discussed at the EU level (interview, Brussels, September 2008a). The G8 is 
aimed at participants agreeing on common measures towards global challenges, not 
so much at drawing up and signing international agreements (May 2005: 69). It 
therefore tends to stay away from radical proposals and mainly rehashes what has 
already been decided upon elsewhere. The example of climate change is illustrative 
here. For some time now, the European Union has pursued a leadership role in this 
issue area, by setting the example for other developed and emerging economies. 
The EU has adopted a number of progressive climate changes policies, such as the 
2007 plan to cut CO2 emissions by 20 per cent by 2020, with renewables 
accounting for 20 per cent of the EU’s overall total energy consumption (Schreurs 
and Tiberghien 2007: 19). It is clear that the EU member states and the Commission 
already had dealt with this issue prior to G8 deliberations. As a result, value 
cohesion is considerable, culminating in a strong united European position on 
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climate change, as can be seen at the summits in Germany and Japan (interview, 
Brussels, July 2008). 

Second, relating to the previous argument, the agreements reached at the 
summit are often of a general nature. In such a context, the Commission can 
participate, without taking a formal position on the more controversial themes. G8 
members will for instance endorse the increase of development spending, without 
touching upon the more controversial issue of the direction of these expenditures 
(interview, by telephone, September 2008). In such a situation, EU member states 
may be in disagreement on the latter, but still maintain value cohesion on the more 
general commitment to increasing development expenditures (Labonte and 
Schrecker 2007: 186). 

Although the G8 context in most cases seems to facilitate EU value cohesion, it 
is also important to emphasise that this same context also makes value cohesion 
less of a necessity. The informality of the setting enables the member states to 
deviate from the established EU line. Individual EU members will try to push their 
own interests in the G8 context as far as they can, while the Commission will 
function as a gentle reminder of the established EU line (interview, Brussels, 
September 2008a; interview, Brussels, September 2008b). Despite the official EU 
development policy, of which achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
by 2015 is the cornerstone (Holland 2008: 344–345), individual member states may 
still lag behind, due to their own individual difficulties with living up to MDG 
standards. Meanwhile, the Commission will pursue the official EU position, without 
confronting the ‘rebellious’ member states (interview, Brussels, July 2008). 
Notwithstanding such occurrences, overall the extent of value cohesion can be 
regarded as considerably high. 

Tactical and procedural cohesion 

Now the question arises to what extent diverging goals are actively made to fit with 
one another, for example through issue linkage and side payments, prior to the 
summit. This tactical cohesion relates closely to procedural cohesion, which focuses 
specifically on whether there are rules and procedures on dealing with conflict 
situations. Discord is inevitable, but the issue here is whether the entire EU 
representation has agreed on rules and procedures concerning disagreements. 

There is neither a coordinated European position within the G8, nor a formal 
policy among European delegations, on how to deal with diverging goals in the G8. 
The G8 agenda is not explicitly discussed at European Council meetings, and 
European delegations do not meet and coordinate prior to the summit to establish a 
common EU stance (interview, Brussels, July 2008). In case (value) cohesion is 
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extensive, this usually results from previous or even parallel coordination efforts. 
However, these efforts do not take place specifically for G8 purposes (interview, 
Berlin, March 2009). 

At the summit, is it common for each European member state to have its own 
favourite topic. Sarkozy and his ‘crusade’ for G8 expansion are illustrative here. 
While the EU representation remains neutral on the topic, France is free to pursue 
this goal individually. Since the EU participants do not specifically aim to present 
themselves as one cohesive unit at the summit, diverging goals are not necessarily 
an issue. Every member state knows what the EU line is, but is still free to express 
views that are not in accordance with this line. As one insider noted, ‘all the EU 
members, of course, respect EU agreements. At the same time, EU agreement has 
never been an obstacle to expressing views that differ from that agreement’ 
(interview, by email, October 2008). The summit is informal and every participant 
can speak freely, without the constraints of legal matters or formal rules. That is 
why there are no formal coordination efforts to ensure cohesion. 

On the other hand, a former policy coordinator of the Commission considers 
discord among the member states as the worst that can happen, and feels that the 
Commission will therefore do everything in its power to prevent this. In his view, 
lacking cohesion damages the perceptions of EU actorness. ‘There is disagreement 
between the EU member states, informally, and behind the scenes. But you don’t 
want that during the summit’ (interview, Brussels, September 2008b). Behind the 
scenes, the Commission thus attempts to avoid conflict and disagreement not only 
at the main summit, but also during preparatory meetings. European sherpas meet 
each other on many (non-G8) occasions, and they know exactly where the 
bottlenecks are. Although the Commission does not consider itself so much a leader 
in this informal coordination process, it does regard its role as highly significant: 
‘we can play a substantial role as an honest broker’. Yet, all communication and 
coordination is very informal and rather ad hoc: ‘it is discrete, behind the scenes, 
not out in the open’ (interview, Brussels, September 2008b). 

Individual EU member states will not always neatly align according to EU 
objectives, but on issues where the EU has established a firm line in the past they 
will cautiously and informally try to achieve this. After all, cooperation could 
establish a majority position for the Europeans, helping to build momentum. When 
this happens, the coordination role usually falls in the hands of the Commission 
(interview, Brussels, September 2008a). There are no formal rules on this, but 
European delegations expect the Commission to coordinate and mediate the EU line 
on certain issues. As this process is completely informal, it can be used at the 
discretion of the member states. In practice, this means that they will ask for 



501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens

122 
 

coordination whenever it suits them and if it does not, there is very little the 
Commission can do to ensure cohesion. For instance, when the American sherpa 
contacts the different EU members to meet concerning the contents of climate 
change for an upcoming summit, the European sherpas will contact the Commission 
and ask it to coordinate. The Commission will then arrange an informal gathering, 
establish an EU line and report back to the American sherpa. However, this differs 
per issue area: if the same happens on the MDGs, there is little chance for 
Commission coordination since member states have resented this in the past as 
they face their own difficulties living up to MDG standards. At that point, ‘the last 
thing they want is for the Commission to come breathing down their necks’ 
(interview, Brussels, July 2008). 

European G8 members have noted that diversity may even be desired within 
the G8, since the summit functions as a creative think-tank, giving impetus to new 
policy (Penttilä 2003). ‘[D]isagreement is allowed and not problematic’, as it is 
mostly a question of diverging ideas as opposed to real conflict (interview, by 
telephone, September 2008). Non-EU G8 members do not expect the EU members 
to always express the same goals and ideas. In fact, such coordination is regarded as 
counterproductive, considering the goals of the summit. 

In sum, the nature of the summit creates certain dynamics.39 Both tactical and 
procedural cohesion are limited in terms of formal mechanisms to prevent or deal 
with disagreements, and it is clear that ambiguity is once more the case, as diversity 
and disagreements are allowed and even applauded in some cases, but 
simultaneously feared by the Commission. Although lack of (procedural and 
tactical) cohesion is not necessarily problematic for the G8, it does add to the 
confusion that exists on the role of the EU within the summit. 

Outcome cohesion 

Outcome cohesion captures the effective unity achieved by European delegations in 
formulating common policies at the G8 summit, regardless of (prior) value, tactical 
and procedural cohesion. Practically, output cohesion depends on whether or not 
the EU has already reached internal agreement on a given subject area, albeit not 
for G8 purposes. The subject of climate change at the 2008 summit of Hokkaido 
Toyako serves as an illustration. In this case, the Commission functioned as the 
main broker, with four countries backing it up. Such cohesion made the EU a 
powerful and influential actor on climate change at the summit (Kwok et al. 2008: 

                                                           
39 See chapter five for an elaboration on the nature of these dynamics and how they influence EU 
actorness. 
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129). This occurred despite mixed competences and lacking formal rules on 
reaching such cohesion. However, where such prior EU agreement is absent, as on 
nuclear energy, output cohesion is very likely to be low. Output cohesion has also 
proven to be more difficult on politically more sensitive topics such as the MDGs. 

EU G8 member states realise that when they manage to ensure high output 
cohesion, their impact on outcomes is considerable. Yet, the alliances are ad hoc and 
will depend on the interests concerning a given issue. Member states do not wish 
for the institutionalisation of coordination to ensure maximum flexibility and the 
freedom to act individually. The G8 remains first and foremost an informal 
gathering of eight state leaders, a setting in which the Commission is (normally) not 
in the position to enforce cohesion among the five or six European participants. 

Finally, one more issue is relevant when reflecting on the output side of 
cohesion. If extensive output cohesion was the case, the risk of European block-
forming would seem a likely possibility in the context of the G8. With sometimes as 
many as six European members at the table, one could imagine frustration among 
the non-EU participants. In fact, block-forming happens, but not on all issues and 
not always according to EU lines. Most G8 members agree that too much European 
unity could lead to internal division within the G8: the Europeans versus the rest, 
which would prove to be extremely unproductive (interview, Berlin, March 2009). 
As one G8 official states: ‘[i]t would be unfortunate for the G8 if there was a united 
EU voice all the time, because then the Americans or the Japanese might say: “we’ll 
just speak to the Commission from now on”’ (interview, by telephone, September 
2008). The fact of the matter is that such complaining only rarely happens, as was 
the case in 2008 when the united European position enforced momentum on the 
issue of climate change and the Japanese delegation openly complained about ‘the 
number of Europeans at the table’ (interview, Brussels, July 2008). Nonetheless, 
since the alliances overall vary, European block-forming has never been a real issue. 
This suggests that the current ambiguous set-up of EU representation within the G8 
is the way it is because it lacks cohesion. If cohesion were to be more substantial, 
non-EU G8 members would never accept the current number of European 
participants, as it would throw the G8 off-balance. 

Autonomy 

Autonomy encompasses the Commission’s distinctiveness and independence, in 
relation to its members, institutions and third actors. Distinctiveness focuses on 
institutional distinction, whereas independence assesses the extent to which these 
distinctive institutions make a difference. This presupposes agency slack, with 
discretionary goal formation, decision-making and implementation. Autonomy 
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seems a particularly interesting aspect to look at in the context of the G8, since as 
many as six EU participants can take a seat at the summit table. 

Distinctiveness 

The Commission has its own distinctive institutional apparatus, with an 
independent infrastructure. The Commission sends its own President, his Head of 
Cabinet as sherpa and three sous-sherpas (for financial, political and foreign 
affairs). During the summit, the Commission delegation remains separate from the 
other (EU) G8 members. It has its own administration, expertise teams and media 
officers, conducts individual press conferences and distributes its own press 
statements. Hence, in none of the summit activities or preparations is the 
Commission delegation connected to, or dependent on, other (EU) G8 delegations 
(interview, Brussels, July 2008). In view of the truly distinct institutional resources, 
the Commission can really be regarded as the ninth member at the table, as other 
G8 members also agree (interview, by telephone, September 2008). Certainly the 
way the EU representation is structured is conducive to substantial decision-
making autonomy, as it clearly demarcates the Commission from influence of non-
G8 EU members. The Commission merely informs COREPER II on G8 aims and 
results, without any voting or significant input by the non-G8 EU member states, a 
procedure that indicates rather substantial autonomy (Meunier and Nicolaïdis 
1999: 481). 

Independence 

Independence assesses to what extent the EU acts with discretion from other actors 
in terms of objectives, decision-making and implementation (Jupille and Caporaso 
1998: 218). We argue that while some formal indicators suggest substantial 
independence, taking a closer look at the context casts doubts over a true 
independence of the EU in the G8 framework. 

First of all, studies conducted by the G8 Research Group on performance and 
compliance should be taken into consideration. Performance has been defined by 
the Research Group as the ability to successfully pursue one’s priority objectives at 
a given summit and to steer the statements that emerge from the G8 to reflect one’s 
goals (Kwok et al. 2008: 3). The data in Table 1 suggest that Commission 
performance at recent summits has been comparable to that of the ‘real’ G8 
members. This means that the Commission has been quite successful as an 
autonomous delegate. Not only has the Commission proven itself an effective 
summit participant, the data also indicate that its performance does not correlate 
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with that of the other EU member states. 
Another measurement that is used by the G8 Research Group is that of 

compliance rates. These refer to the extent to which a G8 member state has 
complied with the targets set at previous summit (Kokotsis 2008). In Figure 1, the 
average compliance scores, the combined compliance scores of the four EU 
members and the scores of the Commission have been compared over the 2004 – 
2007 summits. The graph not only shows that compliance scores of the Commission 
have been excellent over the years, but also that its compliance differs from that of 
the EU member state average, which indicates at least a certain degree of 
Commission ‘independence’ in terms of policy implementation. 

The analysis on recognition and the abovementioned scores suggest that the 
Commission is usually regarded as a separate and independent summit participant. 
Nonetheless, the unique setting of the G8 has created a situation in which several 
European participants are active, which justifies a closer look at the question of who 
the Commission actually represents. This refers to the issue of how strict the 
demarcation in autonomy should be. Although a formal mandate has never been 
granted, the EU member states informally delegated power to the Commission in 
1977, when it was decided that the Commission President was to negotiate 
alongside the four European G8 members, without replacing him (Hainsworth 
1990). However, this ‘parallel approach’ left the question of who represented whom 
up in the air: neither a supranational approach with a legal mandate was adopted, 
nor a purely intergovernmental approach with the member states as exclusive 
representatives of the Union. The 1977 compromise has created a unique 
relationship between collective principals (the member states) and an agent (the 
Commission), which is marked by the interesting feature of having some principals 
present at the summit and others not (see chapter three). 

The question also arises as to whether this construction is a case of double 
representation (Penttilä 2003). The five EU participants function separately, while 
at the same time their interconnectedness cannot be denied, since the Commission 
often represents a position that has been established at intra-EU negotiations. The 
general view seems to be that the EU delegation represents the EU as a whole. 
However, some officials hold a different opinion: when Barroso joins the table, he is 
first and foremost considered a representative of the Commission, without 
considering who the Commission in fact represents (interview, by email, October 
2008). A delegate of a European G8 member notes: ‘I don’t think the Commission 
can stand up there and say: we represent the entire EU. To do that would mean that 
their view is also automatically the view of the UK, France, Germany and Italy, 
which is not always the case. I think the EU as such is not represented, only the 
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Commission is’ (interview, by telephone, September 2008). The same seems to 
apply to the position of the non-G8 EU member states. Their limited ability to 
influence Commission participation at the summit suggests that the Commission 
does not aim to explicitly represent those EU members that do not take part in the 
summit process. Nevertheless, a Commission representative stated that the 
Commission is there ‘to guarantee integrity, objectivity and impartiality’. Being in 
that position, it is well aware that the interests of the smaller member states need to 
be looked after (interview, Brussels, September 2008a). Hence, some (perceived) 
ambiguity remains on the question of who the Commission represents. 
 
 
 
 
Table 1. Performance scores per summit since 2004 

 
   Year   
      
Country 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 * 
      
European 
Commission 0.77 NA 0.87 0.77 0.63 
France 0.82 NA 0.75 0.82 0.48 
United States 0.75 NA 0.77 0.72 0.75 
United Kingdom 0.72 NA 0.77 0.82 0.87 
Germany 0.82 NA 0.75 0.82 0.33 
Japan 0.77 NA 0.77 0.82 0.80 
Italy 0.75 NA 0.72 0.77 0.46 
Canada 0.77 NA 0.87 0.82 0.70 
Russia 0.62 NA 0.72 0.75 0.62 
      
Note: *2008 scores are not properly comparable to those of previous years, since a slightly altered 
assessment method has been used (Kwok et al. 2008). 
Source: G8 Research Group (compare http://www.g8.utoronto.ca/evaluations). 
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As opposed to individual EU G8 members, the Commission must always take 
into account the positions of the other EU summit participants, and will therefore 
hardly be pressing for the more radical approaches (Putnam and Bayne 1987, 153; 
interview, by email, July 2008). In addition, in practice the opinion of the 
Commission will never be completely contradictory to that of the other EU 
members and the Commission will not back a new proposal of, for example, the UK, 
before other EU members have done so. Division can take place among the ranks of 
the EU members, and the Commission will choose sides, but only after at least one 
other EU member has expressed its support for that side (interview, by telephone, 
September 2008). This means that the EU will not act unilaterally, but in most cases 
with the support of at least two European G8 members; on the other hand, the 
individual member states will not hesitate to act independently. For example, at 
previous summits France individually and openly advocated expansion of G8 
membership (Kwok et al. 2008, 26). The Commission could never advocate such a 
position completely individually (interview, Berlin, March 2009). This connection 
with EU member states, present at the summit or not, makes the Commission a bit 
of a conservative player on some issues. It can be concluded that real independence 
is difficult for the hybrid entity that the EU still is. The Commission, as an agent, is 
inevitably bound by its principals, and is therefore likely to remain the odd man out 
at this summit of autonomous state leaders. However, it is important to note that 
Commission autonomy depends on a number of conditioning factors. 

Factors conditioning EU autonomy 

An important question concerns the factors conditioning EU actorness. Since an 
analysis of this question along all four criteria of actorness would go beyond the 
scope of (what can be done in) this article, we focus here on autonomy, which 
arguably (together with cohesion) constitutes the most important criterion within 
the concept. Of the four actorness criteria autonomy most closely relates to the EU 
making a difference (and providing leadership) in international politics, something 
that is also reflected in the definition of actorness, as ‘the ability to function actively 
and deliberately in relation to other actors in the international system’ (Sjösted 
1977: 15). 
In order to investigate this question we briefly compare two subcases: (1) that of 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDG) and overseas development assistance 
(ODA); (2) the issue of nuclear energy and the role it should play in EU G8 countries’ 
strategies in terms of both the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions and energy 
security. These subcases are similar in some crucial aspects but diverge in others. 
Both cases are characterised by diverging principal preferences and by mixed Figure 
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1. Compliance scores, EU and G8 average. 

 
Source: G8 Research Group (compare http://www.g8.utoronto.ca/evaluations). 
 
 
 
competence. On the other hand, they differ in two respects that are tentatively 
suggested here to have been responsible for different degrees of autonomy: firstly, 
‘the power and firmness of status quo oriented (or opposing) principals’, and 
secondly, ‘Commission experience, expertise and standing’. 

The first case is characterised by a rather complex actor constellation. The UK, 
the Scandinavian countries, The Netherlands, Luxembourg and the Commission 
seem to have been (strongly) in favour of progressive targets in terms of the MDGs 
and ODA, with these countries also having the highest commitments. On the other 
hand, the new member states that have joined since 2004, together with Italy, 
Spain, Portugal and Greece, have seemed less enthusiastic on that and more 
moderate in their goals. Germany, France and a few other countries appear to take 
an intermediate position. Although their goals and (real) commitments tend to be 
somewhat more modest than the progressive group, their policy rhetoric is quite 
far-reaching (for example, Chow et al. 2007: 6; Erdman et al. 2008: 146). Against 
this backdrop, the Commission seems to have come out and played a strong and 
proactive/independent role, also in the G8 framework. For example, at the 
Gleneagles summit in 2005, Commission President Barroso was the only leader to 
mention the MDGs in his press conference (Corlazzoli et al. 2006: 28). Before the 
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Heiligendamm summit in 2007, Barroso criticised member states, such as Germany, 
for counting debt relief to meet aid targets (Chow et al. 2007: 132). In addition, at 
the 2008 G8 summit in Japan, it was the Commission that encouraged non-
European G8 countries to match EU targets (Kwok et al. 2008: 130). 

