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MANAGEMENT OF DEEP DIVERSITY 
WITHIN THE EUROPEAN UNION
The views from an expert public

By LUCA BARANI

INTRODUCTION

This paper aims to map how experts working in European think tanks view the management of 

This article provides an overview of the perceptions of experts working 
within European think tanks of the relationship between the European 
integration process and diversity as well as their views on the future of 
the EU and European policy developments regarding societal forms of 
diversity. The article is based on a pan-European survey of think tanks, 
which was conducted in 2008-2009 in 14 countries and involved 118 in-
terviews with representatives of 56 think tanks across Europe.  The survey 
also included an analysis of experts’ attitudes towards the intervention of 
the EU in managing diversity and their involvement in trans-European 
communication and European-level public debates concerning this issue. 
Societal diversity is apprehended mostly through its ethno-national di-
mension.
The main finding is that the great majority of think tanks and their per-
sonnel are committed to a liberal understanding on most issues of eth-
no-national and immigration-related diversity, but are wary of a central-
isation of competences at the European level, especially at the detriment 
of the current arrangements managing diversity at the national level. 
Nonetheless, networks of think tanks have the potential for promoting 
Europeanization of national public debates on diversity and thus contrib-
ute to structuring a Europe of experts, especially through their trans-na-
tional activities focused on the issue of diversity management at the na-
tional and European levels. Think tanks suffer, however, from the same 
mass/elite divide characterising the European integration process, as 
views and perceptions on diversity expressed within these organisations 
do not correspond at all or just partially with respective corresponding 
national public opinions.
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diversity within the European Union (EU). The description of the public space as an arena for 
the battle of ideas is not new (Berthezène, 2011, p. 5). However, the idea of the public sphere as a 
space in which ‘a plurality of competing publics’ exist and encounter each other, was developed 
by Fraser (1990, p. 61), who differentiated between “strong and weak publics, as well as about 
various hybrid forms” (Ibidem, p. 76). In this sense, focusing on experts allows us to look at a spe-
cific kind of public, acting as a bridge between the ‘weak publics’ of civil society, which generate 
public opinion but not binding laws, and the ‘strong publics’ involved in public decision-making. 
In their intermediary capacity, think tanks are crucial vectors for an emerging European civil 
society, providing more choices to European citizens and offering policy alternatives to deci-
sion-makers (UNDP, 2003). Their attitudes towards the diversity management within the EU are 
analysed in order to assess how European integration is performing in this respect on the basis of 
the perceptions of such an expertise-based constituency (Zyro et al., 2012). The analysis was con-
ducted by examining various publications of think tanks, including their official statements and 
reports of activities, complemented by views expressed in interviews in the context of a pan-Eu-
ropean survey.        

Diversity as the focus of analysis is important, since the European continent displays a wide 
variety of ethno-cultural and linguistic affiliations and identities. Consequently, since its 2004 
enlargement, the EU has arguably entered a phase of ‘deep diversity’ determined by the multi-lay-
ered diversity of European societies (Fossum, 2003). The ‘deep diversity’ phase of European in-
tegration can be defined by three layers. Firstly, the EU is composed by an increasing number of 
states, each linked to a specific historical process of nation-building correlated to treatment of 
collective identities. These historical processes have, to a certain extent, resulted in many com-
monalities, but they have also generated specific national differences, in terms of official language, 
political system and so on. Moreover, the process of EU enlargement has also increased its in-
tra-state degree of diversity. Secondly, in a number of European societies, sub-national political 
mobilisation has promoted ethno-national identities as territorially-based groups claimed rec-
ognition of their status as national minorities or ethnic communities. In all these cases, claims 
were put forward for the recognition and protection of distinctive cultures and identities based 
either on linguistic and cultural traits or on specific histories (McGarry & Keating, 2006). Thirdly, 
Europe has increasingly become a region of immigration. Migrants are settling and adapting to 
their local environment while simultaneously maintaining transnational links and activities. As 
a result, new ways of life and cultures are constantly being introduced into the European social 
landscape. 

