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1
Introduction: Gatekeepers and
Boundary-Spanners – Thinking 
about Foreign Ministries in the
European Union
Brian Hocking

Observers of foreign ministries and the systems of diplomatic representation
over which they preside have reached very different conclusions as to their
role and significance in the rapidly shifting patterns of world politics. On the
one hand, there are those who argue that the critical functions that these
institutions perform remain in essence unaltered. The implication of this
interpretation is that the traditional state-centred diplomatic machinery of
representation, intelligence-gathering and communication remains as it has
traditionally been portrayed: a key institution of the international system
and a major resource through which governments pursue their policy objec-
tives.1 A contrary view, however, asserts that the twin forces of globalisation
and regionalisation are challenging governments and have dramatically
diminished the significance of these traditional instruments of diplomacy.
Consequently, the role of the foreign ministry (FM) has become increasingly
marginalised in the face of both internal and external pressures.

This divergence of views about diplomacy in general and the role of the
FM in particular is echoed in the specific context of the European Union
(EU). For many observers, the EU is a complex political system transcending
the traditional processes associated with classical diplomacy, and is far
removed from preoccupations with its institutional machinery. And yet,
whereas foreign ministries – characterised as one of the ‘pioneer ministries’
in the development of the integration enterprise – have been joined in the
EU arena by other bureaucratic players traditionally regarded as having 
a purely domestic policy remit, they remain one of the key ministries in
dealing with EU affairs in the majority of member states.2

It is this apparent polarisation of views as to the continuing role and 
significance of the foreign ministry that provides the context for this book.
The justification for engaging in such a project is well supported by the
extensive literature on the EU. It is now a familiar proposition that the nexus
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between member state governmental and administrative systems and EU
processes is critical to an appreciation of the character and development of
European integration. The very nature of European foreign policy and diplo-
macy, as Hill, Wallace and many others have argued, has been recast in such
a way that its national and European facets are intertwined: ‘European for-
eign policy is “a system of external relations”, a collective enterprise through
which national actors conduct partly common, and partly separate, inter-
national actions.’3 As Hill and Wallace also note, three decades of European
Political Cooperation (EPC), and the Common Foreign and Security Policy
(CFSP) ‘have transformed the working practices of West European foreign
ministers and ministries’ as the conduct of national foreign policy has
evolved into ‘a form of high-level networking with transformationalist effects
and even more potential’.4 The implications are as relevant to the organisa-
tion and operations of foreign ministries themselves as they are to the pat-
tern of European representation and its interrelationship with national
diplomatic representation. A growing EU external presence demands more
coordination at the European level but also within and between foreign min-
istries themselves, and poses questions regarding the nature of the diplomatic
role and, for example, the training requirements that underpin it.5

This book was conceived with two related objectives in mind. Firstly, at the
broader level, the aim is to reconsider the nature and role of the foreign min-
istry in the context of rapidly changing international and domestic environ-
ments. It might be more appropriate to use the word ‘consider’ rather than
‘reconsider’ in this context, for one of the premises on which the book rests
is that we know surprisingly little about this familiar feature of national
administrations.6 The reasons for this are to be found in the academic study
of international relations and the approaches adopted by varying theoretical
persuasions to the study of diplomacy and its institutions and, additionally,
in the lack of hard data about the activities of diplomats.7 The resulting ten-
dency has been to adopt stereotypical perspectives of the diplomatic milieu
characterised by simplistic assertions and images, most familiarly manifested
in arguments about the ‘decline’ of diplomacy and its institutional forms. 
As the chapters in this volume amply demonstrate, such generalisations
demand considerable qualification. Not only is it the case that FMs differ
considerably in terms of their place in their respective political and adminis-
trative settings, but the precise character of the external roles that they were
created to perform have varied from country to country.

The more specific objective is to reflect on the response of FMs to the
development of European integration. Whereas it would be misleading to
assume that the challenges confronting EU member state FMs are solely the
product of developments within the European arena, a series of unparalleled
new tasks for European foreign ministries have arisen as a result of two spe-
cific responsibilities: the coordination of sectoral ministries’ affairs for EU
business, and participation in the CFSP. If there are points of similarity and
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dissimilarity in the general response of foreign policy administrations to
change, the existing evidence suggests that there are actually significant
variations between member states in their responses to these two sets of
challenges.

