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The European Commission of the European Union is a relatively young and certainly unusual 

body by international public administration standards. Taking into account the Commission’s 

complex organisational structure and cultural aspect, this article focuses on its changing 

institutional dynamic with regards to its administrative organisation since its early origins in 

1958. The literature on the Commission (Morgan, 1992; Berlin, 1987; Pisani, 1956; Caremier, 

1997) which stresses the duality in its functions and identity, traditionally opposes two 

concepts when analysing the institution: the administration de mission which is entirely 

dedicated to the achievement of European integration, with the administration de gestion 

which is focused on policy managing. According to many authors, the European Commission 

has evolved from an administration de mission to an administration de gestion over time, as a 

result of the constantly growing number of new programmes that the institution has had to 

run.  

After setting the European administration in the current literature context (1), this paper will 

use a historical institutionalist approach in order to analyse the Commission’s institutional 

change (2). Finally, through Bulmer and Burch’s (1998) institutional gradations, path 

dependencies, critical junctures as well as a process-based adaptive momentum in the history 

of the construction of the European administration will be identified (3).  Many authors argue 

that the European Commission has constructed itself as an administration de mission. This 

article will however contend that the European Commission has consisted of both types of 

administration, mission and gestion, from its conception, one type of administration taking 

precedence over the other in a cyclical way depending on systemic circumstances.  Over fifty 

years it can be concluded that lessons about institutional change and administrative reform in 

the European Commission do not lie in the administration’s formal institutional structure but 

in its cultural development. 
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1. ANALYSING THE EUROPEAN ADMINISTRATION 

 

Neither an international secretariat nor a government of the EU, the European Commission is 

often described as a sui generis institution where political-administrative relationships are 

particularly complex. Even though it does not escape comparison, it has become a cliché to 

say that the Commission has found no match in the world of international or national 

administrations (Cram, 1999; Nugent, 2000; Hooghe, 2001; Stevens and Stevens, 2001; Cini, 

1996; Page, 1997; Edwards and Spence, 1997; Shore, 2000; Peterson and Shackleton, 2006). 

A quick observation of the European Commission highlights the multi-national, multi-cultural 

and multi-lingual aspects of the organisation which led Cram (1994, 1997, 1999) to call into 

doubt the homogeneous nature of the Commission and refer to it as a “multi-organisation” 

(see also Caremier, 1997: 238). Similarly Christiansen (1997) brought to light the intra-

institutional conflicts amongst DGs while Ross (1995) mentioned the in-fighting between 

DGs and their Commissioner as well as between the Commission President and particular 

DGs. As a result, the image of the Commission which has recently emerged in the literature is 

that of a heterogeneous organisation with conflicting interests and cultures.  

 

Because of its two levels of action, the Commission deals with particularly complex and 

unusual politico-administrative relationships. As Cini (1996: 101) points out, the word 

‘Commission’ is used in two different circumstances. It can apply to the College of 

Commissioners, which tends to be regarded as the political body dealing with policy 

entrepreneurship in the EU. On the other hand, the word ‘Commission’ can represent “the 

commissioners and their personal staffs, but also the officials, linguists and researchers who 

work within the directorates-general and services, as well as those officials located within the 
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Commission’s national representations and within the Commission-funded research 

institutes”. European officials usually take this broader acceptance of the Commission, which 

they call ‘the House’ (Cini, 1996:101; Shore, 2000:127). From a staffing viewpoint, it 

presents little difficulty to distinguish the two Commissions. One includes only 

Commissioners whereas the other integrates civil servants, be they statutory or not.  

 

The European Commission was put at the heart of the European Community’s institutional 

structure because of its commitment to ‘creative thinking’. Jean Monnet considered it as the 

crux of any successful development of an integrated European system. Its functions are multi-

faceted and representative of its hybrid organisational nature. The Commission’s institutional 

duality and ambiguous nature have been considered by many authors. The most common 

approach used in the analysing of the Commission’s institutional status has borrowed from 

Pisani’s 1956 article which analysed the situation of the French public administration and 

called for the adding of “actions missionaires, militantes et créatrices” to “l’administration de 

base” (1956:320). The distinction made by authors (Morgan, 1992; Berlin, 1987; Pisani, 

1956; Caremier, 1997) between administration de mission and administration de gestion 

usefully creates nuances in the functional understanding of the European Commission as an 

administration. From an organic standpoint, the organisation of the Commission evolved after 

a few years in existence. The structure came more into line with that of national 

administrations, while interior rules of functioning as well as recruiting or promoting were 

also implemented. It is useful to define exactly what is understood by administration de 

mission and administration de gestion before examining the process of institutional 

construction of the European Commission which now includes challenges to its power of 

influence in European governance.  
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Academics (see Pisani, 1956; Caremier, 1997) identify five defining characteristics in an 

administration de mission:  

• It is set up to fulfill a specific task. 

• It is given a defined time framework. 

• It delegates implementation to other structures 

• It is partisan. 

• It is non hierarchical. 

 

The Commission was created to achieve a defined goal (article 2 TEC): 

 

The Community shall have as its task, by establishing a common market and 

progressively approximating the economic policies of Member States, to promote 

throughout the Community a harmonious development of economic activities, a 

continuous and balanced expansion, an increase in stability, an accelerated raising of the 

standard of living and closer relations between the States belonging to it.  

 

However significant departures from the definition given by academics of an administration 

de mission can be identified. Even though authors like Berlin (1987) and Caremier (1997) 

have used the concept to describe the institution at the time of its inception, it is worth 

noticing that the European Commission did not fit entirely the profile. First, it was never 

given a specific time limit to reach its goal, unlike for the High Authority. The Treaty of 

Rome did not mention a disbandment of the institution. Second, the European Commission 

was much more hierarchical than the High Authority even though views are rather 

contradictory on the topic. Coombes (1970:311) strongly argues that the Commission under 

its first President, Walter Hallstein, did not request “… mechanical rules and regulations and 
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[there was] little stress on hierarchical lines of command and on departmental prerogatives”. 

