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Introduction

Mostly, public discourses about the role of Nordic countries in the EU integra-
tion process focus on economic, political, cultural or legal issues. Contrary to 
this, the personnel dimension of ‘managing the EU integration process’ is 
largely neglected. This is surprising because personnel capacities and skills in 
Brussels are decisive for the effective management of national EU affairs. 
Nordic administrations find themselves in a continuous competition, for exam-
ple, as regards recruitment policies for officials on the EU level, in advisory 
bodies to the EU, in EU agencies, as regards the secondment of national 
experts to the EU, the nomination of national cabinet members and special 
advisors to EU Commissioners, etc. Overall, Nordic countries try to secure 
national influence in the context of a fragmented employment system on the 
EU level. This chapter deals with differentiated representation of Nordic offi-
cials in the EU institutions. It will be argued – according to Anne Pintsch’s 
(2025) argumentation in this volume – that Nordic countries have become a 
laboratory of such differentiation. While differentiated representation has 
recently been discussed with regard to the European Parliament (Heermann 
and Leuffen 2020; Curtin and Fasone 2017), this chapter looks at de facto 
imbalances amongst Nordic staff  in the EU bureaucracy and the resulting 
dilemmas. However, we will also discuss the commonalities amongst the Nordic 
countries, as all of them face similar challenges. This constitutes a fascinating 
special case of de facto ‘common experience of’ differentiation, which is not 
related to non-compliance (Hofelich 2022), because underrepresentation of 
EU staff  does not constitute a breach of EU law by the Member States. Such 
differentiation is problematic from various perspectives. On the one hand, 
from a perspective that understands the world as a ‘set of parts’ and their inte-
gration in terms of structural connectedness (March 1999, 134–5), underrep-
resentation can be seen as entailing a looser coupling of the respective member 
state to the EU institutions. Also the theory of representative bureaucracy 
views this kind of de facto differentiation as problematic, but states that there 
are no easy answers to address it.
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The Nordic EU states struggle with increasing underrepresentation, as all 
of them face exceptionally low numbers with regard to recently employed 
Commission staff  (Pekkala et al. 2023a, 1, 4). As such, the reasons for this 
situation are manifold. However, amongst others, the EU recruitment system 
and the EU administrative culture as such are blamed for this situation. This, 
in turn, may strengthen anti-EU sentiments.

Since the Kinnock reforms at the beginning of the century, a shift is taking 
place from a stable and rigid bureaucratic EU career system model towards a 
more politicised, pluralised, flexible and ad hoc employment system (which, 
again, is surrounded by a large group of management consultants, lobbyists 
and consultation bodies). As a response, countries design specific national 
strategies for various categories of staff, for example for EU officials, seconded 
national experts, special advisors, temporary agents or traineeships in order to 
remain competitive. This fragmented and hybrid employment system on the 
EU level has opened new doors for national influence, for example as regards 
the recruitment of temporary staff  in various externalised EU bodies and EU 
agencies. The developments also illustrate that the image of a closed and neu-
tral EU bureaucracy is a myth rather than empirical reality.

Overall, the case of Nordic differentiated representation in the EU employ-
ment system also illustrates a huge dilemma: Within the fragmented employ-
ment context on the EU level, it is the responsibility of the EU institutions 
(and the European Personnel Section Office – EPSO) to balance conflicting 
principles and values. On the one hand, the EU Commission is in demand for 
national expertise, must be politically responsive to national interests, support 
diversity and follow principles of democratic representation. On the other 
hand, recruitment policies should follow and apply merit-based and impartial 
recruitment and appointment principles and be unresponsive to various 
recruitment interests. Thus, especially, the ideal of a merit-based and impartial 
EU bureaucracy may be violated by national demands for geographical repre-
sentativeness and balance. Understandably, all EU countries believe that the 
perspectives and cultures of all Member States must be taken into account 
when EU policies are being formulated and decided in the EU institutions. In 
fact, discrimination on the basis of nationality is prohibited by the Treaties, the 
Charter of Fundamental Rights and the Staff  Regulations. Moreover, the 
Staff  Regulations require that EU institutions recruit staff  from the broadest 
possible geographical basis (European Union, 1962, SR, Article 27). On the 
other hand, recruitment of new staff  must conform with the merit principles 
and be carried out impartially. However, from the point of view of the 
Commission, it is also imperative to take nationality into account, to aim at 
geographical balance in recruitment policies while also respecting the principle 
of merit during the EU recruitment processes.

The EU Commission is interested in recruiting the brightest, most skilled 
and talented applicants for EU posts, notwithstanding from where they come 
from. Again, recruiting EU officials and EU employees on the broadest 



Differentiated representation of Nordic staff in EU institutions  83

possible geographical basis is also central to the legitimacy and functionality 
of  the EU institutions, and therefore a topic of  the highest political importance.

The political project of the European Union (EU) rests on the fact that 
the composite European polity respects its components: the member 
States. This political ‘contract’, as phrased by Ernest Renan, represents a 
fundamental source of legitimacy for the EU. Jean Monnet’s Mémoires 
(1976) are rich in anecdotes showing the complexity of decisions regard-
ing, for example, the location of institutions or the amount of staff  in 
institutions so as to reach a fair level of representation.

