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1. INTRODUCTION 

The European Commission of the European Union (EU) is a relatively recent creation by 

international public administration standards. It was officially born on 1 January 1958 when 

the Treaty of Rome came into force, but was modelled on the 1952 High Authority of the 

European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC). Even though many academics (Stevens and 

Stevens, 2001; McDonald, 1998; Morgan, 1992; Nugent, 2001; Coombes, 1970; Page, 1997) 

argue that the European Commission’s structures have hardly changed in the last 50 years, a 

closer look at the institution’s administrative history shows an uninterrupted series of reports 

reflecting on improving the Commission’s organisation and efficiency leading to incremental 

change (Schön-Quinlivan, 2006). Until 2000, no radical overhauling attempt had been made 

at changing the Commission in its culture, structures, human and financial management and 

planning. The resignation of the College of Commissioners on 15 March 1999 on the basis of 

allegations of fraud, nepotism and mismanagement allegations and the subsequent 

appointment of Neil Kinnock as the Commissioner for Administrative reform launched a new 

phase in the administrative history of the Commission. A “root and branch” reform was going 

to be implemented. 

 

This paper is set within the framework of organisational theory and more specifically 

Brunsson and Olsen’s concept of ‘decoupling’ (1993; see also Meyer and Rowan, 1977). 

They argue that organisations can be hypocritical and instrumentalise two versions of 

themselves: one which is internal, matches the practical level of reform implementation and is 

used to hide organisational deficiencies; another one which is external, matches the formal 

level of reform implementation and used to gain influence, power and financial support from 

other organisations. Organisations evolve within institutionalised environments with their 
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ideologies, values and beliefs. In the case of the Commission, it has to be seen if and to what 

extent the administration has instrumentalised hypocrisy in order to regain room for 

manoeuvre in the European governance game.  

 

This article is divided into two phases of analysis. It first discusses the aims of the reform and 

the White Paper’s implementation (section 2). It then examines the reform’s achievements and 

the discrepancy between a formal level of implementation and a practical one (section 3). 

Changes in the Commission’s political, democratic and organisational dimensions are 

analysed with examples taken from recent interviews in DG Transport and Energy. The 

contention is that the discrepancy that can be noticed between the intent of reform and its 

results in terms of change is instrumentalised by the Commission in a “loose coupling” 

(Brunsson and Olsen, 1993; Brunsson, 1989) between an external and an internal version of 

the organisation aimed at re-legitimising the institution.  

2. INTENTS AND RESULTS OF REFORM 

2.1. WHAT WAS THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION AIMING FOR? 

After the surprising resignation of the College in 1999, which appeared out of proportion to 

the charges to many officials, the Commission had three main aims in mind: 

• An outward political aim 

• An inward political aim  

• An inward organisational aim 

First the newly appointed Commission had to move fast and demonstrate to member states 

and other European institutions that it could reform itself. As one official put it, “the logic of 
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the package was that the Commission would not get fresh resources and would not be what it 

once was if we do not demonstrate that we have undertaken serious reforms”.2 It had to show 

to the outside world its commitment to the call for more administrative efficiency and better 

financial and human resources management. The member states in the years prior to the 1999 

resignation had all undergone some form of reform of their administrative structures and 

procedures, usually aimed at guaranteeing better value for money, and they felt the 

Commission could not go unscathed. This discourse disregarded the fact that the Commission 

had engaged in reform since 1995 with Commissioners Erkki Liikanen and Anita Gradin, in 

particular with Sound and Efficient Management (SEM) 2000. But it fitted the political 

agenda of member states at the time it that it did not favour any further European integration 

and was more concerned with the financial cost of the enlargement to eight Eastern and 

Central European member states as well as Malta and Cyprus scheduled for 2004.  