On the other hand, Noël (1992:150) insists that Hallstein, in thinking of an efficient 

organisational arrangement for the Commission, was significantly inspired by the highly 

hierarchical Auswärtges Amt (West German Foreign Ministry) where he had worked. 

Hallstein used to make comments on draft documents using a green pen while his secretary 

used a black pen and each level in the hierarchy used a different colour, as archives 

demonstrate.  

 

In opposition with the administration de mission, the administration de gestion is defined as 

follows: 

• It is a day-to-day administration. 

• It does not have a specified life span. 

• It manages policies. 

• It is bureaucratic and neutral. 

• It is hierarchical. 

 

Berlin (1987: 38) pointed out that “… le schéma administration de mission envisagé pour les 

débuts de la Commission ne correspondait pas à un modèle pur”. He nonetheless concluded 

that there had been “[un] passage d’une administration de type ‘mission’ à celle de type 

‘administration’” (1987: 306). The growing size in staff and structures of the European 

institution as well as its red tape and hierarchical structure have been criticised over the years. 

The common assumption in literature is that the Commission moved from one type of 

administration to the other. Yet, this paper seeks to challenge this view through an analysis of 

institutional change carried out from the angle of administrative reforms in the European 

Commission since its conception in 1958. Using Kingdon’s (1984) model to identify critical 
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junctures that have generated change, the scope of this change will be structured around four 

categories of institutionalisation, namely formal organisational structures, processes and 

procedures, codes and guidelines and culture and norms. 

 

This definitional framework of the administration de mission and administration de gestion 

will be used to understand the institutional specifics of the European Commission. Even 

though authors who have used these categories have tended to dramatically oppose one 

against the other when discussing the structuring and operating of the Commission, this article 

will attempt to highlight the constant overlapping between administration de mission and 

administration de gestion in the self-construction of the European administration. After 

identifying the concepts which will be examined, the author will now shift her attention to 

explaining the theoretical tools she will use in analysing institutional change. 

 

2. THEORETICAL APPROACH 

The term ‘historical institutionalism’ was coined rather recently by Steinmo et al. (1992). 

However earlier works shaped the theory without giving it a name. Hall (1986:19) in 

particular concentrated on the effect of “…the cumulative product of political struggles at a 

series of crucial historical conjunctures” on the organisation of the state and society. He 

further stressed how the institutional environment was central to the definition of actors’ 

power and interests: 

  

Institutional factors play two fundamental roles in this model. On the one hand, the 

organization of policy-making affects the degree of power that any one set of actors has 

over the policy outcomes. […] On the other hand, organizational position also influences 

an actor’s definition of his own interests, by establishing his institutional responsibilities 
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and relationship with other actors. In this way, organizational factors affect both the degree 

of pressure an actor can bring to bear on policy and the likely direction of that pressure.  

 

Historical institutionalism provides a framework to analyse institutional formation and change 

over time, as well as their unintended consequences. It relies on the idea that institutions 

produce independent effects on social life which are not the results of aggregated individual 

choices (Scott, 2001). Contrary to rational choice theory, which focuses on human 

intentionality as the main determinant of political outcomes, historical institutionalism argues 

that individuals and their interests are significantly constrained by institutional factors. 

Historical institutionalism is grounded in institutionalism because it insists on the variety of 

institutional factors which can influence policy choices. It challenges the view that 

“…institutions embody the long-term interests of those responsible for original institutional 

design” (Pierson, 1998:34). It is historical because it disputes that: 

 

… institutions and behaviour are thought to evolve through some form of efficient 

historical process. An efficient historical process, in these terms, is one that moves 

rapidly to a unique solution, conditional on current environmental conditions and is thus 

independent of the historical path (March and Olsen, 1989:7-8).  

 

On the contrary, historical institutionalism insists on path dependency of policy outcomes 

which result in unanticipated effects and constrained choices which are very difficult to 

reverse. Analysing path dependent processes prove to be crucial to the understanding of 

institutional change because the “[o]utcomes at a ‘critical juncture’ trigger feedback 

mechanisms that reinforce the recurrence of a particular pattern into the future” (Pierson and 

Skocpol, 2000:6). Going beyond the linear path dependency which assumes inertia of prior 
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policy patterns, some historical institutionalist literature has highlighted the dynamic adaptive 

capacity which institutions can have. This allows institutions to respond to dysfunctional 

initial choices without following a straight path of development. In an analysis of European 

integration, Pierson (1998) describes unanticipated consequences as ‘gaps’ in member states’ 

control over the evolution of European organisations and argues that European institutions 

like the Commission have attempted to solve problems created by formative choices.  

 

The analytical leverage provided by historical institutionalism when studying institutional 

change has however been criticised. Looking at institutional change through a historical 

institutionalist lens poses a challenge since the theory relies on the stability and continuity of 

institutions and “…the enduring effects of institutional and policy choices made at the 

initiation of a structure. Thus the approach appears much better suited to explain the 

persistence of patterns than to explain how those patterns might change” (Peters, 2001: 68; see 

Scott, 2001; Thelen and Steinmo, 1992). Critics argue that historical institutionalism has got 

very little capacity to predict or explain change. Hall and Taylor (1996:954) agree that 

historical institutionalism’s emphasis on induction in the search for evidence and explanations 

has been as much a weakness as a strength: “historical institutionalists have been slower than 

others to aggregate their findings into systematic theories about the general processes involved 

in institutional creation and change”. Yet it seems a bit drastic to conclude that the theory is 

devoid of any predicting potential. According to critics, historical institutionalism cannot be 

used to anticipate change for two reasons. The first reason rests at the heart of the theory 

which insists on the stability and continuity of institutions. Critics link inextricably stability 

with immobility. However, as Pierson (1998) has demonstrated, change can follow an 

evolutionary process which induces incremental institutional changes and highlights 

institutions’ adaptive capacity. March (1989: 169) insists that most organisational changes do 
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not result from an extraordinary process or force but from “…relatively stable, routine 

processes that relate organisations to their environments. Change takes place because most of 

the time most people do what they are supposed to do; that is they are intelligently attentive to 

their environments and their jobs.” Change does not simply happen in bursts but can infuse an 

institution in varying dosages. 

