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POLICY-ENTREPRENEUR OR SIMPLY 
AGENT OF MEMBER STATES? 
An analysis of the driving factors influencing the 
working of the European Commission

By DORA HEGEDUS

INTRODUCTION

The Commission is the executive body of the European Union (EU) and in the academic liter-
ature it is usually referred to as the engine of integration (Panzano, Hermanin & Corona 2012). 
It is composed of appointed Commissioners with no popular mandate and with an impartial 
stance towards their nation’s interests (Nugent, 1995). Can “faceless international bureaucrats, 
unelected and without power of purse or sword, really influence the decisions of powerful na-
tion-states” (Moravcsik 1999, p. 267)? It was a question formulated by an intergovernmental-
ist: Andrew Moravcsik, who believes in the general ineffectiveness of supranational entrepre-
neurs (Moravcsik 1999). While, on the other hand, the supranationalist school - the theoretical 
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counterpart of intergovernmentalism - attributes much more influential powers to international 
decision-makers. Supranationalist thinkers claim that the College of Commissioners provides 
political guidance, which should be defended by the organisation’s officials (Hooghe, 2012). It is 
assumed that none of these theoretical frameworks can provide a completely accurate picture of 
the Commission’s working because of the proliferous factors shaping the actions of this political 
body. Consequently, the main focus of this essay will be different from providing an overall anal-
ysis of the general functioning of the Commission. Instead the extent to what particular agency 
and structural influences might gravitate the working of the Commission towards either the in-
tergovernmentalist or the supranationalist end of the scale will be analysed. The first, agency-cen-
tred section of the essay will examine the person of the President and the influence of particular 
Commissioners. While the second, structure-centred section will investigate the effects of the 
2004 enlargement and the ‘treaty guardian’ role of the institution. It is hypothesised that the Com-
mission is generally designed to be a supranational policy-entrepreneur despite the ‘one Com-
missioner per member state’ principle determining its composition after the 2004 enlargement. 
However, its increased size and ideological homogeneity on the one hand; and the unwillingness 
or inability of prominent officials on the other hand, impose significant limits on the competency 
of the Commission. 

AGENCY

The President

The Commission differs from the single administrative-executive machine coordinated primar-
ily by its President, which can be found in nation states. However, the opportunity to attend 
the intergovernmental European Council and to participate in other EU sub-units grants the 
Commission President considerable potential to frame policy proposals (Lord, 2002). In this sec-
tion the person of Delors and Barroso will be compared with respect to whether they were able 
to lead member states in unintended or even unwanted directions, without provoking a count-
er-coalition of governments (Ibid.). It is proposed that Delors operated the Commission as a 
real supranational policy-entrepreneur, which partially could be attributed to his negotiating and 
political-manoeuvring skills. However, it should not be ignored that with the end of the ‘Empty 
Chair Crisis’ and the 70’s oil price boom a general pro-European climate became dominant in the 
continent, in which it was easier to bargain for integrationalist ideas. In contrast, with Euro-scep-
ticism rising on the horizon as a result of the financial crisis, for Barroso it was substantially 
harder to sell ‘further integration’ - especially if it included deeper fiscal coordination on sensitive 
areas, primarily considered to be member state competences (e.g. taxation). Nevertheless, due to 
Barroso’s neo-liberal pragmatism, sometimes even those plans became rejected that were initially 
advocated by a firm coalition of member states. Therefore, Barroso’s reluctance to function as a 
policy-entrepreneur cannot be solely explained by circumstantial factors.

One of the most important policies connected to the Delors Commission(s) was the Euro-
pean Monetary Union (EMU). Intergovernmentalist critiques argue that Delors identified only 
existing patterns of preferences. They support their argument with the fact that the EMU was 
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essentially dictated by the German Bundesbank (Hix & Hoyland, 2010). Furthermore, the estab-
lishment of the European Central Bank (ECB) Governing Council also strengthened the powers 
of nation states. Nevertheless, accusing Delors of being an agent of states is an exaggeration. There 
might have been existing preferences for establishing the EMU, but it was Delors who set up an 
expert committee under his leadership by means of which he essentially shaped both the policy 
specificities and the preferences of states (Ibid.). The Delors Committee maximised the influence 
of expert opinion of business lobbies and other third-party participants in the process of drafting 
a set of recommendations, which led to the formulation of a White Paper that established itself 
as a dominant, indispensable conceptual framework of the EMU (Lord, 2002). Some resistance 
against certain aspects (e.g.: the fixed timetable for the implementation of the EMU) was mani-
fested even in strong member states. Nonetheless, in the lack of any alternative frameworks based 
on expert opinions, the above mentioned 1985 White Paper became the only document perceived 
as legitimate to guide the creation of the EMU.