(Gravier and Roth 2020, 4)

Today, the problems of achieving geographical balance in the recruitment of 
nationals in the EU institutions, EU bodies and EU agencies can be seen as 
causing legal, political and economic challenges. Increasingly, this also con-
cerns ethical questions, the management of diversity and anti-discrimination 
policies and questions of political legitimacy.

When carrying out research about geographical imbalance and differenti-
ated employment it is well justified to focus on the European Commission as 
the main actor but also as the main target for national influence and politicisa-
tion. Overall, the national management of EU recruitments takes place in a 
highly complex, volatile and changing context. For example, as it seems, 
Portugal lost 6.75% of employees in the EU within four years. As an immediate 
response, the Portuguese Government allocated one million euros in 2023 to 
increase the number of Portuguese workers in European institutions through 
civil service postings, training and study grants (Publico 2023).

In many respects, it is not easy and straightforward to explain the over- or 
under-representation of countries. For example, in the ‘Portuguese case’, one 
explanatory factor for the decline of Portuguese employees in the EU is that 
Portuguese applicants in the EU concours succeed in the knowledge tests but 
not as regards the soft skill tests.

Thus, successes and failures in the various EU recruitment processes are 
linked to various explanatory factors. As such, countries become increasingly 
aware that they should pro-actively influence the EU recruitment process from 
a national point of view. In this context, it is also vital to design and implement 
a sound and professional national EU employment strategy, which takes into 
account the need to develop internationally required competences, skills, the 
knowledge of languages and international (negotiation) cultures. Member 
States also invest in awareness raising campaigns about employment opportu-
nities on the EU level. Finally, Member States are increasingly aware about 
ever-new and changing job opportunities in newly emerging EU networks, and 
in EU agencies on the EU and the national levels. Thus, managing EU recruit-
ment policies is a shared and shifting challenge for both the EU Commission 
and the Member States. Increasingly, the topic is also easily abused for populist 
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interests who use the topic of differentiated integration (and the lack of 
national representation) as an argument against the EU integration process.

Recruitment policies and representativeness on the EU level

Despite the importance of the topic and the urgent need to address the conflict 
between the need for geographical balance and differentiated recruitment prac-
tices, existing research has focused on recruitment procedures on the national 
level (Bossaert et al. 2001), in EU agencies (Egeberg and Trondal 2017) and as 
regards the nomination of EU top officials (mostly EU Commissioners).

The theory of representative bureaucracy (early founders are Kingsley 1944; 
Mosher 1982) suggests that a public workforce representative of the diversity 
of people, for example, in terms of race, ethnicity and sex, will ensure that the 
interests of these groups are also represented in bureaucratic decision-making 
processes. So far, few studies have started using the theory of representative 
bureaucracy in the context of the European Commission. One study has 
focused on gender representation. Two studies have analysed the Commission’s 
staffing policy design (Gravier 2008, 2013). A further study has analysed the 
impact of representation on the Commission’s recruitment procedures, in par-
ticular on recruitment profiles (Christensen, van den Bekerom and van der 
Voet 2017). Finally, Gravier and Roth (2020) analysed the evolution of the 
staff  composition of the European Commission from 1980 to 2013 using the 
theory of representative bureaucracy.

Generally, the vast amount of literature on political partisanship, patronage 
and politicisation (Peters and Pierre 2004; Dahlström 2012; Dahlström, 
Lapuente and Teorell 2012; Dahlström and Holmgren 2015; Kopecký et al. 
2016; Meyer-Sahling and Mikkelsen 2016) agrees on the relevance of political 
loyalty for politicians while paying only limited attention to other criteria for 
the selection of top officials such as experience, qualification, competence, 
technical and networking skills in a specific policy area, etc. Overall, there is no 
research on the ethical dimension of appointment procedures, both in theory 
and in practice. Experts rarely address what is perhaps the most crucial ques-
tion in politicisation research: Does ‘partisan accountability’ drive out other 
(meritocratic, representative, diversity, equal opportunity, etc.) criteria of 
recruitment? Where is the dividing line between acceptable forms of (national) 
‘politicisation’ and the need for merit based and impartial approaches? (Meyer-
Sahling et al., 2015).

Despite current forms of politicisation in national and EU recruitment pro-
cesses, all Member States and EU institutions consider that the recruitment and 
appointment of (top) officials should be based on the principles of rule of law, 
impartiality and merit. They agree that no civil service regime should allow for 
politicisation and responsiveness. Even if  responsiveness to political interests is 
seen as important (and, therefore, creating dilemmas), it is subordinated to the 
principles of rule of law, impartiality and merit (Christensen & Opstrup, 2018).
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Thus, from a utilitarian point of view, too politicised and non-merit-based 
structures are open for criticism because they are less efficient and less effective 
than merit-based practices. Even more, employees who are selected and man-
aged based on merit, as opposed to political patronage and nepotism, present 
many benefits: Hiring people with the right skills for the job generally improves 
performance and productivity, which translates into better policies, and better 
services for citizens. Meritocracy also reduces corruption and opportunities for 
patronage and nepotism. Merit systems provide the necessary foundations to 
develop a culture of integrity, are linked to higher levels of trust and bring in 
better qualified professionals. When people are appointed for non-meritorious 
reasons, they may be less likely to see the position itself  as legitimate, but 
instead as means to achieve more personal wealth through rent-seeking behav-
iour. So, there is also a motivational quality about merit systems which rein-
forces public service. Another way that meritocracy reduces the risk of 
corruption is by providing long-term employment. This tends to promote a 
longer-term perspective to decision-making which reinforces the employee’s 
commitment to their job and makes it less tempting to engage in a short-term 
opportunism presented by corruption. The separation of careers between 
bureaucrats and politicians is also shown to provide incentives for each group 
to monitor each other and expose each other’s conflicts of interest and corrup-
tion risks. Conversely, when the bureaucracy is mostly political appointments, 
loyalty to the ruling party may provide disincentives for the bureaucracy to 
blow the whistle on political corruption (OECD 2017, 35).