 

Second, the analysis of change is either articulated around ‘punctuated equilibria’ (Krasner, 

1984: 242; see Baumgartner and Jones, 1993) when there are “rapid bursts of institutional 

change followed by long periods of stasis” or ‘critical junctures’, when there is a conjuncture 

of circumstances which leads to a departure from previous institutional patterns. Historical 

institutionalism’s weakness with regards predicting change lies with the difficulty to identify 

these pivotal moments a priori. Critics acknowledge the explanatory capacity of the theory but 

highlight how key moments and factors are identified a posteriori, which weakens the theory’s 

analytical scope. Historical institutionalism stresses the presence of both change and stability 

in institutions over time. It seems crucial to have the right tools to analyse accurately the 

reasons, scope and consequences of change. In the context of a study of institutional change, it 

is therefore essential to combine a historical institutionalist approach like Bulmer and Burch’s 

(1998), whose gradations allow them to assess the scope of change generated by 

administrative reforms of the Commission, with a public policy model like Kingdon’s (1984) 

whose streams help identifying the critical junctures in the European administration’s 

institutional formation. Bulmer and Burch’s (1998) approach include four institutional 

gradations: 

 

• Formal organisational structures which will be used to assess the impact of 

administrative reforms on the organisation.  
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• Processes and procedures. 

• Codes and guidelines. 

• The cultural dimension.  

 

When applying these categories to the European Commission, it seems more appropriate to 

merge codes, guidelines and culture together since it appears practically difficult to find data 

about codes and guidelines in the archives. Therefore three gradations will be used in the 

analysis of the European Commission’s institutional change:  

• Formal organisational structures. 

• Processes and procedures. 

• Culture in its formal and informal dimensions. 

 

The gradations used by Bulmer and Burch are standard in historical institutionalist literature, 

whose weakness according to critics lies in the lack of anticipation of critical junctures. 

Therefore the main issue, in order to strengthen the credibility of historical institutionalism 

when it comes to the anticipation and analysis of change, is to build up the theoretical grounds 

for the identification of critical moments and also to acknowledge the institution’s adaptive 

capacity. In studying radical as well as incremental institutional changes, inspiration can be 

found in public policy models like Kingdon’s (1984).  

 

Kingdon’s policy streams approach is based on the premise that the policy process is complex 

and unpredictable. From there, it regards policy-formation as the result of the conjunction of 

three streams which act as impetus or constraint for the formation of the agenda, particularly 

when there is a ‘policy window’:  

• The problems stream. 
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• The policies stream. 

• The politics stream.  

 

Problems refer to public matters which need to be addressed. Policies are the options for 

change developed by the experts in the field. Finally political processes influence how 

decision-makers define public problems and assess the array of solutions. Focusing on agenda-

setting, Kingdon developed a model which stresses the importance of ideas, individuals and 

institutions and “… allows for the influence of both human intentions and impersonal forces” 

(Barzelay, 2001: 59). In applying Kingdon’s model to the analysis of institutional 

development, the ‘adaptive continuum’ as well as ‘critical junctures’, which can also be seen 

as ‘change windows’, become more apparent and consistent.  

  

3. 1958-2000: ADMINISTRATIVE REFORMS AND INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE  

3.1. FORMAL ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURES 

 

The preparatory work on the organisation of the administrative services of the European 

Commission took about two and a half months. The Commission reached its final decisions in 

terms of structure and appointments in March and April 1958. The First General Report of 

Activity (1958:22) detailed the structure of nine directorates-general, to which were added a 

Secretariat1 and three Joint Services2 between the three Communities.3 It also stated that 

Directorates-General would be divided into directions. Each DG was referred to by a number 

                                                 
1 M. Noël was appointed Secretary- General in 1958 and kept this post until he retired in 1987. 
2 Service juridique commun, Office des statistiques des Communautés européennes, Service commun de presse 
et d’information. 
3 The composition of the groups heading each sector is given in Annex A of the First General Report (1958). A 
list of Directorates-General with their internal divisions follows in Annex B.  
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rather than a name.4 Nonetheless, in an effort to keep the structure of the Commission as 

simple as possible, the number of administrative units had been reduced as much as it was 

possible. Unlike Monnet, Hallstein decided to work more from an a priori framework instead 

of being dictated to by the Commission’s organisational design in practice. Like Monnet, 

however, Hallstein took a direct interest in appointments. He personally met with every main 

candidate and his approval was imperative in order to choose any Director-General (Noël, 

1992:148). The establishment plan of the Commission in February 1959 showed that 1,108 

civil servants had been recruited. Hallstein and Monnet were two pioneers in the European 

integration adventure. They knew what was at stake and what the right men,5 chosen for their 

commitment, qualifications and hard-work, would bring to the European ‘mission’.  

 

Less than twelve months after the constitution of the Commission, the Commission contracted 

Bosboom en Hegener, a Dutch consultancy company specialised in organisational design, to 

review the organisation of the Commission’s administrative services with the idea of 

rationalising them. In a memo to van Karnebeek dated from 27 November 1958, Noël 

explained that  

 

[l]a Commission a convenu qu’il serait utile, à l’image de ce qui a été fait dans diverses 

organisations internationales et même dans certaines administrations nationales, de 

demander à une entreprise spécialisée en organisation scientifique du travail, d’effectuer 

l’étude sur l’organisation et le fonctionnement de la DG de l’Administration afin de 

soumettre au Directeur Général de l’Administration et à la Commission elle-même des 

                                                 
4 This will be the case until the Prodi Commission is appointed in 2000. Prodi decided then to streamline the 
organization and make it more readable. The numbers used to designate DGs are dropped and replaced by titles 
summarizing their area of expertise. 
5 Overwhelmingly, the choice in appointing senior officials was between ‘men’ in the early days of the 
Commission (and for long after that; see Rosenthal 1975). 
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conclusions sur les modifications éventuelles qui pourraient être suggérées 

(BAC/51/86/496). 