As for the second issue, the principal constellation is such that virtually all 27 
EU member states but Germany favour the inclusion of nuclear energy as (part of) a 
strategy to enhance EU energy security and reduce CO2 emissions. Germany’s 
position—despite not really reflecting the preferences of Chancellor Merkel and her 
Christian Democratic Party—has been a firm one because it has been bound by the 
Nuclear Exit Law to close all nuclear power plants by 2020. This was confirmed by 
the coalition treaty between the Christian Democrats (CDU) and the Social 
Democrats (SPD). The latter held a very strong preference in that respect. Overall, 
the German stance was credibly backed up by strong domestic constraints 
(Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 13 July 2008).  

The UK, France and Italy as the other European G8 participants, however, 
(strongly) support the inclusion of nuclear energy in EU/G8 energy strategies, along 
with the EU-23. The Commission’s preferences have been in line with the EU 
mainstream position (Deutsche Welle, 16 March 2006; Financial Times, 16 
September 2008). In the G8 context, however, the Commission has avoided to 
express itself strongly and proactively/independently on the issue. Instead it played 
a low key role and took an (almost) agnostic position at the summits (interview, 
Brussels, September 2008b). 

We propose that the power and firmness of status quo oriented (or opposing) 
principals, and Commission experience, expertise and standing can account for the 
different outcomes. 

The power and firmness of status quo oriented principals.  

Concerning the MDG/ODA issue, even the more reluctant EU member states 
(including Italy), and the ones with intermediate preferences (including Germany 
and France) have engaged in rhetorical statements, suggesting that this is an 
important issue and that they want to do more (for example, Rampal 2005; Erdman 
et al. 2008: 146; Concord Europe 2008). Under such circumstances, it is more easily 
justifiable for the Commission to speak out and take advantage of member states’ 
rhetorical commitments (Barroso 2008: 2; Chow et al. 2007: 132; interview, by 
telephone, September 2008). As one official put it, ‘with so much “cheap talk” about 
exaggerated targets by even the laggards, it was clear that the Commission could 
freely exploit this and take the lead in the G8, even if the real preferences of 
Member States are considerably more conservative’ (interview, Berlin, March 
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2009). In this context it can also be argued that the Commission used the G8 to 
leverage its own internal EU agenda, by trying to pull the EU laggards along through 
pushing ahead at the international level.40 By contrast, Germany’s stance on nuclear 
energy has been firm and unambiguous, with credible domestic constrains (For 
example, Süddeutsche Zeitung, 5 August 2008; Financial Times, 9 June 2008). In 
addition, Germany being a very reluctant principal, has at the same time been an 
attending principal (that is been involved in the G8 context), thus better equipped 
for monitoring and ‘sanctioning’ the agent. These are all aspects that (also) suggest 
that a powerful principal, which Germany also constitutes given its size and 
economic weight, can influence matters under the given circumstance (Lyne et al. 
2006: 58). As one Commission official noted, ‘with such a Member State heavy 
weight so unequivocally and convincingly setting tight boundaries of EU action, we 
had to sit back and shut up in the G8’ (interview, Berlin, March 2009). 

Commission experience, expertise and standing.  

This applies to development/aid policy, thus allowing for a greater role in the G8 
context. In addition, the Commission has increasingly portrayed itself as assuming a 
leadership role on this issue (Orbie and Versluys 2008; European Commission 
2008). Interviewees have held, for instance, that the Commission ‘has acted in a 
more self-confident and independent manner in the G8 because of its sheer status 
as a major international actor in this sector, with several decades of practice and a 
substantial budget for it’ (interview, by telephone, September 2008). By contrast, 
the Commission has traditionally had less of a role and standing in energy policy. It 
was not until 2007 that the European Council confirmed that energy policy would 
get a legal basis in the Treaty of Lisbon (Keukeleire and MacNaughtan 200: 240–
242). It has thus been noted that ‘given our limited prior involvement, and the more 
limited expertise and knowledge in the Commission services, we have felt less at 
home on the issue and therefore also felt that it would have been inappropriate for 
the Commission to take a distinguished stance on nuclear energy at the G8’ 
(interview, Berlin, March 2009). 

Conclusion 

The G8, in all its vagueness and informality, has proven to be a setting in which the 
hybrid European Union can participate significantly. The EU participates on all 

                                                           
40 Orbie and Versluys (2008). Relevant agenda-setting rationales and mechanisms underlying such 
processes have been described with reference to EU policy-making by Princen (2007: 31–33).  
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issues and it contributes to most debates, but its actorness remains questionable 
even after 30 years of presence, as our analysis along the criteria of recognition, 
authority, cohesion and autonomy has indicated. As such, the EU cannot be 
considered a full ‘actor’ (as understood in terms of ‘actorness’) within the Group 
yet; hence the term ‘G8½’. 

Concerning recognition, the Commission is fully accepted within the summit 
process and other G8 delegations interact with the Commission in the same way as 
with any other G8 member. However, obscurity persists concerning the exact 
position of the EU within the summit. Although treated as an equal by other G8 
delegations, actual membership remains a disputed issue. That third parties, such 
as the media, remain reluctant to accept the EU representation as equal, is less 
relevant than formal recognition by the G8 members. At the same time perceptions 
constructed and fortified by the media should not be underestimated, as they tend 
to have a bearing on the EU’s legitimacy and thus translate back into actorness. 

Theoretically, the authority of the EU, more specifically the Commission, is 
minimal, since there is no mandate. But given the informal and nonbinding nature 
of the summit, legal matters are of lesser importance in this context. Nonetheless, 
the reality is shaped by legal boundaries as set out in the Treaties. In practice, this 
means that the EU generally has most authority in areas of full competence. In cases 
of limited or non-existent competence, the Commission President will stay in the 
background, as too much input will not be considered appropriate. Cases of mixed 
competence have provided considerable flexibility, as a unique dynamic may 
develop per case. 

Cohesion has proven to be probably the most ambiguous criterion and also 
one that remains rather limited. Although value cohesion is considerable, there are 
no formal mechanisms that tie the six separate EU participants together. Cohesion is 
desired and pursued only when it suits the European G8 member states. EU 
actorness remains limited as long as this characteristic persists. The absence of a 
legal mandate and the lack of recognition concerning certain (symbolic) aspects as 
well as the absence of actual EU membership in the G8 at least partly result from the 
EU’s limited cohesion. If the various European representatives would speak with 
one voice, EU representation at the summit would have to change, in which case its 
recognition, authority and autonomy would alter, too. But, since cohesion remains 
limited, the EU delegation remains parallel and therefore ambiguous. 

Finally, the Commission can be regarded completely autonomous in terms of 
its own separate institutional apparatus at the G8. Formal indicators related to 
Commission performance and compliance would also suggest substantial 
Commission independence. However, in practice Commission autonomy in terms of 
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independence is more limited because ultimately its freedom of action is subject to 
control of its principals. However, if the conditions are ‘right’—with respect to the 
power and firmness of status quo oriented (or opposing) principals and 
Commission experience, expertise and standing— as in the case of the MLGs, the 
Commission can act rather autonomously. 

The informality of the G8 process has set the broad parameters for EU 
actorness. To a large extent, the nature of the G8 summit offers an explanation for 
the more nuanced and ambiguous degrees of actorness that we have found. Within 
these parameters, recognition, authority, cohesion and autonomy differ 
considerably per context. Overall, the informality of the G8 has proven to be 
beneficial for the EU as it plays to its strengths. The EU has not clearly defined its 
international status yet, but the G8 might just be the perfect setting for it. The EU 
can participate fully, without being hampered by the fact that it is not a nation state. 
The informality of the G8 has left the issue of what exactly the EU as such is doing at 
the summit, for a large part untouched. The two institutions generally suit each 
other well: the EU can improve the effectiveness of the G8, and the G8 can not only 
enforce the international legitimacy of the EU (Hainsworth 1990) but also be seen 
as a forum in which the EU can work on its international actorness. 

Future research should most of all take a closer look at the factors 
conditioning EU actorness (in the G8), beyond the autonomy criterion and beyond 
those tentatively suggested (see also chapter five). Other factors impacting on EU 
actorness may include the degree of politicisation, the extent to which topics have 
been discussed at EU level, and whether or not an EU member state is acting as host. 
In addition, with the Treaty of Lisbon new contours of the international 
representation of the EU have been established. These include a single legal 
personality for the Union and the permanent president of the European Council 
(replacing the head of government of the state holding the EU Presidency in the G8). 
Only time will tell how the EU’s new external policy setting will influence EU 
actorness within the G8. Finally, the increasing international relevance of the G20 
and the fact that the EU constitutes a full-fledged member in this forum would deem 
an analysis of EU actorness within this latest global forum highly interesting and 
relevant. 
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Introduction 

In the summer of 2014, for the first time in history, the European Union (EU) hosted 
the Group that was formerly known as the G8. This occurrence was remarkable for a 
number of reasons, the most obvious one being that even though the EU has been a 
participant in the summit since 1977, it had never been allowed to host a summit 
before. However, what was perhaps most remarkable about this event, was the way 
it took place: as an ad hoc solution to the practical problem that occurred when the 
original G7 members (France, Germany, United Kingdom, Italy, the United States, 
Canada and Japan) refused to attend the scheduled summit meeting to be hosted by 
Russia in 2014, in response to its actions in Crimea and Ukraine. By allowing the EU 
to host the 2014 summit instead, the Group was able to convene without Russia, 
making a clear political statement, without interfering with the original rotation 
schedule and thus leaving the ultimate solution to the conflict open. Because of this, 
the elevation of the EU to the status of host received minimal public attention, and it 
remains uncertain as to whether the EU will be inserted into the hosting schedule 
permanently. 

This event is significant in two respects: first, it reconfirms the relevance of 
studying the role of the EU at the G8 summit, especially given the limited number of 
contributions so far (but see Hainsworth 1990; Ullrich and Donnelly 1998; 
Larionova (ed) 2012). Second, the incident illustrates the ad hoc and informal 
nature of the G8, and the way this nature influences the EU’s role in the Group. In 
this setting, even the simple question of membership remains contested because it 
is not based on formal conditions, but on flexibility and social acceptance. Similarly, 
the EU’s role cannot be understood solely by assessing formal G8 policy outcomes, 
as these are of minor importance in the G8 context. Rather, the G8 is a meeting place 
for collective management and coordination, and is valuable in its ability to 
informally shape dominant discourse in global governance and the social networks 
that shape them (cf. Putnam and Bayne 1987: 32; Gstöhl 2007). 

The conceptual choices that we make determine what we see and what we do 
not see. In the case of the G8, using traditional views of power such as those 
focusing on the realisation of (material or normative) policy preferences, will result 
in ‘not seeing’ and consequently not properly understanding the added value of the 
G8 as a forum for global dialogue. The G8 therefore draws attention to the question 
how power is defined in informal settings. Although the summit is rather unique in 
its principal reliance on informal social networking, these informal processes, and 
thus this form of power, in fact underlie all forms of international diplomacy. A study 
of the EU’s role in the G8 implores us to look at the figurative bottom of the iceberg, 
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because there is so little visible top there, while in most settings, this form of power 
remains hidden underneath a tip of more tangible forms of power. As a result, this 
study has an inductive nature, making broader conceptual suggestions beyond the 
case of the EU in the G8 specifically, or even the EU’s role in informal governance.  

To ‘see’ this form of power that includes the ability to take part in and shape a 
social community, I propose to rethink the concept of actorness. With regard to EU 
actorness, scholars are generally interested in whether the EU, as an outsider, ‘has 
what it takes’ to take part in international negotiations. However relevant this 
question is, the existing debate on actorness has been insufficiently able to grasp 
‘what it takes’, because its tends to overlook the complexity of different international 
organisations, and that these are in fact social acts. In such social acts, the meaning 
of ‘having what it takes’ is embedded in particular organised contexts, that are 
uniquely constructed by the interaction between participating social actors. 
Therefore, I propose to conceptualise actorness as being part of all the different 
elements that make up an international practice. To this end, I connect the actorness 
debate to the ‘practice turn’ as laid out by Bourdieu (1977) and Schatzki et al. 
(2001), and the more recent concept of ‘international practice’ by Adler and Pouliot 
(2011). Interpreting actorness as partaking in an international practice allows us to 
understand the dynamic process of becoming part of an influential international 
community which enables one to contribute to the (unwritten) rules and 
regulations of that community. In doing so, we get a much more complete 
understanding of actorness, going beyond formal and state-like capabilities, and 
instead understanding actorness as being part of a group identity, thus ‘seeing’ 
deeper the layers of social participation that underlie simple questions such as 
membership.  

Moreover, by connecting actorness to the concept of practice, I am able to 
breach the long standing separation between the debate on EU actorness and the 
debate on EU power. As Barnes (2001: 28) notes: ‘to engage in a practice is to 
exercise power’. Those who shape international practices, have the power to 
construct the social infrastructures of international negotiations, the hidden part of 
the iceberg so to speak. These infrastructures significantly influence how other, 
more overt forms of power, such as the power over resources or over outcomes, are 
used. Hence, the practice turn helps to understand that actorness does not only 
facilitate power, but in fact equals it.  

I use the case of the EU in the G8 to illustrate the opportunities and obstacles 
that an outsider encounters in developing actorness in international practices. The 
case indicates that the EU has managed to approximate actorness in the G8 through 
a process of socialisation, but that its divergent actor identity ultimately continues 
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to set it apart from the regular summit members, rendering it difficult for the EU to 
fully participate in the practice. Like the child that tries so hard to be like the others 
that make up a group of friends, but never really becomes one of them because he 
does not take any initiative to shape the dynamic of the group, the EU has focused 
primarily on fitting in to the extent that it has avoided any attempts to change the 
practice. As such, using the perspective of the practice turn helps us to see that EU 
actorness encounters limitations that go beyond formal capabilities, and entail a 
difference in identity that, even through a long-term process of socialisation, is 
difficult to overcome. Thus I suggest that the EU can develop power through 
participation the practice, but also that this power is restricted by the EU’s non-state 
identity.  

I proceed as follows: I start with a reconsideration of the concept of actorness, 
connecting it to the practice turn. Subsequently, I briefly outline the features of the 
practice, so as to enable understanding of the EU partaking in this practice in the 
final section of this paper.41 42 

Reconsidering actorness 

In the following section I review the main existing contributions on actorness before 
developing this debate further by conceptualising international actorness as the 
ability to be part of an international practice. I argue that in doing so, we learn that 
actorness is not a pre-set standard of state-like characteristics, but instead an 
identity that allows one to become fully immersed in a social activity, also 
contributing to shaping it. I conclude by explaining why this conceptualisation of 
actorness is a form of power that deserves our attention. 

                                                           
41The exclusive and informal setting of the summit results in limited data availability, as well as a need 
for an insider’s perspective. Therefore, this research largely relies on interviews conducted between 
2008 and 2013 with officials from various G8 members. Several of these interviews were conducted via 
telephone, given the geographical dispersion of some the interviewees. While not usually recommended 
in qualitative research, Sturges and Hanrahan (2004) argue that in terms of depth and length telephone 
interviews are not necessarily inferior to face-to-face interviews. They suggest that telephone interviews 
have unique benefits, for example accessibility and anonymity, two elements that also played a part in 
this particular case. Moreover, I have made use of participant observation by taking part in the 2008 
summit in Hokkaido, Japan, by means of media accreditation. Not only is participant observation a 
helpful addition given the data constraints, but it also enables the researcher to become a part of the 
reality of the object of study, making them more accessible (Ross and Ross 1974: 64). 
42 This chapter builds on the findings of the previous chapter, suggesting new ways of thinking about the 
EU’s role in global governance. The theory on practice is used to make visible those elements of 
actorness that have previously been overlooked, but are nonetheless important manifestations of power. 
Relating to the general research question of this dissertation, this chapter suggests that informality does 
not only offer opportunities for the development of the EU’s role, but also restrictions that are embedded 
in the EU’s very core and are therefore difficult to overcome.   
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The concept of actorness was coined in 1977 by Gunnar Sjöstedt, following the 
first tentative explorations of the foreign policy capabilities of the European 
Community in the early 1970s. He was the first to think systematically and 
conceptually about what it would take for the Community to take part in 
international negotiations, without embarking on the traditional debate between 
supranationalists and intergovernmentalists. Sjöstedt thought of actorness in terms 
of a capability, resulting from the presence of a number of state-like characteristics, 
such as autonomy, the existence of a community of interests, and policy-making 
abilities (1977). Sjöstedt’s interpretation is not only overly behavioural (Bretherton 
and Vogler 2006: 17), focusing exclusively on the agent’s capabilities, but also static, 
in the sense that it suggests actorness to be a fixed state-like ‘yardstick’ for the 
EC/EU to live up to (cf. Hill 1998: 18). 

At the time, Sjöstedt’s concept did not receive much scholarly attention, but as 
the development of the EU’s foreign policy capabilities accelerated in the late 1990s, 
the debate on actorness was reignited. Jupille and Caporaso (1998) followed 
Sjöstedt’s behavioural (and static) approach when they developed tangible criteria 
for actorness, allowing for case study research that could assess the degree of 
actorness that the EU might possess in a certain issue area (see for example Rozée 
2011; Greiçevci 2011; Groen and Niemann 2012; see chapter four). However, Jupille 
and Caporaso’s criteria of recognition, authority, autonomy and cohesion are rather 
rationalist and formalist, as well as predominantly agent-oriented. They take 
insufficient account of how (EU) actorness is conditioned by its environment 
(Gehring et al 2013: 850). 

Instead of thinking of actorness as an objective standard to live up to, 
Rosamond (2000; 2005) and Bretherton and Vogler (2006) offer an interpretation 
of actorness as a process, breaking down the dichotomy of agential and structural 
forces. This perspective does not perceive actorness as something that one has (or 
not), but instead as a capacity that is constantly shaped and reshaped over time (cf. 
Coole 2005). ‘Agents are bound by structures, but they are also capable through 
action of altering the structural environment in which they operate, albeit in ways 
that may be structurally contained’ (Rosamond 2000: 172). Bretherton and Vogler 
go on to suggest that three processes shape EU actorness: opportunity, presence and 
actor capability. Their dialectic approach is especially helpful when thinking about 
the emergence of new actors in the traditional Westphalian system. 

Although following their interpretation of actorness as a process, I argue that 
two elements are lacking from Bretherton and Vogler’s valued approach. In the first 
place, their contribution offers limited insight into actorness itself, in terms of 
understanding and operationalising what it means to act. Secondly, they fail to 
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recognise that actorness culminates in a form of power. In fact, they hardly discuss 
the connection between power and actorness at all, a flaw that applies to all the 
main contributions on actorness thus far. The debate on actorness has remained 
firmly, yet inexplicably, separated from the thriving debates on civilian, normative 
and others forms of power (eg. Duchêne 1972; Manners 2002).  

