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Summary

Ministries of Foreign Affairs face a changed role in a globalised world. Other actors than states
gain prominence and influence the way decisions are made in ministries. But what ideas matter
for civil servants in ministries when decisions on foreign policy are taken? This paper analyses the
influence of ideas and identities on decision making processes basing on 55 interviews with civil
servants from 22 European countries. Constructivist theory builds the framework and is enhanced
by bureaucratic theories. Medium ranked civil servants in Ministries of Foreign Affairs (MFA) are
in the focus of the analysis. Based on constructivist theory, civil servants were asked on personal
and collective perceptions in form of mid-depth open structured interviews. Diplomats from 20
MFAs of European Union (EU) member states and from two non-member states have been

interviewed to ensure comparability between European MFAs.

The results indicate that first of all diplomacy is highly constructed and civil servants are
generally like-minded. Terms like human rights, democracy and professionalism are used as
categories to compare other European and especially non-European countries. Trust and
consistencies are important issues for civil servants and they generally favour positive image
creation. The UN, the EU, security and human rights are the most important topics for referral in
European MFAs. However, national identities consist with different core values/ core interests

that are not ever consistent as interviews showed.

European MFAs also differ in the way decisions are made covering pure top-down and pure
bottom-up structures. It has to be noted that bigger MFAs are generally more hierarchically
organised. Nevertheless civil servants generally know what they can do and what not because of
their professional knowledge and experience as well as through their guidelines. Articulation is

important for expressing notwithstanding and for the discussion of new initiatives and new ideas.



Although national identities still play a main role, a European identity is developing. Identity
formation regarding other countries occurs on the European level and positions are
articulated in European coordination meetings. Therefore, civil servants need to be aware
that they articulate explicitly what their country stands for on a European level. Civil
servants also expressed support for the European External Action Service (EEAS) and a more
coherent image of the EU. The EU is seen very positive even if the own population shares a
more negative perception of the EU. Interviewees mentioned, that the EEAS could replace
own embassies on the long term when there is no national interest in the country. In case of

national interests, additional structures are favoured.

Civil servants still believe in the state system and have no trust in other external actors if
they are not part of a state centred system. Civil servants regard non state actors with more
scepticism. The UN is seen as positive, but ineffective. NGOs are seen as knowledge base
and watchdogs, but also with scepticism. The most negative perception is for media,
because of the anti-government or anti-civil servant perspective. Parliamentarians are seen
as discussants for ideas, but with limited expertise. Enterprises express the interest based

orientation of countries and are supported although they can contradict values.

Processes of reconstruction of identities have been identified and named showing that
arguing and articulation play an important role. Overall, the construction on the European
level is surprisingly important as are the decision making processes in the ministries and the

role of the minister.
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1. Introduction

International Relations Theory is used to explain why one actor acts as he does. Scholars referred
the action of states, international organisations or individuals to various causes like a negative
image of humanity, anarchy in international relations or the influence of various national actors or
ideas. The first theories were elaborated and political science as authoritative allocation of values
(Weber) not only focused on one community but also on the interrelationship of different
communities. We are the United Kingdom, you are the Frenchmen, they are the Russians, and this
is Persia. This sentence distinguishes between different communities and divides groups of people
or describes specific terrain. Those communities are in the Westphalian system primarily states.
However, before and after the Westphalian peace and the elaboration of relations between states
and diplomacy, other actors than states were and are still of importance. Finally not states act, but
state actors do, namely diplomats. Today, not only states make foreign policy, but also
international companies, NGOs or international organisations. Within a globalised world, a

plurality of theories of international relations exists.

Scholars in a classical realist tradition emphasise the negative nature of humanity, while the
Kantian tradition of the cooperative human being is an argument of liberal scholars. Neorealists in
the tradition of Kenneth Waltz focus on the anarchy in the international system causing violence.
World System Theory focuses on different era of systems in history. Institutionalists emphasise the
role of international institutions as triggers for decisions. Other scholars like liberalists - depending
on their tradition and view - focus on democratic peace, economic interrelationship or common
values. After the end of the Cold War other theories like constructivism that focuses on inter-
subjectivity of the international system gained in prominence. Furthermore individual and

collective perceptions have to be analysed in order to understand human behaviour.