Concerning the EMU’s wider geopolitical implications, Delors constructed a political package 
that could be deployed in a hurry to meet French claims demanding that the powers of a larger 
Germany should be multilateralised, in response to the German Unification (Lord, 2002). In this 
light, granting privileges to the Bundesbank and the setup of the ECB Governing Council were 
compromises initiated by Delors in order to shape the German and French standpoints and in 
order to make Kohl (the German Chancellor) and Mitterrand (the French President) accept the 
EMU plans.

While under Delors the Commission was put in the foreground and could operate as a real 
policy-entrepreneur, the institution acquired a much more reserved role under Barroso owing 
to his anti-regulation pragmatism and the outbreak of the financial crisis. Only those policies 
that were either half-heartedly or widely supported by member states, were openly advocated 
by the Commission. For instance, the proposal on the European Systemic Risk Board (ESRB) 
aiming at alleviating the symptoms of the eurozone crisis was neither a more supranational nor 
a legally-binding plan, which could effectively regulate member states. Non-compliance with the 
ESRB recommendations required member states only to give reasons for their decision under a 
so-called ‘ask and explain’ mechanism (Hodson, 2013, p. 304). Another more innovative propos-
al, the establishment of an EU-level financial transaction tax, was first initiated by member states. 
Through a resolution in March 2010, they called on the Commission to consider the pros and 
cons of such an arrangement (Hodson, 2013). In fact Barroso belonged to the early supporters of 
the transaction tax and he flagged for its implementation with signs of policy-entrepreneurship. 
He even stated that enacting the tax is “a question of fairness; and “it is time for the financial sec-
tor to make a contribution back to society” (Chaffin, 2011). Nevertheless, another comment of 
his revealed that this support was not unconditional as he was rather reluctant to bear immediate 
economic sacrifices. Barroso’s pragmatism came to the surface when he stated that: “this scheme 
would be workable only in the context of a global agreement that did not harm European com-
petitiveness” (Hodson, 2013, p. 308).

As a conclusion it can be stated that the person of the President has a substantial effect on 
whether the Commission will act as a policy-entrepreneur or an agent of the member states. 
However, circumstantial factors cannot be completely decoupled from analysing the potentials of 
the President as they can impose significant limits on his/her actions. 
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The Commissioners

A similar thesis can be formulated in connection with individual Commissioners. However, it 
should be noted that in case a Commissioner refuses to act as a policy-entrepreneur it does not 
necessarily mean that he/she is acting in compliance with member state interests. Non-entrepre-
neurship can also boost the supranational character of the Commission, as in this case strong 
state-preferences are rejected and policies in line with the ideological affiliation of Commis-
sioner(s) are pursued. It could be observed precisely when despite the German and French plea 
for an EU-level regulation of hedge funds, Charlie McCreevy -the centre-rightist, highly pro-free-
market Commissioner for Internal Market and Services- repeatedly expressed hostility towards 
constraining these industries (Buckley & Howarth, 2010). It was under his successor, Michel 
Barnier -who was more inclined to the left compared to his predecessor- when pro-regulatory 
policies could emerge again (Hodson, 2013).