The Committee of Independent Experts (CIE) which had been appointed to look into 

allegations of fraud, mismanagement and nepotism in January 1999 published a second report 

in September 1999 with their recommendations for reform. At the same time the Prodi 

Commission came to power. The European administration believed it had to overhaul its 

system in every respect --  financial, managerial and staff-wise -- in order to get over the 

crisis. Indeed it is striking to see how the White Paper went further than what was required by 

the CIE in some essential areas like Staff Regulations or whistleblowing, a very symbolic 

subject given the circumstances in which allegations against the Santer Commission came to 

light. Ultimately, the Commission took control of the content of the White Paper, 

incorporating everything the CIE had recommended3 but also bringing it a step forward with 

                                                 
2 Interview H13 done on 13 February 2006. 
3 The CIE recommended the establishment of a European Public Prosecutor’s Office which did not find its way 
in the White Paper. However it was included in the European Constitutional Treaty which is still to be ratified by 
eleven member states before it comes into force. Dinan (2000:33) explains that Kinnock “shied away from those 
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the amendment of Staff Regulations, which promised a turf battle with the Council on the one 

hand and trade unions on the other.  

 

The Commission also took the opportunity of the White Paper to add an inward political aim 

to the process of administrative reform. Aware of what was at stake in terms of its political 

and institutional status within the European institutional triangle, the Commission decided to 

state clearly its essential past and future role in European integration.  It therefore (European 

Commission, 2000a:5) went back to the missionary task envisaged by Jean Monnet and 

Walter Hallstein in the 1950s and argued 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.  

 

Perturbed by the unfolding of events and their conclusion in the historic resignation of the 

Commission, the authors of the White Paper made sure to highlight the institution’s 

achievements over fifty years and a role which many authors have called that of an 

administration de mission (Morgan, 1992; Berlin, 1987; Pisani, 1956; Caremier, 1997). The 

most common approach used in analysing the Commission’s institutional status has borrowed 

from Pisani’s 1956 article which focused on the French public administration and called for 

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

                                                                                                                                                         
[recommendations], such as the proposal for a Public Prosecutor’s Office, that could prove too difficult for 
Member States to enact”.  
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(1956:320). In this article, Pisani distinguishes between an administration de mission and an 

administration de gestion. The former is defined along these lines: 

• 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. 

 

In opposition to it, an administration de gestion can be characterised 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. 

 

Academics argue that the administration de mission is entirely dedicated to the achievement 

of European integration whereas the administration de gestion is focused on policy managing 

and has no teleological ambition. Furthermore, according to these 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.  

 

Yet 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 
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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 questions of the 

end product of European integration have resurfaced as they did in Monnet’s time. From a 

cultural point of view, the European Commission has always viewed itself as an 

administration de mission in its purest form and has constantly regretted the increase in 

programme management to the detriment of policy-making. Be it in reports by Ortoli in 1961, 

the Table Ronde des Huit in 1970, le Groupe Paritaire des Dix in 1970, Spierenburg in 1979 

or the White Paper in 2000, there is constant reference to the Commission’s true work, i.e. 

policy conception, and its pollution by organisational and managerial matters. Every attempt 

at administrative reform, and the White Paper is probably still the best example, has been to 

make the Commission more efficient in programme and project management in order to 

“fulfil its institutional role as the motor of the European integration” (European Commission, 

2000a:5). One of the intentions of the reform launched by Kinnock was to recapture the 

Commission’s political status and legitimacy in the European governance system. 

Finally, the reform was aimed at furthering previous reform attempts at organisational 

restructuring and processes and procedures improving. The agenda was to refocus the 

Commission on its core functions and make it more “… efficient in its use of scarce 

resources” (European Commission, 2000a:5). Efficiency, economy and effectiveness were at 

the heart of the reform programme. Compared with SEM 2000 and MAP 2000, initiated by 

Liikanen and Gradin, which were internally driven, the Kinnock reforms were externally 

steered, which created the suspicion among staff of “a hidden agenda, dictated from above 

with many motives behind it, like secret confidential arrangements with Member States to cut 
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down on the general well-being of staff in the Commission and their professional 

identification with the Commission’s mission.”4 Even though Kinnock did not agree with the 

CIE’s conclusion that “[i]t is becoming difficult to find anyone with the slightest sense of 

responsibility” (CIE, 1999: 9.4.25), he considered that the Commission needed to modernise 

its structures, processes and procedures, to cut down it bureaucracy and to be more citizen-

oriented.  