To deal with both these shortcomings, I connect the actorness debate to the 
‘practice turn’, a traditionally Bourdiean approach that seeks to understand the 
mechanisms and consequences of social acts. With their work on ‘international 
practices’, Adler and Pouliot (2011) have recently revisited this perspective and 
used it to understand the social infrastructures underlying international diplomatic 
networks. I argue that the concept of practice helps us deepen our understanding of 
what actorness is, and why it matters.  

The theory on international practices suggests that international diplomacy is 
‘made up of a myriad of everyday practices that too often get overlooked in scholarly 
research’ (Adler and Pouliot 2011: 2). Thus, practice theory allows for deeper 
understanding of the meaning of these everyday practices and how they constitute 
social performance, as well as the process that outsiders must go through to become 
part of this social act. This is in essence what scholars have been interested in since 
Sjöstedt’s first mentioned the term actorness in 1977: to understand whether or not 
the EU, as an outsider with a deviant identity, has been able to become part of the 
dominant practices in international diplomacy. Unfortunately, most actorness 
contributions have also overlooked this ‘myriad of practices’, resulting in an 
understanding and operationalisation of actorness that is static and formalistic. 
Instead, I argue that the theory on international practices helps us to recognise that 
partaking in an act of international diplomacy requires understanding of the 
different elements that make up this performance. Consequently, actorness and the 
practice of the act can therefore not be analytically separated.  

To illustrate this, let me compare actorness in international relations to a 
group of children skipping rope. What does actorness entail in this case? The simple 
answer would of be ‘skipping rope’, but such an answer overlooks the ‘myriad of 
practices’ that shapes the act and therefore actorness. Even though the child might 
be great at skipping rope, there could be a variety of reasons why the child is either 
not even allowed to join in, or is allowed to join, but not to the same extent as the 
other players (for example, the child is only allowed to swing the rope and never 
gets to jump). These reasons could vary from the child allegedly wearing the wrong 
shoes, to the group being particularly close because they have known each other 
their whole lives. Thus, the ability to partake in this practice hangs on much more 
than just the ability to skip rope, because the practice encompasses so much more 
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than that (cf. Lave and Wenger 1991: 53). Instead, actorness is defined by all the 
different dynamics that constitute the social act in which one hopes to act. What is 
more, these factors may change in the future: for example the children could invent 
a new game that requires more participants, or the child could become better at 
skipping rope, or he could fetch his big brother to try and force the other children to 
let him join, or maybe the others will simply learn to appreciate his company. The 
practice is dynamic, and consequently, so is actorness. 

This example indicates that shaping actorness does not just revolve around the 
acquisition of a skill, nor does it equal participation in the sense of ‘being there’. 
Instead, it constitutes the construction of an identity that enables one to read the 
local context and participate in ways that are recognised and valued by other 
participants (Lave and Wenger 1991: 53; Giddens 1993: 87). Actorness can 
therefore be understood as the partaking in a practice, defined as a ‘socially 
meaningful pattern […] of action, which, in being performed more or less 
competently, simultaneously embod[ies], act[s] out, and possibly reif[ies] 
background knowledge and discourse in and on the material world’ (Adler and 
Pouliot 2011: 4).  

Let me now take a closer look at the four elements that comprise a practice.43 
First, a practice constitutes a social performance, or a socially organised activity 
(what groups do together) and includes both material and ideational elements 
(Adler and Pouliot 2011: 6). Not unlike a performance as seen in the theatre (cf. 
Goffman 1959), the performance encapsulates all the acts that the practice consists 
of, whether physical or otherwise. In the rope skipping example, the performance 
could entail the swinging of the rope, the various jumps, the singing, but also the 
tendency to always try to come up with new ideas or to make the tricks more 
complicated, or even the fact that other children are intimidated by the rope 
skipping skills of this particular group. Secondly, a practice entails what groups 
know together, including background knowledge in addition to reflexive knowledge. 
This means that intentional deliberation through strategic action, instrumental 
rationality and cost-benefit calculations, are complemented by unarticulated habits, 
common sense, and unconscious knowledge (Pouliot 2008: 258). For the example, 
the more reflective knowledge might concern rope skipping techniques, while 
collective background knowledge could include unspoken habits on where and 
when to meet, and on who gets to jump and who gets to spin the rope. This also 
relates to the third aspect of a practice, which is that it has certain competence 
standards that are based on common scripts, frames and expectations (Adler and 
Pouliot 2011: 6). For the rope skipping children, developing their skills and 
                                                           
43 This conceptualisation is based upon the work of Adler and Pouliot (2011). 
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becoming better rope skippers might be their expectation, justifying a measurement 
of competent behaviour according to that goal. The final element of a practice is that 
it is patterned, in the sense that it is a ‘vehicle of reproduction’ (Adler and Pouliot 
2011: 18). Practices can therefore be characterised by path dependency. Certain 
frames and behaviour are locked in through practices, making a switch to an 
alternative more difficult. At the same time, a practice can also generate change. A 
practice can therefore explain lack of change (switching) or lack of ability to stop 
change (as a ‘path’ also suggests movement). The interaction that constitutes a 
practice can therefore cause stability as well as change, depending on the nature of 
the practice (whether is it dynamic or not). In my example, the pattern might be one 
of change, to keep the game interesting. This means that when the children stop 
coming up with new ideas, the practice will in all likelihood also dissolve. 

We can conclude that an actor emerges through these four elements of the 
practice, shaping it as it does. Indeed, he is part of the practice. This presents 
outsiders with a dilemma: he can either follow the existing rules of the practice to 
ensure fitting in, or attempt to shape the practice itself, possibly according to their 
own interests (Fox 2002: 856; Lave and Wenger 1991: 115). Although potentially 
contradictory, an actor or participant is able to solve the dilemma and succeed in 
both, more specifically by becoming a shaper of the practice by following its rules. 
This occurs through a process of socialisation, by which an outsider gradually, and 
through experience and interaction with the practice, becomes a part of it. It is most 
likely that such interaction starts with involvement in the performance, allowing the 
aspiring actor to acquire the required reflexive and background knowledge to meet 
the competence standards of the practice. But it is also possible, though less likely, 
that socialisation starts with an actor sharing a substantial degree of the knowledge 
on which the practice is based. In any case, the final and most complex stage of the 
socialisation is to be able to contribute to the pattern of the practice, because this 
stage is the most threatening to the practice and hence the other actors.  

Finally, the practice turn does not only help us to understand actorness, but it 
also allows for a connection to power, increasing the conceptual relevance of 
actorness significantly. Sending and Neumann (2011: 238) argue that ‘(p)ractices 
become powerful not because actors consciously or unconsciously conform to them, 
but because they define an infrastructure, a set of tools for actors to use and deploy 
in their interaction with each other’. Since practices constitute power (Barnes 2001: 
28; cf. Bourdieu 1994; Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992), and a practice and its actors 
cannot be analytically separated, to be an actor in them, is also a form of power. As 
the rope skipping example suggests, a child gains power as it becomes immersed in 
the practice, because it is able to shape it, deciding for example on new games, the 
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location of the game and whether or not others get to join in. Similarly, to be an 
actor in the social processes that make up international diplomacy enables one to 
shape these processes, possibly and perhaps indirectly, to one's own advantage. For 
example, by becoming part of the practices of international diplomacy, the European 
Union might be able to increase the significance of soft or normative power tools. To 
contribute to the definition of such an infrastructure, or regime of power and 
knowledge is a form of relational power, or the power to shape social interaction 
(Sending et al. 2011: 534; cf. Contu and Willmott 2003). This sort of power may be 
contrasted with other notions of power, such as control over resources, or the ability 
to achieve outcomes. The power to be part of and shape the practices of 
international diplomacy is highly relevant nevertheless, because these practices can 
determine which resources are considered relevant and which possible outcomes 
make it to the agenda. If we understand actorness not just as a precondition of 
power (see for example Niemann and Bretherton 2013; see also chapter four), but 
instead as a form of power in itself, the concept gains significant relevance. I use the 
case of the EU’s role in the G8 to illustrate this power and explore the extent to 
which the EU is able to wield this kind of power. However, just like we need to study 
the game of rope skipping before we can analyse how (and if) the child partakes in 
the practice, the practice of the G8 first calls for closer examination. 

The G8 as a practice 

As Adler and Pouliot (2011: 7-8) already suggested, the concept of practice is 
particularly helpful to analyse the G8, given its reliance on informal interaction as 
opposed to formal institutionalisation. I elaborate on their example by discussing 
the four components of this practice: the performance, the shared knowledge, the 
competence standards and its pattern. 

In terms of performance, the G8 constitutes an international diplomatic 
network which revolves around informal meetings at the highest diplomatic level, 
that is state leaders and ministers. This network resembles a pyramid structure, 
with the key state leaders’ meeting being complemented by ministerial meetings, 
and so-called ‘sherpa’44 meetings that prepare the leaders’ summit. The Group lacks 
the formal characteristics of an international organisation, such as a treaty, a 
secretariat, or any kind of assembly with formally defined powers (Archer 1996; see 
also Putnam and Bayne 1987: 146). The summit meetings and the underlying 
support network, therefore, are what this group does together. Summit meetings 
usually take place in the early summer and are chaired and hosted by one of the G8 

                                                           
44 Sherpas constitute personal representatives of the state leaders (Putnam and Bayne 1987: 49). 
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states, as per a predefined rotation schedule.45 This host sets the agenda, usually 
consisting of traditional G8 topics such as trade and global aid, alongside specific 
themes that are raised by the host, and current international crises. Different 
sessions discuss different topics, for which occasionally additional non-G8 guests 
are invited, for instance African states, or the BASIC-countries. The meetings 
traditionally take place in a secluded setting, to ensure an informal and personal 
atmosphere. ‘But informal does not mean unstructured, there is an agenda. It is 
informal in the sense that there is no translation, no press, no records’ (interview, 
Brussels, June 2012). This informality is also illustrated by the fact that there is no 
voting or any other formal decision-making mechanisms, nor any ability to enforce 
the agreements that are reached. At the lower levels, the ministerial summits are 
usually thematic meetings that might take place at any time during the year. The 
sherpas keep in touch regularly to prepare the actual leaders’ summit and draft the 
bulk of the final communiqué that is released after a summit meeting. Only the more 
delicate issues are left to the actual leaders’ summit (interview, Brussels, June 
2012). One more element that defines this performance is the media frenzy that 
surrounds it. A gathering of eight (or possibly more) of the world’s most prominent 
state leaders tends to draw ample attention. Not only does the extensive media 
coverage ensure that the summit process and communiqué is made public (despite 
or possibly even because of its informality), but it also offers a soundboard for 
criticism, and a point of reference for civil society groups (Dobson 2007: 25-26).  

The second element that defines a practice is what groups know together, 
consisting of both reflexive and background knowledge. Reflexive knowledge 
includes basic transferable knowledge on who is a member, how to organise a 
summit, and how to draft a communiqué. However, particularly because the G8 is 
informal and flexible, there is limited reflexive knowledge present. This means that 
officially, ‘anything goes’. Obviously, this is not really the case. Instead, the G8 
consists mostly of background knowledge, that is unarticulated common sense 
knowledge that is learned from practical experience (Pouliot 2008: 258/271). While 
these characteristics unfortunately also make background knowledge particularly 
hard to observe, some elements can be identified in this case nonetheless: how to 
create trust and candidness, while at the same time achieving tangible results, how 
to build consensus when there is none, including the language that should be used, 
how to avoid topics that are too sensitive to discuss, how to take the lead in pre-
summit coordination efforts, how to take the spotlight in summit negotiations as 
                                                           
45 The hosting schedule is as follows: France, US, UK, Russia, Germany, Japan, Italy and Canada. To the 
extent that ordering may play a part in the summit, for example in welcoming leaders to the summit 
venue, or seating arrangements, this hosting order is usually used, starting with the host of that 
particular year. 
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well as communiqué interpretations, how to make non-G8 members feel included, 
yet exclude them from the general process, and finally, how to coordinate on a 
national level to ensure actual implementation and hence balance between 
exclusiveness and effectiveness. 

Thirdly, the G8 also has its own competence standards, which are arguably 
often misunderstood by the public and non-G8 states, who tend to criticise the 
group for merely being a talking shop and lacking concrete outcomes (see also 
Schaetzel and Malmgren 1980). However, the purpose of the summit is not to 
produce ambitious policy proposals, but to, as Dobson (2007: xvii) calls it, ‘spin the 
plates’. This means that within the G8, competence is measured in terms of 
achieving an open atmosphere, and the ability to guide and inspire other, perhaps 
more formalised instances of global governance by endorsing principles, stimulating 
activities, showing leadership and promoting reform (Penttilä 2005: 84; Gstöhl 
2007: 3-4). To this end, it is generally considered imperative for the G8 to remain 
both small and likeminded, so as to ensure a candid and personal atmosphere that 
allows for compromise and mutual understanding. Thus, the G8’s reliance on 
background knowledge is not only one of its defining characteristics, but also 
constitutes its added value (or its competence standard). 

Finally, the G8 accommodates a number of different patterns, which mostly 
revolve around continuity. Contrary to what we might expect, given the ad hoc 
nature of the summit (potentially enabling each host to shape the summit as it sees 
fit), fundamental change has proven difficult in the G8. Instead, the summit has 
developed gradually along a pattern of alternating trends of more and less 
institutionalisation, and more and less exclusiveness. The most fundamental change 
in the history of the G8 has been the welcoming of Russia as a summit member in 
1998, an exceptional development, given that the composition of the summit had 
not changed since 1977. The admission of Russia incited a debate on further G8 
outreach, or change in the G8 pattern. This resulted in various attempts to involve 
the ‘G5’ (Brazil, China, India, Mexico and South Africa) in the summit process. This 
past decade, two preferences seem to have developed within the summit, with the 
Atlantic states more inclined towards informal and exclusive summitry, while the 
continental members favour a more elaborate and inclusive approach (interview, via 
telephone, November 2012a). The elevation of the G20 summit to a leaders’ format 
seems to have resolved this debate in favour of a division of labour between the two 
‘G’s’, with the G8 maintaining its exclusive and informal nature, and the G20 taking a 
more inclusive and formal approach. 
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Becoming an ‘insider’: developing EU actorness in the G8 

This section offers an analysis of the development of EU actorness in the practice of 
the G8 to assess if and how the EU has been able to contribute to shaping the social 
infrastructure of the G8. Not being a core member of the G8 from the start, the EU 
has attempted to gradually gain access to different formal and informal elements of 
this practice. Next, I analyse the EU’s role in the four components of the practice: the 
performance, shared knowledge, competence standards and the pattern of the G8. 
This conceptual framework indicates that the EU has approximated actorness in the 
G8 practice through a process of socialisation. However, I also maintain that the G8 
practice emphasises the EU’s divergent identity, making it particularly difficult for 
the EU to participate in the (re)construction of the practice. Hence, we see that 
despite what the EU does in the G8, it is what it is that restricts its power.  

In terms of the EU’s participation in what the G8 members do together, the EU, 
represented by the European Commission and the member state holding presidency 
of the European Council, has developed strong credentials, that were built up 
gradually since its first summit in 1977. Both the decision to include the EC in the 
first place, as well as the one that shaped the conditions of its participation, were 
the result of internal EC discord between the European G8 members that felt no 
need for EC representation, and the smaller EC member states who feared exclusion 
(Ullrich and Donnelly 1998: 18). On the one hand, EC representation was ruled 
necessary by the European Council in light of the doctrine of parallelism which 
prescribes that when the EU holds internal competence over an issue, it is 
automatically also granted with external competence. On the other hand, this 
representation was limited to sessions concerning topics within EC competence, 
and not supported by a mandate (Putnam and Bayne 1987: 151).  

This compromise, that was only grudgingly agreed to by its constituents (see 
chapter two and three), influenced the EU’s initial participation in the performance. 
This participation was limited to inclusion in sessions on topics within European 
Community (EC) competence, such as trade. Also, not all summit members were 
willing to interact with the EC, resulting in minor inconveniences that limited its 
access to the performance, such as the inability to speak at the closing press 
conference and the exclusion from the formal summit photograph (Bonvicini and 
Wessels 1984: 176-177). Thus the fact that some EU member states were the 
founding fathers of this relatively new practice was an important determinant of the 
EU’s (in)ability to participate and it would prove to remain that way for the 
following decades. 
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As the summit matured over the years, the EU increasingly took part in more 
aspects of the performance, suggesting a pattern of socialisation of the outsider as 
well as the existing practice and its actors. The initial EC discord subsided, as both 
parties came to realise that the agreed arrangement worked conveniently enough. 
Within a couple of years, the Commission participated in all summit sessions, 
including those on political and security issues, for simple reasons of practicality, an 
important feature of this particular performance (Bonvicini and Wessels 1984: 
177). As a result, since 1981, the Commission attends all activities that constitute 
summitry, from all group sessions, to formal and informal dinners, lunches and 
other social festivities. The Commission is also included in the press conferences, 
and the pre- and post-summit sherpa meetings. During the sessions, the 
Commission has speaking rights on all topics, regardless of competence. Translating 
back to our rope skipping example, the Commission has been allowed to join in the 
game quite early on in the history of the summit, when the performance was not yet 
set in stone. As the game developed, it proved to be easier to let the new kid play in 
all the games, as opposed to have him come in and leave again every other game. 
Thus, the nature of the practice was such, that partial participation in the 
performance proved impractical. As a consequence, the EU, an outsider with a very 
young political status, was granted access to most elements of the performance. This 
interaction allowed the EU to gain valuable experience and knowledge, allowing for 
socialisation to take place. 

Despite the fact that the Commission could ‘join the game’, or take part in the 
G8 process, it still encountered a number of challenges with regard to taking part in 
the performance. For example, the EU was not able to host a summit, depriving it 
from the right to set the agenda, invite extra participants and set the parameters for 
a particular summit.46 The ability to shape as opposed to just attend the summit is 
an important element of this performance. It is what the summit members do 
together: they rotate summit chairmanship so that each of them can shape the 
summit according to its preferences, along the assigned framework of summitry. 
The EU has, up until very recently, been excluded from this element of the 
performance, for reasons that nobody now seems to recall (interview, via telephone, 
November 2012a; interview, via telephone, September 2008). In 2008, an EU official 
confirms the perceived relevance of the host in the summit process, while at the 
same time concluding it to be impossible for the EU to pursue such an ‘upgrade’: 

 

                                                           
46 An exception was the 1994 G7 initiative on Global Information Society, which was organised by the 
EU (Ullrich and Donnelly 1998: 14). However, this was not a core leaders’ summit.  
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Hosting the summit is not important only because it gives the impression that 
you are a full player, but also because it helps to define the agenda. That for us, 
would be an achievement, but the EU is not aiming for this currently, because it 
is politically impossible. This is not the formal opinion, but personally I believe 
that it is not politically feasible. The Commission, of all administrations, is one 
which knows that you shouldn’t aim to high. As far as I am aware of, there has 
never been any discussion on this possibility (interview, Brussels, July 2008). 
 