The phrase ‘integrating diplomats’ was selected to reflect these interre-
lated concerns. Its resonances are clear in the EU context. The book focuses
on the role of diplomats in the integration process and, simultaneously,
raises the issue of whether the integration of national diplomatic institu-
tions might not prove the logical outcome of the process. However individ-
ual member states have responded to the processes of Europeanisation, their
respective diplomatic systems have played a significant role, albeit at differ-
ing phases in the evolution of the EU. The implication, of course, is not that
they have been, or are, the sole engines of the integration project. Indeed,
the gradual embedding of the ‘domestic’ components of national adminis-
trative systems has become a key feature of the EU policy environment and
one to which foreign ministries have been required to respond. But these
trends have to be seen in a wider context, for diplomats are confronted with
broader processes of integration which, whilst obviously related to regionali-
sation, are part of the general patterns of change associated with globalisa-
tion. Thus, at the international level, diplomats have found their work
focused increasingly in multilateral forums, and often characterised by highly
technical subject matter. At the domestic level, a reflection of the oft-noted
evanescence of the domestic–foreign policy ‘divide’, they have found that the
policy milieu in which they work is inhabited by bureaucrats from an ever
more diverse range of government departments.

One of the themes of the management of foreign policy in an era of grow-
ing interdependence has been the trend towards a more broadly based for-
eign policy ‘community’ of which the FM and its diplomatic networks are but
one element. The role of the foreign ministry in this context – as we shall see
later in this chapter – has frequently been portrayed as one of seeking to inte-
grate incoherent international policies through varying processes of coordi-
nation. But beyond the purely administrative context, the nature of much
contemporary negotiation demands another, broader mode of integration:
namely with societal interests and, in particular, with the representatives of
civil society.8 This mode of diplomatic integration, often represented in terms
of ‘two-level games’ wherein diplomats become players at both domestic and
international negotiating tables, has come to be regarded as a familiar feature
of the European as well as the broader negotiating arena.9 In these senses,
‘integration’ presents both a series of interconnected challenges and oppor-
tunities for diplomats.

In pursuing this theme, this introduction has several objectives. The first
of these is to reflect on the nature of foreign ministries as bureaucratic
actors, both in general terms and in the European environment. Following
from this I set out two models which, I believe, move us beyond the 
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tendency to view the developments in national foreign policy administra-
tion from relatively narrow perspectives. These I term the ‘gatekeeper’ and
‘boundary-spanner’ image and suggest that the latter captures the role of the
FM much more accurately in the context of the complex EU policy milieu.
The chapter then proceeds to consider developments specific to intra-EU
relations: namely, the implications for foreign ministries of the rise of
domestic ministries as major bilateral actors in European interstate relations
and the consequent need for a nationally coordinated position in European
Community affairs. From this we move on to consider the implications for
foreign ministries of the CFSP and the European Security and Defence Policy
(ESDP), both of which fall outside the far-reaching integration of the
European Community (first) pillar of the European Union and yet are
replete with implications for the integration of daily policy making.

Evaluating foreign ministries

It has become an accepted premise of the extensive EU literature that insti-
tutions matter, that – as Aspinall and Schneider note in their overview of neo-
institutionalist approaches to the EU – they structure political actions and
outcomes.10 However, there has been a tendency, it is suggested, to focus on
institutional patterns at the European level rather than the national level.
Pursuing this theme, Hanf and Soetendorp have noted:

Most frequently these developments are examined in terms of how 
policy-making is organized at the EU level, and how the interaction of
national and European-level actors affects the definition of national
interest, the resources available for pursuing it, the exercise of influence
and the legitimacy of the decisions reached at the EU level. Likewise,
interest is focused on the organizational alternatives for organizing the
relations between the different institutional actors of the EU.11

Along with many other observers, amongst them Bulmer,12 Richardson13

and Ladrech,14 they argue that EU policy processes have to be regarded as
‘nested games’, in which the policy processes at the national and European
levels mutually influence one another through a complex interplay of for-
mal and informal structures and processes which embrace both EU, national
and subnational actors. The degree to which national institutional arrange-
ments privilege policy choices and outcomes, both in the European and the
broader international contexts, is of major importance here.