Constructivism, the analysis of perceptions as important factors of decision making, has often
been regarded as an interesting concept. However, retracing concrete decisions towards ideas and
perceptions has not often been verified scientifically and randomly for the individual level. It was
proved being difficult to identify decision making factors for various actions in foreign policy only
based on personal views or collective identities, as it remains difficult to clarify these. Retracing

personal and collective perceptions makes it possible to show that personal and community ideas



are important decision making factors in international relations. The analysis of foreign policy
decision making is one of the cornerstones of international relations theory. The verification of
perceptions as decision making factors enables a more detailed analysis on ideas and identities as
important factors of foreign policy. But, where to start, when a plurality of actors make foreign
policy? Recently, foreign ministries followed a rather ambiguous role, especially in Europe. While
other actors than states became more important in international relations, the state authority
abroad — the foreign ministry and its embassies - still provides its services and adapts to those
changes. But did a change in perception on the ministry itself, on other states, on the emerging
European foreign policy or institutions occur? It may be true, that challenges of globalisation force
ministries to develop even stronger national identities. States and public services still provide
services in international relations and are the starting point for analysis, because they are still able
to form an image of the own country and of others. On the other hand they have to face a
changing environment that is not acting in the sense of the state. This area of conflict is a typical
guestion of adaptation to globalisation by reframing the own role and is worth to research in
detail. Recent research by Checkel and others (Checkel 2004:237) relating to European integration
emphasise a return towards the perspective from the nation state towards the supranational or

international level. This includes that identities are mainly constructed “at home”.

The central question of this thesis is:

What ideas matter in the daily life of foreign ministries?

This implies that foreign policy in ministerial bureaucracies can be retraced towards perceptions
and values within the ministry held collectively or individually. The paper aims to identify the
perceptions that are crucial for the daily decision making processes in foreign ministries by
interviewing several staff members. Underlying the constructivist assumption that identities and
ideas matter for actions, the existence of perceptions on the own country as well as other
countries (1), the European Union (2) or on international institutions and other actors (3) and
consequences for decision making are retraced. Constructivism as meta-theory is scaled down by
the inclusion of bureaucratic theories that emphasises the decisive role of ministries and
bureaucratic structures for decision making. An interesting question is whether bureaucratic

structures favour a national linkage over international identities.




This paper is a comparative qualitative case study on the importance of perceptions for foreign
policy decision making. Thereby, several employees of foreign ministries have been interviewed
and their perceptions have been analysed. Although most scholars agree that identities and ideas
matter, proof remained uncommon. The lack of research on that topic shows the relevance of this
study. The verification is conducted for one small part of international relations - foreign
ministries. The focus is kept on own perception and perception of others, the perception of the EU

and the EEAS and the perception of international actors like the UN.

Decision making may be influenced by other factors like realist assumptions; perceptions may be

viewed as unimportant at the end. The paper is open towards final conclusions.

2. Methodology

2.1 Ontological preface

The analysis of human perceptions and values is difficult. Measurement of personal and collective
worldviews and interpretations is done by identification of common values, dialogue analysis or
retracement of decisions. Nevertheless it remains difficult as human emotions cannot be analysed
entirely through observation. Analysis of human behaviour therefore cannot be perfect but
parsimonious. This strengthens the overall analysis towards the most crucial aspects.

“Directions” of thoughts of researchers are guided by theories. This implies that theories reduce
other aspects that nevertheless might be important if theory is wrong. Theory must be exact but
as broad as possible. Different levels of theory help to combine expectations on theory.
Assessment of human perceptions is difficult, because the researcher constructs his or her own
structures and analysis' . There is no “right” or “wrong” decision, as this is a question of scientific
argument ideally being most convincing. A research on values can be regarded as wrong, but later

be seen as a real breakthrough.

It is more difficult to account different values than fixed numbers, because values, perceptions and
interpretations are fluid and can change over time, while the annual report of a company for the

year 2007 for example is fixed. Although constructivism assumes that values change

! For detailed techniques and theoretical limitations of constructivism, | refer to the book of Klotz/Lynch 2007 namely
page 19ff.



incrementally, public and private opinion can change rapidly. How can scientists analyse long-term
value and perception development if the decisions taken differ and change ad-hoc? Or is there no
quick or ad-hoc change, but adapted response on new emerging arguments? This is one of the

guestions to be answered in the chapter on constructivism.

Overall analysing of human perceptions and the basis of human behaviour is not only difficult, but
also interesting. Through the identification of common mechanism for solving problems, scholars
could find underlying reasons for decisions that are not obvious on the first view. This encloses not
only socialisation towards a fixed image, but also the spontaneity of decisions or decisions against
socialised perceptions. The integration and construction of values, perceptions and identities is
equally important for the view on countries and on international organisations and enterprises.
Those hold different perceptions that may cause power relations or a certain “standing” in social

behaviour opening new possibilities for action.

A more political liberal argument for analysing values and perceptions is that the enforcement of
values for decision making enables a “better” world, if interests are comparatively weaker than
values, and values are followed. This is illusionary because values are not always regarded as
universal. However, | would argue that interests are born out of values and perceptions and
influence each other.