For all of these reasons, all EU countries and institutions subscribe to the 
idea that recruitment and appointment procedures should not be overly politi-
cised. Exceptions only concern – to some degree – the appointment of top 
officials. Thus, for all countries and the EU institutions, the following consid-
erations apply: Recruitment and appointment systems are embedded in a sys-
tem where nobody is above the law, whatever rank or condition and all are 
subject to the same law administered in the same courts (Bingham 2011) and to 
the principle of equal opportunity of chances (Rosanvallon, 2017). Moreover, 
the merit principle requires staffing processes to be based on ability rather than 
social and/or political status. Thus, people involved in the recruitment and 
appointment process should be unmoved by certain sorts of consideration – 
such as special relationships and personal preferences (OECD 2017, 12). 
However, such a rational position underestimates the growing (ethical) com-
plexity of EU appointment and recruitment procedures as soon as these are 
linked to the issue of national representativeness and regional balance of 
national recruits on the EU level.

Today, no country admits to be over-represented in ‘Bruxelles’ (with the 
exception of Belgium). Instead, the EU Member States point to various and 
very different forms of underrepresentation: Be it as regards the nomination in 
top positions, as EU officials, special advisors, members of cabinet, geograph-
ical imbalances in certain EU institutions (such as the ‘French-speaking’ 
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European Court of Justice) or as regards the uneven employment in various 
decentralised agencies.

In fact, as we will see, countries may be over- and underrepresented as 
regards different categories of staff, in different institutions, different EU bod-
ies, in EU agencies in different countries, as regards the uneven distribution of 
nominations in top-positions, or – even more complicated – as regards the 
employment of diverse staff  groups (gender, age, disability, etc.) and the rela-
tion with geographical nominations. Nationals of different countries also face 
different retirement and departure challenges in the different EU institutions.

Take the case of France, which is also facing the problem of being underrep-
resented in most EU institutions. However, French nationals are highly over-
represented in the European Court of Justice (ECJ). As such, the ECJ is the 
most ‘francophone EU institution’ because French is not only the working 
language of the proceedings in the court, but also, almost exclusively, the lan-
guage of the court´s administration. According to the European Public Service 
Union (EPSU), ‘it further seems that there is a correlation between career pros-
pects and the level of knowledge of French’. Finally, the ‘seat effect’, i.e., the 
fact that the geographical placement of an agency also favours the employ-
ment of persons from this region, of the ECJ in Luxemburg accounts for part 
of the over-representation of French and Belgium nationals (EPSU 2019). 
Other forms of over- and underrepresentation of nationals may change from 
EU agency to EU agency. For example, in a resolution in 2022, the European 
Parliament (EP) regrets that Germans are heavily underrepresented in the 
European Supervisory Authorities (ESAs) (European Parliament 2022). 
Overall, Germany is strongly underrepresented in almost all EU institutions 
and as regards all EU employment categories. However, this is not the case as 
regards the A9 (middle management) to A16 (Directors-General) positions. In 
this category, Germany is over-represented.

Another complication concerns the fact that the issue of geographical bal-
ance is influenced by the subsequent enlargements of the EU. After each 
enlargement, the issue of newly emerging geographical imbalances of new 
Member States must be addressed and new strategies for a new geographical 
balance must be designed and adopted. Overall, the staff  of many central and 
eastern European countries is underrepresented in the EU institutions. On the 
other hand, these countries face much lower retirement- and departure chal-
lenges than the former EU-15 countries.

These few cases illustrate that the discussion of ‘geographic balance’ in the 
field of EU employment is not only a sensitive topic. Instead, it is also a highly 
complex issue without easy answers. Almost all countries argue that they are 
underrepresented. All EU Member States try to increase national influence 
and believe it is the Commission’s responsibility to propose and implement 
corrective measures. On the other hand, the European Commission is convinced 
that it is the responsibility of the Member States to prepare nationals better in 
order to succeed in EU competitions.
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Overall, the issue of geographical balance has developed into a highly polit-
icised issue in the context of an ever-complex system of European multi-level 
employment governance system which – continuously – generates new forms 
of geographical imbalances in various EU institutions, EU bodies, EU agen-
cies, and/or in EU networks. Whereas some countries may be temporarily over-
represented in some EU institutions, they may be temporarily underrepresented 
in some EU agencies. This situation also applies to the Nordic Member States 
Denmark, Sweden and Finland.

