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Introduction 
 

For more than two decades the role of the European Union in international relations (IR) has 

been the subject of controversy. For traditional IR scholars adopting a state-centric approach 

to analysis, the EU has been conceived as, fundamentally, an inter-governmental organisation 

through which individual Member States pursue their interests when appropriate. During the 

1970s, however, a number of scholars noted the emergence of a ‘mixed actor’ international 

system,1 characterised by interdependence and transnationalism.2 None of these approaches 

succeeded in adequately conceptualising the EU’s external relations, or in locating the EU 

amongst the growing cast of international actors. During the same period, other scholars 

directed attention specifically to the increasingly important external role of the (then) 

European Community.3 These works led to a tendency among European Studies scholars to 

develop analyses focusing primarily upon the internal characteristics and processes 

determining EU external policy; and to conceptualise the EU as a global actor sui generis.4  

It is our intention to move away from this sui generis approach and thus to consider 

EU actorness and effectiveness in relation to other international actors. Previous attempts to 

do this have included Brian White’s adaptation of foreign policy analysis5 and Hazel Smith’s 

location of the EU among a range of more or less powerful international actors.6 In this 

Special Issue our goal is to improve our conceptualisation and empirical understanding of EU 

actorness and effectiveness in international relations. While the European Union aspires to 

play a greater global role, its actorness and effectiveness cannot be taken for granted given the 

nature of the EU as a multi-level and semi-supranational polity encompassing 27 Member 

States with diverse foreign policy preferences and positions. In fact, the EU is presently at an 
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important crossroad. On the one hand, its external policy stature and capacity have been 

boosted by institutional innovations and by the Union’s increased involvement in the full 

spectrum of international issues. On the other hand, a number of factors cast doubt on the 

EU’s real external policy actorness and effectiveness: slow and often only modest internal 

reforms, an increasing politicisation of formally ‘low politics’ issues, and a less favourable 

external environment, with the US shifting its focus to the Asia-Pacific region and emerging 

powers creating a more polycentric world order. A further, complicating factor has been the 

impact of the prolonged sovereign debt crisis in the Eurozone, which both consumed the 

energies of policy makers internally and generated perceptions of disunity and incompetence 

externally. This unprecedented mix of hopes and challenges for EU external policy makes an 

improved understanding of EU external policy actorness and effectiveness all the more 

pressing. 

While several publications offer valuable conceptualisations of EU actorness,7 the 

literature contains relatively few systematic empirical explorations of the actual extent of EU 

actorness and especially effectiveness in international politics. And while the EU’s actorness 

was found as only partially existing in the (few) studies of the 1990s, the EU’s external policy 

procedures and instruments, as well as the EU’s own claims to constitute an actor on the 

world scene, have subsequently developed significantly. Moreover, approaches such as those 

on civilian and normative power Europe are built on the assumption that the EU possesses 

sufficient actorness.8 The mostly disappointing empirical findings concerning the EU as a 

normative power9 suggest that it would be wiser to achieve greater clarity about the extent and 

consequences of EU actorness before engaging in the ‘what sort of power’ debate. Hence the 

central aim of this Special Issue is to re-evaluate the concepts of actorness developed by 

Jupille and Caporaso10 and Bretherton and Vogler11 – in the light of subsequent developments 

in the scholarly literature; of changes in the internal structure of the EU, most particularly 

those introduced by the 2009 Lisbon Treaty; of the Union’s extending external policy scope; 

and of the evolving (and increasingly challenging) international structure within which the EU 

operates. Central to this re-evaluation will be a shift in focus from notions of actor capability 

to actor effectiveness. 