From this recognition, a considerable literature tracing the impact of
Europeanisation on political and administrative structures and processes at
the national level has evolved. Hanf and Soetendorp draw a distinction,
however, between studies mainly preoccupied with the development of 
EU-focused transnational subsystems as distinct from the relations between
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national institutions per se and the EU institutional environment. In the 
pursuit of this goal in the UK context, Bulmer and Burch have adopted 
a historical institutionalist approach which traces the response of the UK
administrative system to EU membership.15 Their analysis of the pattern of
departmental roles and relationships in the periods before and after British
accession to the EEC underscores the significance of bureaucratic adaptation
to an understanding of the impact of European integration on the machin-
ery of government. Interestingly, their conclusion is that, despite the pro-
found effect that the EU has had on British policy, the impact here has been
one of ‘slow and steady adaptation’.16

It is this notion of adaptation that provides a central theme of this study.
The proposition that bureaucratic institutions adapt to changing policy
milieus is hardly a novel one and has received considerable attention at both
the European and the broader international levels. For example, the concept
of adaptation, derived from Haas’s definition in terms of the ability of actors
to respond to new demands, underpins Hanf and Soetendorp’s study of the
adaptation of the smaller member states to Europeanisation.17 But the FM
has not generally been seen as an institution marked by a high degree of
adaptive capacity. Indeed, Manners and Whitman, in their reinterpretation
of EU member state foreign policy, conclude that conservatism in foreign
policy administration is one of the most notable features of EU member state
bureaucracies. They base this conclusion on the observation that ‘without
exception the traditional structures of a foreign ministry with a foreign min-
ister in charge of foreign policy have been maintained, if not strengthened’.18

Such a conclusion ignores the significant changes that have occurred
within systems of national diplomatic representation, including the FM at
their centre, over recent decades. Around the world, foreign ministries have
sought to respond to increasing demands against the background of dimin-
ishing resources, internal bureaucratic reorganisations, expanding policy
tasks, a revolution in communications and information technology and, not
least, the expectations generated by transnational civil society organisations
and the business community. The proliferation of reviews of foreign min-
istry and diplomatic service organisation is ample testimony to the demands
placed on the foreign policy machinery and its attempts to adapt to them.
Not only in the EU context but in other countries and regions, foreign min-
istries and their diplomatic services are experimenting with new modes of
managing their business. Co-location, shared diplomatic premises and staff
exchanges between foreign ministries are not solely manifestations of a
proto-European diplomatic presence. They reflect experiments (often unsuc-
cessful) in many other settings.

But stereotypical views of the foreign ministry and its characteristics – as
with the role performed by professional diplomats in the field – are, of
course, common. In their evaluation of foreign policy management in
Sweden and Finland, Karvonen and Sundelius attribute this in part to the
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acceptance of US-oriented analyses of the consequences of interdependence
on bureaucratic structures which are often insensitive to local political envi-
ronments.19 More generally, however, there is a tendency to group foreign
ministries into a uniform category which denies significant variations in
their origins, the specific roles that they have been called upon to perform
and their political and bureaucratic status.20 As can be seen from the chap-
ters in this book, FMs have not infrequently been founded on the demands
of commerce rather than those of ‘high’ foreign policy, and it is by no means
the case that they have occupied the apex of their respective bureaucratic
hierarchies.