Empirical reality – how to measure geographical balance?

For a long time, the objective of the European Commission was to reach an 
adequate level of representation of nationals from the Member States. To this 
end, the Commission introduced so-called weighting indicators in order to 
define indicative recruitment targets which should be based on objective crite-
ria, such as the population in each country. These indicators were calculated as 
Member States guiding rates and were used until 2003. Afterwards they were 
defined as ‘indicative recruitment targets’. For example, the resulting guiding 
rates for the Nordic Countries were the same for Finland and Denmark (both 
1.8% of all recruits) and 2.7% for Sweden. By comparison, the guiding rates for 
Malta were 0.6% and for Germany 13.8% (European Commission 2018).

The term ‘imbalance’ was defined for situations in which the share of 
nationals of one or more Member State amongst staff  would be lower than 
80% of the relevant guiding rate and the so-called situation of a perfect bal-
ance. As Sweden’s guiding rate is 2.7% (one and a half  times greater than those 
of Denmark and Finland), and recruitment objectives were set proportionally. 
For example, in the case of Sweden an imbalance would correspond to lower 
than 2.26% of staff. Again, figures for Finland were comparable to those of 
Denmark (the imbalance would be at 1.44% and lower of EU staff) and the 
Commission’s objective was set to recruit a similar number of Finnish nation-
als as that of Danish nationals present in the service.

In the following years, i.e., from 2010 to 2022, Sweden performed particu-
larly unsatisfactorily in the generalist and specialist EU concours for the high-
est career officials (AD-officials) in the EU Commission. This resulted in a 
‘significant imbalance’ of Swedish staff  (COM 2018, 30). Between 2014 and 
2021, Sweden with a population of roughly 10 million inhabitants had 3,078 
applicants (in the general concours) and only 16 passed the concours (Pekkala 
et al. 2023b). Amongst all EU countries, Denmark performed even worse 
(2,185 applicants and 7 passed, Pekkala et al., 2023b). By comparison, Finland 
performed much better (3,875 applicants and 16 passed), but also not particu-
larly well from a European perspective (Pekkala et al. 2023b). Thus, more 
recent figures (European Commission 2022; General Secretariat of the Council 
of Ministers 2022a; General Secretariat of the Council of Ministers 2022b; 
Pekkala et al. 2023b) show that Finland performed better than Denmark and 
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Sweden (and even more in the specialist concours, Pekkala et al. 2023b). As 
regards current employment patterns, in total, 323 Danish officials, temporary 
agents and contract agents, are employed by the European Commission. By 
comparison, the number for Finnish nationals is 499 and for Sweden the num-
ber is also 499 (European Commission 2022). When narrowing down the anal-
ysis and focusing only on mid- to top-officials (AD 05-AD 16 officials), the 
Commission employed 224 Danes, 341 Finns and 376 Swedish officials 
(General Secretariat of the Council 2022a). However, in the top group of A 9 
to A 16 top-officials, Sweden is strongly underrepresented with 32 officials 
whereas Finland (38) and Denmark (33) perform relatively good (General 
Secretariat of the Council 2022a). Thus, again, by comparison with its Nordic 
neighbours, Finland is performing not particularly well as regards employment 
in the lower ranks of AD officials, but relatively well as regards the top posi-
tions (and much better than Sweden).

However, this situation is likely to change as more Finnish officials will 
retire in the EU institutions and also in EU agencies than Swedish officials and 
Danes. As regards departures due to retirement, the situation looks much bet-
ter for Denmark and worrying for Finland (Pekkala et al. 2023b, 33).

Thus, it can be concluded that Sweden has a much bigger ‘current repre-
sentative’ problem than Finland and Denmark. Amongst the Nordic coun-
tries, Sweden has by far the greatest ‘imbalance’ problem. However, the 
problems shift in time and Finland will also face greater problems in the future, 
due to the retirement challenge. Between 2023 and 2027, an average of 29 
Finns will leave institutions and agencies per year, which is one more than 
what has been recruited in eight years. Retirement will probably continue to be 
significant well into the 2030s. Finland should no less than sevenfold the num-
ber of applicants to maintain the current situation: from an average of 600 
applicants, more than 4,000 applicants should be admitted per year (Pekkala 
et al. 2023b, Introduction). Still, it should be noted that almost all EU coun-
tries face particular challenges from particular perspectives. For example, 
Belgium has huge applicant-and also success numbers in the various EU con-
cours, but also a huge retirement challenge. Or, Germany is ‘hopelessly’ under-
represented in the EU institutions, but performs relatively well as regards the 
number of retirement departures (Pekkala et al. 2023b, 33). Still, the Swedish 
problem reveals a particular aspect of the theory of representativeness. What 
to do if  the Swedish Government wants to be represented adequately in the 
EU institutions, but there is no desire to be represented amongst the Swedish 
population? What if  a country wishes to be represented, but the population is 
‘not interested in being represented?’ (Gravier and Roth 2020, 6). Ban (2013) 
explained the low number of Nordic staff  with the existence of a cultural mis-
match and the fact that Nordic staff  did not adapt well to the life in the 
‘bureaucratic’ culture of the European Commission. This refers in particular 
to the perceived importance of ‘impartiality’ or ‘neutrality’ and in that regard 
the ‘professionality’ of  the bureaucracy in the Nordic countries and – vice 
versa – a certain dislike for the importance of ‘politicisation’ in the EU 
administration.
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However, this ‘argument of cultural shock does not convince’ (Gravier and 
Roth 2020, 16) in the case of Denmark and Finland. However, the Swedish 
case illustrates another phenomenon. Whereas representativeness is offered by 
the EU institutions, the EU Member States and, particularly, the Nordic States 
Denmark, Finland and Sweden do not respond equally to the offer (Gravier 
and Roth 2020, 17). This is an important finding because the theory of repre-
sentativeness does not account for patterns in which (like in this case) repre-
sented groups do not care to be represented (Gravier and Roth 2020, 17).