As a consequence of these developments, issues concerning indigenous minorities and immi-
grant communities are increasingly noticeable at the European level, even though they are much 
less salient than at the national level. While the inclusion and integration policies for national 
minorities or immigrants are well-established features of national politics of the member states, 
depending on the historical context of the country, the EU per se does not have competence to 
deal with protection of minorities, except for its enlargement policy where ‘guarantee for protec-
tion of minorities’ was one of the criteria for accession (McGarry, O’Leary, 2013). 

The issue of Roma minority, however, is certainly relevant for the EU, as Roma are a transna-
tional community present in many EU member states and they suffer from high levels of discrim-
ination and racism across Europe (Carrera, 2013). The Roma position is specific in the sense that 
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they are often forgotten both in migration-related and ethno-linguistic debates at the national 
level, but they are increasingly salient at the European level discussions (Schulz-Forberg, 2010). 
In fact, the integration of EU citizens of Roma origin has become an issue at the European level 
at the initiative of the European Commission, which launched the Roma Summit and Integrated 
Platform on Roma Inclusion in 2008, thus providing a supranational rallying point for Roma 
NGOs. Moreover, although the EU had no explicit competence to deal with minorities and mi-
nority rights internally, the Roma issue was kept on the political agenda by the protracted acces-
sion of Romania and Bulgaria to the EU. More recently, however, EU action in this area is limited 
to declaratory politics, exemplified by the row between former French President Sarkozy and 
Commissioner Reding in September 2010 on how to best characterise the treatment of EU citi-
zens of Roma origin. This is in stark opposition to the legal approach towards integration taken by 
the Council of Europe and its Convention on Minority Protection, which provides a permanent 
forum and tools to discuss regularly the integration of national minorities in signatory countries 
(Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, ETS N°157, 1995).1 

Finally, the EU has its own specific competence to deal with other factors of diversity in Euro-
pean societies, such as gender equality and immigration-related diversity. For instance, between 
2000 and 2004 the EU adopted several directives on a common integration policy advocated 
by the 1999 European Council in Tampere. The Directives 2000/43/CE and 2000/78/CE aim at 
combating and preventing discrimination on the grounds of age, disability, gender, ethnicity/
race, religion/belief and sexual orientation. Moreover, the Directive on Asylum Policy 2003/9/
CE defined certain common criteria for dealing with refugees. Those directives were transposed 
into national law in all EU member states and are applicable to all residents, regardless of their 
nationality. This legal framework was supplemented in 2004 by the Common Basic Principles for 
immigrant integration as well as the Framework Decision 2008/913/JAI of the Council of the EU 
on the fight against racism and xenophobia. However, despite these efforts, concrete progress in 
the development of an EU policy towards immigrant integration and diversity has remained slow 
and complex. This view was largely shared by the expert views on this subject, as recorded in the 
pan-European survey of think tanks on which this article relies and whose methodology will be 
discussed in more detail in the following section. 

RESEARCH DESIGN

The pan-European survey was conducted in 2008-2009 under the aegis of the EU-wide compar-
ative project EUROSPHERE, focusing on the relationship between ethno-national diversity and 
the EU. The survey was conducted in order to map out how personnel working in think tanks 
represent and discuss different visions of European polity and diversity as well as how they par-

1    http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/en/Treaties/Html/157.htm Additionally, the Council of Europe’s 
recommendation for the establishment of a Roma think tank was taken up with the creation of the Policy 
Center for Roma and Minorities, based in Romania since 2008: http://www.policycenter.eu, accessed on 
15/05/2013 and the issue was a subject of debate at the gathering of 25 European think tanks in Strasbourg 
that took place at the request of the Council of Europe in December 2012.
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ticipate in national and European public spaces, in order to see whether there is a meaningful 
correlation between organisations’ institutional features and their staff ’ views on different issues.

For this purpose, special methodological tools were developed to collect and analyze qualita-
tive data on the European think tanks, which this article treats as an ‘intermediary public’ of the 
European public sphere, constituted by political and economic elites as well as policy experts. The 
survey was conducted in 14 EU member states and 2 non-EU countries (Turkey and Norway) 
with 3 respondents for each selected organisation (according to their job description: manager, 
senior researcher, prominent expert) with a total of 118 interviews from 56 organisations.

The selection of the organisations to be interviewed was largely completed by the end of Feb-
ruary 2008. Interviews and institutional data collection was conducted in the period between 
February 2008 and July 2009.