Furthermore, against the view of foreign ministries as bastions of conser-
vatism, there are compelling arguments for regarding them as possessing a
higher degree of innovative capacity than the more domestically oriented
parts of the bureaucracy. One reason is to be found in the fundamental char-
acter of national diplomatic systems, with their need to link international
and domestic policy environments, a point explored in greater depth below.
Associated with this is what Wiseman has noted as the twin characteristics
of mobility and the capacity to adapt readily to international environ-
ments.21 The point is reinforced by Kramer and Quendler:

Diplomats and foreign ministries are more sensitive, more exposed to and
are more challenged by the dramatically changed international environ-
ment than are other departments of bureaucracy and sectors of society.
They therefore might be in a better position to adapt their ‘product’ to
the needs of the newly structured ‘international market’.22

Linked to this is a factor related to the FM’s relationship to domestic inter-
ests. Despite the fact that the conduct of international policy, as already sug-
gested, demands an ever increasing involvement with a growing range of
domestic constituencies, foreign ministries are less likely to be subject to the
attentions of interest groups which focus on domestic departments and can
act as forces resisting innovation.23

In short, we need to recognise the unique as well as the common features
of foreign ministries, whilst resisting the tendency to make assumptions
regarding their role and status. This is as true of the EU policy environment
as it is of the broader, global context. Here, it is tempting to assume that the
pressures of ‘convergence’, reflecting processes of Europeanisation, are pro-
ducing similar responses in the administrative structures of the member
states. It may well be, however, that institutional change is conditioned as
much, if not more, by factors relating to the internal character of the state.24

What is most likely to be the case, however, is a pattern of responses that
reflects an amalgam of both factors and which ensures that convergence will
be overlaid by the unique experiences enshrined in the policy structures and
processes of individual states.

6 Foreign Ministries in the European Union
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Foreign ministries and the European policy environment

The linkage between the European and member state arenas provides one of
the distinctive characteristics of EU policy processes, sustaining the image of
a complex multilevel policy environment underpinned by intensive and
extensive negotiation. The portrayal of the EU in terms of policy networks –
despite the ambiguities and imprecisions that surround the term – have
become familiar.25 But as Jönsson et al. note, networks are multidimensional
phenomena assuming a variety of forms which can only be determined by
careful empirical research. One distinguishing feature of what can be termed
a ‘diplomatic site’ focusing on an issue and embracing a particular configu-
ration of actors is the degree of governmental involvement. Using Coleman
and Perl’s typology, such sites may range from those with a high degree of
governmental involvement to private, self-regulatory regimes where inter-
actions between transnational and governmental actors will tend to be 
relatively sparse and unstructured.26

These variations in the constitution of networks are clearly visible in the
context of EU diplomacy. As Keukeleire notes, a focus on the CFSP provides
a much more traditional, intergovernmentalist diplomatic environment in
which the range of actors is limited and in which foreign ministries play a
significant role. This stands in contrast to his depiction of pillar-transcending
‘structural’ diplomacy which has as its core aim the development of structural
change in those regions of the world with which the EU has differing forms
of relationship and which is ‘centred around quite an extensive agenda of
institutionalised dialogue between very diverse actors from the EU and the
third states concerned’.27 Notably, the constituent networks on which this
dimension of EU diplomacy rests embrace not only a proliferation of gov-
ernmental actors but a growing range of NGOs and other representatives of
civil society.

Thus the multifaceted points of contact between member state gov-
ernments, and between them and the representatives of civil society, has
changed significantly the ways in which negotiation is conducted. As with
other policy environments, this poses important questions as to manage-
ment and sequencing in policy processes, where precisely diplomacy occurs
and who is engaged in it. A familiar manifestation of this issue in the EU con-
text is the debate over the significance or otherwise of bilateral diplomacy
amongst national governments. The notion that bilateralism is redundant is
refuted by many observers of the EU and broader European scene including
Kohler-Koch who, utilising network governance imagery, argues that the
growing significance of core coalitions in the integration process reinforces
the need for bilateral diplomacy within the broader multilateral context –
that is to say, ‘multiple bilateralism’.28 This does not in itself, of course, 
mean that national diplomatic systems are unchallenged, for it is obvious
that they are, but it does pose more subtle questions regarding processes of
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diplomatic socialisation, whether a European mode of diplomacy is emerg-
ing and how that relates to member state diplomacy and the machinery
through which it is conducted.