Still, the decision to have the EU host the 2014 summit when the old G7 members 
decided to convene without Russia was not framed as an effort to rectify this 
established differentiation. Instead, it was presented as an ad hoc solution, leaving it 
as yet undetermined whether the EU is now inserted in the hosting schedule 
permanently, possibly as an added host member, or even replacing Russia. An 
interesting distinction is made here between what is said and what is done in the 
practice: indeed, the EU was able to take part in this element of the performance, 
but formally, the position of the EU representatives remains unchanged. While the 
EU indeed may have taken an important step towards actorness in this respect in 
terms of what it does, its undefined status as a summit host continues to emphasise 
its outsider position. Its actorness remains too limited for the EU to be able to 
definitively change this.  

Other challenges constitute perceptive elements of the performance such as 
the exclusion from the name ‘G8’, which refers only to the summit’s eight state 
members. Also, as a non-host, in terms of seating arrangements, or welcoming 
members to the venue, the EU is often placed in the least impressive position 
(interview, Brussels, October 2012). Similarly, while the European representatives 
are included in the official summit photograph, they hardly ever take a central 
position, and are consistently placed at the edges of the picture. In contrast, the US 
and Russia took a central position (among the middle - or front - four) in 10 out of 
the past 13 summit pictures, while France did so in no less than 12 summits. Partly 
because of these distinctions, the EU’s presence at the summit tends to be 
overlooked by the media and the public, who focus predominantly on the presence 
of the state leaders (interview, Brussels, July 2008). ‘People usually don’t know that 
the EU is participating. So there is a difference in status’ (interview, via telephone, 
November 2012a). Again, the nature of the performance, with the conspicuous 
presence of eight world leaders ‘being leaders’, makes the position of the EU, as a 
non-state, not really representing anyone, rather distinct. The EU representatives 
are aware of this extra challenge and even work on addressing it: 

 
I wouldn’t exclude that we would consider steps to change the status-quo, to 
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take symbolical steps. I am for instance thinking on how we could take 
symbolical steps to reinforce our perception as an equal player in the G8. But 
we have to bear in mind, that we have a changing G8 and we also have an EU 
whose external action are just being shaped now. Perhaps because all these 
things are happening, this is now the right moment to take all these symbolic 
steps, to make the EU more visible in that setting. We are vaguely thinking 
about it, but formally, the Commission is not striving for such a goal 
(interview, Brussels, July 2008).  
 
As mentioned, the G8 has limited reflexive knowledge and instead relies 

heavily on background knowledge. The fact that the Commission has had over 35 
years of experience in G8 participation in almost every element of the performance 
is an important factor in its acquiring of this background knowledge, again testifying 
to a process of socialisation (cf. Kokotsis 2002). Initially, the EU delegations were 
particularly inclined to offer thorough and informative discussion papers on 
summits topics, hereby in a way justifying their presence (interview, via telephone, 
November 2012a; interview, Brussels, September 2008a). As the summit position of 
the EU became more socially accepted, this need to justify their added value lost its 
urgency, resulting in an EU that was less like the really eager kid wanting to fit in, 
and ‘more like one of us’ (interview, via telephone, September 2008). This serves as 
an illustration of the dilemma of gaining access to a practice: trying really hard to fit 
in does not necessary make you part of the practice, but in the long run, it can act as 
a sort of initiation ritual. In the EU’s case, this ritual paid off, because its efforts 
resulted in more social acceptance (interview, via telephone, November 2012a). 
This acceptance allowed for the Commission to develop a broad set of background 
knowledge that is relevant for the summit. Interviews confirm that the Commission 
‘knows the drill’ and takes part effectively in all the social processes that underlie 
the practice that is the G8, including negotiation, communiqué building and behind 
the scenes coordination.  

However, the EU still occupies a somewhat unique role in the forum, as the 
representative of a regional institution participating alongside some of its own 
member states. This status poses problems in some aspects of the background 
knowledge. For example, the summit is meant for frank and open communication, 
and while the EU is not officially restricted or bound to anything, its position tends 
to be slightly more formal than that of its G8 colleagues, because of its status as a 
representative of all the EU member states (interview, via telephone, September 
2008). For example when there is internal disagreement between the European G8 
members, ‘it becomes difficult for the EU. They become stuck in the middle’ 
(interview, via email, July 2008). While the EU can try to mediate, it often takes a 
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silent approach when this happens. This is however not completely problematic, as 
this is an often-used strategy when summit members disagree (interview, via 
telephone, November 2012b). The general and non-binding nature of the forum, or 
the competence standards, facilitates such a way of dealing with discord.  

Perhaps the EU’s biggest challenge with regard to background knowledge is its 
restraint in terms of proactivity (cf. Putnam and Bayne 1987: 153). Because the EU 
is not completely independent, it must always take into account the positions of 
other EU summit participants and therefore will not be likely to act without the 
support of at least one other EU summit member (interview, via telephone, 
September 2008). However, officials speak of this inhibition as ‘self-imposed’ and 
something that is not enforced, but still tacitly understood by all (interview, via 
telephone, November 2012c). This lack of pro-activity can also be attributed to the 
EU’s inability to host: ‘they never take the lead, because the host generally takes the 
lead’ (interview, via telephone, November 2012b). I conclude that the EU can 
approximate the required background knowledge to achieve actorness up to a 
certain point. But there are elements of knowledge, that are embedded in the 
competence standards, that the EU by definition cannot partake in, because it is not 
an autonomous state.  

Interestingly, because of this non-state identity the EU needs more, or perhaps 
a different kind of background knowledge. Officials speak of a balancing act: ‘you 
need to strike a balance between not coming across as divided, and not coming 
across as a bloc’ (interview, via telephone, November 2012a). This means that EU 
coordination takes place, and it generally falls to the Commission to do this, but that 
it takes place behind the scenes only (interview, via telephone, November 2012d). 
Generally, the EU as well as the member states seem to do quite well in this 
balancing act, since American officials note: ‘In the preparatory process, it is pretty 
clear that there are common interests and issues (…), but it does not really feel, at 
least to me, as bloc-forming’ (interview, via telephone, November 2012c) and ‘You 
know, it’s kind of something that I think is there and presume is there, but you don’t 
really notice it because we are all so like-minded, not just the EU members’ 
(interview, via telephone, November 2012e). In a way, this divergent background 
knowledge functions as an adapter for the EU, allowing for them to fit in despite 
their non-state identity. But because of that, it also emphasises once again the EU’s 
outsider status.  

One may expect that the EU’s non-state identity and the balancing act that it is 
involved in because of this, makes it more difficult to add and live up to the 
competence standards of the summit. However, this is only the case to a limited 
extent. Firstly, the EU’s presence in the first place adds to the principal aims of the 
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group, which are to bring those with authority together for candid exchange and 
collective management. Obviously it made little sense to discuss international trade 
without the EU present, even back in 1977, as the individual member states lacked – 
and lack - competence in this area. This suggests that socialisation of the EU in this 
particular case begun with its close relation to the G8’s competence standards. 
Interestingly, the informal standards of the summit, both in style and in aims, make 
the challenges of parallel participation less of a problem than one might suspect. 
‘The informality helps. It makes it less awkward when the EU, or any other G8 
member for that matter, has to step back on an issue for reasons of competence’ 
(interview, via telephone, November 2012b). Generally, we can conclude that the 
competence standards of the G8 play an essential part in facilitating the EU in 
partaking in this practice. The informal and personal nature of the setting 
neutralises many of the challenges that the EU’s divergent summit status might 
bring in formal terms and in effect brings actorness down to a question of what the 
EU can contribute, irrespective of ‘what it looks like’.  

Even though the EU’s presence contributes to the competence standards of the 
G8, changing them, proves much more difficult, as the following analysis of the EU’s 
role in the pattern of the G8 reveals. The dominant pattern of the summit is one of 
continuity with alternating trends aiming to balance the trade-off between 
legitimacy (inclusiveness) and effectiveness (informality). In a way, the EU was 
lucky to be invited very early on in the history of the summit, when its contours 
were still being shaped, because change in terms of composition has been virtually 
non-existent since. Still, despite this participation very early on in the development 
of the practice, it has been very difficult for the EU to partake in the process of 
shaping this practice, especially due to the EU’s inability to host. Paradoxically, the 
EU also held the key to reform when the G8 came under serious public pressure to 
reform this recent decade: ‘the other four member states should get out, make room 
for the G5. But the EU won’t, and can’t. Because the other four would never ever give 
up their seat’ (interview, Brussels, September 2008a). An American official explains 
this lack of change by suggesting that change was simply not in anyone’s favour, 
apart maybe in that of the Commission (interview, via telephone, November 2012c). 
What is more, the EU took a low-profile position in this discussion (interview, via 
telephone, November 2012c), illustrating its limits in capacity as well as willingness 
in terms of changing the pattern of the practice. On the other hand, we can also 
discern a clear and successful attempt by the Commission to contribute to a new 
practice, when after the escalation of the financial crisis in 2008 Commission 
president Barroso, together with French president Sarkozy, succeeded in convincing 
US president Bush to elevate the G20 minister’s meeting to a leader’s summit 
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(Griesse 2010: 31). This close involvement of the Commission in the original 
development of this practice, enabled it to become a full member of the Group from 
the start. 

Finally, another challenge that the EU encounters in taking part in the practice 
is the position of the European Council president, who, according to the original 
Council decision, was to participate alongside the Commission. However, especially 
during the early years of summit participation, this position was often, and not 
accidentally, held by a member state who was also a G8 member, in which case the 
position at the summit became a neglected one. Moreover, if the presidency was in 
the hands of a non-G8 member state, this state would not be involved in any of the 
(sherpa) meetings that support the leader’s summit. ‘It’s mostly an efficiency issue: 
they just come in for one meeting and then they’re out. That’s not practical in a 
setting where personal relations are so important’ (interview, Brussels, September 
2008b). Hence, the way that EU international representation worked, with rotating 
presidencies, was simply not feasible for this practice. The Treaty of Lisbon in 2009 
aimed to address this issue, by replacing the rotating Council position with a 
permanent European Council president. Since then there has been much more 
continuity, which has given the Council president the chance to develop both social 
relations and summit experience (or background knowledge). This process was 
accelerated by a close co-operation with the Commission, and the extensive 
diplomatic experience of the Council team, who, in most cases, had previous 
experience with the G8 (interview, Brussels, June 2012). Moreover, as a Council 
representative notes: ‘as soon as we became a member of the club, and it was 
known that we were there to stay, we received the respect of other members, 
informally as much as formally’ (interview, Brussels, June 2012). This demonstrates 
that even though the EU is not a full actor in the practice of the G8, it has acquired 
sufficient actorness and consequently power to shape its own position in this 
practice, thus ensuring acceptance of the newcomer.  

The Council and Commission have now integrated into one EU delegation, with 
in effect two heads. The Commission remains the primary body of this two-headed 
beast, while during summits there is an informal division of labour between the 
Council and Commission president, each taking on certain pet issues. In terms of 
actorness, little has changed since Lisbon. While the Council’s actorness has indeed 
expanded and now resembles that of the Commission, the EU’s actorness in general 
remains characterised by its non-state nature. If anything, the EU has becoming 
even more odd, with now two permanent heads, and one body.  

In conclusion, EU actorness has developed incrementally but considerably 
since the European Council ruled EU participation necessary. Despite this imposed 
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participation of this ‘outsider’ in the new practice of the G8, through socialisation 
the EU’s role in the summit in many respects has started to resemble that of the core 
summit members. In this respect, the EU has managed to become a participant in 
the social infrastructure of the G8. However, as a non-state in a state-centric setting, 
the EU continues to be the odd one out, not quite like the other children skipping 
rope, even though it tries so hard to fit in. This ‘being different’ is exactly what 
prevents the EU from transcending the level of participation and becoming an actor 
in the sense of enacting the practice, and instead condemns it to approximating 
actorness only. Reconnecting the discussion back to power, I argue that EU power in 
the G8 is restricted, because even though the EU participates in the social 
infrastructure quite stably, and it ‘is there’, it has limited ability and willingness to 
shape it.  
 
Conclusion 

 
The informality of the G8 forces us to move beyond formalistic interpretations of 
actorness and instead consider the underlying social infrastructures of international 
diplomacy. I have used the concept of practice to analyse the different elements that 
constitute these underlying infrastructures, and argued that actorness entails being 
part of such a practice. By making this connection, we can see that actorness is more 
than participation, but in fact an often overlooked form of power, the power to 
shape the rules of interaction in a social community.  

The development of EU actorness in the G8 has been characterised by the 
classic dilemma of practice participation: how to integrate into a social 
performance, while at the same time acquiring the ability to shape the practice. The 
EU’s most interesting accomplishment on this count was its ability to achieve access 
in the first place and gradually shape its participation since. By doing so, it 
confirmed the relevance of non-state participation in international diplomacy. 
However, the balance through which this was achieved was delicate, resulting in a 
modest EU that focused on ‘fitting in’. The nature of the practice (its rules of 
engagement, but also its goals and its competence standards) allowed the EU to 
gradually extend its participation into all elements of the performance, both formal 
and informal. This has permitted a socialisation process through which the EU has 
been able to gain experience and (background) knowledge, earning it the respect of 
other G8 members. As a result, the EU has gained power in the sense that it is a 
modest contributor to the processes of the G8 summit.  

On the other hand, using the practice perspective has also allowed us to see 
that despite this social acceptance (and possibly even because of it), the EU has an 
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identity that sets it apart from the other G8 members, and hampers its ability to 
shape the practice and consequently exert power in as well as through the G8. In 
terms of perceptions, the EU remains ‘odd’, as an undefined participant among state 
leaders. The importance of perceptions in this performance needs to be 
emphasised: portraying an image of power and leadership. The EU’s identity as a 
representative of a regional body of which some constitutive members also take a 
seat at the G8, makes proactive behaviour more challenging, and requires a 
balancing act of the EU representatives and their member states. While the nature of 
this particular practice does not necessarily render this limitation problematic, even 
in this setting, we see that the frequency and depth of this limitation makes it 
particularly difficult for the EU to shape the practice, beyond its own identity in the 
practice, both in formal and in informal terms.  

A number of general suggestions on EU actorness (and consequentially power) 
can be drawn from this case, which warrant further exploration. First, an informal 
setting allows EU participation despite possible formal obstacles that revolve 
around more classical actor capabilities, such as cohesion and autonomy. In such 
circumstances more socially oriented capabilities, such as background knowledge, 
can allow for the development of actorness beyond obvious practical borders. 
However, the second suggestion, potentially contradicting the first, is that in the 
social setting of this elite group, it is exactly that which makes the EU different from 
the state that makes it difficult for the EU to integrate socially. Using practice theory, 
we can see that the EU is indeed a different actor, and this difference is not just 
operationalised in outcomes, or means of power, but also in its ability to take part in 
the social structures that underlie international diplomacy. Finally, while informal 
settings serve as a suitable case to study this form of power, it is not only in informal 
fora such as the G8 that it is relevant. In fact, we can assess actorness as the ability 
to partake in the practice in any diplomatic setting, including more formalised ones 
such as the UN. Such assessments would be relevant in terms of understanding the 
extent to which the EU has the ability to participate in international practices more 
generally.   
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The EU in the G8: between effective multilateralism 
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Introduction 

Born out of frustration with the inefficiency and slow decision-making of existing 
international institutions such as the International Monetary Fund and the World 
Bank, a small group of leaders decided to meet informally for a ‘direct, unscripted, 
unbureaucratic exchange between a few heads of government’ (Bayne 1995). This 
group is known as the Group of Eight (G8). Apart from these heads of 
state/government, the summit has also seen the permanent representation of the 
European Union, since as early as 1977. 

Without a secretariat, a formal founding treaty, or a permanent body of 
representation, the G8 summit has always remained an ad hoc conference, which is 
hosted by a different state each year. The G8 has therefore been described as a case 
of informal global governance, which was to create an intimate and small setting for 
those of the highest authority to exchange views, hereby reducing the transactions 
costs in international relations in general. This ‘multilateralism light’, as Penttilä 
(2009) calls it, is best suited for coordinating policies, tackling acute crises and 
launching new initiatives. 

These characteristics place summitry, and the G8 specifically, into a special 
category of multilateralism, of which the relationship with effective multilateralism 
as envisaged by the EU is not evident. In fact, ´multilateralism light´ and effective 
multilateralism are only two interpretations of a variety of multilateralisms that 
exists out there in the international domain. One of the first questions that needs to 
be addressed here, is whether these two interpretations of multilateralism are 
conflicting or compatible, because the answer to this question provides us with 
indicators of an EU acting in pursuit of effective multilateralism. 

As defined by Drieskens and van Schaik, effective multilateralism entails a rule 
based international order, which is enforceable (2014). This definition indicates 
that informal governance at most indirectly contributes to effective multilateralism, 
since it lacks any kind of enforcing rules or charters. However, the G8 does have the 
ability to stimulate and facilitate other forms of international cooperation, by 
endorsing principles, stimulating activities, showing leadership and promoting 
reform (Putnam and Bayne 1987: 158; Penttilä 2005: 85; Gstöhl 2007: 3). For this 
reason, Dobson (2007: xvii) refers to the G8 as ´plate spinner´. The overarching role 
of the G8 enables it to put into motion other tools of global governance, thus ‘spin 
the plates’. This suggests a possible division of labour between formal and informal 
global governance (Penttilä 2009: 2). 

On a more critical note, informal governance can also have harmful effects on 
more institutionalised arrangements. For example, the exclusive membership of the 
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‘G’s’ and the lack of enforceability of the agreements can possibly undo trust that 
has previously been created by more formalised tools of multilateralism (Jokela 
2011: 59; Penttilä 2005: 84). However, the most fundamental critique on summitry, 
is that it constitutes a form of multilateralism that is based upon interests as 
opposed to norms, thus incorporating the ‘old vices’ of realist power politics 
(Tedesco and Youngs 2009; Jokela 2011: 51). Still, the G8, more than other summits 
such as the G20 or the G77, is a summit of like-minded western states, which makes 
it more suitable than other G’s to act as a form of norm-based multilateralism. 

As a result, in this case two scenarios of EU operationalisation of effective 
multilateralism within the G8 can be distinguished. The first scenario is that the EU 
tries to make the G8 a more effective ‘plate spinner’, and thus able to contribute to 
effective and efficient performance of other, more formalised forms of global 
governance. The second scenario is of a more radical nature and constitutes an EU 
that aims to enlarge and formalise the G8, as well as make it more focused on norms 
as opposed to interests. We will observe the extent to which the EU tries to 
operationalise effective multilateralism by looking at its contribution to recent 
reforms of the G8, and the EU’s position at the G8. Two simultaneous reforms have 
taken place in 2009-10. The first reform was the establishment of the G20 in 2009 
(Debaere et al 2014), and the consequences of this development for the future of 
the G8. The second reform constituted the implementation of the Treaty of Lisbon, 
which resulted in the replacement of the rotating presidency by the permanent 
president of the European Council. 