In addition, Commissioners can act as high-profile policy-entrepreneurs during international 
conferences too. The report produced by Working Group X of the Convention, which prepared 
the Constitutional Treaty Intergovernmental Conference (IGC), had long-lasting effects espe-
cially in the area of freedom, security and justice (AFSJ) (Kaunert, 2010). The Lisbon Treaty, in 
accordance with the report of Working Group X, elevated the ‘AFSJ’ to become an objective with 
the same status as the Internal Market. Commissioner Antonio Vitorino, who was assigned by the 
Commission, attended every meeting of the Working Group, so he could acquire a good grasp 
of the on-going negotiations. In addition, his political figure was well and widely-known in the 
Convention, which made him a perfect policy-entrepreneur. These advantages provided signif-
icant opportunities for Vitorino to push the Commission’s arguments, both during the official 
debate and more informally during the discussions with the individual working group members 
(Ibid.). Thus, the Lisbon Treaty reform of the AFSJ was indirectly, but at the same time signifi-
cantly shaped by the Commission. Consequently, it can be stated that strong Commissioners 
can effectively enhance the supranational character of the Commission either by being an effec-
tive policy-entrepreneur pushing the Commission’s integrative interests upon states or by being 
a non-entrepreneur rejecting the pleas of member-states. Thus, on the contrary to Moravcsik’s 
statement, supranational entrepreneurs are not inherently ineffective. 

STRUCTURE

Enlargement

The EP and the Council are claimed to be the main intergovernmentalist bodies of the EU, which 
are dominated by nation states as their basic organisational unit. Nevertheless, after the 2004 en-
largement structural changes pushed the ‘one Commissioner per member state’ rule11 to the fore-

1    Since 1 November 2004, the College of Commissioners has consisted of one delegate per member state. The 
‘one Commissioner per member state’ rule encourages governments and the appointed candidates to assume that 
the task of Commissioners is to represent their own member state (Novak; 2015; Grant, 2013).
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ground. Thus one might rightfully start doubting if this over-sized, ideologically homogenous, 
state-based new Commission is really capable of being a supranational policy-bargaining body or 
whether the institution is inherently incapable of playing such role. Guy Verhofstadt, leader of the 
Alliance of Liberals and Democrats in Europe (ALDE), also urged reforms in an article published 
in 2014: “The Commission must acknowledge the many calls for reform. If we are honest about 
it, there’s no need for 28 policy portfolios for communities if the aim is to focus on where the EU 
can bring added value on the big things” (Verhofstadt, 2014). It is assumed that the Commission 
became a less zealous initiator not because of the ‘one Commissioner per member state’ rule, but 
indirectly due to its increased size and political homogeneity.

A new survey of the re-structured Commission documented that although nationality is 
not without importance, it is still not an overwhelmingly important basis for networking and 
high-profile decision-making (Egeberg, 2012). Another survey showed that top Commission offi-
cials favour deeper European integration regardless of their national background (Ibid.). Further-
more, as Prodi acquired a markedly more multinational character for cabinets (Nugent, 2010) his 
reform agenda counter-balanced the nation-based organisation of the Commission at the College 
level. Cabinets –previously referred to as the ‘French or the German cabinet’- may no longer be 
important links between national capitals and the apex of the Commission. Now there must be 
three nationalities in any cabinet (Egeberg, 2012). Consequently, despite the changes, the Com-
mission did not substantially lose its supranational structural and organisational character, nor 
did it become a simple agent of states.

However, as a consequence of the 2004 enlargement, the Commission had to face problems 
springing from different sources. Peterson’s statement perfectly identifies these hardships: “The 
College is obviously a too big collection of strangers that is too large to have many meaningful 
political debates; yet, the College is also too small, lacking representatives of important political 
forces, particularly those in large member states, such as the German Christian Democrats or 
French Socialists” (Peterson, 2008, p. 765). In other words, the sheer size of the Commission and 
the fact that large member states cannot delegate two candidates anymore –making the institu-
tion ideologically dominated by centre-right politicians- prevent the Commission from being 
an innovative policy-entrepreneur. In this light, it might not be the incapability of Barroso that 
blocked the shift towards EU level re-regulation during the financial crisis, but the dominant 
ideological affiliation of the Commission that prevented such ideas from infiltrating into the de-
cision-making process. To sum up, it can be stated that being supranationalist is not directly 
proportional to being an innovative policy-entrepreneur. As it was manifested, despite the fact 
that the Commission preserved its relative supranational organisational characteristic on the op-
erational level, the institution lost its innovative policy-initiating power. 