Moving from this state-centric (and nationality-based) to a regional (and 
population-based) approach illustrates additional employment patterns as 
regards the nomination of  EU top leaders (mostly the presidents of  the 
Commission, Parliament, Council and Central Bank, and Directors or top 
officeholders of  EU agencies). A study by European Democracy Consulting 
(2021) evaluated the evolution of  appointments as regards top jobs in all EU 
institutions, advisory bodies and agencies. Overall, the study examined 72 
institutions, 89 positions, and close to 500 office holders (Presidents, Secretary-
Generals, Directors-General or Directors) from 1952 to 2020. According to 
the results, southern Europe (defined as the territory including Portugal, 
Spain, Greece, Italy, Cyprus and Malta) is roughly represented in line with its 
population, but strongly over-represented compared to its number of  Member 
States or when discarding EU agencies. Northern Europe (defined as includ-
ing Sweden, Denmark and Finland) achieves fair representation in terms of 
Member States and far exceeds it in terms of  population. The study concludes 
that Central and Eastern European States only perform well as regards top 
nominations in EU agencies and Western European states dominate. Northern 
Europe is also rather stable and experienced a slow increase, with appoint-
ments rising from 8.5% (2004) to 11.7% (2016). When calculating numbers of 
appointments and mandate durations in proportion to each region’s number 
of  Member States, Western Europe experienced a notable drop in its rep-
resentation, owing to the region’s relatively large number of  States. However, 
it still remained far ahead of  other country clusters in terms of  representa-
tion, including around twice the representation of  the second most-represented 
region, Southern Europe. Northern Europe, by contrast, more than doubled 
its representation (from 6.8% to 14.8% of appointments and from 7.5 to 
16.5% of mandate durations). Overall, Central and Eastern Europe remained 
largely underrepresented. Another 2022 survey (European Democracy 
Consulting 2022) confirmed three major conclusions of  the previous study: 
the overall combined dominance of  Western and Southern Europe, together 
receiving over 80% of all appointments since the EU’s 2004 enlargement, and 
over 90% of appointments to EU institutions – the most prestigious and pub-
licly visible positions; the unique situation of  Northern Europe, with a limited 
representation in absolute numbers, but far outpacing all other regions when 
adjusting for population sizes; and the clear and continued underrepresenta-
tion of  Central and Eastern European citizens since their accession to the EU 
(European Democracy Consulting 2022).
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Regional imbalances and differentiated employment figures – who 
is responsible?

Theoretically, differentiated representation of Member States runs counter to 
the interests of both the Member States and the European Commission. 
According to the theory of representative bureaucracy, ensuring a balanced 
level of national presence in the EU’s institutions contributes to the EU’s legit-
imacy. From a national point of view, the theory of representation implies that 
the (socio-) demographic composition of EU staff  impacts on the output of 
the administration. During the last decades, the theory was broadened and 
also included ethnic origins, gender, life experience, etc.

Thus, if  geographical balance is a win-win situation, how can differentiated 
representation be explained? And who takes responsibilities for recruitment 
gaps and geographical imbalances? Is representation the responsibility of 
the European Commission, for example as regards the implementation of 
the national guiding rates for EU staff ? If  so, does this also suggest that the 
Commission is required to intervene (politically) in the EPSO recruitment 
procedures and enhance the politicisation of  the recruitment outcomes? Or, 
differently, is it rather the task of the national governments to make sure that 
more and better skilled candidates apply for the EU concours? Of course, the 
Commission cannot force EU citizens to apply for the jobs it opens. On the 
other hand, Sweden may be rightly concerned about the Swedish staff  imbal-
ance in the EU. As such, Sweden has many possibilities to incentivise Swedish 
people to apply for EU jobs. On the other hand, Sweden can also not force 
citizens to apply for EU jobs, if  they do not wish to apply. Despite all existing 
challenges, Sweden started to invest in government strategies in order to 
increase the very low number of Swedish officials in the EU (Regeringskansliet 
2023). The new measures mentioned in the Strategy include, among others: 
more funding for the Swedish Council for Higher Education (Universitets- och 
högskolerådet) to promote employment in the EU through internships and 
career days; a larger information campaign targeted at selected Swedish 
authorities; increased strategic collaboration between Sweden’s representation 
in Brussels, the Prime Minister’s Office (Statsrådsberedningen) and the minis-
tries as well as various authorities in Sweden; better use of the skills of officials 
who return from Brussels, increased funding to the Government Office 
(Regeringskansliet) so that more officials can serve as national experts in the 
EU, and a high-level full-time position at the Swedish Representation in 
Brussels to follow up on the measures (Regeringskansliet 2018).