The reform process in the Commission was generated by a combination of three main factors:  

• The systemic environment. The historic resignation of the Commission as well as an 

institutional balance of influence in favour of the European Parliament in the first half 

of 1999 – which was ‘flexing its political muscles’ in the perspective of European 

elections in June 1999 – and then of the Council of Ministers.  

• Actors for change. As mentioned earlier, the reform was externally-driven, at least at 

the start. The European Parliament, the CIE and member states took on the role of 

triggering a reform process and even ‘dictating’ the content of this reform to a certain 

extent with the Second Report on Reform of the Commission (CIE, 1999a).  

• Leadership. Kinnock and his Cabinet acted very much as the leaders of the reform 

process in its shaping and its strategy. 

2.2. WHAT WAS IMPLEMENTED? 

The reform programme was organised in four chapters, three functional ones – (1) priority 

setting, allocation and efficient use of resources, (2) human resources, (3) audit, financial 

management and control – and a cross cutting one – (4) a culture based on service. In a 

communication on 7 February 2003, the Commission released its assessment of the level of 

                                                 
4 Interview H1 done on 13 February 2006.  
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implementation of the White Paper actions and claimed that 87 of the total 98 measures had 

been approved and implemented (European Commission, 2003).  

Beyond the exact number of actions implemented, it can be argued that all of the significant 

measures included in the White Paper have come to life except for the Committee on 

Standards in Public Life and a few minor actions like the setting up of a contract database. A 

comprehensive review of the reform’s implementation has been carried out elsewhere (Levy, 

2002, 2004; Kassim, 2004), therefore this article will only briefly summarise the main 

achievements. In terms of priority setting, allocation and efficient use of resources, the 

Commission’s two essential policies were implemented: first, the Activity-Based 

Management (ABM) system which includes the Annual Policy Strategy (APS), a definition 

per DG of policy objectives and their related necessary resources and the Annual Activity 

Report (AAR), an assessment of the level of achievement of these objectives. It took until 

2003 for the Activity Based Budgeting (ABB) to be synchronised with the ABM system 

which made it then fully operational. Second, an externalisation policy with developed and 

executive agencies was established to deal with programme management and relieve parent 

DGs of this time-consuming task. These measures revealed that a key aim of the reform was 

recapturing the status of administration de mission and getting the Commission to re-focus on 

its core functions. 

On 28 February 2001, Kinnock unveiled his new staff policy which was largely rejected by 

trade unions of in the European Commission because of some radical measures like a linear 

career structure, promotion linked to merit and a pension fund. A High Level Negotiating 

body, the Ersboøll Group, was set up to find an agreement on these issues. Eventually, 

common ground was found on all the key measures and provisions entered into force between 

2002 and 2004: the European Personnel Office Selection was created; a new appraisal system, 
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the Career Development Review, was introduced; staff training was increased, Staff 

Regulations were amended to include a career structure revolving arranged around two 

function groups – Administrators and Assistants; the Commission’s social policy, e.g. on 

parental leave, was updated; a new category of non-permanent staff, contract agents, was 

created; and a stricter disciplinary system has been put in place.  