Table 1. Breakdown of Eurosphere think tanks and interviews per country

Country Think Tanks Interviews Country Think Tanks Interviews
Austria 2 6 Germany 3 8
Belgium 2 5 Hungary 4 11
Bulgaria 3 13 Italy 6 9
Czech Republic 3 5 Norway 5 9
Denmark 3 10 Netherlands 4 4
Estonia 3 5 Spain 3 8
Finland 4 8 Turkey 3 9
France 5 4 United 

Kingdom
3 8

The preparation phase of the survey consisted of two stages. During the first stage, the existing 
think tanks at the national level were screened with a mixed sampling approach. Each national 
researcher prepared four separate lists of the relevant thinks tanks active in his/her country, the 
major criterion for inclusion being a target audience beyond solely local government or popula-
tion. From each of these four lists, the selected targeted think tanks were chosen with the view of 
including one member of a specific transnational network of think tanks (TEPSA) to verify the 
effects of transnational collaboration. The final selection of think tanks for each country was done 
on the basis of representing the largest possible variation of think tanks. In operational terms, the 
available information was collected along different dimensions: a) officially stated norms, princi-
ples, and objectives of think tanks; b) means of dissemination they use to influence; c) strategies 
for promoting their preferences; d) channels of influence they use; e) profile of membership; g) fi-
nancial resources and priorities; h) organisational structure and hierarchy; i) other organisations 
they prefer to collaborate with; l) channels, forms, discourses, and levels of involvement that they 
make available for their members as well as other citizens; m) main topic of interest in the last 3 
years. Moreover, for each type of organisation, institutional data was gathered independently by 
analysing institutional homepages and publications as well as charters and secondary literature 
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on those think tanks. When information was not available in online and printed resources, re-
searchers contacted the organisations concerned to retrieve the missing information. Moreover, 
corresponding data from selected trans-European networks of think tanks was collected via in-
terviews. The data collection work on trans-European think tanks was later extended to include 
the most visible European think tanks based in Brussels. 

During the second stage, individual representative experts of think tanks were identified and 
selected on the basis of their job description as leaders of their respective organisations. The con-
cept of leadership was declined in three ways: manager, senior researcher, and prominent expert. 
Manager was defined as a member of the organisation who is formally and officially appointed 
with a full mandate to speak and act on behalf of this organisation. Senior researcher was defined 
as a member of the organisation known to be leading the research on policy and thematic pri-
orities, especially in the area of ethno-national diversity and EU politics. Prominent expert was 
defined as a member of the organisation who is the author of the most relevant research on the 
subjects related to the EUROSPHERE project. A gender balance concern was applied for the se-
lection of respondents, whenever possible. 

It is also worth noting that some of the interview questions were equivalent to items used by 
the Eurobarometer Standard Surveys, allowing to establish parallels and contrast elites’ positions 
with mass attitudes and to compare views at individual and organisational levels within the Euro-
pean think tanks with overall trends in European societies.2

More than 70 researchers were deployed to interview all the selected respondents in a uniform 
way, while also taking account of the specificities of the audience. In fact, elite interviews require 
special techniques that are different from mass interviews. This applied to preparations before 
the interviews, ways of approaching and addressing the interviewees, and interpretation of the 
interviewees’ answers. Elites are frequently perceived as highly demanding conversation partners 
who prefer to articulate their views without being put in the straitjacket of close-ended questions 
(Aberbach & Rockman, 2002: 674). Consequently, the questionnaire was conceived to allow for 
spontaneous and semi-structured replies to the main questions asked. As most of the items in the 
questionnaire were semi-structured questions with multiple response opportunities, this allowed 
the respondents to elaborate their answers under the category of “other”, beyond the pre-defined 
categories in the interview questionnaire. In fact, in addition to assigning the answers of respon-
dents to pre-established categories in the database, coders were instructed to include quotes and 
summaries of the answers, meaning that it is possible to give a few illustrative examples of what 
answers contain more precisely.  

Finally, the available data, based on interviews and institutional information, was made acces-
sible at www.eurosphere.uib.no, where the institutional and interview data was organised in a 
format that summarizes each interview by variables.