While scholars have begun to connect issues of ‘actorness’ with those of 

‘effectiveness’,12 the relationship between the two concepts is often under-specified and 

systematic empirical analyses of EU effectiveness are still relatively rare.13 The remainder of 

this introduction will unpack and further elaborate the issues raised so far. 
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Conceptualising EU external policy 
 

Mainstream IR theory struggles to adequately conceptualise the EU and its external relations 

as it tends to focus on statehood and rationality. Since the EU is not a state, nor does it have 

clearly defined interests enabling what traditional IR scholars consider to be rational 

behaviour, the Union has often not been regarded as a fully-fledged player in international 

relations.14 The EU has been termed a ‘heterodox unit of analysis’, referring to its unique but 

ambiguous dynamic.15 Losing this state-centric focus, which tends to exclude much of what is 

distinctive and significant about the EU, can help in developing an appreciation of the 

Union’s influence in international politics.16 The view of the EU as sui generis may offer an 

alternative approach to the evaluation of the international role of the Union. It considers the 

EU as a separate category, and contains different perspectives on the unique international 

potential of the EU. As Marsh and Mackenstein note, for example,  

‘the sui generis nature of the EU means that international organisations and fora vary 

in their willingness to recognise it as an actor in its own right as opposed to its 

constituent Member States. This leads, in turn, to substantial variations in the rights of 

the EC in different international organizations’.17  

While it is quite clear that the EU currently does not fit the standard idea of statehood, some 

(few) scholars are convinced that the sui generis character of the Union refers only to its 

present stage, which is to develop further towards a European federation.18 More generally, 

however, there has been a tendency in EU Studies to exaggerate the uniqueness of the EU. As 

a result, a considerable fraction of the EU external policy literature has been rather EU-

introverted (or even Eurocentric) because the EU has been (analytically) insulated from wider 

International Relations themes and the foreign policies of other ‘powers’. This Special Issue 

moves away from viewing the EU as an actor sui generis, and will instead take a more 

comparative perspective.19 

In addition to studies that consider the extent of EU actorness, increasing attention has 

been devoted to the question of which type of ‘power’ the EU constitutes in its international 

relations. Since the early 1970s much discussion focused on the idea of ‘civilian power 

Europe’ (CPE), thus conceptualising the Community as a ‘civilian’ actor with significant 

economic but limited military power that is mainly interested in using ‘civilian’ means of 

exercising influence, in pacifying international tensions and in the juridification of 

international politics.20 The EU continues to focus on civilian power mechanisms in its 

international relations,  and the concept has remained influential in academic discourse,21 not 
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least as a point of reference in the debate concerning the ‘militarisation’ of the EU.22 It has 

been widely criticised, however, and the majority of scholars now holds that the ‘civilian 

power Europe’ concept is (severely) contested by the advent of EU security/defence policy 

integration because of undue concept-stretching,23 a weakening of the EU’s distinctive, 

civilian international identity24 and the adverse consequences for democratic control of 

security and defence policy, an essential element of the CPE idea.25  

In the past few years attention has increasingly shifted to the (potential) ‘normative 

power’ of the EU, that is its ability to project externally the norms and values which it holds 

internally (democracy, respect for human rights and so on) and hence to define what passes as 

normal in world affairs.26 The normative power Europe (NPE) idea has spurred much 

scholarly debate and has also been subject to widespread criticism. It has been asserted, for 

example, that the concept is essentially Eurocentric and that perceptions of the EU as a 

normative power are not shared by external actors, particularly in the South.27 Most 

importantly, in the current context, it has been noted that the concept lacks precision, 

particularly in terms of criteria and standards that can be applied for analysing the concept 

empirically,28 an aspect that has been partially addressed since then.29  While the normative 

power research agenda is in the process of attaining a more systematic empirical focus,30 and 

some (few) works have indeed arrived at positive findings on NPE,31 most of the empirical 

studies to date have been rather sceptical of the degree to which the EU constitutes a 

normative power. While EU membership has undoubtedly supported the consolidation of 

democracy in acceding countries both in southern and eastern Europe, projection of EU norms 

more widely is contested. Studies have exposed the lack of (genuinely) normative 

intentions/commitment,32 the contested legitimacy of the Union,33 the problematic nature of 

normative processes in terms of reflexivity and inclusiveness,34 or the lack of (normative) 

impact.35 

The doubts hanging over the concept of civilian power Europe, and the empirical (and 

methodological) challenges facing the notion of normative power Europe, raise the question 

of whether it does not make sense to take one step back.  Recent studies have, indeed, 

attempted reconceptualisations of EU actorness that avoid these civilian/normative power 

distinctions in favour of notions of the EU as an (essentially) ‘integrative power’36 or simply 

as a ‘small power’.37 Nevertheless, these studies, too, are primarily concerned with the 

character of the EU and hence tend to take EU actorness for granted. Yet, the above-

mentioned studies contesting the legitimacy and impact of EU foreign policy suggest that 

perhaps the second step was taken before the first, i.e. that talking about ‘what sort of 
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power/actor’ initially requires more (systematic) analysis of actorness itself. The need to 

revisit the concept is further strengthened by the fact that it remains empirically 

underexplored; and that early studies of actorness, such as those by Cosgrove and Twitchett, 