The mere analysis of values does not change a world that is viewed in the realist tradition. Realist
analysis is based on own values and perceptions, only taking the construction of the world as
granted. Values do matter in the realist analysed world, although those are very different from
liberal or constructivist analysis. This view is rather critical when arguing on the parsimony of
analysis. It could be argued, that if the world is for example realistically constructed, than why do
we not use realism for analysis. The question is how the world is constructed and therefore |
would argue that it ever remains important to start with conducting constructivist analysis before

using other theories.

How do we know how to act and how to respond to other’s behaviour? The answer can be found
in important factors of socialisation, teacher-student relations or individual experience and is
clarified in the theory chapter. For the moment, it is to note, that we construct not only our own

world, but also expect others to do so and to position themselves. This can cause expectations



that are not always true, as individual perceptions differ. Collective identities can be reflective
towards individual or other identities. Those are the basis for decision making. Theory should

enable the identification of perceptions that guide our behaviour.

2.2 Problem formulation

Perceptions are the point of departure for all behaviour. We act in relation to others that we see
as sympatric, rational or even bad. We then choose from a set of actions that we learned or were
socialised in. Those perceptions are the guidelines for action and it is therefore important to be
conscious about perceptions when trying to assess policies and decisions made in MFAs.

How to access perceptions in foreign ministries and what influence do they have on the daily
decision making process? Although perceptions are commonly accepted as influencing the
behaviour and arguing by constructivists, it has ever been difficult to proof this. What causes a
foreign policy change and which ideas are important? Although some trials have been made, a
detailed analysis on decision making in foreign ministry administration is rarely found with the
exception of an analysis of French scholars on diplomacy (Loriol/Piotet/Delfolie 2008:32).
Ministries and especially MFAs are generally seen as black boxes mainly communicating interests
and positions through their leaders. A detailed analysis offers a better view on perceptions and the
influence on foreign relations if researched. This paper is thereby especially scientifically relevant

for understanding perceptions as this has not been assessed for MFAs.

One expectation underlies this view: Foreign ministries represent real or constructed aggregated
personal perceptions on the country and on others that cause positive and/or negative
responsiveness. This is not only emphasised by the Foreign Ministry itself by creating an image,
but also in relation to other countries and actors. The underlying hypothesis includes that MFAs
have to construct a specific image, but it is unclear how and if those perceptions are exclusive etc.
Construction of clear images is particularly crucial in an environment where more than one actor
(the state) makes foreign policy and where different levels are interconnected. One example
therefore is the increasing role of the European Union and generally more interaction on a sub-
ministerial level that could lead to a construction and policy coordination on lower levels. The
increased Europeanization is interesting for research and reasons the focus on European MFAs.
Civil servants argue and behave facing other actors strengthening the influence of cognitive factors

on foreign relations. Other actors also construct their own role. An analysis of perceptions does



not only help to identify individual views on the own ministry, but also on the connected view on

the European Union or International Organisations.

Arguing in the Habermasian tradition as seen in contemporary constructivism by Risse (Risse
2000), is seen as one important factor for change of perceptions while also other factors will be
discussed later. The communication of values and identities expresses own positions and helps
others in identifying the own position. A change of perceptions can result when new perceptions
are articulated or have to be expressed due to the speaker’s position. It is furthermore interesting
to identify whether staff in foreign ministries resonates “official” positions or is rather sceptical
towards them, if they differ from their own perceptions. One hypothesis is, that a foreign ministry
builds an identity based on shared perceptions and that they defend this position. It is important
to identify perception communities similar to epistemic communities where values and
perceptions are shared. In this case it can be expected that those perceptions are decision guiding.
It is expected, that MFA build a particular set of knowledge and perceptions.

Factors and conditions for change of perceptions will be discussed in the theory chapter. Where
does change why occur and how can other institutions or the media influence foreign ministries
into one direction? This is useful for the analysis of foreign policy not only in MFAs but as a whole.
Mechanisms for changing perceptions can be identified and it can be explained why a foreign

ministry can react sensitive on a campaign by NGOs.

The central question- what ideas matter in MFAs- is particularly important for the understanding
of foreign policy decisions. Often the analysis of foreign policy appears as unfocused, facing values,
interests or individual factors. On the other hand it is often taken for granted and something in its
own right. Therefore some separate theories on foreign policy analysis (FPA) emerged as separate
field, but emancipate themselves from international relations theory. Actually, it cannot be
absolutely foreseen that MFAs act as they do because of miscellaneous factors that play a role.

Foreign ministries build highly integrated and structured identities offering foreign policy services.