 

2    Most notably, Eurobarometer Standard Survey 71 on the future of Europe, conducted approximately 
around the time of the interviews for this project. Also compare updated trends as presented by the Euroba-
rometer standard survey 79, conducted on the occasion of the 2013 European Year of Citizens.
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SURVEY RESULTS: MANAGEMENT OF DEEP DIVERSITY WITHIN THE EUROPE-
AN UNION

The rest of the article will provide an overview and analysis of the results of the survey, primar-
ily focusing on the perceptions and attitudes of the expert community working in think tanks 
towards (1) the relationship between the European integration process and diversity, mostly eth-
no-national, (2) the future of the EU polity, (3) European policy developments regarding societal 
forms of diversity, and (4) the context of idea diffusion mechanisms in the European context.

Relationship between European integration and diversity

The interview started mapping interviewees’ views, notions, and perceptions of ethno-national 
diversity, and its connection to the EU polity and policies, with a general question: “What further 
positive or negative developments do you expect with regards to the impact of European integra-
tion on diversity?”. The most striking result was that only one respondent expressed the belief that 
European integration weakens diversity within member states. However, the integration process 
was far from being considered to be a homogenising force, contrary to a widely held belief in the 
media coverage and political rhetoric concerning European integration at the national level. 

Figure 1. Impact of European integration on diversity

Accordingly, European integration is seen, within think tanks, largely as a process of diversity 
promotion, although there is some disagreement over which kind of diversity is exactly being 
promoted. A large majority of interviewees see the EU as having an effect on the promotion of 
diversity recognition within each member state as well as among member states. Such a widely 
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shared position is illustrated by the following statement: “Europe is based on diversity and the 
fact that this diversity is recognised at the European level facilitates its recognition at the na-
tional level”. According to most respondents, European integration was having an effect on eth-
no-national diversity, and that this would strengthen diversity within member states. However, 
a few respondents thought that the process of European integration will particularly strengthen 
transnational minorities, citing in particular the case of Roma in Central and Eastern Europe. Al-
though some interviewees were willing to acknowledge some emerging communicative political 
space at the European level, only a few said that it allowed EU citizens and foreign residents to 
interact in a meaningful way. 

The answers are less clear-cut on the question of whether European integration strengthens 
or weakens national cultures. Given the complexity of this issue, recorded answers were rather 
diverse, accounting for a high number of answers categorized as “other” (between 30% and 35%). 
For instance, some respondents argued that admission of Eastern European countries to the EU 
posed a specific challenge for the protection of minority rights, while others were concerned 
about the increasing contrast between EU and non-EU citizens in terms of integration and civic 
duties. As one respondent noted: “In the application there are problems; not only in Belgium, 
it’s a common problem in every member state. The rules exist but the reality is always different. 
At European level, what can be done is to ensure each country has implemented its Directives 
somehow in their national law [...] then if somebody has a complaint they have to use all the 
measures at their disposal at national level”. The inconclusiveness of answers was also confirmed 
by arguments concerning the necessity for the EU intervention in ethno-national matters, gender 
equality and other societal forms of diversity.

The future of EU polity and diversity 

Regarding the future and present direction of the European integration process, as far as it con-
cerns ethno-national diversity, the survey demonstrated considerable divergences within and 
across think tanks. Two issues proved to be the most contentious: on the one hand, which fields 
the EU should be more concerned with and, on the other hand, whether the EU should become 
a more centralized political system, taking the current situation as a benchmark. Individual re-
spondents within the same organisation often took divergent views, pointing to underlying dif-
ferences. It is possible, however, to identify an alignment between an economic and minimalist 
interpretation of the European integration process as opposed to a social and expanding one. 
The inherent complexity of these issues mirrors the cross-transversal nature of national debates 
on the future of European integration: the more European integration is seen as a purely mar-
ket-building process, the less the EU is seen in need to expand its competences in the realm of 
management of ethno-national and other societal diversity. This view was expressed with force 
by one respondent: “These topics of societal diversity are not in the direct focus of the EU, but 
indirectly European integration might have positive effect on them. If the EU develops econom-
ically well, it must keep ‘unity in diversity’”. The regulation of immigration, interpreted mainly as 
an economic phenomenon, was seen to be more closely linked to the foreseeable development 
of EU competences, as implicit in the following argument developed by another respondent: “It 
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doesn’t seem to me that the EU show signs of willingness to manage diversity, it’s more a social 
and cultural topic and the EU is more keen on economy”. 