Sjöstedt and Jupille and Caporaso,38 were rather doubtful regarding the potential for or extent 

of EU actorness.  At the same time the EU’s foreign policy procedures and instruments, as 

well as the EU’s own claims for constituting an (effective) actor on the world scene, have 

further progressed since. Against this background, it seems important to probe EU actorness 

more thoroughly for a more recent period. 

 

The concept of ‘actorness’ 
 

While early studies, such as those by Cosgrove and Twitchett and Galtung,39 were important 

in generating debate about the potential international roles of the European Community (EC), 

the first extensive and systematic study of the EC’s ‘actor capability’ was produced by 

Gunnar Sjöstedt in 1977. Sjöstedt defined actorness as the ability to function ‘actively and 

deliberately in relation to other actors in the international system’.40 His understanding of 

actorness recognised the patchy and uneven nature of the international capabilities of the EC, 

while also considering that the Community possessed some of the characteristics of typical 

actors in the international system, but lacked others. Sjöstedt’s central criteria for actorness 

are delimitation from other actors and the capacity for autonomous action. While the first of 

these can be considered to inadequately conceptualise ‘the pervasive intermingling of levels 

of political authority’41 that characterise the EU, the concept of autonomy has been central to 

analyses of actorness in the international relations literature and hence has utility for 

comparative analysis.42  

Sjöstedt also considers, as requisites for actorness, possession of several state-like 

characteristics, such as having a community of interests, systems for controlling Community 

resources and for crisis-management, as well as a network of external agents. Thus, as 

identified by Sjöstedt, actorness still presumes possession of a substantial degree of state-like 

properties. It has been suggested that if the EU wants to ‘join the game’, it will have to play, 

to some extent, according to the rules of this (state-dominated) game.43 In consequence, 

increased EU actorness has often been associated with increasing supranationalism in the 

policy process and, conversely, diminished actorness with intergovernmentalism,44 in this 

context, ‘explicitly or implicitly using the state as comparator’45. 
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Sjöstedt’s work is conceptually inspiring. It has influenced most subsequent treatments 

of EU actorness, and continues to do so.46 Nevertheless, his properties focus excessively on 

internal characteristics and are mainly appropriate for application to EU external action 

generally. Hence they are difficult to operationalise and apply to specific cases. Subsequently 

a considerable number of somewhat differing approaches to actorness have been developed, 

each using their own criteria. Not all these frameworks are equally suitable here. For example 

Ginsberg focuses on decision-making structures in his framework,47 an approach that is too 

narrow for the cases at hand. 

Another conceptualisation of actorness that gained some prominence is that of Jupille 

and Caporaso.48 Their critique of previous contributions to the actorness debate is that these 

lack clear criteria for determining the status of the EU as an actor. Jupille and Caporaso, 

therefore, employ four criteria for ascertaining actorness: recognition, authority, cohesion and 

autonomy. Recognition entails acceptance and interaction by and with an organisation, other 

members and third parties. Authority concerns above all the legal competence to act on a 

given subject matter. The EU’s authority can be viewed as the authority delegated by the 

Member States to EU institutions. Apart from formal authority in terms of legal competence, 

the Community may also have informal authority, for example through substantial expertise 

on the part of the Commission. Autonomy concerns the distinctiveness of the EU’s 

institutional apparatus during international negotiations, and the degree of discretionary goal 

formation, decision-making and implementation, in a way such that the EU makes a 

difference, compared to the baseline expectation of a decentralised state system working on 

the basis of power and interest’.49 Cohesion is divided into several dimensions: ‘value 

cohesion’ (the degree of common basic goals), ‘tactical cohesion’ (availability of methods to 

make diverging goals fit one another, for example through issue linkage or side payments), 

‘procedural cohesion’ (degree of consensus concerning how to process issues of conflict), and 

‘output cohesion’ (the extent of success in formulating common policies, regardless of 

substantive and procedural agreement).50 

These criteria are not absolute, suggesting that actorness is a matter of degree. 