When it came to overhauling financial management in the Commission, measures were 

radical and swiftly implemented. The CIE had particularly severely condemned the 

Commission’s financial system, which aggregated financial control with auditing. From April 

2000, three structures were set up in order to separate those two functions: an Audit Progress, 

a Central Financial Service and an independent Internal Audit Service. On 9 April 2001, the 

Council agreed to the amendment of the Financial Regulation as regards separating the 

internal audit function from the ex ante financial control function. This marked the 

decentralisation of the ex ante control of transactions to the authorising DGs and their 

Director General, and the end of DG Financial Control. The recast of the Financial Regulation 

also included the description of the responsibilities given to authorising officers and a 

mechanism of ABB with the distribution of spending by policy areas instead of the 

operational/administrative division.  

Finally, measures aimed at reshaping the Commission’s internal culture were implemented in 

a rather heterogeneous way. They included a regulation on the right of access to European 

documents by European citizens and residents, the upgrading of the Europa website which 

became more user-friendly and detailed in the individual DG’s actions, a new framework 

agreement with the European Parliament and the speeding up of payments by the Commission 

to contractors.  
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An assessment of the level of implementation of the White Paper leads to a rather encouraging 

conclusion in terms of change in the European institution. However there is a significant gap 

between two levels of implementation: the level of formal implementation, i.e. the number of 

measures in the White Paper which have effectively been implemented, and the level of 

practical implementation, i.e. the number of measures in the White Paper which have been 

implemented in the spirit of the reform. 

3. WHAT DID THE REFORM ACHIEVE? A TYPIFICATION OF CHANGE IN THE COMMISSION 

 

The White Paper was drawn up very quickly and tried to take into account staff’s comments 

on an initial version circulated in January 2000. As can be expected from the operationalising 

of such a broad and ambitious administrative reform programme, implementation did not 

always match expectations and led to some unanticipated consequences.As highlighted 

previously, many measures of the White Paper have been implemented, which could lead to 

the conclusion that, given the radical nature of the programme, change has been significant in 

the Commission. Yet, there is a discrepancy between the intent of reform and its results in 

terms of change which the Commission instrumentalises in a “loose coupling” between an 

external and an internal version of the organisation aimed at re-legitimising the institution.  

3.1. Organisational dimension 

Organisational change can be divided into three components: decentralisation, the blurring of 

frontier between private and public sector through a stress on competition and private sector 

styles of management practices, and deinstitutionalisation of personnel systems. The most 

obvious changes have been structural with the disappearance of DG XX Financial Control and 

the decentralisation of financial responsibility, audit and ex post control activities at DG level. 

Therefore internal audit capabilities were set up at DG level, largely in order to help the 
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Director General deal with this new responsibility.  Financial cells in each directorates as well 

as financial units also mushroomed.  

Financial decentralisation more particularly is presented as a tool to give heads of unit and 

directors general more autonomy and flexibility in their work but also more responsibility. It 

is deemed to “…increase efficiency and, linked to a clear allocation of responsibility, will 

empower officials to exercise their own initiative” (European Commission, 2000a:8). 

Decentralisation is thus used to reorganise management throughout the organisation. Even 

though a look at the organigramme of any DG in the Commission will clearly demonstrate 

that structural change has happened and that functions and responsibilities have been 

decentralised as the White Paper requested it, practice shows another picture. DG TREN is in 

this regard a very good example. DGs were given four models in the White Paper from which 

to choose how to organise their financial circuit. DG TREN functions on the basis of direct 

financial management and thus chose Model 3, which is called “fully decentralised with 

‘counter-weight’”(European Commission, 2000b:63). This model of financial circuit has 

meant the creation of financial cells in each directorate which work on the financial aspects of 

projects. The file is then transferred to the financial unit for final approval. It ultimately comes 

back to the line manager, the Director, who is the authorising officer. 