We now continue this chapter with a look at the effects of internal and 
external reform respectively on the ability of the EU to realise effective 
multilateralism, the main conclusion being that throughout these two reforms, the 
relation between these two forms of multilateralism remains awkward, with the EU 
generally lacking the formal tools to pursue the radical scenario and producing 
moderate results at the ‘plate spinner’ scenario.47 

External reform: the future of the G8 in a G20-world 

The EU has been presented with an interesting opportunity to operationalise its 
notion of effective multilateralism due to increasing criticism on the G8, and 
pressures to reform. The G8 has, for example, been condemned for its lack of 
                                                           
47 This final chapter contributes to the general research question of how we are to understand the role of 
the EU in the informal setting of the G8, by employing an outcome-oriented approach. We analyse the 
norms that the EU can pursue in the setting of informal governance and show the limitations that the EU 
encounters in pursuing its own norm of effective multilateralism in the G8. This chapter therefore serves 
as an illustration of the suggestions that were made in the previous chapter on the limited ability of the 
EU to shape the practice of the G8.  
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representativeness, for not being sufficiently democratic, and for its inability to deal 
with urgent global (especially financial) issues (cf. Cooper 2007: 4; Hajnal and 
Panova 2012). Most reform proposals have focused on questions of ‘outreach’ (the 
extension of participation or membership), whereas the dimensions of ‘in-reach’ 
(institutionalisation of the summit system) and ‘down-reach’ (involvement and 
participation of civil society) have received considerably less attention (Kirton 
2008: 1). In this chapter we will take up the ‘out-reach’ dimension since it 
constitutes the most important aspect of the G8 reform debate. In this section, we 
set out to show that the reform discussion has ultimately been settled in favour of a 
division of labour between the G20 and the G8, with the EU playing a substantial 
role in both forums. 

The discussion in the context of G8 reform has been marked by a multitude of 
proposals, ranging from expanding or reducing the G8’s membership, 
supplementing it with additional bodies, or abolishing the G8 altogether. Two issues 
have been taken up repeatedly: the legitimacy and the effectiveness of the G8. Most 
positions have, broadly speaking, followed at least in part one of the following two 
lines of argumentation. On the one hand, a small number of participants would lead 
to more cohesion, homogeneity concerning values, flexibility and thus more 
effectiveness. On the other hand, a more inclusive membership would lead to more 
representativeness, legitimacy and also effectiveness in the sense that all key actors 
are included (cf. Kirton 2008: 3; similarly Gnath 2010: 5f). 

One can broadly distinguish between the following approaches to G8 reform 
(cf. Hajnal and Panova 2012: 65ff): (a) expansion of the G8 with the goal of 
including especially the emerging powers as full members of the G8 (e.g. Sachs 
1998); (b) G8+G5: these approaches stress an institutionalised dialogue between 
the G8 countries and the emerging powers (G5), rather than pressing towards a full 
membership of the G5; (c) G20 as substitute for the G8, the so-called L20 initiative; 
(d) replacement of the G8 by some other grouping with a different membership 
composition (e.g. Kenen et al.. 2004; Roach 2004); (e) coexistence of the G8 and G20 
(e.g. Dobson 2001; Brown and Berlusconi 2009); (f) coexistence of the G8 and a 
new group (e.g. Haynal 2005; Bergsten 2004); (g) variable geometry: this approach 
has the G8 at the core of discussions while leaving appropriate room for wider 
participation, involving various combinations, depending on the agenda (Hajnal and 
Panova 2012: 77). 

Subsequently, we examine the positions and roles played by the EU, its 
member states as well as other G8 countries and the BRICs in the (external) reform 
debate, before analysing the extent to which the EU has furthered the notion of 
effective multilateralism in the external reform debate. 
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The role of the EU and its member states in the G8 reform debate 

For many years Germany’s position concerning G8 reform has been ambiguous. 
While part of the Red-Green coalition, Finance Minister Steinbrück argued that the 
G8 would become superfluous in the medium term, would need to be replaced by a 
more representative body and advocated for an expansion of the G8 (Fues 2007: 
11). Subsequently, Chancellor Merkel showed her reluctance concerning ‘forward-
looking positions on the reform of the global-governance architecture’. She clearly 
rejected formal membership of the ‘Outreach 5’ in the G8 (Fues 2007: 19). At the G8 
summit in Heiligendamm (2007), Germany proposed a new model for the outreach 
process (G8+5) by introducing the ‘Heiligendamm Process’. This process went 
beyond previous ad hoc invitations as it foresaw an institutionalisation, without 
implying full membership within the summit structure (Fues 2007: 19). This change 
of attitude towards the G8 reform has been interpreted as a compromise within the 
Christian Democrat/Social Democrat coalition in order to reconcile the positions of 
Steinbrück and the Chancellor (Cooper 2007). After the Heiligendamm Process and 
with the emergence of the financial crisis Merkel became a clear advocate of 
broadening the G20 to the leaders’ level (Seith 2009). Merkel still appreciates the 
G8 as a forum for opinion-building among leaders on global issues and thus favours 
a coexistence of both groupings. However, she regards the G20 as the more salient 
forum (Dullien and Herr 2010: 28), and prefers a greater degree of 
institutionalisation of the G20. 

Great Britain has played an integral part in the debate concerning G8 reform 
especially from 2005 onwards (G8 Research Group 2005: 41). Prime Minister Blair 
advocated turning the G8 into a G13, building on the ‘G8+G5’ formula that was 
tested at the G8 Gleneagles summit in 2005. Blair thus sought to make China, India, 
Brazil, South Africa and Mexico full members of the G8 (Hajnal and Panova 2012: 
71). Gordon Brown followed a similar policy, but went a step further: Even after the 
success of the Heiligendamm Process he called for a deeper involvement of the 
‘Outreach 5’ states in the central proceedings of the G8 (Gnath 2010: 8). But in 
contrast to French president Sarkozy, he opposed a formal inclusion of those 
countries as full G8 members. He argued that the informal outreach process was 
sufficient to make the G8 more representative and that his experience in the EU-27 
proved that effective decision-making is difficult in larger groups (Pilling 2008). 
Brown has been a ‘leading advocate of the G20 format’ and argued ‘that the old G8 
club of rich, industrial countries was no longer acceptable for directing world 
affairs’ (Parker 2009 cited in Hajnal and Panova 2012: 71). He proved his 
commitment to the G20 by hosting the second G20 summit in April 2009 in London 
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(Pettifor 2010: 39). Current Prime Minister Cameron has shown similar 
commitment to the G20 as a complementary part within the international global 
governance architecture. He advocated strengthening the role of the G20, however, 
without substantially formalising it for example by establishing a permanent 
secretariat (Cameron 2011). 

France has been a strong advocate of G8 reform over the past decade. Former 
President Chirac repeatedly highlighted the ‘importance of adapting the G8 to global 
evolutions in the power-base if the institution is to remain successful as a 
coordinating body’. He pointed to the lack of legitimacy of the G8 and stressed that 
it is ‘necessary to hear from those that represent a growing proportion of 
international economic activity or population’ (cf. G8 Research Group 2005: 13). 
However, the French government seems to have been reluctant to clearly state its 
position on the formal expansion of the G8 (G8 Research Group 2005: 42). Under 
President Sarkozy this changed decisively. Even after the success of the 
Heiligendamm Process, Sarkozy clearly demanded the permanent extension of the 
G8 to a G14 - including China, India, Brazil, South Africa, Mexico and Egypt (Gnath 
2010: 8) - and played an important role in the establishment of the G20. He also 
showed strong support for the G20 by advocating, together with Chancellor Merkel, 
the institutionalisation and valorisation of the G20 within the global governance 
system. 

Italy was one of the first countries calling for G8 reform. Since the Genoa summit of 
2001, Italy has been committed to expand the dialogue with emerging and 
developing countries. Since 2004 Italy seems to advocate the expansion of the G8 
and to include China and India as full members. Berlusconi underlined at the Sea 
Island Summit of 2004 that ‘it doesn’t make much sense for us to talk about the 
economy of the future without two countries that are protagonists on the world 
stage’ (cited according to G8 research group 2005: 23). For the period since the 
financial crisis there is evidence for two types of preferred reform scenarios. On the 
one hand, Italy seems to foster a strategy of ‘variable geometry’, where the G8 
remains at the core while leaving room for various other participants and/or 
forums, depending on the issue at stake (Hajnal and Panova 2012: 77). On the other 
hand, Italy seems to support the coexistence of the G8 and the G20 (Brown and 
Berlusconi 2009). Italy clearly refuses the replacement of the G8 by the G20 but 
rather stresses their complementarity. Italy’s attitude makes sense considering its 
strategic interests: its place as a member of the G8 gives it a disproportionately 
large amount of political power relative to its economic size (G8 research Group 
2005: 24; Stella 2010: 49). Italy accepts an important role of the G20 during the 
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international financial crisis, but it does not support an extension of its mandate to 
other areas, such as climate change, international security and development since 
those issues can be discussed effectively in other formats such as the (expanded) G8 
(Stella 2010: 50). 

The European Union has for most part taken a low profile role in the G8 reform 
debate. However, it seems that Commission President Barroso has played a key role 
in the establishment of the G20 at leader’s level in 2008 (Larionova and Renard 
2012; European Commission 2010). Two weeks after Lehman Brothers announced 
its bankruptcy, Barroso and Sarkozy went to Camp David and are said to have 
convinced US President Bush (hardly a multilateralist) to support the broadening of 
the G20 to leaders’ level (interview, Brussels, September 2012). At the same time, 
Barroso is said to have secured EU membership in that new forum (Griesse 2010: 
31). Interestingly, contrary to France and Britain, the EU does not seem to support 
the idea of (greater) institutionalisation of the G20. Although there are no official 
public statements to this effect, internally Barroso and Van Rompuy seem to hold 
the view that the G20 should remain an informal leaders’ driven process that should 
focus on content and not on structures. Moreover, informal solutions are thought to 
suit the EU better than informal ones, because in informal settings there is no need 
for the EU to define itself, while this is more difficult in more formal settings, such 
as in the United Nations. 

The other G8 countries and the BRICS in the G8 reform debate 

How are the positions of the EU and its (G8) member states to be situated within the 
broader range of positions? Among the other G8 countries, Canada has by far been 
the staunchest supporter of broadening the G20 to the leaders’ level since the late 
1990s. Although Canada strongly advocated the L20 initiative, it never regarded it 
as a substitute for the G8 (G8 Research Group 2005: 7). The United States, by 
contrast, regarded the creation of a Leader’s G20 for a long time with caution. The 
same applies to initiatives to expand and reform the G8. This reluctance can be 
explained through the predominant US perception that such reform of the 
international summit architecture would likely go hand in hand with a diminished 
US influence (cf. G8 Research Group 2005: 47; Cooper 2007: 19). This view 
gradually changed over the years and from around 2009 onwards the US seems to 
have become one of the stronger supporters of the Leader’s G20 (Anderson 2010: 
74). 

Japan has been highly ambivalent on G8 reform as well as on the creation of 
the L20. On the one hand, Japan considers itself as a ‘bridge between the 
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predominant European or North Atlantic nations of the G7/G8, and the emerging 
powers, particularly within the Asian region’. On the other hand, Japan also tries to 
preserve its unique position as the only non-Western country in the G8 (G8 
Research Group 2005: 28). Towards the end of last decade, Japan became more 
supportive of the L20 initiative (cf. Kirton 2012: 8). Similar to the US, Russia has 
been sceptical about the extension of the G8. It has been suggested that Russia 
‘would not want to demote itself to a club where it is equal to financially delicate 
emerging economic middle powers like Indonesia or Argentina’ (G8 Research Group 
2005: 37). Russia’s position in the reform of the international summit architecture 
is to some extent special: on the one hand, it is a full member of the G8. On the other 
hand, Russia is also a member of the BRICs forum. Due to an often complicated 
relationship with the Western G8 states, Russia tends to put more emphasis on 
bilateral relations, and also focuses common interests within the BRICs grouping 
(Hajnal and Panova 2012: 72). 

The BRICs countries faced a certain dilemma in the debate on the reform of the 
international summit architecture. On the one hand they would benefit from close 
engagement with the G8 or even a full membership, especially in terms of trade and 
foreign investment, but on the other hand they would lose their credibility and 
legitimacy to be the leaders of the global South once they joined the exclusive ‘club 
of the rich’ (e.g. Chin 2008: 84). In contrast to the G8, the G20 is a forum that better 
allows them to cope with this dilemma (e.g. Hurrell 2010). 

The outcome of the debate 

It seems that the issue has, at least temporarily, been settled in favour of 
coexistence between the G8 and the G20, with some elements of variable geometry 
(at least on the fringes). The G20 seems to have solved the issues of legitimacy and 
representation that haunted the G8. Also, the instalment of the G20 has enabled the 
G8 to return to its original small-scale informal attire. The relocation of the 2012 
summit from Chicago to the much more secluded location of Camp David serves as 
an example of this trend. In line with the Italian position, a division of labour seems 
to have developed between the two forums, with the G20 as the financial and 
economic forum, and the G8 focusing more on political issues. In terms of 
effectiveness the renewed informality of the summit seems to have made the G8 
more humble in its intentions. The G8 once again serves as a catalyst for ideas, 
leaving more ambitious decision-making up to other institutions, among which the 
G20. 

What was the effect of this external reform to the position of the EU at the 
summit? A hypothetical question of relevance in this regard, is what would have 
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happened to EU representation within the G8, if the Group had indeed been 
enlarged? It is not unlikely that a restructuring of the G8 would have called into 
question the legitimacy of the EU’s double representation. If the G8 had been 
enlarged, the goal of small-scale intimacy may have justified a debate on the 
appropriateness of having as many as six European representatives. The financial 
crisis, however, changed the direction of the transformation completely, and 
resulted in co-existence. In this situation, both the EU institutions and the individual 
member states are able to play a role in both institutions. The EU even managed to 
become a fully-fledged member of the G20 from the start (as opposed to the rather 
vague status of participant at the G8 summit), an indicator of its position within the 
G8. Thus the external reform ensured a large role of the European members both in 
the G8 and in the G20. More specifically, the reinforcement of the original informal 
setting of the G8 summit continues to serve the interests of the EU. In addition, 
through its early presence within the G20, the EU has secured (continued) 
participation at the top tables of global governance (cf. Jokela 2011: 66). 

It (thus) seems that the EU has furthered the notion of effective 
multilateralism only moderately in the external reform debate. Overall it seems that 
in terms of the two scenarios that we elaborated in the introduction, the EU has 
rather worked towards more effective plate-spinning in the G8 and G20 as well as 
towards potentially more effective cooperation between the EU, the G8 and the G20. 
Interestingly, the EU has done so (at least indirectly) by strengthening the 
informality of both the G8 and the G20. What the EU seems not to have done, is use 
this opportunity to transform the G8 and the G20 into more formalised and/or 
norm-based institutions, contrary to the wishes of some of its individual member 
states. Despite the EU’s preference for effective multilateralism, formalising the G’s 
seems not to be in the EU’s interest, whose (undefined) position seems to be tied to 
the informal nature of the summits. The next section assesses whether internal 
reform has been more successful in the pursuit of either scenario. 

Internal Reform: the EU in the G8 before and after the Treaty of Lisbon 

This second section looks at the changes to the EU’s representation in the G8 
following from the implementation of the Lisbon Treaty and what this entailed for 
the EU’s ability to pursue its ambitions within the G8. The prime focus is the extent 
to which the EU representation is able to operationalise effective multilateralism in 
the G8, hence has been able to influence the G8. Given the fact that the G8 is an 
informal group within which no formal decision-making takes place, our 
interpretation of influence, or effectiveness, focuses on the ability to take part in the 
social processes of the summit. We start with a general overview on the EU’s 
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specific status within the G8 and how this is related to its (in)ability to pursue 
effective multilateralism in this forum. Second, we turn to the changes that were 
implemented under the Treaty of Lisbon. We finish this section by addressing the 
question of whether the EU manages to either act as an effective ‘plate spinner’ or 
to expand and formalise the G8 now the Lisbon Treaty has altered the form of its 
participation within the G8. 

The EU’s specific status and position in the G8 

While the G8 remains primarily a gathering of heads of state, since 1977, only two 
years after the first summit in Rambouillet, the EU/EC has been officially 
represented at every summit. Originally an economic forum, and with efficiency and 
authority as the main goals of the summit, the need for EU involvement was 
recognised right from the start. After some internal disagreements on the nature of 
the representation, the member states compromised on a parallel approach that 
allowed for the EU to be represented at the summit by the president of the 
European Commission, as well as the rotating president of the EU Council 
(alongside the individual EU member states). However, no formal mandate was 
instated and close oversight mechanisms were installed. 

Despite (or perhaps even because of) this precarious starting position, the 
European Commission was able to establish itself as a nearly fully-fledged 
participant at the summit table. Although initially restricted to participation in 
discussions on trade, the Commission was already involved in every aspect of the 
summit by 1981 (see also chapter two and three). Also, the various oversight 
mechanisms fell into disuse (cf. Putnam and Bayne 1987: 153). 

While not a sovereign state like the other G8 members, the European 
Commission is now generally treated like one at the summit. Other G8 members 
encourage the EU’s involvement because of what it can contribute. The Commission 
delegation participates independently in all components that make up the summit 
structure, including the on-site and independent ministerial forums and meetings 
that have grown to be a part of the G8 infrastructure. The EU’s performance and 
compliance, as measured by the G8 Research Group, has been on par with that of 
other G8 members, suggesting that it has been successful as an autonomous 
delegate (see chapter four). The position of the Council Presidency, on the other 
hand, has been marginal. With a different EU member state joining the summit each 
year, the Council President tended to join ranks with the Commission, but remained 
largely excluded from the preparatory process. Also, when represented by a G8 EU 
member, the position of Council President became a neglected one. 

Formally, only two aspects distinguish the EU from other G8 members, namely 
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the exclusion from the name ‘G8’ and the fact that the EU cannot host a summit. This 
last aspect is of more value than one may suspect, since the summit hosts play an 
important part in defining the atmosphere and agenda of the summits. Especially in 
a setting as informal as the G8, every summit host has the liberty to organise a 
summit on the terms it prefers. This inability of the EU to organise the summit 
leaves it devoid of a significant tool to shape the summit in terms of inclusiveness 
and formalisation. On the other hand, individual EU member states have been 
known to organise more inclusive and outreach-oriented summits, while the 
Atlantic states tend to focus more on informality and exclusiveness. Thus one may 
conclude that the radical scenario of effective multilateralism is pursued only in 
indirect terms. 