From the point of the European Commission, the perception of the prob-
lem is different than the national logic. The European Commission must con-
sider a much wider and more complex picture of the problem. Many countries 
complain about observed imbalances. In fact, many imbalances can be 
explained by different reasons. These reasons range from the so-called ‘seat’ 
effect, the composition of EPSO lists, the (in-)ability to attract candidates from 
specific Member States, the poor preparation of national candidates, fluctuat-
ing waves of retirements to the relative size of the linguistic services. Next, EU 
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agencies are located in cities across the EU and their sphere of activities and 
skill requirements of staff  are highly specialised. Agencies also display signifi-
cant differences from one another in terms of size, scope and location. For 
these reasons, neither the Commission nor the agencies themselves find it 
appropriate to have a common approach on the issue of geographical balance. 
The European Commission has little control about recruitment practices of 
various EU agencies. Looking at this situation, it is important to better assess 
geographical balance in other EU bodies and services and in decentralised EU 
agencies.

Thus, reasons for underrepresentation are very complex and also ‘differen-
tiated’. According to the European Commission, this differentiated representa-
tion of EU staff  is due to internal weaknesses.

In this context, it is important to note that the shortage of laureates for 
some nationalities is not due to merit but rather to lower-than-expected 
participation in competitions. EPSO has already tried to encourage citi-
zens from ‘deficit’ Member States to participate in AD competitions. 
However, to date, such efforts do not seem to have produced the desired 
results, as shown by the distribution of applicants to the most recent and 
ongoing AD competition (…). German and French nationals continue to 
participate at less than half  of the average rate. Dutch participation has 
gone up but the participation of Swedes and Poles has substantially 
decreased.

(European Commission 2018, 9–10)

This interpretation of developments is, however, heavily disputed by some 
Member States. For example, an intergovernmental non-paper, issued by the 
Member States Austria, Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, 
Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal and Sweden in 2018, noted 
with greatest concern that numerous nationalities among Commission officials 
are in a situation of significant imbalance or in a likely position to face such a 
situation due to the future retirement waves. The non-paper underlines that 
many of these imbalances are most likely to further aggravate in the future and 
that the existing and impending imbalances cannot be redressed in a foreseea-
ble and acceptable timeframe during the normal course of fluctuation among 
Commission staff. The 11 Member States conclude that adequate corrective 
measures must be taken by the Commission in order to redress geographical 
imbalances as soon as possible. The undersigned Member States ask the 
Commission and EPSO to consider the implementation of (a) Quantified tar-
get numbers for recruiting staff  from significantly underrepresented Member 
States from the reserve lists, comparable to the Commission’s goal of 40% 
women among all management positions; (b) Provided that this is budgetary 
neutral and as a limited and targeted measure, making more flexible use of 
higher entrance-level selection procedures where adequate, in particular in 
order to attract and offer more interesting career perspectives to highly quali-
fied candidates with more work experience and with particularly sought-after 
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qualifications also from Member States with highly competitive labour mar-
kets; and (c) while keeping up the current general and special selection proce-
dures open to all Member States, and as long as significant underrepresentation 
exist, examine the possibility of organising in specific circumstances nationality-
based selection procedures open to nationals of significantly underrepresented 
Member States (Intergovernmental non paper 2018).

The intergovernmental paper also notes that ‘while it is in principle desira-
ble to reach geographical balance over all categories and functions of 
Commission staff, it is particularly important that geographical balance is 
reached among AD staff  and for contract agents’. Countries also request a

higher use of recruiting temporary agents and Seconded National Experts 
from significantly underrepresented Member States to all grades and func-
tions (including managerial functions) and examining the possibilities to 
facilitate access to internal Commission selection procedures for these cat-
egories of staff from significantly underrepresented Member States.

Coming back to our initial discussion about appointment and recruitment pol-
icies, it is unclear how the implementation of these measures would further 
impact on the EU staff  regulations and lead to even more fragmentation of 
employment categories and a hollowing out the officialdom in the Commission. 
Also, the suggestion to organise nationality-based selection procedures open 
to nationals of significantly underrepresented Member States may easily be in 
conflict with the principles of anti-discrimination, open and merit-based 
recruitment policies. On the other hand, the Member States have good reasons 
to request the European Commission to engage in an ‘innovative’ discourse 
about the issue of geographical imbalance. Since the responsibilities for rep-
resentation are shared, countries and the EU Commission are required to work 
closely together when addressing the issue of geographical imbalances. Overall, 
the Member States’ request potentially opens room for more experimental gov-
ernance in the realm of recruitment and for addressing undesired representa-
tive differentiation (cf. introductory chapter to this edited volume).