According to many TREN officials, the new financial circuit has recreated centralisation at a 

lower level. There are two problems with this new organisational structure. First, it goes 

against the grain of the reform programme because it does not authorize operational directors 

who are responsible for commitments but who are dependent on the decision of the central 

financial unit when it comes to payment.5 This has created a real bottleneck in DG TREN and 

it is felt that “the change the reform has brought on is management by accountants rather than 

                                                 
5 Interview L11 done on 20 July 2006. 
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management by objectives”6. The central financial unit has been criticised for rejecting 

projects without any explanation, which further isolates financial cells. Second, DG TREN 

has chosen to apply the same financial circuit model to all its Directorates. Some officials 

argued that Model 1, “fully decentralised without ‘counterweight’” should be used by 

Directorates with small budgets. One official even considered it should be the case throughout 

asking: “Is it adequate to have a technical responsibility separated from the financial 

responsibility for every activity in DG TREN? This is not like real life. The mother of a 

family is in charge of organising family life and the finances as well; they are not separated.”7 

Financial decentralisation has put the weight of responsibility on the shoulders of Directors 

General, who are not always prepared to take the risk of going to prison for financial errors. 

Officials in DG TREN have widely denounced the ‘game’ whereby the Director General 

decentralises financial responsibility further to Directors, making them sub-delegated 

authorising officers but not giving them adequate human resources.   

Second, the line between the public and the private sector has been blurred in the 

Commission. In this regard, change has been quite stark as well with the import of many 

private sector styles of management. As part of ABM, which is a complex cycle of strategic 

planning in the Commission over a period of two years, each Directorate has got to establish 

its Annual Management Plan every year. This Plan is divided into sectors following the 

organigramme of the DG. Each section of the plan states the mission and objectives for each 

unit and gives input and output indicators for the unit to achieve. This focus on objectives and 

indicators as well as the request for planning, monitoring, evaluation and reporting are tools 

directly extracted from the private sector, and have helped the Commission to structure its 

work. However an official explains that staff has not integrated the new procedures like AAR 

                                                 
6 Interview L6 done on 13 July 2006. 
7 Interview L7 done on 18 July 2006. 
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or APS into a set of purposeful processes.8 In DG TREN, some officials regret the lack of 

discussion on the Annual Management Plan and the way the hierarchy regards it as a 

management tool rather than an added value to be conceived with a long term perspective for 

reference. The problem is that “there is great suspicion against indicators and evaluation” not 

least because there have been cases where “the Council [has] cut off funds for a TREN project 

for which, they considered, financial resources were not used adequately.”9  

Finally, the third aspect of organisational change has been the deinstitutionalisation of 

personnel systems. Olsen and Brunsson (1993:4) consider that organisations are 

institutionalised “insofar as their behaviour is determined by culturally bound rules which 

manifest themselves in certain routines for action and which give meaning to those actions”. 

Kinnock clearly explained that he wanted to see a cultural shift happen within the 

Commission where routines would change from input focused to output focused and people 

would get promoted on the basis of merit. Performance and quality of outputs are the new 

values that should infuse the working practices of the Commission. Despite intense tensions 

between trade unions and the administration and the Council, the key elements of the 

personnel reform, i.e. merit-based promotion, linear career structure, change to pensions, 

stricter disciplinary system and increased training, have all been implemented. This represents 

a singular deinstitutionalisation of personnel management policy.  

Yet again however, there is a gap in implementation between the rules and their 

internalisation by staff. The spirit of the reform, which was mainly concentrated in the Career 

Development Reviews since they formed the basis for promotion and underpinned the new 

meritocratic system, is widely viewed as having already been lost in the points system. The 

                                                 
8 Interview K9 done on 23 March 2006. 
9 Interview L4 done 18 July 2006. 
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bureaucracy of the procedure but more importantly the averaging of points at 1410 have totally 

undermined the appraisal method. It is more objective than in the previous system but has not 

insufflated a new merit-based dynamism in the Commission. It is actually quite the opposite 

since in the old system, an official could be promoted after two years whereas in the new 

system he/she can only be promoted after three or four years, because it takes that much time 

to accumulate the points.11 Whereas the CDRs were envisaged as the crux of the new system 

if a large spread of points had been used in order to identify the most performing and the least 

performing, they have been implemented in a bureaucratic way which has defeated the end 

purpose and crucially limited effective change.  