Generally speaking, experts working in think tanks acknowledged the demographic and eco-
nomic challenges faced by the countries of the EU (population ageing, labour needs, evolution of 
migration flows, global competitiveness) and the necessity to design a new policy mix to manage 
migration-related diversity. On the underlying factors, some respondents stressed that Europe 
already suffered from labour shortages, which were unlikely to be filled in the short term due to 
the demographic and socio-economic evolution of European societies. Quite homogeneously, 
respondents identified ‘economics’ to be one of the major reasons for the increasing migration-re-
lated diversity. On the question of how to manage its consequences, there was a somewhat larger 
willingness to accept the diversity claims of national autochthonous minorities, in comparison 
to immigration-related groups, and a strong opposition to any form of group-level political and 
constitutional rights. There was a broad consensus among the interviewees on the need for im-
migrants to adapt to certain features of the dominant way of life in the hosting society. At first 
glance, these expectations seemed to follow a traditional liberal model, with an emphasis on 
sharing democratic values and active pursuit of language acquisition, while religious assimilation 
was requested by a very limited number of interviewees. A closer look, however, reveals that there 
was a strong undercurrent of assimilationist thinking with more than a quarter of the interview-
ees requesting more specific conformities to detailed forms of ‘national’ character and ‘civility’, 
all features without a specific European dimension. On the whole, however, economic and soci-
etal trends were acknowledged as promoting diversity and transforming European societies into 
multi-cultural, multi-ethnic and multi-religious entities without an EU intervention. 

Within the expert public working in think tanks, a vast majority did not see ‘diversity’ as a goal 
or a value, but rather as an inescapable fact of life to be acknowledged and managed mostly on 
ethno-national terms. On the contrary, less than a third of respondents considered diversity a 
worthy and meaningful condition to be cherished and nurtured. For a vast majority, it was just a 
condition of certain societies (59%) or a means that can be used to achieve some other political 
ends (only 10 interviewees). The pragmatic view was slightly more prevalent among those who 
interpreted ‘diversity’ nearly exclusively in ethno-national terms, but the difference was far from 
significant. Exactly half of the respondents interpreted diversity according to a cluster of four cat-
egories, which are semantically very close: ethnicity, religion, nationhood and migration-related 
groups. This means that those who chose outside those categories as a ground for diversity tended 
to choose other categories in the same cluster while seldom choosing other grounds outside this 
cluster. For answers categorized as ‘other’, a large number of statements were related to ascriptive-
ly perceived cultural differences.

Policy Developments

When discussing the possible tools at the disposal of the EU for managing diversity, respondents 
focused essentially on the option of legal instruments, ignoring other types of integration mea-
sures, such as financial incentives or diffusion of best practices and benchmarks. On the whole, 
respondents did not necessarily support the idea that the EU should pass compulsory legislation 
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concerning ethno-national minorities, such as the Roma, given the importance of social inte-
gration, or the lack of it, at the national level. In fact, the majority of respondents either believed 
that this was too delicate a matter to allow the European institutions to intervene or they were 
opposed to the EU promoting a harmonised approach to the management of diversity on ideo-
logical grounds. As it was articulated by one respondent: “it seems useful to me to have rules at 
the European level, but one should not go towards a generalised harmonisation. I think that each 
state should have room for maneuvering in the management of diversity”. At the individual level 
of researchers, quite a coherent and structured system of beliefs and attitudes emerged, which 
can be summarized as commitment to a liberal understanding of most issues of ethno-national 
and immigration-related diversity, concern about the elitist nature of the European integration 
process and preference for the development of the European civil society. These findings were 
confirmed by the answers provided by respondents concerning questions on dual citizenship and 
criteria for extension of citizenship. Firstly, an overwhelming majority of valid answers were in 
favour of dual citizenship, with a minority open to conditional relaxation of exclusive national 
bonds. A strong majority of respondents was also in favour of the relaxation of the bonds of 
national citizenship. Secondly, exactly half of the valid answers were in favour of retaining the 
national level as the most appropriate level of decision-making in attributing nationality and 
citizenship in Europe, positioning themselves against any transfer of discretionary powers con-
cerning European citizenship to the EU, which did not gather more than 20% of favourable views. 
As a consequence, while there was a widespread consensus on substantive elements of an open 
and relaxed citizenship policy, an EU intervention in this matter was not well supported. This 
analysis of elite opinion is coherent with longitudinal studies conducted on the political and legal 
conditions concerning EU citizenship and, in particular, its relationship to national citizenship in 
different member states (Dumbrava, 2014).3 