Geographical imbalance of nationals and geographical imbalance 
of diversity

As already discussed, theories about representative studies have broadened the 
scope of underrepresented groups to other ‘essential’ characteristics such as 
ethnic origins, gender, sexual orientation and life experiences. Compared to 
these developments, the current debate about geographical imbalances is still 
heavily focused on state centric approaches and terms like ‘nationality’ and ‘cit-
izenship’. As a consequence, the discussion heavily centres around the need for 
more persons with national citizenship from underrepresented countries in 
Brussels. However, it does not address the ‘Who’ question? More Swedish 
women, more Swedish women with double nationalities? More younger Swedish 
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people? More Swedish people with migration background? More Swedish 
nationals with disabilities?

Overall, the whole debate is heavily focused on nationality as the main crite-
rion. Like this, the debate suffers from a diversity deficit. However, this is 
urgently needed. The rising number of EU staff  with double-nationality is a 
case in point. Overall, the number of EU officials with double nationality 
hugely differs and ranges from 1 (Finland), 9 (Denmark) and 13 (Sweden) to –  
as a with similar populated countries – 20 (Slovakia), 67 (Hungary), 68 
(Ireland) and 128 French (European Commission 2022). Here, the most inter-
esting issue concerns the very low number of Finns and the extremely high 
number of Romanians (108) with double nationality (and mostly with only 
Belgium and French nationality).

Another important case concerns the representation of people with a migra-
tion background and third-country residents. Should these groups be repre-
sented on the EU level? Or, vice versa: Why are these groups not considered as 
potential national candidates for EU positions?

This can be illustrated by the case of Germany where approximately 27% of 
the total population of approx. 84 million people have a migration background 
(approx. 22 million people). Again, approximately half of these people (approx. 
11 million people) do not have German citizenship. From this group, millions of 
people account as third-country residents. These people are not eligible to apply 
for the various European concours and for jobs in the EU institutions. Today, in 
order to be eligible for employment in the EU institutions, interested candidates 
must be a citizen of one of the Member States of the European Union. A valid 
residence permit is not considered proof of citizenship. Overall, only EU citizens 
fall under the principle of free movement of workers within the European Union 
(Art. 45 TFEU). On the other hand, in a nation state this right is enjoyed by 
anyone legally residing within its borders, including third-country residents (if  
no other restrictions exist for this group). For example, Art. 23 of Directive 
2004/38/EC allows third-party nationals to work. Moreover, Directive 2003/109/
EC sets out the conditions under which a non-EU citizen (‘third-country 
national’) who has legally and continuously resided in a Member State for at 
least five years can acquire ‘EU long-term resident status’. For example, a person 
with US citizenship living in Finland may well move freely and also apply to all 
vacant positions on the Finnish job market (with the exception of very few posi-
tions that are reserved only for Finns). Why should this practice not be allowed 
for third-party residents living (for more than five years) in the EU and interested 
in applying for EU jobs as official, contract agent or temporary official?

Thus, third-country nationals who are residents in a Member State may 
enjoy the principle of free movement on the national level, but not in the EU 
and also not as regards the employment in EU institutions. Of course, the rea-
son being that a lot of scepticism surrounds freedom of movement, even as it 
applies to EU citizens, for example as regards the popular perception that free 
movers will erode the host state’s welfare system. Extending this right to third-
country nationals may seem, therefore, politically unfeasible.
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However, this may be different for the right to apply for jobs in the EU insti-
tutions. Yet, also separating employment in the EU from national citizenship 
could present a number of advantages. First, and most obviously, third-country 
nationals who legally reside within the EU would not be discriminated and 
would be allowed to apply for a job in the EU. Second, employing third-country 
nationals in the EU institutions would contribute to a more representative 
workforce in these institutions. Third, fears that this would lead to a massive 
influx of third-country nationals in the EU institutions are unfounded, as the 
number of qualified (mobile) third-country nationals will most likely be very 
low. Fourth, why should the EU be allowed to discriminate third-party (long 
term) residents from the free movement principle, if  Member States are 
requested not to discriminate third-country residents? Fifth, the value of EU 
citizenship would not be undermined by this provision. Sixth, third-party 
nationals would most likely not succeed in the highly competitive concours and 
enjoy employment benefits for instrumental (welfare) reasons, but rather 
because they feel a commitment to the EU integration process.

Obviously, the discussion about the employment of third-country nationals 
in the EU Institutions is still a somewhat unlikely scenario. However, it also 
illustrates perfectly how the issue of differentiated employment of (Nordic) 
staff  has become a subject of a highly emotional- and identity-based debate, 
but exclusively focused on the issue of national citizenship. Ideally, however, 
the debate should be subject of a broader and rational discourse.

Conclusions

From the perspective of Nordic countries, ‘Brussels’ is far away and often per-
ceived as a bureaucratic machinery, designed towards the German-French 
administrative models. Indeed, for a long time, the EU career model was 
designed by the founding Member States. However, since then, it has changed 
tremendously and been actively influenced by many actors, including the 
Nordic states since their accession in 1973 (Denmark) and 1995 (Sweden and 
Finland), respectively. On the other hand, national public administrations have 
been most influenced by the respective national traditions and histories, and 
pressures for reforms were least affected by the European integration process 
(Bossaert et al. 2001, 3). This can best be illustrated by Art. 45 4 TFEU which 
allows national public administrations to deviate from the principle of free 
movement of workers in the field of public employment. Today, changes as 
regards the concepts of sovereignty, citizenship, the principle of free movement 
of workers and Art. 45 TFEU (through the case law of the ECJ) and a chang-
ing understanding of the concept of representativeness have also influenced 
the nature of EU recruitment policies, the understanding of nationality and 
the logic of state centric approaches.