3.2. Political dimension 

Even though the reform was mostly aimed at organisational change, it also contained a 

political dimension. The entire reform programme of the Commission was designed to give 

the institution back some of its lustre as the motor of European integration. The Commission 

has always considered itself as a former administration de mission which had been spoiled 

and needed to recapture its status. Following Peters’ (1993) claims about the State (and 

extending them to the EU, an international organisation) and adjusting them to the politico-

administrative structure that the Commission posseses, there are three different levels of 

influence which can be used to identify change in its political dimension: 

• The macro-level where a loss of legitimacy of state action is witnessed. The reforms 

introduced by Kinnock are part of the fight back against a loss of legitimacy of 

                                                 
10 In an attempt to make the marking system equitable for all staff, the Commission allocates to each DG a 
specific number of points which are then distributed to staff. Since Directors-General and Heads of Unit do not 
avail of the large spread of points, an automatic averaging of marks at 14 has appeared.  
11 Interview H4 done on 14 February 2006; Interview H9 done on 16 February 2006; Interview H12 done on 16 
February 2006.  
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Commission action which has been expressed in public opinion but also by the 

Member States.  

• The meso-level which testifies of the further hollowing out of the State with 

decentralisation of programme delivery. Some officials feel that the role of the 

Commission is challenged at a meso-level through its policy of externalisation whose 

consequences are unknown but feared. Indeed, executive agencies, public law entities 

specialised in programme management, were set up to take on non-core activities. 

Only the Commission has the right to create executive agencies, which are separate 

legal entities, accountable to their parent DG and established for a set time 

corresponding to the life span of the programme they run. In the case of DG TREN, 

the Intelligent Energy Executive Agency was created in 2003. Mechanisms of 

accountability from the executive agency towards its parent DG are strong, with 

regular reporting. The hollowing out of the Commission of what it considers its non 

core activities is a political choice it made on economic reasons since agency 

employees are not Commission officials. 

• The micro-level which sees civil servants’ role challenged. It is clear that the role of 

heads of units is also modified because of the decentralisation of responsibility, the 

increase in reporting and the introduction of a new system of staff appraisal which 

considerably increases their administrative burden. The status of civil servant is even 

being challenged with an economic preference signalled by the Council of Ministers 

for the recruitment of contract agents over fonctionnaires. 
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3.3. Democratic dimension 

The Kinnock reform also has a strong democratic dimension because it focuses on the link 

and interactivity between the state and civil society. It is therefore no surprise that it cuts 

across the organisational and political dimensions to deal with openness, transparency and 

accountability. Measures to improve public access to EU documents were successful since in 

2003, 80% of public mail was responded to within the standard deadline of fifteen days 

(European Commission, 2004). Following the idea of a more open Commission, the Europa 

website was made more user-friendly and a systematic section allowing citizens to give their 

opinion was included in each DG’s webpage. A strategy to create an e-Commission is under 

implementation. Beyond openness and transparency, mechanisms to enhance internal 

managerial accountability, also referred to as managerial responsibility, are laid down, 

particularly in financial matters, where directors have to sign off on a declaration of assurance 

together with the Director General to guarantee that they spent European money in a legal and 

regular fashion.  

There is general agreement that transparency has increased significantly within the 

Commission and therefore within DG TREN. It was even said that the legal framework for 

transparency and openness in the institution could be compared to that of Finland, which 

would be a leading country on this score. But DG TREN officials agree that mentalities have 

not changed yet when it comes to making policy documents public.12 In the same way 

accountability mechanisms in financial matters are still very formal and seem to induce fear. 

The combination of hierarchical structures and blame culture in the Commission seem to 

pervert any reform which seeks to give managers more freedom and flexibility.  
                                                 
12 Interview L7 done on 18 July 2006. 
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4. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

At the start of 2006, the Secretary-General distributed a survey to collect the views of 

Directors General and Heads of Service on “priorities for de-bureaucratising.” A total of 28 of 

the 40 contacted completed the survey. They identified concerns in all of the areas which the 

Kinnock reform had tackled. The message was loud and clear: the reform had over-hit the 

mark and significantly increased the level of red-tape in the institution.  