The treaty guardian

While the literature on the Commission focuses predominantly on its ability to use agenda-set-
ting powers (Schmidt, 2000) -which has been discussed in some previous paragraphs- the Com-
mission must also guarantee that the treaties and EU legislation are respected (Nugent, 2010). It 
is surmised that the Commission, both by referring to EU treaties and by cooperating with the 
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European Court of Justice (ECJ), can effectively exploit its supervisory powers to pursue further 
European integration - even if some member states are not in favour of it. Therefore, this para-
graph will present empirical evidence to support the claim according to which the Commission 
is designed to be a policy-entrepreneur.

Schmidt has shown that the Commission, by using its competencies as the guardian of the ‘sin-
gle, internal free-market principle’ and the ‘competition law’, may manipulate decision-making 
processes in the Council and may alter the preferences of some member states (Schmidt, 2000, 
p. 38). He attempted to prove his hypothesis through two empirical case studies: the liberation 
of airport ground-handling services and the abolition of electricity monopolies. Concerning the 
first example, seven countries (Spain, Ireland, Greece, Italy, Luxembourg, Germany and Austria) 
opposed the original proposal of the Commission. However, it is possible to direct immediately 
binding decisions based on the ‘free-market article’ (Article 90.3) against member states or mo-
nopolies (Schmidt, 2005, p. 68). Essentially, the Commission defined airport ground-services as 
an area not yet adhering to the single market goals, and judged it could initiate investigations 
in reluctant countries. Once the targeted countries agreed with the Commission proposal, they 
wanted to assure that their firms find the same conditions in all other member states (Schmidt, 
2000). Consequently, they became essential advocators of further integration, altering their initial 
position.

In the second case study (the abolition of electricity-provider monopolies), the Commission 
threatened to impose high costs on those member states that opposed to adopt Commission pro-
posals in the Council (Schmidt, 2000). The institution handed the cases to the ECJ, which com-
pelled even the highly reluctant France to co-operate (Ibid.), as states are keen to avoid punitive 
ECJ rulings. However, it should be noted that the Commission uses this practice less often, for it 
does not wish to upset or politically embarrass states (Nugent, 2010).

In conclusion it can be stated that the Commission has a far-reaching supranational, policy-en-
trepreneur influence on member states by pursuing its role as the guardian of EU treaties. How-
ever, it is worth mentioning that these types of initiatives cannot go beyond broad treaty-borders, 
which are still outlined and agreed by member states. Furthermore, as over the years there has 
been an exhaustion of virgin policy domains under the aegis of the single market principle, the 
amount of such innovative proposals has also declined (Ponzano, Hermanini & Corona, 2012). 

CONCLUSION

As a final conclusion, it can be claimed that the initial hypothesis was proven to be right as the 
Commission indeed has structurally granted powers to act as an effective supranational poli-
cy-entrepreneur, although certain characteristics of leading EU politicians and structural alter-
ations prevented the institution in many ways from operating under the aegis of innovative supra-
nationalism. As it was manifested throughout the examples, specific personal traits of President 
Delors and Commissioner Antonio Vitorino were more suitable for leading the Commission as 
a policy-entrepreneur. While during the presidency of Barroso, the Commission refrained from 
far-reaching initiatives both as a result of Barroso’s pragmatism and the general Euro-scepticism 
invoked by the financial crisis. Concerning the structural part of the argument, it was manifested 
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that the Commission was transformed from a small ideologically heterogeneous group of poli-
ticians with extended institutional independence, to a massive, ideologically uniform and rather 
inefficient group. Though, as a counter argument, it could be stated that the Commission retained 
substantive powers through its right to supervise treaty-implementation.

The initial assumption according to which “none of the grand theories can provide an ultimate-
ly correct picture of the characteristics of the Commission” was also supported by the empirical 
data presented in this text. Furthermore, such complexities arose when the Commission could 
function as a supranational body not as a result of being a policy-entrepreneur, but as a conse-
quence of deliberately refusing to implement innovative ideas of a firm member state coalition. 
This was manifested in the example of non-entrepreneurship whereby Commissioner McCreevy 
could pursue his plans in line with his own ideological affiliation. At the same time, the example 
of advocating the European financial transaction tax showed that the Commission could initial-
ly represent itself as an active policy-entrepreneur despite the fact that it was rather reacting to 
already existing, strong member state claims. Thus, the Commission can act independently in a 
supranational manner without being a policy-entrepreneur and it can also present ideas in a qua-
si-innovative way in reaction to the demands of member states. 
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