The elite/mass divide is one of the most important dimensions of diversity in the EU, as one of 
the respondents put it: “one significant case of diversity in Europe is the distinction between the 
elite and the mass of public opinion”. This finding has to be put into combination with respon-
dents’ self-assessment concerning their distance from average public opinion in their country. 
More than two thirds of the respondents felt that their views did not correspond at all or just 
partly with the general public views on diversity, a perception that was confirmed by the results 
of Eurobarometer Standard Surveys.4  In view of the elitist characteristics of the current Euro-
pean integration process (Haller 2008, p. 3), according to respondents, top-down initiatives are 
counterproductive. The most common criteria mentioned to qualify the exclusionary nature of 
the European integration process were gender, socio-economic and educational characteristics 
of political and economic elites, as opposed to the background of ordinary Europeans. As a con-
sequence, in many answers, trans-border communication and exchanges among ordinary Euro-
pean citizens were presented as necessary to develop an “organic” logic of the European society. 
Such logic, however, is severely hampered by linguistic and logistical factors, mentioned by an 

3    http://eudo-citizenship.eu/ accessed on 16/09/2014.

4    A notable exception was the alignment between think tanks and public opinion in Belgium where, ac-
cording to Eurobarometer surveys, the percentage of Belgians believing that the membership of Belgium in 
the European Union is a ‘bad thing’ is usually lower than 10%.
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overwhelming majority of respondents as structural barriers to engagement of EU citizens in 
transnational interactions and debates. Internet was usually presented as a solution to such con-
straints, even if it excluded certain segments of the society. It was argued that such an extensive 
use would require infrastructural investments and training schemes to bridge the digital gap in 
Europe. According to respondents, age, technology and linguistic knowledge are additional fac-
tors that hinder participation of the elderly, unskilled and low-educated citizens. Such views also 
reflected the communication practices adopted by think tanks according to collected data: three 
quarters of the selected organisations used websites and electronic newsletters as their principal 
channel of information dissemination, whereas just more than half of them used printed materi-
als. These findings point to the importance of including institutional and organisational variables 
to understand better the views expressed by the personnel working in think tanks.

Explanatory Institutional Variables

As discussed before, the picture emerging from interviews shows some significant trends con-
cerning diversity and European integration. At the aggregate level, however, it was not possible 
to identify significant geographical clusters based on where these think tanks operate. There were 
also important differences within the same organisation. In order to explain this apparent par-
adox, it is necessary to look more closely at the specific organisational dynamics at work within 
the individual think tanks. 

Firstly, interviews showed a structural difference between the views expressed by senior ad-
ministrators and researchers. On the one hand, senior administrators were not always available 
for interviews and tended to offer more standardized answers, usually reflecting the institutional 
report of activities. Senior staff was also more inclined to overstate the influence of the organ-
isation they belonged to and less willing to answer specific questions. As a consequence, they 
tended to answer poorly on substantive issues and used anecdotal evidence to illustrate their 
arguments. Most of them maintained ties with media, governments and interest groups and were 
usually inclined to conflate the fate of their organisation with their personal career. On the other 
hand, the focus of interviews with researchers was generally on their specific area of expertise and 
these respondents provided more grounded answers. Moreover, researchers often were affiliated 
to different organisations and pursued their career simultaneously in different arenas. In addi-
tion, single-thematic researchers with some years of experience had a tendency to have straddled 
the divide between different organisations. Consequently, it was not uncommon for individual 
researchers to have had career mobility amongst different think tanks. Researchers, consequent-
ly, did not always share the same goals of the institutions they were affiliated with, but rather the 
professional world in which they evolved, which constituted a homogenizing factor. 

Secondly, the disparity of views within individual think tanks was also due to inability or un-
willingness of think tanks to enforce internal coherence, as this would probably stifle original 
and innovative thinking (Scott, 1999). To a certain extent, this explains the variability of attitudes 
within the same think tank, which was recorded in the survey. 