2.3 Actors and dependencies

Actors of foreign relations include not only the foreign ministry, but also NGOs, international
institutions, civil society, media or even transnational actors. Even foreign ministries are
influenced by other political bodies and are more an administrative think thank for concepts, but

also for handling the relationship among states. Within a MFA, different actors exist. Although all




actors in an MFA can be described as bureaucrats, meaning that they are part of a bureaucratic
system with a specific set of rules and norms for actions, | will mainly speak of civil servants as
actors in bureaucracies or diplomats in this specific case of MFAs. The term diplomats excludes
Secretaries and facility or operational management and focuses on policy oriented actors that
elaborate political positions or are active in consular affairs. Diplomats are civil servants
negotiating official country positions. On the other hand, purely administrative staff is excluded by
the policy oriented selection of interviewees in medium positions (compare 2.5). It should be kept
in mind that bureaucrats or diplomats are already subject to specific roles and obligations of their
bureaucratic working environment. Civil servants in MFAs are the persons staying in regular

contact with other actors of international relations.

Relationships with other states enclose a contact with the “other” which includes that the actors
hold or develop ideas on their own role or perception and on other ones. MFAs are especially
chosen, because of their outreach that has not only domestic, but international (multilateral and
bilateral) orientation. Particularly, the perceptions of the foreign ministry vis-a-vis international

institutions, the European Union or civil society can be underlined.

The European Union is particularly important as the EEAS is emerging and the European identity
might become stronger. The new High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Lady
Ashton and the emerging European External Action Service, build a new bureaucratic body for
handling the Unions external relations. This can cause shifts within the foreign ministries. The
enlarged role of the European Union might be regarded as a threat or as a new opportunity.
Furthermore, multiple identities between national or European identities or more detailed sub-

identities like multilateral oriented actors might become more prominent.

The paper further analyses the perceived role for international actors like the UN, NGOs or
parliamentarians and their image for diplomats. The UN is a major worldwide acting organisation.
The UN might be regarded as universal body, enclosing some general values, while UNCTAD or
other sub-bodies are more specifically oriented and perhaps “closer” to the working level. This can
cause different views in European countries as some issues might be regarded as something very
far and not Western oriented. NGOs are often seen as important factors for democracy (e.g. Dahl

1989:14 a. 23ff.). They polarize by their actions, which might cause an ambivalent image in foreign




relations. How other actors like parliamentarians - as they are partly important in some European
countries — are seen by civil servants is researched as well. Media is another important actor.

Companies complete the picture of other actors and how they are seen by civil servants.

The relationship between all actors can be analysed in more detail when looking at the general
perceptions of those. It can be expected that a more positive view on actors might cause more
cooperation if both actors are engaging. The three examples — the own perception, the EU and
international actors — are also chosen as they cover different aspects of foreign policy. The

concrete perceptions can also be an indicator for the standing of organisations in foreign relations.

2.4 Method applied — a comparative case study

A comparative case study among European Foreign ministry employees is conducted. The often
neglected bureaucratic and personal level is focus of analysis. Exploratory, empirical research is
done. It is ad-hoc, but might become continuous research, if other aspects are regarded in more
detail in another research project. The exploratory level is underlined as this is no systematic
variable-by-variable test. To ensure a better focus, only perceptions from between autumn 2010
and spring 2011 are used — which describes the time frame of the thesis. Therefore perceptions
might not be time consistent. Change is expected to occur and a more detailed analysis could
introduce a larger time frame. Enlarging to a greater time frame or towards other actors could be

a subject for future research.

The analysis focuses on primary data that is collected by interviews (see also point 2.6). The data is
qualitative and comparative with a moderate number of interviews (Have 1999:29). The outcome
of analysis is not predetermined. Results are open and there has been no comparative research —
as known — on this special topic before. The limited research on this topic makes the study

especially relevant.

The target group for the interviews were medium ranked positions of all departments and
included staff members of European MFAs. Those include primarily all EU member states and, for
comparison, views from some accession countries. A geographical focus lied on Nordic countries

where all countries of that region were covered. The study overall compares perception of civil



servants in MFAs from 20 EU member states and two non-EU member states ensuring a wide
range of individual opinions around Europe. The answers of interviewees cannot be generalized
for establishing country positions, but is comparative and indicates European perceptions,

differences and similarities among European MFAs.

2.5 Variables and design

Key variables are actions and the direction or scope of actions of MFA employees facing especially
external actors as dependent variable. The perceptions of external actors as positive or negative
on the basis of the own identity for own actions is seen as “independent” variable. However, |
argue, that the term independent is misleading, because the perceptions themselves are to be
seen interconnected with identities and interests. Further research emphasises that identities are
too overlapping or unsettled to be regarded as variables (Klotz/Lynch 2007:70). Positive
interpretation of identities of other countries leads towards “positive” behaviour, which can
themselves cause positive or negative interpretation. Although those processes are continuous,

they can be regarded as closed mechanisms that are repeated by sequences.

The 