Clearly, the complex EU policy environment provides scope for a variety
of perspectives on the role of diplomacy and its mechanisms. One of these
includes patterns of intra-EU negotiation which, as noted earlier, may be
regarded as ‘beyond’ diplomacy with its state-oriented connotations. Thus,
for example, Jørgensen cites one observer’s prediction that we are witnessing
the end of ‘traditional’ European diplomacy as intra-European diplomacy is
replaced by democracy.29 Another perspective rests on the suggestion, noted
above, that there is some form of convergence in diplomatic style and 
practice. This is seen in the working style of the Committee of Permanent
Representatives (COREPER) and the processes of diplomatic socialisation
which have been identified as a key aspect of its operation.30 Apart from this,
and the legacy of EPC noted earlier, there are other socialising forces at work
amongst the EU member state diplomatic services reinforced by administra-
tive working groups such as the CFSP Committee on Administrative Affairs
(COADM). Apart from the latter’s focus on matters of administrative concern
to foreign services, it is also concerned with diplomatic training.

Yet another perspective is clearly related to the prospect of the develop-
ment of a putative European foreign policy in the form of the CFSP. Just as
the point is often made that this demands a reconsideration of the funda-
mental characteristics of foreign policy and not simple extrapolations from
state-based definitions and criteria, so with diplomacy and its mechanisms.
Although we have a reasonable amount of evidence regarding the develop-
ment of European diplomacy in the field, in the shape of the requirements
under the Maastricht Treaty for cooperation and consultation between mem-
ber state missions and in terms of the role of the Commission Delegations,31

this often rests implicitly on the assumption that a European foreign service
would possess characteristics not dissimilar to those of national diplomatic
systems. In one sense, of course, this is not surprising. As is frequently
observed, the CFSP can be used as a tool of national foreign policy, but it is
equally true that the tools of CFSP are largely constituted from the diplomatic
resources of member states. Keukeleire suggests that:

While declarations of the Council or EU representatives may still 
be labelled the CFSP’s ‘own’ instruments, most of the other instruments
are put at the CFSP’s disposal by member states, or are instigated by mem-
ber states, in particular by the member state that plays a central opera-
tional role in CFSP diplomacy as (temporary) chair of the Council of
Ministers.32

But he goes on to make a more telling point. Not only is the image of CFSP
too easily cast in terms of an ideal-type of foreign policy, to focus on the 
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second pillar may distort our overall perceptions of an emerging European
diplomacy. Rather than solely CFSP-focused, an analysis of EU diplomacy
should also embrace intra-EU diplomacy and EU ‘structural’ diplomacy referred
to above. This suggests that what is most innovative in EU diplomacy may lie
outside CFSP and in, for example, the sphere of economic diplomacy with its
complex patterns of public and private sector interactions.33

The thrust of this brief analysis directs our attention to two interrelated lay-
ers of complexity. On the one side we are confronted by the changing nature
of diplomacy as it adapts to shifts in the configuration of both domestic and
international environments. A key lesson here is that the idea of ‘traditional’
diplomacy – equated with state-based foreign policy – as a yardstick against
which to measure some new mode of ‘European’ diplomacy, is problematic
inasmuch as the ‘traditional’ is itself enmeshed in processes of profound
change. The second layer of complexity lies in determining the character of
what is ‘European’ in this context. The multilayered character of intra- and
extra-European diplomacy and its points of intersection, presents us with for-
midable – if intriguing – analytical tasks. It also suggests a fluid institutional
environment in which the roles of national foreign ministries and their net-
works of international representation are much less clearly defined than
some analyses would suggest. This is captured in Hanf and Soetendorp’s
identification of the following options for the foreign ministry in a bureau-
cratic environment marked by a growing diffusion in the management of
international and European policy on the one hand, and a concentration
into the hands of prime ministerial and presidential offices on the other: ‘To
what extent does the foreign office play a role as policy-maker, gatekeeper,
respected “honest broker” or simply postmaster?’34 In the next section we
explore this issue in terms of two contrasting models: that of the gatekeeper
as contrasted to that of the ‘boundary-spanner’.