Although the four criteria are partly interconnected, the approach to actorness has utility, not 

least because it is clearly structured and the specified criteria are ‘operationalisable’ for 

empirical research. It could be argued, however, that Jupille and Caporaso’s approach is 

relatively complex and lacks parsimony, given the fact that each of the four criteria contains 

several sub-criteria. While Jupille and Caporaso’s framework has been criticised as 

excessively complex, it is capable of adaptation and application, as (some) contributors to this 
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Special Issue will demonstrate. Other critiques, conversely, suggest that their framework is 

too narrowly focused, in that it is excessively concerned with internal factors and thus  omits 

(inter alia) important questions of EU influence, in particular those associated with the subtle, 

inter-subjective processes that construct (or constrain) the exercise of power and authority in 

international politics.51 Such processes, of course, are less amenable to empirical analysis than 

the more legalistic approach to authority adopted by Jupille and Caporaso. Nevertheless, for 

those scholars attempting to develop a constructivist analysis, they are essential to an 

understanding of EU actorness.   

Such a conceptualisation is attempted by Bretherton and Vogler,52 whose analysis 

focuses on the inter-related concepts of opportunity, presence and capability. Opportunity 

‘denotes the external environment of ideas and events – the context which frames and shapes 

EU action or inaction’53. Here, context is seen as a dynamic process that encompasses 

external perceptions and expectations of EU actorness and related, evolving and frequently 

contested understandings of EU identity. In terms of research agendas, opportunity thus 

directs attention to various levels of analysis - including rules and structures of power at the 

global level and elite and popular opinion at the level of the third party state. This latter area 

has been the subject of a great deal of empirical research in recent years.54   

 Presence is a concept that builds upon the path-breaking work of Allen and Smith.55 

According to Bretherton and Vogler presence ‘conceptualizes the ability of the EU, by virtue 

of its existence, to exert influence beyond its borders’.56 It is thus a passive concept that is 

manifested both directly, through the unintended external consequences of internal policies, 

and indirectly, through the subtle processes of structural power associated with perceptions of 

the EU’s reputation. The studies of external opinion referred to above have relevance here. 

The third element of the Bretherton and Vogler model, capability, deals with the 

internal determinants of actor capacity. It utilises several of the categories introduced by 

Sjöstedt, as outlined above, but is also concerned with external perceptions of the EU’s ability 

and willingness to act externally, hence linking capability with both presence and opportunity. 

While capability, understood as the ability to formulate and implement policy, was originally 

conceived in terms of three categories – consistency, coherence and the availability of policy 

instruments – Bretherton and Vogler have more recently focused particularly upon the 

concept of coherence.57 This revised approach is very much concerned with the relationship 

between EU actorness and effectiveness. 

 

Effectiveness 
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Policy effectiveness has been defined in several different ways. The two most frequently used 

categories are effectiveness in terms of ‘goal attainment’ and in terms of ‘problem-solving’.58 

Effectiveness is notoriously difficult to analyse and assess – a problem that is by no means 

confined to the study of EU external policy. Debates about EU effectiveness have been 

particularly intense, however, reflecting a belief held by (many) IR scholars that the EU is 

particularly ineffective.59 Hence adoption of a comparative perspective can be instructive 

since, it is argued, ‘[m]any states – large and small – cannot put into practice foreign policy 

ambitions and when they do, sometimes fail to achieve their goals’.60 This is evidently the 

case in relation, even, to the external policy of the USA, as demonstrated by high-profile 

failures in Vietnam, Somalia and elsewhere.61  

Nevertheless, to make more far-reaching claims concerning the EU’s role and 

performance62 in international relations, we have to go beyond the studies of actorness (or 

ability to act) discussed above and consider the effectiveness of EU action, an issue that has 

been addressed from a variety of perspectives. An early contribution was Christopher Hill’s 

seminal discussion of the ‘capability-expectations gap’ apparently affecting the EU.63 An 

antidote to Hill’s rather pessimistic assessment was provided by Ginsberg’s innovative 

study.64 Ginsberg’s aim was to take analysis of EU external policy ‘to its next logical stage of 

development – to analyse the effects (or outcomes) of actions’ thus ‘making more concrete 

the extent of the EU’s international influence’.65  This aim, and the systematic application of 

his analytical framework, accords with the concerns of this Special Issue. However, his 

positive conclusions on EU ‘impact’ in a difficult case (conflict in former Yugoslavia between 