From the analysis of the substance of the White Paper and of its implementation, three 

conclusions can be drawn. First, the reform was wide-ranging in its scope. It attempted to 

create organisational but also political and democratic change. Second, looking at 

implementation levels can be deceiving as to the degree of achievement of the reform. This is 

where the gap deepens between formal implementation which can be assessed by looking at 

the number of measures from the White Paper which have been formally implemented, and 

practical implementation which can be determined through qualitative research and semi-

direct interviews which reveal to what extent staff have implemented measures in the spirit of 

the reform. Thirdly, the gap which is identified by staff at every institutional level cannot 

simply be explained as the result of unanticipated consequences generated by the reform or a 

traditional resistance to change in public organisations. Even though the CIE’s report was 

deemed politically motivated by many in the Commission, officials believed that reform of 

financial and personnel management was necessary. It remains the case that the promise given 

by the White Paper that the reform would make the Commission more efficient and effective 

by “[focusing] on core functions such as policy conception, political initiative and enforcing 

Community law” (European Commission, 2000a:5) has not been kept. The time spent on 

following new procedures and controlling compliance has slowed the Commission down and 
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demotivated further middle management. A Director remarked that “if Moses needed only 

two tables of law, surely the Commission can do with less than 24 Internal Control 

Standards.”13  

Commissioner Siim Kallas, who succeeded Kinnock as Commissioner for Administrative 

Affairs and kept some people from Kinnock’s Cabinet in his own, has not called into question 

the reform. Official documents produced by the Commission carry on delivering the same 

message of commitment to the reform as under Kinnock. The picture of the organisation that 

is developed internally is ‘loosely coupled’ with that given by official documents, which is 

presented to the outside world. This dichotomy has been analysed by Brunsson and Olsen 

(1993:9) who argue that  

these differences between formal and informal organisation, these rituals and double 

standards can all be very important, if not essential, to a modern organisation which 

wants to live up to society’s demands for respectability and rationality, while also 

effectively producing co-ordinated action (Brunsson, 1989). The existence of 

decoupling means that organisations influence the strength of external support, or the 

amount of resources, freedom or criticism that will come their way, by altering their 

structures and processes and ideologies, regardless of such changes increase their 

production or improve their efficiency.  

The Commission lives in an effervescent institutional environment in which the EP and the 

Council are striving to increase their power of influence. The resignation of the College in 

1999 has put the Commission under constant pressure from the EP and its Committee for 

Budgetary Control (Cocobu) and the European Court of Auditors, in particular, to 

demonstrate it can reform and sustain such a reform. One way to deal with this pressure is to 

create two versions of the organisation. Brunsson (1989) admits that real convergence might 

                                                 
13 Interview H3 done on 16 February 2006. 
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be a myth but “…we cannot simply do without all our myths about intentions, or causes and 

effects; many of them have important functions, although telling the truth is not one of those” 

(Brunsson, 1989:232). The Commission is in a quest to revive its status of administration de 

mission. ‘Loose coupling’ of practical and formal implementation could be the key in the 

Commission’s relegitimisation process.  

 

 

 

List of abbreviations: 

AAR : Annual Activity Report 

ABB : Activity-Based Budgeting 

ABM : Activity-Based Management 

APS : Annual Policy Cycle 

CDR : Career Development Review 

CIE : Committee of Independent Experts 

COCOBU : Comité de Contrôle Budgétaire (Committee for Budgetary Control) 

DG TREN : Directorate-General Transport and Energy 

EP : European Parliament 

MAP 2000 : Modernisation of Administration and Personnel Policy 2000 

SEM 2000 : Sound and Efficient Management 2000 
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