Gatekeepers and boundary-spanners

The notion that foreign ministries and their associated diplomatic networks
act as a filter between domestic and international environments sits uneasily
with changes in policy processes associated with globalisation and regionali-
sation. But it seems to possess a surprising degree of vitality. In part, this
reflects the fact that there are situations in which the national diplomatic sys-
tem may indeed act as the primary conduit through which international pol-
icy is articulated. More often, however, this is the product of intra-bureaucratic
struggles as domestic and international pressures impact on national admin-
istrative systems. Peters suggests that the resultant quest for coordination may
result in changing claims to the role of ‘central agency’ and it is possible that
foreign ministries may assume this role in certain contexts.35 But as the devel-
opment of the EC/EU illustrates, this is far more likely to be a shared – and
contested – honour.

Brian Hocking 9
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At the same time, claims to ‘gatekeeper’ status may simply reflect attempts
to ward off challenges from other bureaucratic actors. Moreover, it is of 
questionable historical accuracy on two counts: firstly as suggested earlier, 
in many national bureaucratic settings, the foreign ministry has simply not
been the primary agency in the shaping and implementation of international
policy. Second, even in countries with well-developed and influential national
diplomatic systems, the management of international policy (and in the case
of the EU, intra-European relations) has characteristically involved processes
of bureaucratic bargaining in which foreign, finance and trade ministries
(amongst others) jostle with presidential and prime ministerial offices 
for pre-eminence.36 By creating a mythology based on dubious claims to lost 
pre-eminence in the management of external policy, diplomats may, para-
doxically, have provided substance to arguments which see them of decreas-
ing relevance, thereby diminishing the value of the real roles that they
perform.

As is suggested in Table 1.1, the gatekeeper image rests on a number of
linked assumptions, the most fundamental of which is the centrality of the
territorial state and the primacy of the control of boundaries and the com-
munication flows that cross them. Associated with this are the frequent
claims made for the special qualities to be found in foreign policy, inscribed
in its ‘foreignness’, reinforced by its equation with high policy and the pur-
suit of an identifiable national interest. The assertion of exclusivity in the
management of international policy may result in several strategies through
which foreign ministries seek to establish control, whilst recognising the
need for coordination in the face of a much more diffuse international pol-
icy environment. These strategies are most likely to be rooted in the con-
ceptualisation of coordination as a hierarchical, top-down process in which
the foreign ministry, aided by the diplomatic network over which it presides,
assumes the role of dominant central agency.37 Consequently, it is not sim-
ply that this image fails to accord with the essence of the developing EU
polity, it has tenuous roots in the historical development of European (and
non-European) diplomatic systems.

A contrasting image emerges from Ansell and Weber’s identification of
actors possessing the capacity to straddle or ‘span’ boundaries.38 The role
and importance of these ‘boundary-spanners’ resides in the changing 
character and significance of boundaries themselves, underpinned by their
increasing porosity. However, unlike much globalisation and regionalisation
argumentation which suggests that this porosity has rendered boundaries
insignificant,39 Ansell and Weber draw a different conclusion. Adopting an
‘open systems’ perspective on sovereignty derived from organisation theory,
they suggest that boundaries are fluid and contingent, ‘simultaneously con-
tinuous with and demarcated from’, as opposed to being strictly defined by,
their environments.40 Rather than fixed and permanent, boundaries recon-
stitute themselves in response to shifting patterns of interactions. Far from
being irrelevant, therefore, they become sites of intense activity as they are
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enacted and re-enacted. In such an environment, actors – boundary-
spanners – capable of assuming the role of mediators or brokers assume a 
special significance: ‘They aim at modulating, regulating, and sometimes
controlling what kinds of resources, signals, information and ideas pass in
and pass out of the semipermeable membranes that are the boundaries of 
the organization.’41 In doing so they operate both outside and within the
organisation, assuming a diversity of forms in both the governmental and
non-governmental arenas. Lobbyists, management consultants, think-tanks,
epistemic communities: each may discharge such mediating functions.

Brian Hocking 11

Table 1.1 Images of diplomatic systems

Gatekeeper image Boundary-spanner image

Setting State-dominated Complex mixed actor system
environment comprising permeable boundaries
according high salience and multilayered policy arenas.
to territorial Boundaries as areas of intense
boundaries. activity.