 

In a report transmitted to the Commission on 6 August 1959, Bosboom en Hegener examined 

the structure of the organisation but also its procedures and work methods. They came to the 

conclusion that the Commission needed to adjust its organisational arrangements as it 

developed; otherwise it would lose control of itself. The consultants insisted on better 

horizontal coordination between services and more efficient division of work among DGs. 

Their main proposal about the general organisation was to allocate responsibility for 

supervising the entire administrative system to a single person instead of dividing it, as it was, 

between the College, the Secretariat, DG IX and the various Director Generals. They therefore 

suggested that a common Direction should be set up for the Secretariat and DG IX and 

pleaded for “un système de responsabilité centralisée” (BAC 51/86/854, p 35).  Their report 

led to very few results. However, as a follow up on Bosboom en Hegener’s work, the 

Commission decided to set up in 1960 a Comité de rationalisation composed of Bobba, 

Verloren van Themaat and Ortoli (COM/60/PV 94 final 2ème partie, p 13). The achievements 

of the Commission were acknowledged.  But at an organisational level, Ortoli, Verloren van 

Themaat and Bobba highlighted some objective reasons for the inefficiency of the 

Commission: 

 

une certaine inertie propre à des organisations multilingues, où la différence de formation 

pose de difficiles problèmes d’amalgame; la substance des pouvoirs de la Commission 

qui sont d’impulsion plus que de décision ou de gestion; la nature de l’institution car le 

caractère de la responsabilité collégiale jusque dans les plus petites matières, étend à 

l’excès la compétence directe de la Commission […]; enfin ce qu’on pourrait appeler la 
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rotation des problèmes, une mobilisation fractionnée de l’administration s’opérant de 

période en période, sans que souvent des tâches de gestion viennent ensuite relayer celles 

de conception ou de négociation.  

 

Each of these four obstacles, which were clearly identified in the Ortoli report, would 

themselves evolve over the next forty years but would nonetheless remain at the heart of every 

administrative and organisational reform programme launched by the Commission.  

 

Despite a constant reflection on the Commission’s structure and organisation, very few 

recommendations were implemented. The first critical juncture which marked a significant 

institutional change from an administrative standpoint for the Commission was the 1965 

Merger Treaty. The word used during the 1960s to discuss the Commission’s reorganisation 

of its services was ‘rationalisation’. The existence of three different Communities with similar 

organs led to duplication of tasks and a wasting of resources. As the European Communities 

gained in substance, this problem was to become more acute according to Hallstein, 

Spierenburg and Hirsch, respectively the Commission President, the High Authority Vice-

President and the European Atomic Energy Community Commission President.  They decided 

to address this question by suggesting to the six member states to merge the executives and 

the Councils of the Communities. Thus the problem stream and policy stream combined with 

a political stream which saw the firm rejection of Hallstein’s re-appointment by France. It 

followed the 1965 Empty Chair crisis and the 1966 Luxembourg compromise. The analysis of 

the two years of fighting instigated by Paris over the nomination of a new Commission 

President also revealed “le désir non caché de Paris … que la Commission européenne unifiée 

abandonne toute velléité de jouer un rôle politique de premier plan” (Le Monde, 1967: 1). The 
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Merger of the European institutions most certainly gave national governments the opportunity 

to reshuffle some power between the supranational and national level.  

 

In 1968, a single establishment plan showed 4,953 employees distributed over 20 DGs, 14 

Cabinets and 7 administrative units.6 Not only did the Commission reduce its manpower but it 

also streamlined the pre-merger executive structures which comprised 20 DGs, 24 cabinets, 5 

autonomous directions, 3 joint services as well as a diversity of other administrative units like 

three Executive Secretariats. It was the first time the Commission had undergone an overhaul 

of its organizational structure. Coombes is however particularly critical of the reorganisation 

(1970:269) when noticing that three DGs were created to deal with budgetary and 

administrative questions whereas DG IX was the only one in charge prior to the merger. The 

reorganisation of Commission services was indeed done under pressure from the Member 

States and therefore spawned political fights over appointments of Directors-General. It was 

significantly delayed and might not have resulted in a radical overhaul of the organisation. 

Nonetheless it can be argued that even if national political reasons prevailed in the division of 

tasks and the structuring of DGs, the workload of the single Commission naturally increased 

after the merger, which therefore required a more detailed division of tasks. 

 

Over the 1970s in-house groups were formed to assess and improve the Commission’s 

working environment. However it can be noted that, from an organisational viewpoint, the 

number of DGs did not change between 1967 and 1985 (Berlin, 1987: 51) even if they all 

underwent at some point some structural modifications either merging with another DG or 

rearranging its internal divisions. In 1979 the Spierenburg committee was set up to give a 

                                                 
6 These administrative units were: Secrétariat Général, Service juridique, Groupe du Porte-Parole, Office 
Statistique, Direction du contrôle de sécurité, Bureau de sécurité, Agence d’approvisionnement d’Euratom.  
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detailed picture of the type of administrative organisation the Commission had evolved into. 

From a structural viewpoint, the report recommended the streamlining of DGs in a two-

phased approach. From the 29 DGs which existed in 1979, the review group suggested the 

organisation should regroup around 12 DGs by 1981 corresponding to 8 portfolios, 

streamlining it even further by 1986, bringing the number of DGs to 10 in sink with 10 

portfolios.  A recommendation was made to improve organisational coordination within the 

fragmented Commission by strengthening the Presidency, who would be sole responsible for 

directing coordination. This Presidency would include the President of the Commission as 

well as a Vice-President, with no other portfolio but coordination.  