However, at the aggregate level, there was a remarkable homogeneity of views on diversity in 
the universe of experts in thinks tanks, explainable by more general mechanisms of horizontal 
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and vertical diffusion of ideas. Firstly, horizontal elite interaction at the national level fosters 
some uniformity. On the basis of the collected data, activities of think tanks were firmly rooted in 
the horizon of networking with national political elites, with possible transnational linkages to ca-
ter to the needs of expert policy networks. In fact, networking rarely took think tanks out of their 
immediate policy-making environment (Brussels in the EU or Paris in France) and approximate-
ly two thirds prioritized contacts with other national organisations or networks. Hence, far from 
reaching out to the general public, think tanks were striving for access or at least proximity with 
decision-makers (a good example for Brussels-based think tanks is the annual forum constituted 
by the Brussels Think Tank Dialogue). Hence, their work was primarily tailored and aired within 
closed circles and so the quality of their intellectual production is not independently assessed, as 
it geared towards strong publics. Furthermore, the media was also part of their audience as media 
visibility is part of think tanks’ self-presentation as credible sources of research and facts. Most 
analysed websites provided summaries, quotes, and links to press coverage of their studies. The 
struggle for visibility was compounded by the explosion of social media and the strategies devel-
oped by think tanks and their personnel to self-promote their research in this new public space. 
As a consequence, think tanks devoted a lot of attention to media visibility and the organisation 
of public events. 

It is therefore confirmed that think tanks do not represent counter-alternative voices for civil 
society within the EU but they rather participate in the elite/mass divide that characterizes the 
European integration process (Snowdon, 2013). In fact, their activities are clearly detached by the 
most immediate concerns of the general public and more attuned to political elites’ needs, which 
is their single most important audience. As noted before, think tanks offer themselves as informal 
platforms for different policy actors to interact and have unofficial exchanges of views in order 
to develop a common outlook, not rarely behind closed-door or invitation-only events, as two 
thirds of sampled think tanks confirmed. The degree of informal cooperation between different 
policy actors is therefore a crucial variable to understand the success or lack of think tanks as 
informal network mechanism for different audiences and publics. In particular, approximately a 
third of sampled think tanks actively encouraged their members to participate in other organisa-
tions, confirming the porous nature of think tanks as informal platforms. 

Secondly, regarding top-down mechanisms of idea diffusion, it appears that approximate-
ly a third of sampled think tanks were members of some kind of transnational network, either 
pan-European or more global in nature, such as the PASOS network funded by the Open Society 
Foundation (Stone, 2004). It was possible to identify a core of national think tanks actively in-
volved in EU-oriented activities (such as the TGAE “Think Global – Act European” consortium 
of think tanks supporting the EU rotating presidency) or pan-European action (for instance the 
Stockholm Network of free-market think tanks). By crossing membership of different networks, 
it was apparent that the more active think tanks are simultaneously members of at least two or 
three networks, of which the most prominent ones concerning EU institutional matters are TEP-
SA, EPIN and TGAE, and on ideological issues related to the left-right divide are FEPS, ENOP, 
EIN. Even if there are differences between these networks, either on ideological grounds (feder-
alism against sovereignty) or functional specialization (geared towards the European Parliament 
against providing services to rotating presidencies of the Council of Ministers), the common 
value of networks for think tanks was to establish information links and working relationships. 
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Membership within these networks was valuable as it served socialization purposes and external 
validation of the expertise of the concerned think tanks. Some of the think tanks under analysis 
by the EUROSPHERE project were also part of this selected community, which is animated by a 
small subset of European think tanks.5 For instance, think tanks belonging to the trans-national 
network TEPSA displayed more euro-centralizing preferences than their national counterparts, 
which seem to indicate a transnational interaction based on an underlying commitment to the 
benefits of European integration. 