Assumed priority of Emphasis on complex, interactive
‘high politics’, agendas with relatively little issue
special qualities of hierarchy; national interest
foreign policy and often hard to identify 
clear identification of and/or articulate.
national interest.

Role To control To achieve access and presence; to
domestic–international mediate across porous policy arena
transactions. boundaries. Facilitative role in

management of issue-directed
coalitions.

Emphasis on exclusive Emphasis on shared, cooperative
management of management strategies with public
external environment. and private sector actors.

Objectives Maintaining key role in Assert foreign policy ‘voice’ in
determining national diffused international policy
responses on major areas management processes.
of international policy.

Strategy Asserting status inscribed Adapting to complexity produced
in the ‘specialness’ of by domestic–international interface.
foreign policy.

Bureaucratic bargaining Developing ‘cooperative’ relationships
in response to domestic with public and private agencies
bureaucratic challenges. through policy networks.

Seeking coordinating ‘Coordination’ defined as facilitating
role defined in information flows and sharing ‘lead’
hierarchical terms. department status on international

issues.
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This perspective provides an alternative – and, in many policy contexts,
more relevant – set of criteria for understanding the role of the foreign min-
istry in a variety of contexts, including dense diplomatic milieus such as 
the EU. The continuing need to reconstitute sovereignty, combined with a
recognition of the advantages conferred by juxtaposing the qualities inher-
ent in sovereignty-endowed and sovereign-free actors, places a premium on
structures able to adapt to environments marked by high levels of uncer-
tainty and ambiguity. As Henrikson argues, it is the very qualities implicit
in what he terms the associative nature of diplomacy and diplomatic systems
that enable them to perform valuable functions in world politics.42 In this
sense, the pattern of relationships between national diplomatic systems has
created what he terms one of the ‘constitutive orders’ underpinning 
the international system, or a public good conferring such benefits as the
promotion of international law and precision in international discourse.43

At the same time, as we have seen, changes in the global environment
demand that these manifestations of ‘closedness’ (Henrikson underpins his
discussion with the imagery of the medieval guild) be balanced with those of
openness. If the guild is to respond to the demands of an interdependent or
globalising world, then it needs to do what it has done in the past, namely
develop strategies for managing change. This it can do, in part, by providing
a channel between domestic and international environments in the processes
of regime construction, enhancing the transparency of international institu-
tions and, thereby, their legitimacy in the public eye, and assembling and
coordinating a range of interests in combating global problems.44 Perhaps
most significantly, in a world which is marked by significant levels of cultural
conflict, diplomats, through their generic mediative skills are well placed to
‘weave’ understanding out of the conflicts over value and institutions that
divide communities.45

Rosenau takes this theme further when suggesting that we are witnessing
the emergence of a world constituted by intermingling ‘spheres of author-
ity’ (SOAs) in which people may develop affiliations to a variety of entities
alongside the state, none of which can lay claim to be the focus of ultimate
loyalty: ‘people will learn to balance diverse and even conflicting commit-
ments in the absence of a terminal state’.46 As they do so, Rosenau sees a 
crucial role for diplomats who, using their experience and skills, should be
well-placed to assist in the creation and legitimisation of new patterns of
social contract between individuals and a plethora of SOAs. To repeat the ear-
lier point, what appears to be common to these varying perspectives is the
capacity of the national diplomatic system to draw on a combination of 
generalist and specialist skills and to apply these in boundary-spanning roles.

In Table 1.1, we can begin to see some of the dimensions of this alterna-
tive viewpoint and their implications for understanding the continuing role
of the national diplomatic system. Whereas the gatekeeper image rests on
the assumption that its key objectives lie in controlling national boundaries
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and insulating the state from its environments, the boundary-spanner
image defines this in terms of mediating within and across spaces repre-
sented by the points of interface between the state and its environments. In
other words, the logic of boundary control is replaced by a logic determined
by an awareness of the limits of control combined with the needs of access
to, and presence in, these environments. This, combined with enhanced
permeability between domestic and international policy, strengthens the
claims of other bureaucratic actors to a voice in international policy and
weakens the identity of ‘foreign’ policy as a category in its own right
endowed with distinct qualities which, in turn, demand the maintenance of
special policy processes. Bureaucratic bargaining rather than the hierarchical
model of coordination which, as suggested earlier, is no stranger to the man-
agement of the international environment, consequently becomes far more
prominent. Coordination, as is clearly demonstrated by the ensuing exami-
nation of its significance in the case of the EU, becomes a matter of facilitat-
ing information flows and sharing ‘lead’ department status on international
issues. Equally, as EU-focused lobbying adopts multiple routes of influence,
some within and others outside national channels, the coordination of
national policy becomes at once more critical yet more elusive.47