1991 and 1995) are time-specific, in that they reflect a period of strong commitment on the 

part of (many) Member State governments to enhance the role of the EU in the post-Cold War 

world, and the reluctance of other international actors to become involved in that conflict. 

This neglect of contextual factors is a reminder of the potential trade-off between parsimony 

and richness when studying policy effectiveness. 

 Recent analyses have tended to focus on the concept of coherence, which has been 

referred to as ‘one of the most fervently discussed’66 factors associated with the effectiveness 

of EU external policy. Reflecting the common-sense notion, frequently reiterated by EU 

officials, that effectiveness is enhanced when the EU ‘speaks with one voice’, the desire to 

strengthen the coherence of external policy has been a key factor driving Treaty and 

institutional reform for more than a decade.67 Given the complexity of the EU policy system, 

however, coherence is inevitably multi-faceted and uncertain.68 Nevertheless, the concept has 
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relevance to other international actors - for example policy coherence is enshrined in the 

United Nations Millennium Declaration. It thus has potential for comparative analysis. 

 In the present context, a ‘minimal level of coherence’69 must be present to enable the 

EU to act. Hence, actorness logically precedes effectiveness. In evaluating effectiveness, 

however, we cannot posit a linear relationship between increased coherence and greater 

effectiveness in terms of goal attainment. First, as Missiroli has demonstrated,70 efforts to 

achieve coherence can result in lowest common denominator, ineffective policies that are 

reflected (inter alia) in the EU’s preference for inducements rather than threats when seeking 

to exert influence. Moreover, as Carbone argues71 increased coherence can be associated with 

third party resistance and hence reduced effectiveness. In addition, a simple 

coherence/effectiveness relationship fails to consider the constraining and enabling factors 

that constitute the external opportunity structure. 

 In recent years several studies have considered the (complex and uncertain) 

relationship between coherence and effectiveness.72 Bretherton and Vogler (2008) have 

considered the implications of attempts to achieve vertical coherence (between internal actors) 

and horizontal coherence (across policy domains) for sustainable development,73 while van 

Schaik argues that the Union’s unity is influenced by three factors: EU competence, 

preference homogeneity and EU socialisation.74 The EU’s unity, in turn, is supposed to 

positively impact on EU effectiveness. ‘If the EU unites, it can be more than the sum of its 

parts’.75 However, processes have to be analysed within the given negotiating context. Greater 

EU unity can also invoke negative reactions from negotiating partners and thus impede EU 

effectiveness. 

 Thomas particularly analyses the relationship between coherence and effectiveness.76 

He proposes a parsimonious approach for conceptualising coherence by drawing on policy 

determinacy (reflecting how clearly and narrowly an EU policy defines the boundaries of 

acceptable behaviour) and policy implementation (reflecting how rigorously EU actors 

comply with and support the agreed policy). Highly determinate policies are likely to enhance 

the EU’s effectiveness because they are viewed by others as reflecting a greater common 

commitment which is likely to be perceived as a solid basis for good relations. In addition, 

when determinate policies are also regularly implemented ‘collective material resources and 

persuasive powers are deployed on behalf of common objectives’.77 Thomas emphasises that 

these hypotheses are probabilistic rather than deterministic. On any given issue, the Union 

may be opposed by more powerful or more determined actors with disparate preference - 
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demonstrating, once again, the importance of the external opportunity structure for analyses 

of EU effectiveness. 

 
 

Particular focus of the Special Issue 
 

Inevitably effectiveness will vary across policy sectors, and the contributions to this Special 

Issue have been selected to illustrate this. In addition, effectiveness, in its various dimensions, 

is a relative concept. Therefore, the study of the EU’s external effectiveness demands a move 

away from the traditional ‘European Studies’ approach, that treats the EU as an actor ‘sui 

generis’, to an approach that is essentially comparative. The contributors to this Special Issue 

will thus contrast EU effectivness with that of other, more traditional actors in International 

Relations. 