Proactive EU involvement differs per issue area. This variation is explained by 
diverging levels of competence as well as by other factors, such as experience, 
national interests, or international context. As a result the EU is a more effective 
plate spinner for some issues than for others, despite the fact that the informal 
nature of the summit makes the issue of whether or not the EU has the competence 
to speak less stringent. Such issues include climate change and development aid, for 
which the EU has often attempted to use the G8 summit as a forum to not only 
foster understanding and promises, but also enforce more formalised international 
agreements. For example, the EU delegation has repeatedly identified the 
commitment to emission cuts of 50 per cent by 2050 as a summit objective (see for 
example Kwok et al. 2008: 129). Similarly, on the issue of development aid, the EU 
has consistently advocated a fixed share of GDP reserved for Official Development 
Assistance (ODA) (see for example Kwok et al. 2008: 131-2). In these attempts to 
formalise and institutionalise international agreements, which have repeatedly 
appeared on the EU’s list of summit priorities, the goal of effective multilateralism 
can be identified. However, while a certain extent of plate spinning occurs thanks to 
these efforts and other more formal initiatives are endorsed and explored, the EU 
has mostly failed in formalising agreements at the G8 level. In most cases, the 
wording of the G8-communiqués is such that extensive liberty is granted to each 
member state on whether and how to execute the agreements that were made at 
the summit, which does not align with the aim of effective multilateralism. 

In addition, the EU delegation is not completely independent, despite its 
distinctive infrastructure. This to some extent limits the EU’s ability to 
operationalise effective multilateralism in the G8. The European Commission, unlike 
individual EU G8 members, must always take into account the positions of the other 
EU G8 participants, and is therefore less likely to be pressing for the more radical 
approaches (Putnam and Bayne 1987). Division among the ranks of the EU 
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members is possible, and the Commission does choose sides, but only after at least 
one other EU member has expressed support for that side. In contrast, individual 
member states do not hesitate to act independently. Relating back to the question of 
effective multilateralism, this makes the EU more of a general norms chaser than 
most other G8 members, who are more focused on the pursuit of interests. The EU 
is there to offer a broader, more general perspective. 

There is neither a coordinated EU position within the G8, nor a formal policy 
among European delegations on how to deal with diverging goals in the summit. 
Nevertheless, behind the scenes, coordination does take place occasionally, usually 
by the Commission, and only when it suits the member states. Still, in terms of 
output, the four member states and the EU are quite cohesive, since there are few 
international issues on which the EU states have not already established a common 
position. However, most G8 members agree that too much EU unity could lead to 
the polarisation within the G8 — the Europeans versus the rest — which would be 
counterproductive. This results in a balancing act between not coming across as 
divided, while not appearing a unified bloc either. 

An interesting relationship thus exists between these two forms of 
multilateralism, with the informality of the G8 enabling the formalised necessity of 
EU presence. On the one hand, the transfer of competences from individual member 
states to the EU level deemed EU participation on some issues not only logical, but 
even legally necessary. On the other hand, this necessity was facilitated by the 
informality of the summit, which enabled the EU to participate alongside some but 
not all individual EU member states. But this same formalised necessity, or the EU 
agreements that deem EU participation legally mandatory, also made the parallel 
arrangement inevitable. At the same time, the informal nature of the summit did not 
only enable the parallel structure, but also encapsulated it through a logic of path 
dependency and power politics, in the sense that it is unlikely that the four largest 
EU member states will give up their G8 seat. 

Referring back to the question of how ‘effective’ the EU is as a participant at 
the summit, we conclude that the EU is almost a fully-fledged participant at the 
summit, with its main challenges stemming from its lack of true independence. This 
limited independence makes it difficult for the EU to pursue the more radical 
scenario of formalising the G8. Evidence does exist however, of the EU endorsing 
the principle of the G8 as a plate spinner, albeit only in certain topic areas. The 
structure of EU representation has made EU participation somewhat more delicate 
than that of regular G8 members. At the same time, however, the informality of the 
summit counterbalances these delicacies. Thus, it seems not so much the setting of 
‘multilateralism light’ that challenges the EU’s ability to pursue effective 
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multilateralism, but rather the internal EU arrangements. This begs the question 
whether recent internal reforms, namely the Treaty of Lisbon, have solved this 
issue. 

The influence of the Lisbon Treaty 

Until 2009, the European Union was represented by the European Commission and 
the rotating president of the European Council. Under these circumstances only the 
Commission managed to approximate the status of regular G8 members. The single 
most important reason for this fact was consistency. In a personalised intimate 
forum such as the G8, social relations need time to develop. Under such 
circumstances, the changing face of the Council President was a distinct 
disadvantage. By the time the Treaty of Lisbon was to be implemented, it was 
obvious that the representation of the Council would need a different attire. 

The Lisbon Treaty solved this issue by instating a permanent President of the 
European Council. One of the main goals of the Treaty was to make the Common 
Foreign and Security Policy a more integral part of the EU and to enhance coherence 
in EU external action generally (Gebhard 2011: 121; Bache et al. 2011: 213). The 
position of the permanent president of the Council was therefore designed to do 
just that: manage coherence, in terms of organisational unity, and consistency, or 
organisational continuity, by for the first time representing the Council as a self-
contained institutional actor (European Union 2008: Article 13.1). Thus, as of 2010, 
the EU is represented at the summit by both the Commission president and the 
permanent president of the European Council. The question that is discussed in this 
final section is how EU representation at the summit changed and the effect of these 
changes on the aforementioned goals of the Lisbon Treaty. 

The practical implication of this change was that a new division of labor 
developed between the Commission and the Council. The two institutions were to 
be more tightly connected and form one single EU delegation, with in effect ‘two 
heads’. Since each summit participant is entitled to one sherpa and three sous-
sherpas, these positions are crossways divided for both the G20 and the G8. Hence 
the Commission provides the G20 sherpa and the Council the G8 sherpa, while in 
return both sherpas act as sous-sherpa in the other forum. Both summit teams are 
supported by a small Commission-team, which connects the summit input and 
output to the daily affairs of the Commission DG’s. Apart from the expertise input by 
the Commission, the G8 representation of the Council is first and foremost directed 
by Van Rompuy’s cabinet, and not by specific input from the European Council or its 
individual members. 

This infrastructure is complemented by an informal division of tasks between 
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Van Rompuy and Barroso. In typical G8 fashion, the division of labour is not exactly 
according to legal competences, but the result of a practical exchange of subjects 
that are considered relevant that particular year by one or the other. Competences 
play a part here, but only indirectly, as the Council President has been more 
involved in foreign policy issues, such as Syria or Afghanistan, while the 
Commission focuses on certain other topics that are either an exclusive competence, 
such as trade, or a so-called ‘pet’ issue, such as climate change. On some issues both 
presidents speak, for example because they speak from different angles. 
Development aid budgets can for instance be a topic on which the representative of 
the individual EU member states represents a different perspective than the 
Commission, which has its own aid budget. 

What these changes most significantly improved48, was the consistency of the 
EU Council delegation, an important determinant for effective participation within 
the informal setting of the summit. Previous studies have found that leaders with 
more summit experience tend to perform better, both in terms of interaction and in 
effectiveness (Kokotsis 2002). Initial disadvantages - that the Council delegation 
may have had in this respect - were quickly neutralised, due to the fact that the 
Council team was manned by highly experienced diplomats, who were able to 
integrate into the G8 network smoothly. Also, through its close cooperation with the 
Commission, the Council was able to benefit from its lead and experience as well. In 
relation to its ability to pursue effective multilateralism, this increased continuity 
enabled the Council to become a more credible and proactive advocate of certain 
objectives (as opposed to varying, member state specific objectives), testifying to an 
increased ability to pursue the scenario of plate spinning. 

The second goal of the Treaty constituted cohesion. Since the Lisbon Treaty 
added new (and more) actors to represent the EU internationally, increased 
cohesion was not evident. This was also the case for the G8, in which one reasonably 
effective EU representative, the Commission, was replaced by two separate EU 
institutions. Initially, this put fellow G8 members off, who were expecting to 
encounter a more united EU and instead had to deal with another EU 
representative. Although this development would thus seem detrimental for 
cohesion, in practice this does not seem to be the case. Cooperation between the 
Council and the Commission seems to run smoothly so far, as their interests seem 
not only to align, but to be similar, as both bodies represent the EU interest. 
Additionally, the Commission deems cooperation and coordination with the 

                                                           
48 These results must be considered preliminary, since the new representation structure has only been in 
place for three consecutive summits. Future research should reveal whether or not the trends that we 
detect here, have persisted. 



501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens

179 
 

permanent Council president significantly easier than with a different rotating 
president each year. Officials from non-EU G8 members have confirmed the image 
of one EU actor. Some of them were not even aware that both institutions were part 
of the G8, since they only dealt with one (as double representation only takes place 
at the very highest level). 

What has not increased since the Lisbon Treaty is the internal coordination 
between member states and the EU delegation, both G8 member states and non-G8 
member states. Even though Van Rompuy represents the European Council, his 
position is only indirectly the result of Council deliberations. Thus the position of 
the EU delegation(s) remains as restricted by certain internal conditions, such as 
competences and double representation, as it ever was. 

Probably the most significant change was an aspect not explicitly envisaged by 
the Lisbon Treaty: the fact that the EU is now always represented by two people. 
But it is not merely the strength of numbers, but also that the Council and the 
Commission bring different angles, which usually complement. Such different 
perspectives bring different arguments to the table, amplifying its chances of 
convincing other G8 members. 

Consequences for the EU’s efforts to pursue effective multilateralism 

The above elaboration on the implementation of the Lisbon Treaty begs the 
question whether increased consistency, and, to a lesser extent, increased cohesion, 
has boosted the EU’s effectiveness in the G8. In fact, the two elements, consistency 
and cohesion seem to almost work against each other in this context, by adding a 
consistent new EU representative to the original set up. The ability of the Council to 
take full part in the summit processes has increased considerably. But at the same 
time, the Commission now has to share its position as prime EU representative, in 
effect adding an extra head to the beast. In this light, the EU seems to have done 
rather well, in its smooth cooperation between the Commission and the Council. 
Also, in terms of performance as well as compliance, no significant effect of the 
changes can be detected. 

The special position of the European Union as a participant, but not quite an 
official member, has not altered since the Lisbon reforms and thus not solved the 
EU’s main predicament to the pursuit of effective multilateralism. Two important 
challenges remain, namely the inability to host a summit, and the parallel structure 
of having both the EU and four individual member states present. These challenges 
continue to make it difficult for the EU to pursue effective multilateralism in an 
informal forum such as the G8. A consistent addition in numbers has probably 
added to the EU’s ability to make the G8 a plate spinner. However, the structure of 
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the representation, with two EU representatives as well as four member states, 
remains such that more institutionalisation is probably not in favor of the EU. 
Therefore, the conclusion seems to be that in terms of effectiveness, things have not 
seemed to have regressed, but have not significantly improved either. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has introduced a fascinating relationship between different 
interpretations of multilateralism, namely ‘multilateralism light’ and ‘effective 
multilateralism’. The question explored was if and how the EU balances these 
multilateralisms through membership in the G8. We have focused our analysis on 
the EU’s positioning in the debate on G8 reform and on the conditions related to its 
own specific status within the G8 as well as the reforms in that regard implemented 
after the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty. 

First, we looked at the external reform dimension. Of the two scenarios 
introduced at the beginning of this chapter, the EU seems to have eschewed 
transforming the G8 (and the G20) into a more inclusive, formalised or norm-based 
institution, despite its preference for effective multilateralism. Instead, it has rather 
worked towards more effective plate-spinning as well as towards potentially more 
effective cooperation between itself and the G8. The most obvious explanation for 
this behavior seems to be that the more radical scenario might possibly have 
constituted a threat to the EU’s own position at the summit. 

Next, we illustrated that the EU’s position in the G8 summit, as a 
representative that acts in parallel with four individual member states, 
approximates that of the real G8 members, with two important exceptions. The EU 
is unable to host a summit, and its position is slightly more formal and less 
independent than that of other summit members, due to its not being a state. This 
position prevents the EU from shaping the contours of the summit and thus pursue 
the more radical scenario of institutionalising and legitimising the summit. This 
restricts the EU to the pursuit of the first scenario, of making the G8 more of a plate 
spinner. The EU attempts to do this by using the summit as a pusher for its norms-
based agenda in certain issue areas, but has only been moderately successful. 

Finally, we concluded that the Treaty of Lisbon mainly elevated the position of 
the European Council, giving it a much more consistent position at the summit. But 
despite promises made to non-EU summit members, the EU position has not 
become more unified than it was before. If anything, the group gained a participant. 
In terms of effectiveness, the main gain for the EU delegation was another 
integrated member to plead the European case, or effective multilateralism. The 
somewhat delicate position of the EU, however was not altered through the Lisbon 
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Treaty, thus maintaining the delicate balance between effective multilateralism and 
multilateralism light for now. 
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Making miles or treading water? 

I started this dissertation with a description of the circumstances that surrounded 
the G7’s fortieth leaders’ summit meeting. This meeting was the first in history to be 
hosted by the European Union. This opportunity arose after the original G7 
members refused to attend the yearly summit meeting that was to be hosted by 
Russia, in response to its actions in Crimea and Ukraine.  

The 2014 summit exhibits the peculiarity that is the role of the European 
Union in the G8, which has been the focus of this study. The EU has participated in 
the summit since 1977, in a capacity that increasingly resembles that of the G8’s 
‘real’ members. The inability to host a summit was until recently one of the few 
remaining elements that distinguished the EU from these real members. Still, it is 
too presumptuous to conclude that the EU is now finally a full member, because G8 
membership in general and the EU’s status regarding it, remain scarcely defined 
and mostly implicit. Currently, it is not yet known whether the EU will be included 
in the hosting schedule permanently. In fact, it is likely that this depends on 
whether or not Russia will return to the Group.  

The EU’s ‘promotion of sorts’ serves as an illustration of how informal 
governance works and the kind of opportunities this form of governance holds for a 
non-state actor like the EU. The G8 consists of little else than the yearly summit that 
is hosted by one of its members. From a practical perspective (if not from a political 
standpoint), this makes it rather easy to decline a summit invitation and organise an 
alternative meeting elsewhere. This flexibility created an opportunity for the EU, as 
a long time participant, to seize their opportunity and host the summit instead. This 
same informality also prevented any need to formally define the membership status 
of Russia, nor the future of the EU as a G8 host, limiting the political repercussions 
of this solution. On the other hand, the example demonstrates that the social codes 
of informal governance can constitute challenges for the EU. Indeed, the EU had 
been able to participate in the summit for nearly 40 years, despite but also because 
of its odd status as a semi-sovereign actor. Now, the EU even got to play host for the 
first time. However, the same informality that allowed the EU to host the summit, 
also prevents it from formalising this ‘promotion’, leaving one wondering whether 
the EU made any real progress in terms of its role at the summit at all.  

Indeed, the events of 2014 problematise this idea of a ‘role’, suggesting that a 
role is historical, contextual, relational, and also powerful. To understand the 
position of the EU in the G8, this study has therefore used a multidimensional take 
on the concept of role. I have analysed the history and the nature of the EU-G8 
relationship, as well as the structure of representation, both as a non-state among 
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states, and as a representative of 28 EU member states. This has allowed me to 
assess the nature of power that this complex and informal role encompasses, in 
terms of producing certain outcomes, as well as in terms of being able to participate 
in and shape this particular diplomatic practice.  

Key findings 

Let me now briefly summarise the key findings of these individual chapters before I 
answer the general research question of this study. 

Chapter two and chapter three attended to the question of how we can 
describe and explain the way that the EU is represented in the G8. In chapter two, I 
traced the development of the inter-organisational relationship between the 
European Union and the G8 from the very beginning. Despite ample functional and 
organisational overlap, the relation experienced a difficult start. This was due to 
objections of the European summit members, who feared the loss of their own 
individual autonomy. However, these objections were eventually overruled by the 
European Council, who followed the doctrine of parallelism. This decision was 
facilitated by the informality of the Group, which allowed for EC participation on its 
own conflicted terms. Chapter three used the framework of principal-agent theory 
to assess these original terms of participation as significantly disadvantaging the 
agent, in this case the presidents of the European Commission and the European 
Council. However, over time we can discern change both in the delegation structure 
and in the inter-organisational relation. As the European Commission gained actor 
capabilities, in terms of for example competence and autonomy, but also 
experience, the EU-G8 relation developed a complementary dynamic. On the one 
hand, the G8 was able to benefit from the EU’s ability to put forward practical policy 
proposals, while on the other the EU was able to use the G8 as a platform for global 
impact and visibility. Still, even though the Commission has succeeded in convincing 
the member states, its principals, to change their preferences for delegation in their 
favour, the relation remains strongly influenced by the original terms of the 
delegation agreement. A logic of path dependence helps to explain why this 
delegation structure of parallel representation, and consequently the inter-
organisational relation resulting from this structure, have seen very limited change 
since 1977.  

While the first two chapters analysed the nested EU-G8 relation and the 
representation and delegation structure in which this relation has been 
operationalised, the latter three contributions assessed EU impact in the G8. Impact 
was analysed in terms of behavioural actor capabilities, partaking in the practice of 
the G8 and the ability to reform global governance towards a more norm-based 



501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens

190 
 

orientation.  
Chapter four analysed the degree of EU actorness in the period 2004-2008 

according to four criteria: recognition, authority, autonomy and cohesion. We have 
concluded that with regard to recognition, the EU’s membership status remained 
unclear, excluding it from the hosting schedule, and from the name of the Group. 
Other than that, the Commission has been involved in all aspects of the summit and 
is generally considered a member by the other summit members, if less so by 
external actors such as the media. Subsequently, we maintained that EU authority 
has been limited in the G8, due to the absence of a mandate. However, the informal 
setting of the G8 renders this unproblematic, as summit agreements are not 
binding. Still, competences do have some political effect on the leeway that the 
Commission has in terms of proactivity. Third, we looked at autonomy, concluding 
that while the EU is indeed a separate participant, its independence has been 
limited due to its status as a parallel member alongside some of its member states. 
This also relates to our conclusions on cohesion, which proved to be the most 
problematic criterion of actorness for the EU. Not only are there limited means to 
achieve cohesion, but it also very much depends on the other EU summit members 
whether it is pursued at all. In sum, the chapter indicates that cohesion constitutes 
the biggest explanation for the limitations that exist regarding the other criteria. 
However, the main conclusion was that in an informal setting, the EU has succeeded 
in finding a way to participate despite these limitations.  

Chapter five served as a continuation of the actorness-study, offering new 
ways of thinking about actorness. Indeed, if the EU is able to participate in the G8 
despite lacking certain actor capabilities, then perhaps our view on actorness is 
flawed, or incomplete at best. In this light, I have argued that if we want to assess 
actorness in a certain context, we need to closely analyse all the social structures 
that makes up this context. To this end, I have conceptualised the context of the G8 
as a practice, and subsequently analysed how the EU has taken part in this practice. 
The analysis aligns with the findings of the previous chapter that the EU is like the 
other G8 members in many ways and is also socially accepted as such. However, the 
practice analysis indicates that the EU has an identity that distinguishes it from 
regular summit members, because of its balancing act between autonomous 
actorness and collective EU representation. This identity hampers the EU’s ability to 
truly take part in the practice in terms of the ability to shape it, hence limiting EU 
power in this sense.  