 

Finally, the Spierenburg report recommended that the position of Director-General be 

reinforced through the strict limitation of Cabinets’ role but also through the 

acknowledgement of his sole responsibility for the conceptual and managerial tasks performed 

by his DG. When reviewing administrative policy within the Commission, the Spierenburg 

group advised the Commission to review its departments with a view to reducing the number 

of administrative units. Over time, “the number of administrative units in the Commission 

was reduced from 339 to 291” (Stevens and Stevens, 2001: 184). The report further proposed 

that each DG establish a work programme which would include guidelines, objectives and a 

schedule of work. From a staffing stance, the Spierenburg report believed that the 

Commission had an adequate number of staff to perform the Commission’s Treaty duties but 

that they were inadequately distributed. Even though the radical and significant 

recommendations of this report were not implemented, it remains to this day a reference for 

two reasons. First it provided a clear and concise analysis. Second it coincided with an 

emerging interest in managerialism, new economics and administrative reforms of the 

national civil services.  
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As the Commission’s areas of competence expanded together with its influence in European 

Union affairs during the late 1980s, administrative matters did not figure highly on the 

Commission’s agenda under the Presidency of Jacques Delors. After years of slow and very 

small changes which saw the Commission increase in size, reorganise itself because of the 

merger of the three Communities, and gradually try to adjust to this upheaval which had 

generated such low staff morale, the 1990s saw two critical junctures which set the 

circumstances for institutional change. The first one came with the appointment of Jacques 

Santer as the President of the European Commission, who succeeded after ten years of the 

rather hyper-active and federalist Delors. Moreover the European political scene had been 

changed by the emergence of a discontented public opinion as the problematic Maastricht 

Treaty ratification demonstrated. The European Commission faced significant problems. The 

tables had turned and the politicians in the member states suddenly realised that Europe could 

lose them votes. A compromise candidate, Santer, was appointed and suffered from the start 

from a weak image. However he understood that his policy had to be low profile and his 

motto was: “Doing less but doing it better”. He therefore launched three administrative reform 

projects, Sound and Efficient Management (SEM) 2000, Modernisation of Administration and 

Personnel Policy 2000 and Designing Tomorrow’s Commission, which was a screening 

exercise. Santer chose to re-centre the Commission’s focus inwards after a decade spent 

looking outwardly. The main organisational change involved was included in SEM 2000 

which required the creation of resource units at operational level.   

 

Ironically, the Santer Commission was forced to resign after a Committee of Independent 

Experts appointed by the European Parliament investigated allegations of mismanagement, 

fraud and nepotism and confirmed the gross managerial mistakes made by the Commission. 
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The start of 1999 represented the final critical juncture when the much publicised problem of 

allegations of fraud were made against the Commission. Moving from the systemic agenda, 

which had been established by the newspapers and public opinion, onto the institutional 

agenda, the problem of a potentially disgraced Commission was negotiated by the European 

Parliament and the Council through the resignation of the College and the commitment from a 

new College to undertake radical and substantial administrative reforms. The political process 

the European Parliament was going through, namely preparing for an election in June 1999 

and looking for ways of boosting its profile, largely influenced the course of events.  

 

Romano Prodi was appointed President of the Commission and Neil Kinnock was given the 

portfolio for administrative reform. Work on reforming the European administration started as 

soon as September 1999 and a White Paper was published in 2000. From the viewpoint of 

formal structures, the change was quite substantial. The White Paper organised the abolition 

of DG Financial Control, which was in charge of ex ante visas and the overall decentralisation 

of financial responsibility. This move was thought to remedy the ‘de-responsibilisation’ of 

officials which had been stressed by the CIE’s report. In order to avoid conflict of interests 

between audit and control, an independent Internal Audit Service was created and internal 

audit capability was decentralised to DGs. Finally a Central Financial Service within DG 

Budget was set up in order to define financial rules and procedures, set common minimum 

standards for internal controls in DGs and provide advice on their application. A significant 

and controversial change included in the White Paper was the setting up of executive 

agencies, public bodies which were meant to replace the much criticised Bureaux 

d’Assistance Technique (BATs). Their purpose is to carry out executive tasks in order to give 

more policy-making time to their parent DG. Even though European executive agencies are 

still linked to the European Commission and are headed by a Commission official, they have a 
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separate legal personality and receive an annual grant from the Commission for its 

administrative expenditure. They therefore generate questions about accountability and 

responsibility but also professionalism and reliability since the majority of staff are recruited 

locally and independently of the Commission. The overall organisational picture of the 

Commission as painted by the White Paper is one that is strongly decentralised with a lack of 

central overall control and coordination. 

 

3.2. PROCESSES AND PROCEDURES 

 

In terms of process, the Commission has always been criticised for its lack of horizontal 

coordination and its relative fragmentation. This happened early on in the life of the 

institution beginning with Bosboom en Hegener in 1959, when examining its processes and 

procedures, insisted on the need for better horizontal coordination between services and more 

efficient division of work among DGs. They particularly stressed the lack of consistency 

between the various stages of a procedure, calling for a clear statement of internal rules. As a 

follow up to Bosboom en Hegener’s report, the Commission decided to set up in 1960 a 

Comité de rationalisation composed of Bobba, Verloren van Themaat and Ortoli 

(COM/60/PV 94 final 2ème partie, p 13). They concluded in 1961, after a thorough 

examination of each Commission DG (BAC 51/86/495), that working relations were affected 

by multi-nationality and multi-linguism. There was also a significant overlapping of functions 

due to poor coordination of its horizontal and vertical services and also from its ambition 

which detracted it from its key tasks. They insisted heavily on the urgency of identifying 

priorities of action by the Commission, explaining that “[c]omme tout sujet économique et 

social intéresse le Marché Commun, la matière est immense et l’on court le risque d’une 

dispersion des efforts avec un rentabilité finale très faible” (BAC 51/86/495, p13). The 
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achievements of the Commission were acknowledged but at a process level, Ortoli, Verloren 

van Themaat and Bobba highlighted some objective reasons for the inefficiency of the 

Commission: 

 

une certaine inertie propre à des organisations multilingues, où la différence de formation 

pose de difficiles problèmes d’amalgame; la substance des pouvoirs de la Commission 

qui sont d’impulsion plus que de décision ou de gestion; la nature de l’institution car le 

caractère de la responsabilité collégiale jusque dans les plus petites matières, étend à 

l’excès la compétence directe de la Commission […]; enfin ce qu’on pourrait appeler la 

rotation des problèmes, une mobilisation fractionnée de l’administration s’opérant de 

période en période, sans que souvent des tâches de gestion viennent ensuite relayer celles 

de conception ou de négociation.  