The dividing line between international politics and domestic politics, EU 
administrative law and national administrative law, or between EU administra-
tion and national administration has given way to the Europeanisation of 
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administrative law (Terhechte 2022) and to the emergence of a new ‘European 
Administrative System’ (Bauer and Trondal 2015). Forms of administrative 
‘engrenage’ and the development of multi-level governance can be observed, 
for example, in the field of the implementation of EU Structural funds, which 
involves the European, national, regional and local administrations. Today, 
various forms of uploading-, downloading- and horizontal Europeanisation 
also overlap as regards the recruitment of national officials in the various 
European Union bodies. This phenomenon creates constant frictions and 
imbalances and differentiated forms of integration. Whereas the recruitment 
of EU officials is entirely an EU (and EPSO) matter, discussions about repre-
sentativeness and national balance are heavily politicised issues amongst the 
EU and the Member States. Again, the preparation of nationals for the EU 
concours is a national matter, but the decision to apply for EU jobs is up to 
individual discretion.

Overall, the EU administrative system is becoming ever more complex and 
differentiated. This trend and the constant need to manage various conflicting 
principles and objectives (for example the need to apply the merit principle 
while also considering the need for quotas and taking into account the repre-
sentative principle) make it almost impossible for the Commission to achieve 
regional recruitment balances. On the other hand, Member States have an 
interest to increase the number of their nationals in the EU. However, they also 
depend on the motivation, ability and opportunities of individuals and whether 
they are eager to apply for jobs on the EU level. In this context, we have noted 
that Sweden is facing particular challenges amongst the Nordic countries. 
However, this does not mean that Finland and Denmark also face formidable 
staff  representation challenges.

The Commission must be aware that national identities remain a strong 
identification factor in the European Union, and governments, media and cit-
izens overwhelmingly continue to associate with their co-nationals. As a result, 
the continued underrepresentation of Nordic States easily leads to frustration, 
criticism and de-Europeanisation and undermines support for the European 
integration process. Thus, from the perspective of the European Commission, 
it is most important to focus (also) on (Nordic) national representativeness and 
to address imbalances that may further alienate certain Member States. All of 
these pressures may force the European Commission to develop and accept an 
ever more ‘politicised’ point of view as regards its own recruitment strategies.

As such, the Commission does all it can to achieve fair (although not fully 
proportional) levels of representation for all Member States (Gravier and Roth 
2020, 20). Overall, the lack of representation lies on the side of the Member 
States, but not necessarily the Governments, but also the national populations 
(citizens). For example, low levels of interest amongst potential Swedish appli-
cants can have many (personal) reasons. As such, job perspectives in the EU 
institutions may be unequally attractive to potential applicants (Gravier and 
Roth 2020, 20). However, also critical political attitudes of the political elites 
towards the EU can fire back on the so-called ‘rejection hypothesis’ (Gravier 
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and Roth 2020), which basically means that nationals have no interest to accept 
the offer to work for the EU institutions. Here, it should be noted that the last 
EU staff  reforms also produced cost savings and reduced the Union’s attrac-
tiveness as an employer (but only in a number of (western and northern) EU 
Member States).

In the future, both national and EU administrations are required to cooper-
ate and to address together representativeness- and diversity issues. On both 
the EU and the national levels, there is a need to make the recruitment process 
fairer, more transparent and more flexible to attract talented people with a mix 
of backgrounds, experience and perspectives. Ideally, improvements to the 
recruitment process should refer to the instruments or mechanisms that aim to 
motivate people to apply for vacancies in the public service and to further relax 
the selection process and criteria to make them more inclusive and flexible. One 
step in this direction is the decision by the EPSO’s governing body to shorten 
the length of the EU recruitment procedures as the length of the competitions 
is seen as a major obstacle to attracting young people. Another consideration 
is to drop oral tests from EPSO’s selection procedures, as part of a start to 
fundamental rethink of the current selection process. Future competitions will 
put greater emphasis on candidates’ qualifications and on a set of written tests, 
all to be conducted in one testing session (EPSO, EPSO’s New Competition 
Model, 2023).

However, in the future, the focus should not only be on the technicality of 
recruitment procedures, and on the representation of (Nordic) nationals in 
Brussels. Instead, it should also be on the need for a representative and diverse 
public sector workforce which also sends a strong message of inclusion, that 
public sector institutions are serious about taking all of  their citizens’ concerns 
to heart and designing policies and programmes that meet their needs. In a 
study on managing a diverse public administration or effectively responding to 
the needs of a more diverse workforce, the OECD further encourages govern-
ments to go beyond technical efficiency to the creation of public value. It sug-
gests the need to design more diverse and inclusive policies and services, 
supported by more diverse and inclusive public sector institutions. A repre-
sentative public sector workforce also sends a strong message of inclusion, that 
public sector institutions are serious about taking all of  their citizens’ concerns 
to heart and designing policies and programmes that meet their needs 
(OECD 2020).
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