This is hardly surprising given the fact that coordination is an evanescent
concept assigned differing emphases by analysts who, it has been argued,
tend to be more concerned with its practical manifestations than the concept
itself.48 At the most general level, coordination ‘implies that in working
together the component parts of a system do not impede, frustrate or negate
each others’ activities. Coordination enables the whole to perform better
than the sum of the parts or at least to prevent disintegration and fragmen-
tation.’49 But beyond this basic definition lie a variety of differing experiences
and strategies, clearly apparent from the country studies in this book. At the
ends of the spectrum are to be found modes of positive and negative coordi-
nation.50 The former involves the development – or imposition – of a single
position on a given issue, an approach likely to bring to the surface bureau-
cratic and political tensions and conflict. The negative end of the spectrum
suggests a much more minimalist definition. This might, as indicated below,
simply involve the dissemination of information – admittedly no mean task
in a policy environment as complex as the EU. It might also involve coordi-
nation by persuasion, achieved as Karvonen and Sundelius suggest, by the
dominance of a ‘big idea’ relating to the place of a state in the international
system which creates a set of norms governing the behaviour of national
actors.51 In the context of the EU, an important ‘big idea’ relates to per-
spectives on the nature of the Union itself and the place of a member state
within it. Where this is seen in foreign rather than ‘extended domestic’
terms, then not only does this have implications for the nature of coordi-
nation, but also those departments deemed to be the key element in the
coordination processes.52
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Thus, from the perspective of the foreign ministry, coordination has
become a central issue in two senses. Firstly, it constitutes a dominating fea-
ture of the policy environment in which it operates and presents challenges
to which it is forced to adapt. It should be noted, of course, that even in the
context of member states, the EU constitutes one part, albeit a highly sig-
nificant and distinct one, of the challenges presented by increasingly inter-
nationalised policy processes. Secondly, the dynamics of coordination and
the modes of achieving it offer the possibility of developing strategies for
adaptation on the part of foreign ministries – as with other bureaucratic
actors.

Conclusion

Several points regarding the nature and role of foreign ministries in complex
policy milieus have emerged from this discussion. Amongst the more gen-
eral, but central to an understanding of the issues with which this book 
is concerned, is the importance of relating the foreign ministry (and the
national diplomatic system of which it is a part) to its context. I have 
argued that there has been a notable tendency to generalise about foreign
ministries as actors, to assume that they are locked into a cycle of irreversible
decline and that they represent forces of conservatism. A specific manifes-
tation – in the EU context – of such arguments is to be found in the pro-
position that national administrative systems are treading the path of
‘convergence’ in response to the dictates of Europeanisation. Such views
reflect stereotypical thinking, fail to appreciate the distinctive features in the
development of national foreign policy systems, and undervalue the inno-
vative and adaptive capacity that such systems are capable of displaying.
This is as true of EU member state foreign ministries as it is elsewhere. But
the European context adds to the equation the unique demands of respond-
ing to enhanced integration. Here, the problems are underscored by the
need to adapt to a situation in which the demarcation lines between what
is not yet a ‘European domestic policy’ but is neither ‘foreign’ policy, are
increasingly blurred. At the centre of this puzzle lies the core issue of policy
coordination – a complex one in which policy actors play differing roles
depending on the nature of the issues involved as well as the political and
bureaucratic cultures in which they are located. This provides the setting
within which the foreign ministry is constrained to operate. It is the nature
of this setting, and the responses of foreign ministries to it which forms the
substance of the following chapters.
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