 

Even though the Merger, which was agreed in 1965 and took three years to be fully 

implemented, represents a critical juncture in the administrative history of the European 

Commission, little was done in terms of processes. A general effort of rationalization was 

made, which happened mostly in terms of personnel. Processes which were criticised by 

Bosboom en Hegener in 1959, Ortoli et al. in 1961, the Table Ronde des Huit in 1970, le 

Groupe Paritaire des Dix in 1970, the Spierenburg report in 1979 and the White Paper in 

2000 remained unchanged within the Commission over 50 years. These reports systematically 

recommended more strategic planning within the Commission, a better link between 

organising and budgetary functions and some institutionalized dynamism. The Spierenburg 

report in particular highlighted the necessity for managerial skills and awareness in a growing 

policy-administering institution. Interestingly, informal processes were probably at their most 

effective during the Delors era. His web of influence was twofold: a powerful, trusted and 
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highly qualified Cabinet, headed by a long-time collaborator of Delors’s, Pascal Lamy and a 

network of loyal and influential officials, regardless of their rank. Delors’s network of 

influence however was not formally structured. It was loosely composed of various officials 

who shared a total dedication to the President and his vision for the European project (Nugent, 

2000:78). However there was some disadvantage to the system. The interaction between 

Delors’s Cabinet and the various DGs was recurrent and often turned into interference on the 

Cabinet’s part into Directors-General’s business. Directors-General were often unaware that 

officials under their responsibility had been asked to work on a specific project by Delors or 

his Cabinet. This political intrusion of the Cabinet into the DG’s business meant that 

Director-General felt less and less responsible for the achievement of their DG. During 

Delors’s years, the growing power of Cabinets, whose composition was increased, became a 

burning issue. 

 

The latest attempt at changing processes has been the White Paper Reforming the Commission 

published by Kinnock and his team. A system of Activity-Based Management was introduced 

in order to “… promote efficiency because decisions on priorities, policy objectives and 

activities will be matched with decisions allocating human, administrative, IT and financial 

resources”. (European Commission, 2000:9). The Commission’s decision-making processes 

would therefore be integrated into a consistent system which would be more efficient. It 

should also increase the delegation of powers to the managers. Moreover, a key aspect of the 

Commission’s reform would be a shift away from simply following the rules towards a more 

pro-active approach, i.e. delivering outputs and results. Its key feature lay in the planning of 

the Commission’s activities. As a result, the use of its resources would be much more policy-

driven thanks to the setting up of the Strategic Planning and Programming (SPP) function, 

located within the Secretariat-General under the authority of the Commission President.  
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If processes were not clearly changed to adjust to the Commission’s expanding size and 

competence, several procedures were introduced over time to try and keep control of the tasks 

that needed to be performed. Changes made by the Council and the treaty signed in 1970 

creating a system of own resources as well as a single budget for the European Communities 

forced the Commission to modify its internal financial procedures. The motto once again was 

‘rationalisation’. As a result the Commission took a decision on 14 October 1970 (COM (70) 

PV 138 final) in order to gradually introduce the use of Planning, Programming Budgeting 

System (PBBS) in its budgetary choices. It was aware that its increasing number of tasks as 

well as the system of own resources, for which it had fought, were creating an excessive 

financial burden, which only a more systematic match between expenditure and the political 

and economic environment could alleviate. The 1970 General Report of Activity strongly 

emphasised that the Commission would from now on be “astreinte à des choix rigoureux et 

elle devra être assurée de pourvoir réaliser effectivement l’allocation optimale de ces 

ressources entre les différentes politiques poursuivies, de telle sorte que soit maximisé le 

rendement de la dépense communautaire” (1970:405). The PPBS mechanism was therefore 

first tested on DG X Press and Information in 1969 and then extended to all DGs by 1971. 

Administrative reforms did not figure very highly on the Commission’s agenda until 1995. On 

25 January 1995, during the incoming Commission’s first session, it was agreed that Erkki 

Liikanen, the Finnish budget, personnel and administration Commissioner together with Anita 

Gradin, the Swedish Commissioner in charge of financial controls and the combating of fraud 

would submit “un rapport sur les moyens de renforcer la gestion financière dans les services, 

ainsi que les propositions éventuelles correspondantes” (PV(95) 1232, 25/01/95).  
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On 21 March 1995, Liikanen and Gradin sent a note to the relevant Directors-General 

informing them of their three-phased approach. This programme of work was adopted by the 

Commission on 29 March 1995 and was called SEM 2000. The first phase aimed for “la 

consolidation du système à l’intérieur du cadre de fonctionnement actuel” (SEC(95)477, p 1) 

as well as the introduction of the SINCOM 2 accounting system. This would happen through 

rationalising internal procedures, modifying internal rules as well as organising information 

meetings for staff working in financial services. The emphasis was heavily laid on the 

importance of strict financial control. A second phase would deal with internal organisational 

issues, a substantial reform of the Commission’s financial management culture as well as the 

necessary amendments to Staff and Financial Regulations. A third and final phase would 

emphasise partnership with Member States and their role in the management of major 

programmes accounting for around 80 percent of Community expenditure. As a follow on to 

SEM 2000, the Modernisation of Administration and Personnel (MAP) policy (SEC 

(97)1735) was adopted on 30 April 1997, which aimed at decentralising power over personnel 

and administration matters from DG IX to other DGs, managerial delegation, empowerment 

and responsibility as well as simplification and rationalisation of administrative procedures. 