This conclusion corresponds with the findings of chapter six, which 
demonstrated that the EU has limited ability and willingness to pursue effective 
multilateralism in the G8. Indeed, effective multilateralism and ‘multilateralism 



501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens

191 
 

light’, as preferred by the G8, have very different conceptions of global governance. 
At best, formal and informal governance can have a complementary relationship, 
with informal governance as a stimulator and facilitator of more formalised forms 
of governance. On a more critical note, the two forms of governance can also be 
considered contradictory, with the G8 as a traditional power oriented platform with 
a sovereignty-respecting style that does not correspond at all with the enforceable 
and rule-based global order that effective multilateralism envisions. We observed 
that while the EU has endorsed EU-G8 complementarity, evidence of the EU 
successfully transforming the G8 into a form of governance that aligns more with 
effective multilateralism is mostly absent. Sparse attempts in this direction have 
also been unsuccessful. In line with the previous chapter, we concluded that the EU 
is insufficiently able to engage in the social practice so as to be able to contribute to 
fundamental reorientations in the G8. 

Restricted EU power in the G8 

There are some overarching conclusions that can be drawn from these individual 
contributions, conclusions that bring me back to the general research question of 
this study: how can we understand the role of the European Union, as a post-
sovereign form of governance, in the informal setting of the G8? The complexity of 
this question primarily resides in the word ‘role’, that questions how a post-
sovereign actor can take part and consequentially be of influence in informal 
governance. Given this complexity, I broke this question down into two 
subquestions: 

1. How can we describe and explain the way the EU is represented in the G8? 
2. How and to what extent does this representation enable the EU to exercise 

power in the G8? 

Each chapter of this dissertation has used its own perspective in relation to the 
general research question, some being more oriented towards the first subquestion 
and others more towards the second. The perspective of inter-organisational 
relations has allowed for a broader perspective, analysing the phenomenon of the 
EU-G8 bond as a relationship between two intergovernmental organisations. The 
perspective of principal-agent theory, in turn, has allowed us to zoom in and analyse 
the power constellations within the EU. Next, my use of and contributions to the 
actorness perspective enabled me to evaluate the EU’s ability to participate in the 
G8 summit and exercise power this way. Finally, I have assessed the nature of the 
EU’s contributions to internal and external reform according to the EU’s own 
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standard of effective multilateralism. In this conclusion, I combine these different 
perspectives into one comprehensive ‘picture of the elephant’: the EU’s role in the 
G8, as well as the conceptual implications that can be drawn from this case.  

With regard to the first question, my findings suggest that EU representation 
has been primarily defined on its own – ambiguous - terms, simply because the G8 
itself hardly had any terms at all. Not only did the G8 lack such rules by deliberate 
intention, but the summit was also still a very new initiative in 1977, in which the 
social codes had not yet been fully established. In turn, the conflicted EU terms were 
strongly affected by the presence of four large EU member states, and also the result 
of an internal struggle over the issue of EU international representation. This 
struggle, which continues to define EU foreign policy today, took place between the 
larger and the smaller member states, and concerned the question of pursuing a 
collective EU foreign policy, versus retaining national autonomy. The positions of 
these two groups of member states can be traced back to diverging interests: the 
smaller member states have more to benefit from collective representation, while 
the larger member states can and therefore would like to pursue individual as well 
as collective representation (cf. Smith 2008).  

Ultimately, the compromise of parallel representation in the G8 leaned 
towards the larger states’ preferences. However, this struggle became less 
prominent over time, as the situation simply worked for all parties involved and was 
consequentially institutionalised in a social practice. Due to the fact that the summit 
was neither very pragmatic nor very innovative in terms of policy output, the 
smaller EU member states no longer considered the Group a threat and lost interest 
in the summit. In addition, the larger EU member states who actually took part in 
the summit did not feel restricted by the presence of the EC/EU. Meanwhile, the 
non-G8 members felt that the summit could benefit from the EU’s policy making 
experience and the Commission itself was eager to develop its skills as a foreign 
policy actor. My findings indicate that informality offers the primary explanation for 
why it worked. With things not needing to be codified, their political implications 
remain limited, similar to the example of the 2014 summit.  

But, also as in the case of the 2014 summit, informality at the same time 
restricts EU representation in the G8. As an undefined participant, the Commission 
was able to partake in the summit almost like a regular summit member, but it 
never really became one, because it did not have to. Consequentially, the EU never 
really had to resolve its internal struggles of international representation. The 
member states could indeed have their cake and eat it too. Hence, because they did 
not have to solve this paradox of double representation, it continues to affect the 
EU’s role at the summit, also testifying to a logic of path dependency. It is for this 
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reason that weak EU autonomy and erratic EU cohesion continue to constitute the 
main challenges for EU representation in the G8.  

Let me now turn to the second subquestion, that asks whether and how these 
findings on EU representation in the G8 affect the EU’s ability to exercise power in 
this forum. In order to be able to answer this question, I first briefly revisit the 
workings of the G8. In Anthony Payne’s words: 

 
What [the G8] does best is play an overarching role in relation to other, more 
formal, institutions of ‘global governance’, seeking to coordinate, legitimise, 
prioritise and steer the actions of the leading states in relation both to each 
other and to the global institutions. As and when it does this, it constitutes an 
effective and necessary ‘plate-spinner’ (2008: 525). 
 

The Group is primarily meant to foster mutual understanding and cooperation 
through building an identity network. Consequently, the G8 is much less concerned 
with achieving outcomes in the sense of policy decisions. The best way to become a 
part of an identity network, and to contribute to it, is simply to ‘be there’ and be 
part of it. I argue that power, in this particular case, resides in the ability of 
becoming a part of this network, because in doing so one can influence the process 
and as such be powerful in the G8 as well as through it. However, this analysis has 
indicated that ‘being there’ does not necessarily allow one to be a part of the 
identity network. I used the conceptual framework of international practices (Adler 
and Pouliot 2011) to show how a social phenomenon such as the G8 constitutes a 
practice and as such consists of many different components in which one can or 
cannot partake and hence be powerful.  

This also means that the first subquestion, on EU representation, and the 
second subquestion, on EU power, are much more closely related than one may 
initially think. After all, representation helps us to understand EU participation in 
the G8 identity network. I conclude that participation, and thus power through 
participation, takes place on three different levels. Each level is more implicit and 
complex than the previous, and the levels can influence each other.   

First, there is a formal level, on which the EU encounters a number of 
challenges. The EU is not a formal member and remains an undefined participant. 
Until recently this excluded the EU from the hosting cycle, while it continues to 
exclude the Union from the name G8, despite being the ninth participant at the 
summit. Moreover, even though the G8 members themselves seem to accept the EU 
as one of them, its formal status as a semi-member, hence not quite an equal, shapes 
the perceptions of outsiders on the EU’s role, underlining the EU’s non-state 
identity. On the formal level, EU power is therefore restricted. However, in informal 
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governance, participation resides much more on an informal level, raising the 
question whether informal participation allows for more or different opportunities 
for EU power. 

I consider this informal participation the second level of participation. This 
level covers the practical aspects of participation, relating most directly to ‘being 
there’. Consequently, this level calls for the most optimism with regard to the EU’s 
role or power. Despite formal limitations and the challenges encountered in the 
early stages of EC participation, the EU is now present in all stages of a summit 
meeting: the preparatory meeting of the sherpas, all summit sessions, the press 
conferences and the evaluation afterwards. The European Commission and the 
European Council are also allowed to contribute on all topics and they participate 
quite effectively in the social processes that characterise the G8: coordination, 
negotiation and guiding other international institutions. This has allowed the EU to 
gain valuable experience in international diplomacy as well as build a reputation. 
All this enables the EU to be powerful in the sense that they take part in the primary 
processes that make up the G8 and its added value. Hence, the EU is powerful 
through the G8, in the sense that it can use the G8 processes as an instrument to 
pursue its policy aims, either individually as an EU institution, through its member 
states, or, most effectively, collectively.  

Third is the deepest level, which I refer to as the ‘identity level’. Partaking on 
the identity level concerns the core of the Group of Eight and the question of 
whether or not the EU is a member of as well as a contributor to this core group 
identity. It is on this level that the EU, as a post-sovereign actor, continues to run 
into the most fundamental challenges. Merje Kuus differentiates between ‘learning 
the code’, or informal participation, and the fundamental dilemma that follows this 
stage: ‘do you contribute to changing [the code]?’ (2014). Exactly because of the fact 
that EU participation has been on the EU’s own terms, the EU’s divergent actor 
identity was encapsulated in its group member identity, as was already clear from 
the way the EU gained access to the Group in the first place. Moreover, in the G8, 
likemindedness and candid conversation are key, and it is exactly on these counts 
that the EU is different: as a non-state, politically bound by the same member states 
that sit alongside them at the summit table. This has generally limited the EU’s 
ability to be proactive and take initiative autonomously from its member states. The 
most significant contribution that the EU has managed to make on the identity level 
is the establishment of its own position at the summit on the level of informal 
participation. However, shaping one’s own identity is obviously not the same as 
shaping the identity of the group or the practice. The discussions on G8 reform and 
the EU’s limited ability to pursue its own norms on multilateralism illustrate the 
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EU’s inability and unwillingness to partake in the shaping of the practice that is the 
G8. Hence, the EU’s power in the G8, the power to shape the practice itself, is 
restricted. While it is possible that EU participation in the group identity will 
develop over time, alongside increasing EU actor capabilities, significant progress in 
this regard is unlikely, as is illustrated by the unresolved matter of the 2014 
summit. Although increasing actor capabilities do bring the EU closer to the group 
identity, by design, the EU will always have a divergent actor identity which 
challenges its ability to partake in a concert such as the G8. 

I therefore conclude that the EU is not quite a member in formal terms, but can 
partake nonetheless, to an extensive, yet at the same time limited extent. Even 
though the EU talks and walks like a duck, it still is not a duck and in all likelihood 
probably never will be, given the fact that after almost 40 years of participation, the 
EU has managed little progress on the identity level. The three level analysis 
suggests that the EU is so focused on participation on the informal level, that it will 
not risk pursuing participation on the formal level, nor on the identity level. 
Participation on the formal level is at the same time too insignificant, given the 
characteristics of the G8 as informal governance, and too significant, as formal 
participation in this case is a reflection of identity participation. The EU ability to 
participate on the informal level is thus at the same time a testimony of success and 
of impairment. EU informal participation has allowed the EU to exercise power 
through the G8, if less so in the G8. Naturally, the fact that the EU has limited power 
in the G8 also influences its ability to exercise power through the G8. For example, 
its limited ability to take initiative individually makes it difficult for the EU to get 
certain topics on the agenda. However, to question formal participation would 
emphasise the EU’s challenges with regard to identity participation, not just in the 
G8, but generally. That would be what the Commission considers ‘aiming too high’ 
(interview, Brussels, July 2008). It is rather questionable whether the G8, and the 
global arena in general, is ready for such a discussion, which would once again 
challenge the supremacy of the state in international relations, this time on the 
deepest level of group identity. 

Finally, for all three levels, informality forms a core explanation for the 
manner in which the EU is able to exert power in and through the G8. Informality 
explains why extensive informal participation was possible, yet could remain non-
codified. Additionally, informality explains the challenges that the EU continues to 
encounter with regard to participating on the identity level, because the nature of 
the Group, as an ‘old boys network’ consisting of state leaders, makes participation 
for a post-sovereign actor particularly difficult as the Commission nor the Council 
president represent such ‘old boys’. Still, the fact that the EU representatives are 
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able to participate on the informal level, can allow for slow progress with regard to 
the identity level, through a process of socialisation. The larger EU role in the G20, 
significantly on the identity level, testifies to such a development, although 
dynamics of path dependence seem to have locked the EU’s identity in the G8 quite 
firmly into its current status, rendering progress in this forum slow and unlikely. 
The next section discusses the effects of informality on EU power more in-depth.  

EU power and informal governance 

This analysis of the European Union’s role in the G8 summit has broader resonance 
beyond this particular case. Most significantly, it makes suggestions about how 
power manifests itself in global governance, and about EU power specifically. I 
argue that the case demonstrates that power in informal governance largely resides 
in the ability to take part in and shape the social infrastructures, or practices, of 
international diplomacy. Subsequently, this dissertation suggests that this form of 
power presents opportunities as well as challenges for the European Union. On the 
one hand, the EU is able to participate in the governance process because of its 
extensive experience and capabilities in terms of problem-solving. But on the other 
hand, the EU lacks the ability to be part of the identity structure that underlies 
social infrastructures, making it particularly hard to shape them. This culminates in 
the general conclusion that the EU encounters challenges with regard to taking part 
in international practices that are embedded in its very identity and consequently 
very difficult to overcome. 

What are the suggestions that this project puts forward with regard to how we 
can understand power in global governance? Over the years, the G8 has seen 
considerable critique with regard to its relevance. Summit meetings have been 
scrutinised closely by media and critics and a recurring complaint is that they lack 
substantial output and detail. However, I argue that we must assess G8 performance 
according to its actual aims and purpose as informal governance, even if this is 
much more complex and difficult to analyse. Power in global governance is not just 
about one organisation calling the shots, or about nation states getting their way. As 
others have already argued extensively, we need to disconnect power from the 
agent and think of power as embedded in the social practice in which agents emerge 
(Foucault 1995; Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 101). I have meant to apply this 
reasoning also to the realm of international diplomacy, and consider the power of 
the social practices that shape these international interactions and how this power 
primarily lies with those actors that take part in these practices. Hence, I argue that 
to engage in power also means to contribute to the construction of an international 
infrastructure of interaction, or an international practice (see also Foucault 1995; 
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Bourdieu 1994; Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992; Adler and Pouliot 2011). This is 
most significantly the case in informal governance, in which identity networks and 
guiding other forms of global governance take such a central position. The G8, as an 
instance of informal governance, contributes to this process of construction, but is 
in turn itself also an infrastructure of interaction in which actors can or cannot 
partake. Thus, the G8 itself illustrates the process of power in an international 
practice, as does the EU’s role in the G8.  

Now let me take a closer look at how the EU’s particular characteristics allow 
for participation in these processes of informal governance. As mentioned in 
chapter one, informal governance as a term is used to characterise a framework, a 
process of decision-making, and the outcome of this process (Christiansen and 
Neuhold 2013: 1197). First of all, the framework of informal governance consists of 
policy networks as well as identity networks that need to include all the crucial 
stakeholders in order to be effective (Christiansen et al. 2003: 5-7). This particular 
characteristic of informal governance constitutes an opportunity for the EU, given 
the EU’s increasing policy making jurisdiction and capabilities. Also, the EU’s 
economic and political clout make it an inevitable player in global governance, with 
extensive expertise. Informal governance is not about governments, but about 
governance, or problem resolution. This aim closely aligns with the EU’s post-
sovereign identity (Caporaso 1996: 45). Still, it is the identity network that causes 
the most difficulty for EU power in informal governance frameworks, making it 
hard for the European Union to formally and openly challenge the undefined yet 
firm boundaries that usually characterise informal governance. This is the reason 
why it is difficult for the EU to give shape to potential change. 

Second, the process of informal governance, focusing on intermediate rather 
than final policy outcomes, does not directly align with the EU’s preferences with 
regard to a rule based international order and effective multilateralism (cf. 
Drieskens and van Schaik 2014). This is also reflected in the outcomes of informal 
governance, which generally are socially shared but uncodified and unspecified, 
with limited enforceability. In this respect, the process as well as the outcomes of 
informal governance can only be endorsed by the EU as one step in a broader 
process of creating an enforceable and rule-based global infrastructure. The EU is 
not only an advocate of such a rule-based infrastructure, but of course also a 
product of it, making the European Union less well equipped to participate in the 
infrastructure of informal governance.  

However, the process and outcomes of informal governance also offer an 
opportunity in the sense that the focus on intermediate outcomes downplays the 
importance of formal competences, allowing for EU participation despite the limits 
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that are imposed upon it by its sovereign member states.  
In sum, informal governance allows for EU participation in governance 

processes despite formal limitations. In terms of creativity and problem-solving the 
EU displays sufficient capability and creativity. However, identity networks are 
particularly important in informal governance and it is this identity that the EU 
continues to fall short on.  

What do these conclusions about the EU’s distinct identity in the practices of 
informal governance suggest about EU power more generally? As my case suggests, 
this distinct identity has been shaped by a structure of social practices that is 
traditionally and still predominantly state-oriented and this means that it is 
potentially harder for the EU to (re)shape this structure. Let me explain why this is 
the case. The EU, as a post-sovereign actor, deals with overlapping authorities, 
divided sovereignty, diversified institutional arrangements and multiple identities 
(Zielonka in K. Smith 2008: 19). These traits offer opportunities, in terms of for 
example exerting normative power, but also challenges when it comes to fitting into 
the dominant infrastructure, or practice, of global governance, as this dissertation 
has meant to illustrate. Discussions about the relevance of cohesion in regards to 
the European Union have been abundant (see for example Nuttall 2000; Missiroli 
2001; Gebhard 2011 and Thomas 2012), but generally fail to sufficiently clarify why 
and how cohesion matters for EU power. In turn, I argue that the very fact that we 
consider cohesion of such importance, emphasises the EU’s ‘being different’ and its 
general lack of an autonomous actor identity (Maull 2005). Paradoxically, the EU 
seems to be the product of sovereignty as much as the product of post-sovereignty, 
as it is sovereignty that defines the limits of its power (cf. Smith 2008: 340). The EU 
can by design not be autonomous, but autonomy, or sovereignty in fact, is the very 
foundation of our global system. It will indeed be very difficult for the EU to be 
powerful within the practice of this system, especially because it lacks the ability to 
contribute to changing it, which is in itself also the result of this same practice. 
Consequently, power as the ability to partake in the diplomatic processes that make 
up international relations, seems to hold as much if not more obstacles for the EU 
than power as the ability to achieve policy preferences, because it concerns the very 
core of what the EU is.  

Methodological implications: observing power in informal governance 

This study has seen some methodological challenges that stem from its conceptual 
assumptions, its design and the characteristics of the case. It is in addressing these 
that this research also makes a methodological contribution. 

One of the most significant conceptual choices I have made, was to regard 
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power not simply as an objective capability that one has or has not, or in terms of 
the objectives that are reached, but instead as a social process, embedded in a 
practice. This process is especially significant in informal governance. However, as 
Christiansen and Neuhold (2013: 1203) note, the analysis of informal governance 
presents conceptual and empirical challenges, caused by the lack of theoretical 
categories and analytical frames, as well as a bias towards that which is visible:  

 
(A)s long as empirical research is directed primarily at issues for which 
empirical data are more readily available – such as the performance of formal 
institutions and the public decision-making processes – rather than 
addressing important questions for which statistical data may as yet be non-
existent – as is often the case with respect to informal governance – then it will 
be difficult to make progress. Empirical research on informal governance is 
often not only about gathering data, but actually about defining the kind of 
data that is to be collected (Christiansen and Neuhold 2013: 1203).  