The papers are tied together through their concern with these issues, which are at the 

cutting-edge of research on EU actorness/effectivenss. As we believe it will be more fruitful 

to allow contributing authors to make their own explorations of these complex issues, we do 

not recommend a specific conceptual framework but rather leave it to the authors to use their 

own adaptations of well-known frameworks. The contributions to this Special Issue seek to 

address four sets of questions: 

a) Can existing conceptualisations of actorness be revised to facilitate empirical analysis? 

How can current models of actorness be conceptually developed? 

b) Is the EU effective as an external policy actor?  How can effectiveness be evaluated? 

c) How does EU actorness/effectiveness compare with that of other important powers in 

the international system? How and to what extent does the external environment 

condition EU actorness and effectiveness? 

d)  What is the likely future direction of EU actorness/effectiveness? How will 

foreseeable developments at the national, European and international levels affect EU 

actorness and effectiveness? (In terms of the EU level, the Special Issue is particularly 

interested in the implications of the Treaty of Lisbon provisions for EU actorness and 

effectiveness.) 

 

The challenge of conceptualising EU actorness in an empirically-tractable manner is 

addressed principally by Bretherton and Vogler, Groen and Niemann, Rhinard and Brattberg, 
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and van Schaik. The question of the effectiveness of EU external policy is tackled by  

Carbone, Elsig, Groen and Niemann, Edwards, Rhinard and Brattberg, and van Schaik. The 

comparative dimension between EU actorness and that of other powers and the question of 

how the external environment may condition EU actorness is addressed by Rhinard and 

Brattberg, Bretherton and Vogler, van Schaik, Elsig, Carbone, as well as Groen and Niemann. 

The question of future developments (especially in view of the Lisbon amendments) is 

addressed principally by Edwards, van Schaik, Carbone, Groen and Niemann, and also (to a 

lesser extent) by  Bretherton and Vogler. As a whole, the project includes empirically rich 

studies on various areas of EU external policy, including security, trade, development, 

environment and public health. By focusing on actorness and effectiveness and on the guiding 

sub-questions specified above, the special issue offers a systematic attempt to link fields of 

EU external policy that require more substantial analytical cross-fertilisation.  

In addition to its treatment of important fields of EU external policy, the Special Issue 

features both bilateral relations (Rhinard and Brattberg; Carbone; partly Bretherton and 

Vogler), and the EU’s role in international institutions ( van Schaik; Groen and Niemann; 

Elsig; partly Bretherton and Vogler).  Furthermore, the level of analysis78 varies between 

more macro-level studies that look at broader developments (Bretherton and Vogler;  

Edwards), micro-level analyses that focus more upon policy implementation and decisions 

taken on the ground ( Carbone; Elsig), and intermediate or meso-level studies that investigate 

policy-making developments in particular cases and relationships ( van Schaik; Groen and 

Niemann; Rhinard and Brattberg).  

 

 
Overview of contributions to this collection 
 
 
Geoffrey Edwards discusses EU foreign policy - a controversial area due to its significance 

for Member State sovereignty - and hence a difficult case for EU actorness and effectiveness. 

Central to his argument is the disjuncture between the frequently reiterated commitment, by 

many Member State governments, to a more effective common foreign policy; and their 

reluctance, in practice, to relinquish autonomy in this area. Edwards charts the gradual 

development of EU foreign policy through a series of Treaty changes and concomitant 

institution building. Particular attention is given to the 2009 Lisbon Treaty, in terms of its 

potential to promote greater coherence in policy-making, both between Member States and 

between institutions at the EU level. The discussion considers four areas of importance to EU 
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actorness in CFSP – capacity building; availability of policy instruments; political will and 

legitimacy. While there has been some progress in all areas, and habits of cooperation 

between foreign policy officials have developed, continuing Member State resistance impedes 

effectiveness, and possibly even actorness, in this policy area. 