Outside the scope of the survey, the same logic appears to be present in more structured net-
works such as the TGAE initiative or the Think Tank Policy Dialogue, centred on the EU institu-
tions. Because of the episodic nature of this type of cooperation, however, networks of think tanks 
constitute an unfulfilled potential for promoting the Europeanization of national public debates 
on diversity and for contributing to structuring a ‘Europe of experts’, especially through their 
trans-national activities (Boucher & Royo, 2012). A case in point is the European Ideas Network 
(EIN), which regularly organises series of seminars among its member think tanks to discuss gen-
eral topics such as European values and identities or European competitiveness. However, regard-
ing attitudes on the European integration process, there is no clear alignment among institutional 
positions of think tanks even if there are clear patterns of convergence between think tanks’ staff 
as a result of organisational interaction exercised through networks. As European think tanks are 
generally understaffed, think tanks’ researchers are themselves in charge of external institutional 
and networking activities. 

Consequently, think tanks constitute an interesting infrastructure, which could potentially 
contribute to the emerging European debates on diversity, with two caveats. On the one hand, 
they can contribute to the Europeanization of common issues only in a way that is commensu-
rate to their participation at the national level in terms of policy formulation and public debate 
promotion. On the other hand, the contribution of think tanks to the debate on diversity depends 
strongly on the development of visibility of such an issue on their website. The survey showed that 
it featured regularly only in one third of the websites of the sampled think tanks, whereas it was 
marginal in one quarter of them and non-existent in another quarter. On the contrary, European 
integration is regularly mentioned in two thirds of websites and ignored only in a minority of 
cases (one out of eight). 

CONCLUSION: ARE THINK TANKS UP TO THE CHALLENGE OF DEEP DIVERSITY? 

The context in which European think tanks operate is one of cross-border interdependence be-
tween societies and development of transnational policy communities. Worldwide, we are wit-
nessing the blurring of domestic and foreign policy, where new practices of global governance 
have emerged shaping multi-level policy responses (Stone 2004). While this phenomenon affects 
all international relations, this is even more pronounced in the European context given the polit-
ical interdependence generated by the EU. There is not one single cohesive community of deci-

5    http://www.euractiv.com/pa/changing-face-european-think-tanks/article-142652, accessed on 
19/09/2014
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sion-makers, but different local as well as transnational actors playing in the game simultaneously 
and sequentially. These processes are complex because “policy ideas frequently cross national 
borders through the transnational actions and discourses of academics, politicians, internation-
al organisations and think tanks. The diffusion of policy ideas and concrete policy alternatives 
largely transcends national borders” (Beland 2009, p. 709). Consequently, we need to investigate 
societal actors because traditional categories of state-centric diplomacy are not sufficient and the 
process of Europeanization is closely linked to diffusion mechanisms of ideas and debates. In this 
perspective, think tanks can be vectors of ideas and arguments in the public sphere, both nation-
al and European, as they seek to shape the policy agenda (Sherrington, 2000) either directly, by 
providing analysis to decision-makers, or indirectly, by participating in public debates and influ-
encing public opinion on policy issues (Stone, 2002).

As discussed before, a majority of think tanks surveyed for this analysis do articulate viewpoints 
on diversity (on institutional websites and in documents and interviews) and its interaction with 
the European integration process in both present and future. On balance, however, inter-state 
diversity gets more visibility than ethno-national diversity on the institutional homepages and 
in documents, indicating an implicit intergovernmental bias. On average, again, diversity is not 
a prominent issue, apart from organisations with a specific research programme on immigration 
or human rights, and even in this case it does not frequently connect with other issues, either at 
the European or national level. It is only at the level of interviews that it was possible to better 
understand the existing notions and perceptions of diversity that were present within and across 
think tanks in Europe. As it was not possible to identify significant variations in terms of geo-
graphical or organisational clusters, it appears that there is a rather homogeneous understanding 
of diversity and its interaction with European integration and its institutional forms. The main 
finding is that the great majority of think tanks and their personnel are committed to a liberal 
understanding on most issues of ethno-national and immigration-related diversity, but are wary 
of a centralisation of competences at the European level, especially at the detriment of the current 
arrangements managing diversity at the national level. In a nutshell, European integration is seen 
as promoting diversity, but the related issues of diversity management should not become the 
core business of the EU. Think tanks suffer, moreover, from the same mass/elite divide character-
ising the European integration process, as views and perceptions on diversity expressed within 
these organisations do not correspond at all or just partially with corresponding national public 
opinions. Nonetheless, networks of think tanks have the potential for promoting the European-
ization of national public debates on diversity, especially through their trans-national activities.
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