The Commission approved a programme of 25 specific measures designed to simplify in-

house procedures and achieve important delegation over personnel matters to the Directors 

General, with regards to resources, staff mobility, the recruitment of auxiliary staff, 

publication of vacant posts and staff training. These reforms worked quite well in the financial 

arena, bringing some awareness of financial management to the Commission. But the 

procedures in personnel matters required a more radical change in order to produce significant 

institutional consequences. 
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The 2000 White Paper furthered the reform of financial and human resources procedures, 

enhancing responsibility and accountability. Within the context of ABM, an Annual Policy 

Strategy was devised to get DGs to identify their policy objectives. Each DG had to design a 

monitoring mechanism in order to get feedback on the use of resources and outcomes. This 

feeds into the DG’s Annual Activity Report. From a human resources viewpoint, new 

promotion procedures and a system of Career Development Reviews were put in place in 

order to link promotion with merit. Training programmes were developed particularly in 

financial management. New disciplinary procedures, some requiring amendments to the Staff 

Regulations, were also adopted. The Disciplinary Board was given a more stable structure and 

new penalties were added. A Commission communication (SEC (04)0151) of 6th February 

2004 from Vice-President Kinnock, provides for specific measures to ensure a maximum of 

protection for staff making use of the whistleblowing procedures. Procedures aiming for a 

better balance between professional and private life were also strengthened in the White Paper 

with parental leave and flexi-time being acknowledged. Finally financial procedures were 

overhauled with a recast of the Financial Regulations which was adopted by the Council very 

quickly. The procedure of ex ante visa which was exercised by DG Financial Control was 

decentralised at DG level leading to the responsibilisation of authorising officers. A series of 

24 internal control standards was defined to guide internal control within DGs and give a 

common minimum base to all. Operational and financial circuits are now separate with a risk 

assessment of activities and a cost-effectiveness analysis of the use of resources being carried 

out when identifying the adequate financial circuit for the DG. Beyond the three main pillars 

of the reform, ABM, human resources and financial management, ethics were given a cross-

cutting role. Transparency was put into practice through procedures allowing citizens to have 

rapid access to documents of Community institutions. It is generally felt in the Commission 

that procedures have mushroomed but that adequate processes have not ensued and are 
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therefore disconnected. Moreover the Commission has constantly strived for the last 50 years 

to simplify administrative procedures, with little success. Procedures are followed but are not 

integrated in purposeful and strategic processes. 

 

3.3. CULTURE 

 

From a formal viewpoint, it seems appropriate to look into codes and guidelines when 

studying the European Commission’s cultural development. However the archives of the 

Commission seem to indicate that formalised written codes and guidelines are a rather recent 

practice in the European Commission. A few months before the Santer Commission left 

office, it drafted two codes of conduct: a Code of Conduct for Commissioners and a Code of 

Conduct governing relations between Commissioners and their Departments. These were 

promptly adopted by the Prodi Commission, which even reflected on the setting up of a 

Committee on Standards in Public Life common to all European institutions. But the Council 

and the European Parliament rejected this option. This setback should not overshadow the 

adoption of a Code of Good Administrative Behaviour by the Commission on 13 September 

2000 which lays the principles on which the relations between the public and the Commission 

should be based, i.e. lawfulness, non-discrimination, proportionality of measures to the aim 

pursued and consistency in administrative behaviour. Guidelines on the interpretation and 

application of Financial Regulations are given by the Central Financial Service as stipulated 

in the White Paper.  

 

Regarding the Commission’s culture in its more informal and pervasive nature, the institution 

has built itself as an administration de mission. The strong commitment and belief in the 

European adventure was a prerequisite to be recruited in the European institution in the 1960s. 
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Like Monnet, Hallstein took a direct interest in appointments. He personally met with every 

main candidate and his approval was imperative in order to choose any Director-General 

(Noël, 1992:148). This is what Coombes calls the “partisanship” of the institution which he 

centres on the dedication of officials (1970:310-311): 

 

This organisation was held together largely by common loyalty and understanding – there 

was little demand for mechanical rules and regulations and little stress on hierarchical 

lines of command and on departmental prerogatives. The values esteemed in this 

organisation were energy, enthusiasm and creativeness.  

 

He believed that the “…partisan organisation of the early Europeans [could not] survive the 

pressures of the early Commission’s environment and the requirements of the Mediative 

function” (1970:263). Coombes carried out his study at the time of the merger and he strongly 

stressed how it brought the Commission to a standstill for many months. He drew the 

conclusion that “[t]he Commission now begins to appear like any typical administrative 

organisation, where security, conformity and predictability are the most treasured values” 

(1970: 266). The Commission of 1958 primarily believed in its mission: becoming a leading 

motor of European integration and creating a common market. The cultural understanding 

attached to this founding belief of the Commission was that officials are recruited to make 

policies and generate new ideas. The management of the programmes stemming from their 

policy-making never really entered the Commission’s administrative reasoning as the many 

reports on organisational reform demonstrated. Yet over time, the problem became more and 

more acute. According to Coombes, bureaucracy and rigidity started creeping into the 

Commission after three years of existence. Its growth in staff and administrative units made 

the light, flexible, non-hierarchical operation of the Commission unrealistic. The merger of 
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the three Communities turned out to be a critical juncture. The resignation of Hallstein 

definitely signalled “La fin d’une époque” (Le Monde, 1965), as Monnet Schuman and 

Hallstein all belonged to a certain generation of visionaries who wanted a light, flexible and 

effective organisation. But the merger also generated extremely low morale among staff As 

outlined by the report of the budgetary committee to the Committee of Permanent 

Representatives (COREPER), the task of merging three communities was colossal and 

lengthy if one took into account that 5,149 permanent jobs had to be merged, the 

heterogeneity of these jobs, the necessary transfers between headquarters (Brussels and 

Luxembourg) and the extreme specialisation of staff which made their adjustment to new 

structures unlikely (BAC 17/1986/266). 