 
The inductive design of this research is a direct product of this conceptual and 
methodological void, as existing frameworks individually have proved insufficiently 
capable to understand the EU’s role in informal governance. Each perspective 
offered new empirical and theoretical insights, but at the same time raised new 
questions and called for a slightly altered empirical focus. For example, my initial 
analysis of EU actorness according to the operationalisation of Jupille and Caporas 
was enlightening, but at the same time raised questions about recognition (what is 
membership?), about authority (what is the importance of (not) having authority?), 
about autonomy and cohesion (can and should the EU be autonomous and cohesive 
at the same time? What are the consequences of limited autonomy and cohesion?) 
and about the relation between actorness and informality (is actorness really 
necessary in the G8 at all? Necessary for what exactly?). To answer these questions, 
I delved back in, using different conceptual frameworks and asking different 
questions to my interview partners. Also, I have employed different rounds of 
content analysis on the same data: each time disclosing new themes, to make visible 
that which was previously not. For instance, on the first reading I focused on 
participation on the formal level, analysing elements such as membership or 
authority. A second reading then takes in the informal level, moving beyond 
codified structures, towards interpreting what actually happens at the summit and 
whether or not the EU participates in these activities (and is also viewed as such). 
Finally, a third level requires an even closer look, analysing the deeper levels of the 
practice. To this end we need to gain understanding of the dominant discourse in 
the Group on identity, (background) knowledge and patterns of change and 



501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens501344-L-bw-Huigens

200 
 

continuity, and subsequently whether or not the EU is a part of this discourse. 
Hence theorisation and methodology have been hard to separate in this study, as 
new conceptual questions redefined the data that had to be collected, and even 
more so, what I would be looking at once these data were obtained. This process 
allowed me to develop new analytical frameworks, or connect existing ones, such as 
inter-organisational networking, principal agent theory, informal governance and 
the practice turn.  

I therefore conclude that a grounded theory approach is the best way to 
develop the conceptual and empirical tools that are necessary to analyse power in 
informal governance. In doing so, I recommend the use of different analytical 
frameworks to guide the data analysis, culminating in new theoretical suggestions 
that are especially necessary to study informal manifestations of EU power and 
actorness, which tend to overlooked as well as underestimated by existing 
approaches. These theoretical suggestions closely relate to my methodology of a 
‘layered analysis’, which allowed me to observe and interpret both overt and covert 
patterns of power and participation. To this end, immersion into the world of the G8 
has also been of essential value to this enquiry, by means of close long term 
observation, participation observation and connecting to the existing social 
networks of the summit. As Glaser and Strauss note: 
 

[A] firsthand immersion in a sphere of life and action - a social world - 
different from one’s own yields important dividends. The field worker who has 
observed closely in this social world has had, in a profound sense, to live there. 
He has been sufficiently immersed in this world to know it, and at the same 
time has retained enough detachment to think theoretically about what he has 
seen and lived through (1967: 226). 
 

Only through long-term immersion is one able to gain access to closed settings such 
as the summit, and subsequently understand the meaning of certain social patterns 
that may otherwise go unnoticed. An example of such a pattern is the balancing act 
of the European Union between being an autonomous actor versus being a 
representative of 28 member states, among which four summit members. 
Immersion also allows for deeper and critical understanding of the meaning of 
interview data. In conclusion, I maintain that immersion into the research context is 
essential for empirical as much as for conceptual reasons.  

Looking forward 

In this project I have used the case of the EU in the G8 to develop a new conceptual 
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framework that allows for analysis of EU power. Also, I have intended to offer 
insight into the opportunities and challenges that informal governance holds for 
such EU power. There are a couple of different directions that future research on 
this theme can take.  

This study has suggested that power does not just reside in the ability to 
obtain certain outcomes, but also in the ability to take part in the social process that 
creates the infrastructure in which decision-making takes. The G8 itself relies 
primarily on this kind of power, but it also exists in all other global governance 
settings. It is just that it is generally easier to focus on preferences, decision-making, 
voting and outcomes. But with a lacking hierarchy and a weak decision-making 
configuration in a global governance structure that is still very much shaped by the 
dominance of the sovereign state, power especially resides in the ability to 
participate in the creation of this social infrastructure. Therefore, my first 
recommendation would be to observe power as partaking in the practice in other 
international organisations, formal as well as informal ones. This would also allow 
for a comparison of practices in formal and informal settings and for an analysis of 
the relation between outcome oriented power and process-oriented power. 
Moreover, such analyses would enable us to draw conclusions on the general nature 
of existing practices in global governance and whether these indeed favour 
traditional actors, as this case of the G8 seems to suggest. 

In addition, to further understand this form of power, we should not just study 
the EU’s relation to it, as a post-sovereign actor, but also a traditional nation state. 
For this purpose, we could for example study the role of Italy or Japan in the 
summit, two less prominent G8 members. This would allow for a conclusion on the 
extent to which the EU’s unique identity hampers its ability to shape the structure 
in which it partakes or whether there are also other factors that are of influence. 
Such a study could also include a comparison between the participation of an EU 
member state, whose autonomy and sovereignty consequently have diminished, 
and that of a non-EU member of the G8.  

This brings me to the topic of autonomy and cohesion and how these two 
relate to EU power. The findings of this study suggest that weak autonomy and 
therefore the need for cohesion are indicators of the EU’s different actor identity. 
Moreover, I have argued that this different actor identity is unlikely to change 
anytime soon, since it is embedded in the EU’s design. However, this does not mean 
that there are no possibilities for change. In fact, the EU itself might be a symptom of 
such change, or even a contributor to it. The EU is an agent that has emerged within 
an international practice, a practice that is perhaps still dominated by 
considerations of sovereignty. The EU is also limited by this practice, because its 
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agency is defined by it. But in turn, the EU, even as a restricted agent, can contribute 
to change in the practice. Its very existence, as a supranational body, challenges 
what we know of the international order and therefore international practices such 
as that of the G8 (Rosamond 2000: 180-183; Wunderlich 2011). Even if the EU 
maintains a distinct actor identity, which hampers its ability to take part in the core 
group identity, a process of socialisation can allow for change, both in the actor 
identity, and in the group identity. For my case, we have seen this happening to 
some extent, for example through emancipation of the Commission as a summit 
participant. As argued, such socialisation has not yet extended to the EU being able 
to contribute to changing group identity. Close monitoring of these socialisation 
processes, most particular in terms of the EU’s ability to shape international 
practices, in the G8 and elsewhere, would therefore be of great value. Moreover, it is 
this development that the EU should aim for: not to change itself so as to allow 
better to fit in, as we see happening in the G8, but to contribute to change in the 
practice, exactly by being different (cf. Maull 2005). 

On a more empirical note, I recommend further testing of the framework in 
other global governance bodies that predominantly rely on informal governance, 
especially because existing research mostly focuses on informal governance in the 
EU, as opposed to the EU’s role in informal governance. The most obvious option 
would be to engage in a comparative study of the role of the European Union in the 
G20 and in the G8, particularly because the EU has been a core founder of the G20 
and consequentially was able to obtain a full-fledged membership position in this 
forum from the very beginning. But we also cannot overlook the different directions 
that both summits have been taking over the past five years. The G20 is more 
formalised and maintains more of an economic and trade policy focus, while the G8 
remains as informal as ever, and in addition more oriented towards political and 
security issues. Consequentially, there are numerous variations between the two 
summits than could explain for differences with regard to EU participation and 
power in these two summits. A process tracing of both cases could allow for some 
very interesting insights, particularly on how the EU is or is not able to participate 
in informal identity networks. 
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Abstract in Dutch 

Dit onderzoek omvat een analyse van de rol van de Europese Unie in de informele 
setting van de G8 top. De G8 is een voorbeeld van informeel bestuur, of governance. 
Dergelijke informele governance structuren vereisen een heroverweging van de 
manier waarop de rol en de macht van de Europese Unie geconceptualiseerd 
worden. De G8 draait immers niet om formele overeenkomsten, maar om het 
stimuleren van samenwerking die gebaseerd is op wederzijds begrip en 
vertrouwen: een identiteitsnetwerk. Een dergelijke vorm van governance vergt 
daarom een conceptualisering van ‘rol’ en ‘macht’ die deelname in dit sociale 
proces, en het onderdeel uitmaken van een dergelijk identiteitsnetwerk, in acht 
neemt. Om deze reden hanteert deze studie een inductieve benadering, waarbij 
theorieën over EU actorschap gecombineerd worden met conceptualiseringen van 
informele governance, en macht als een practice, ofwel een sociale infrastructuur. 
Op deze manier wordt een innovatief conceptueel kader geformuleerd dat ten doel 
heeft om de macht van de EU beter te begrijpen.    
 
Hoofdstuk twee beschrijft de samenwerking tussen de Europese Unie en de G8 top, 
hoe deze inter-organisationele relatie tot stand is gekomen en hoe deze zich 
vervolgens door de tijd heen heeft ontwikkeld. Na een moeizame start, waarin de 
grote Europese lidstaten zich verzetten tegen EU deelname in top, besloot de 
Europese Raad in 1977 dat vertegenwoordiging van de Europese Gemeenschap - 
parallel aan de vertegenwoordiging van de al aanwezig vier grote lidstaten, het 
Verenigd Koninkrijk, Frankrijk, Duitsland en Italië - onvermijdelijk was in het licht 
van eerder overgedragen competenties op het gebied van bijvoorbeeld handel. Toen 
deze beslissing eenmaal genomen was, verdiepte en verstevigde de relatie zich 
tijdens de hiernavolgende decennia. Deze verdieping kan verklaard worden door 
het complementaire karakter van de supranationale EU enerzijds en de hierin 
faciliterende informaliteit van de G8 top anderzijds. Padafhankelijkheid biedt 
eveneens een aanvullende verklaring voor de wijze waarop de oorspronkelijke 
beslissing van de Europese Raad de parallelle, en daarom ambigue relatie, tussen de 
EU en de G8 verankerde. 
 
Hoofdstuk drie gaat dieper in op de wijze waarop individuele EU lidstaten macht 
delegeerden aan de Europese instituties, toen zij in 1977 toestemming gaven om 
zich door hen te laten vertegenwoordigen in de G8 top. De lidstaten fungeerden 
hierbij als opdrachtgever aan de Commissie (en in mindere mate de Europese 
Raad), die als agent optrad om de belangen van deze opdrachtgever te behartigen. 
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Echter, deze opdrachtgevers verschilden onderling van mening over de vraag of de 
macht überhaupt gedelegeerd zou moeten worden en zo ja, op welke manier. Deze 
onenigheid leidde enerzijds tot een agent die sterk beperkt was in zijn 
bewegingsruimte, door bijvoorbeeld het ontbreken van een mandaat of het instellen 
van verschillende controlemechanismen. Anderzijds betekende het ontbreken van 
een duidelijk mandaat ook dat de taakomschrijving dusdanig vaag was, dat 
diezelfde agent de informaliteit van de G8 kon benutten om zijn bewegingsruimte te 
vergroten. Zodoende zien we, naarmate Europese integratie zich verdiepte en de 
agent, de Europese Commissie met name, nieuwe capaciteiten en competenties 
ontwikkelde, een emancipatie van de agent plaatsvinden ten opzichte van de 
oorspronkelijke voorkeuren van zijn opdrachtgevers. Bovendien zijn er bewijzen 
dat de agent in dit geval ook actief deze voorkeuren heeft geprobeerd te wijzigen.  
 
Hoofdstuk vier biedt een analyse van EU actorschap in de G8 top in de periode 
2004-2008. Deze analyse is gebaseerd op een operationalisering van Jupille and 
Caporaso, die gebruik maken van een interpretatie van actorschap die gericht is op 
zichtbaar gedrag en eigenschappen. Jupille and Caporaso meten actorschap aan de 
hand van vier criteria: erkenning, autoriteit, autonomie en cohesie.  Wat betreft 
erkenning concluderen we49 dat de lidmaatschapsstatus van de Europese Unie 
ongedefinieerd en onduidelijk is, wat tot gevolg heeft dat ze de top niet mogen 
voorzitten (waar de andere acht leden dit in toerbeurten wel doen) en niet 
opgenomen worden in de naam van de Groep (waardoor de G8 de G8 blijft, ondanks 
de permanente deelname van een negende participant). Tegenover deze 
beperkingen staat dat de Europese Commissie bij alle aspecten van de top 
betrokken wordt en de facto als medelid beschouwd wordt door de andere G8-
leden (hoewel in mindere mate door externe actoren zoals de media). Daarnaast 
zien we dat de EU een beperkte autoriteit bezit in de context van de G8, door het 
ontbreken van een mandaat. In de informele context van de G8, waarin 
overeenkomsten niet bindend zijn, is het ontbreken van een dergelijk mandaat 
echter niet problematisch. Desondanks spelen juridische competenties wel degelijk 
een politieke rol in het bepalen bij welke onderwerpen de Commissie een 
substantiële rol kan spelen en welke niet. Op het gebied van autonomie zien we dat 
hoewel de EU wel een afzonderlijke participant is op de top, deze niet geheel 
onafhankelijk kan zijn, door de aanwezigheid van de vier grote lidstaten. Deze 
conclusie hangt tevens samen met onze bevindingen over cohesie. Juist de 
aanwezigheid van deze lidstaten zorgt ervoor dat de EU de grootste problemen 
                                                           
49 Hoofdstuk drie, vier en zes zijn gebaseerd op gepubliceerd materiaal dat het resultaat is van een 
samenwerking met prof. dr. Arne Niemann. De overige hoofdstukken zijn individuele producties.  
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ondervindt bij dit criterium. Niet alleen zijn er beperkte middelen om cohesie te 
bewerkstellingen, maar de mate waarin cohesie überhaupt nagestreefd wordt, 
wordt sterk bepaald door de voorkeuren van de aanwezige lidstaten. We zien 
echter bij alle criteria dat de informele setting van de G8 de EU de mogelijkheid 
geeft om, ondanks de formele beperkingen, toch te participeren. 
 
Hoofdstuk vijf werkt verder met deze conclusie, door een herinterpretatie van het 
concept actorschap te bieden die me in staat stelt om voorbij formele kenmerken 
van actorschap te kijken en in plaats daarvan na te denken over informele 
kenmerken van actorschap. Hiertoe verbind ik het concept actorschap aan de 
practice turn. Deze theorie stelt ons in staat de verschillende sociale structuren te 
begrijpen die ten grondslag liggen aan de groepshandeling waar de actor deel van 
wil uitmaken. Deze sociale structuren die gezamenlijk de groepshandeling vormen, 
worden ook wel een practice genoemd. Bij het bestuderen van de G8 top komt dit 
perspectief goed van pas, omdat juist de onderliggende en informele sociale 
structuren, zoals de symbolische functies van voorzitter, of de volgorde van 
ontvangst, de kern vormen van deze handeling. Om deze reden dwingt de G8 ons 
dus om verder te kijken dan de formele manifestaties van een groepshandeling. 
Wanneer we analyseren in hoeverre de EU deel uitmaakt van de verschillende 
elementen van de G8 practice, kunnen we concluderen dat de EU in vele opzichten 
het actorschap benadert. Het perspectief van de practice legt echter ook bloot dat de 
EU een afwijkende actor identiteit heeft in de G8 top. Deze identiteit wordt gevormd 
door de EU’s constante zoektocht naar evenwicht tussen onafhankelijk actorschap 
en de collectieve vertegenwoordiging van de Europese Unie. Deze unieke identiteit 
belemmert de EU om echt onderdeel uit te maken van de G8 practice, vooral in 
termen van het vormgeven van de groepshandeling. Deze belemmeringen beperken 
zodoende de internationale macht van de EU.     
 
Hoofdstuk zes gaat tot slot dieper in op verschillende pogingen van de EU om bij te 
dragen aan hervormingen in de G8 top. Op het gebied van internationale 
besluitvorming streeft de EU zogenaamd ‘effectief multilateralisme’ na. Dit betekent 
dat de Europese Unie een sterke voorkeur heeft voor bindende internationale 
regelgeving, ondersteund door sterke internationale instituties. Dit hoofdstuk 
onderzoekt in hoeverre de EU in staat is gebleken om dit doel van ‘effectief 
multilateralisme’ na te streven in context van de G8, een forum dat in veel opzichten 
het tegenovergestelde voorstaat van effectief multilateralisme. Onze analyse 
suggereert dat de EU in staat, noch bereid is, om dit doel van effectief 
multilateralisme te realiseren bij de recente interne discussies over de hervorming 
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van de G8. Wat we wel waarnemen is dat de EU een bijdrage probeert te leveren 
aan een complementaire relatie tussen effectief multilateralisme enerzijds en het 
‘multilateralisme light’ van de G8 anderzijds. Dit hoofdstuk bevestigt dus de 
bevindingen uit het vorige hoofdstuk dat de EU slechts beperkt in staat is om de G8 
vorm te geven.   
 
De bevindingen uit deze hoofdstukken culmineren in de conclusie dat de 
informaliteit van de G8 een flexibele rol van de Europese Unie, parallel aan de 
individuele lidstaten, faciliteert. Als een ongedefinieerde deelnemer is de EU in staat 
gebleken om in de top te participeren op een manier die volwaardig lidmaatschap 
benadert. Maar tegelijkertijd is de EU toch nooit daadwerkelijk dat negende lid 
geworden, omdat dit niet nodig was. Door de informaliteit en flexibiliteit van de G8 
hoefde de Europese Unie, zowel de lidstaten als de instituties, de ingewikkelde 
interne puzzel die kwam kijken bij internationale vertegenwoordiging en de 
bijbehorende machtsvraagstukken, niet op te lossen. Zo bleven zwakke EU 
autonomie en onstabiele interne cohesie de rol van de EU in de top bepalen.     
 
Deze structuur van vertegenwoordiging beïnvloedt de participatie en daarmee de 
macht van de EU in de G8 op verschillende niveaus. Hoewel de EU op het formele 
niveau de nodige beperkingen ervaart, neemt ze wel degelijk informeel deel aan de 
meeste elementen die de G8 practice vormen. Maar wanneer we kijken naar 
participatie op het niveau van identiteit, dan zien we dat hoewel de EU participeert, 
haar identiteit als post-soevereine actor een belemmering vormt in het 
daadwerkelijk onderdeel uitmaken van de groep. Hoewel de EU wel in staat is 
gebleken haar eigen identiteit in de G8 te veranderen zodat deze de groepsidentiteit 
dicht benadert, is zij slechts beperkt in staat om de identiteit van de groep zelf vorm 
te geven, wat aanduidt dat EU macht in de G8 beperkt blijft.    
 
De casus van de rol van de EU in de G8 top illustreert niet alleen hoe informaliteit 
macht construeert, maar ook de EU’s capaciteit om deze vorm van macht te 
hanteren. Dit onderzoek suggereert dat informele governance de EU in  staat stelt 
om op creatieve en effectieve wijze te participeren in internationale 
besluitvormingsprocessen. De informaliteit heft hierbij eventuele formele 
beperkingen die de EU vaak tegenkomt op. Echter, identiteitsnetwerken zijn 
buitengewoon belangrijk in informele governance en op dit gebied blijft de EU vaak 
nog tekort schieten. Dit is een zorgwekkend en mogelijk onoverkomelijk probleem, 
omdat de afwijkende identiteit van de EU een structurele eigenschap lijkt te zijn. 
Immers, de aard van de EU beperkt haar autonomie, of soevereiniteit, terwijl 
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soevereiniteit nog altijd een hoeksteen blijft van het internationale systeem.    
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