 Louise van Schaik analyses the EU’s effectiveness in negotiations on international 

food standards taking place in the Codex Alimentarius Commission (CAC). She expects EU 

competence, preference homogeneity and EU socialisation to substantially affect the Union’s 

actorness and effectiveness in the negotiations, but also pays attention to the negotiating 

context. In the 2009 negotiations on growth promoters, whose use the EU opposes, the 

Commission took the lead. It was trusted and supported by the EU member states, but with a 

small EU delegation and relatively passive Member States, EU capacity has not been used to 

the full potential, as a result of which the EU still seems to punch below its weight in the 

CAC. 

Lisanne Groen and Arne Niemann examine the degree of EU actorness and 

effectiveness at the UN climate change negotiations in Copenhagen in December 2009. They 

take Jupille and Caporaso as a conceptual starting point and then specify a more parsimonious 

actorness framework that consists of coherence and autonomy. Effectiveness is 

conceptualised as the result of actorness conditioned by the ‘opportunity structure’ that 

enables or constrains EU actions. They suggest that the EU’s actorness has been no more than 

moderate, particularly in view of only limited (preference) coherence. In terms of the 

opportunity structure they argue that the strong involvement of other important actors with 

rather different positions, namely the United States and the BASIC countries, inhibited EU 

effectiveness, as did the substantial degree of politicisation in restricting the EU’s freedom to 

negotiate effectively.  

Manfred Elsig’s article examines how the EU selects judges for appointment to the 

World Trade Organizations’ key judicial institution, the Appellate Body. Conceptually, the 

paper differentiates between effectiveness in representation and effectiveness in impact. Elsig 

indicates how delegation to the European Commission has raised the strategic agenda-setting 

power for championing its preferred candidates. He goes on to compare EU and US practice 

in nominating candidates. All in all, the article finds that effectiveness in representation has 

increased. In terms of effectiveness in impact, Elsig shows how the international environment 

conditions EU influence. The article also explores the difficulties in studying the effectiveness 

of EU external relations due to the unusual decision-making processes prevalent in judicial 

bodies.  
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In his discussion of EU aid to Sub-Saharan Africa, Maurizio Carbone points to the 

increasing significance of the Union as a development actor during the 2000s, but questions 

the frequently assumed relationship between actorness and effectiveness. Identifying 

coherence as a key criterion of actorness, he examines the ‘federator’ role of the European 

Commission in relation to the 28 aid programmes currently operated by the Member States 

and the Commission itself. In the context of common commitment to poverty eradication as 

the principal aim of development assistance, a number of important initiatives have sought, 

with mixed results, to increase the overall coherence of EU policy. In terms of aid 

effectiveness, however, Carbone’s field research reveals a poor implementation record. This 

failure, he argues, is attributable to the aid architecture, in particular the perception among 

practitioners that the considerable effort required to coordinate EU programmes is not 

justified by the results. From this perspective, increased actorness was associated with 

reduced effectiveness.  

 Mark Rhinard and Erik Brattberg examine and compare the respective roles and 

degrees of actorness/effectiveness exhibited by the European Union and United States in 

international disaster relief. They first theorise the relationship and linkage between actorness 

and effectiveness. The resulting hypotheses are assessed using the EU and US responses to 

the 2010 Haiti earthquake as a case study. Rhinard and Brattberg find some degree of support 

in their analysis concerning the expected links between actorness and effectiveness, although 

no straightforward relationship between actorness and their indicators of effectiveness is 

uncovered in all areas of their case study. 

A broader focus on EU external action is provided by Charlotte Bretherton and John 

Vogler, who consider four policy areas – trade, development, climate diplomacy and 

CFSP/CSDP. They utilise an updated version of their model, based on the interlinked 

concepts of presence, opportunity and capability, to interrogate the notion that EU actorness 

and effectiveness is declining. In this approach, policy coherence is central to capability – and 

hence the capacity for action – but actorness is contingent upon the opportunity structure 

provided by the external environment (events and dominant ideas); and the external demands 

(or lack thereof) associated with the Union’s reputation, or presence. It is contended that, even 

should the increased capacity envisaged by the Lisbon Treaty be achieved, and the deleterious 

effect of the eurozone crisis on the Union’s presence addressed, this would not fully 

compensate for the loss of opportunity associated with the changing international structure. 

Hence the Union continues to be an international actor but its influence in global affairs, and 

hence its effectiveness, has declined. 
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