 

The resignation of Hallstein as well as the merger led to a more bureaucratic institution whose 

staff belonged to the “younger, free-wheeling, less partisan type of officials, with their highly 

sensitive political antennae” (Coombes, 1970:260). As the Commission diversified itself in 

nationalities through the enlargement to nine other countries between 1973 and 1995 and its 

expansion in competence and tasks, the idea of a mission to fulfil has become diluted. Two 

factors of explanation can be identified: first the number of officials who come from different 

countries, cultures and socio-professional backgrounds; second the cyclical influence of top 

political leadership from the College and its President. Delors’s era, particularly between 1985 

and 1992, could be identified as a time when the administration de mission was more 

important than the administration de gestion, mainly because of the 1992 project to create an 

‘internal market’ and the ground-setting for the single currency. Yet it does not mean that no 

attention was paid to managerial matters. Hooghe (2001:165) even demonstrates that many 

top officials recruited by Delors supported an initiating and governing Commission as a 

managing and administrating one. In practice, even though Delors had little personal interest 
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in administrative issues, he was well aware that he could not achieve his goals without 

improving the Commission’s efficiency. The Danish Commissioner, Henning Christophersen, 

former Finance Minister and Deputy Minister in his home country, was appointed to head DG 

IX Personnel and Administration, DG XIX Budgets and DG XX Financial Control. He put 

administrative reform on the Commission’s agenda. The fact that Denmark had engaged in 

incremental public service reforms in 1983 (Knox, 2002), in which Christophersen had been 

much involved, might explain the Commissioner’s keen interest on an administrative reform 

programme for the Commission. The Danish reforms had required the modernisation of 

administrative and budgetary systems, simplification of procedures and decentralisation to 

local government. The Commission’s programme bore some resemblance to the Danish 

reforms and focused primarily on developing managerial skills among European officials, 

simplifying administrative procedures and decentralising some functions towards operational 

departments. Even if few results came out of these efforts, the Commission’s focus on 

achieving a single market always cohabitated with the aims of better policy management and 

organisational efficiency. Administration de mission and administration de gestion lived side 

by side in the European institution.  

 

After the resignation of the Commission, the Vice-President and Commissioner for reform, 

Kinnock, made a decision to foster a culture based on service. The reform strategy therefore 

focused on a strengthening of the European Commission’s values in the context of good 

governance which would shape a culture based on service. Independence, responsibility, 

accountability, efficiency and transparency were meant to underlie the cultural change that 

Kinnock wanted to bring to the Commission. The Commission clearly wanted to change its 

image and “aim[ed] to be a world class public administration” as stated on the Europa website 

at the start of the reform. A cultural change seemed ambitious, particularly within such a short 
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period of time but it was understood that it would develop over time and that specific reform 

measures would contribute to change mentalities. Beyond this idea of culture based on service 

which seemed slightly too consumerist for the type of work and purpose of the European 

Commission, the White Paper (European Commission, 2000:5) goes back to the missionary 

task envisaged by Monnet and Hallstein and clearly states that  

 

[a]long the way [since the Commission’s creation], many managerial tasks have been 

attributed to the Commission by the Council and the European Parliament. […] [Yet, a] 

strong, independent and effective Commission is essential to the functioning of the 

European Union as a whole and its standing in the world. […] The Prodi Commission has 

made the strategic decision to focus more on core functions such as policy conception, 

political initiative and enforcing Community law.  

 

In order to give back the European Commission its policy conception capacity, which should 

be its core task, the institution has got to become more effective at the managing of 

programmes. Finally, the Commission has come round to reconciling both roles and trying to 

conciliate mission and gestion, policy-conception and policy-managing. Yet the cultural 

development of the institution seems to indicate a continuous and primary focus on policy-

conception which will be detrimental to the institution as it now runs programmes for 25 

countries after the 2004 enlargement.  

 

4. CONCLUSIONS 

 

This evolutionary overview of institutional change with regards to administrative reform in 

the European Commission leads to three conclusions. First, despite many commentators’ view 
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that the European Commission’s structures have hardly changed in the last 50 years, a closer 

look shows some change in organisational structures but also procedures, and to some extent 

processes and codes and guidelines. The scope of change might not be radical but it follows 

an adaptive continuum. The problem lies in the disconnection between this adaptive 

continuum and the growth of the institution due to systemic circumstances stemming from 

enlargements, Council’s decisions and treaty amendments. Second, the change in the 

European Commission’s culture and norms has not happened yet.  The Commission is an 

unusual administration because of its two tiers and its hybrid politico-administrative status. 

The argument on whether the Commission is an administration de gestion or an 

administration de mission should be discussed at two levels: the functional one and the 

cultural one. From a functional viewpoint, the Commission was never an administration de 

mission in its pure theoretical conception. It was not created for a set period of time. Even 

though it was given a specific task to fulfil, this task has kept changing with the institution and 

has been at the centre of the most recent debates on European integration: the internal market 

has been achieved, a common commercial policy has been set up, the EMU is up and running, 

so where to next? The questions of the end product of European integration have resurfaced 

like in Monnet’s time. As a central actor, the Commission is also going through this soul-

searching process.  

 

The lessons on institutional change in the European Commission can therefore best be learnt 

from a cultural stand. This question of the ultimate goal of the European Union is at the centre 

of the cultural development of the European Commission. Despite genuine problems with 

personnel, financial and programme management, which were specifically exposed in the 

CIE’s report and led to the Commission’s resignation, the institution’s primary focus is still 

on its mission and creating more time for policy-conception. Since no valid answer has been 
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found to the European Union’s end purpose, the institution has culturally moved in two 

opposite directions. In official documents, the Commission still claims that it is striving to 

retrieve its status of administration de mission with simplified administrative procedures, 

more time for policy-conception and renewed energy as the political motor of European 

integration. On the other hand, the size and diversity of its staff which has been socialised in 

different environments and at different times means that there is no common agreement on the 

role of the European Commission in the European Union. Therefore, the common culture has 

become bureaucracy and the following of procedures because it is non-controversial and 

keeps the institution together. The root and branch administrative reform initiated by the 

Commission in 2000 aimed at making the institution more efficient so that it could “…fulfil 

its institutional role as a motor of European integration” (European Commission, 2000:5). It 

remains to be seen whether this latest attempt at institutional change within the European 

administration can be sufficiently coherent for the Commission to be able to move forward.  
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