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Introduction 

‘Research and innovation’ has recently been moved closer to the top of the political and 

legislative agenda of the European Union (EU) – the most advanced form of existing 

supranational cooperation. At the heart of these developments is the completion of the 

European Research Area (ERA) by 2014. According to Article 179 of the Lisbon 

Treaty, which entered into force in December 2009, the ERA would be an area within 

which ‘researchers, scientific knowledge and technology circulate freely’ (Official 

Journal of the European Union 2010, p. C 83/128). Yet this notion of a common 

scientific space where the mobility of knowledge is unhindered is as old as the EU 

itself. How can we account for its emergence, evolution and survival? This chapter sets 

out to address this question and is structured as follows. First, I discuss briefly the idea 

of the ERA and the ‘fifth freedom’. Next, I develop an analytical framework based on 

insights from studies that identify ways through which ideas affect political interactions. 

In this section I will also address a common methodological question faced by those 



proposed to use an ideational approach to study political life: is an idea epiphenomenal 

to interest or are its effects autonomous? I argue for adopting a dynamic approach, 

whereby ideas and interests are conceptualized as factors that interact to provide 

opportunities for actors seeking to reform sensitive policy sectors. This perspective 

allows us to examine how political actors confront unfamiliar (legislative) terrains, 

assess and select amongst solutions to what they perceive as (policy) challenges. A first-

cut analysis, based mainly on documentary evidence, is then given; it points to the 

importance of the institutional dimension in explaining the impact of ideas in complex 

political interactions. The chapter concludes with a short discussion on what these 

developments tell us about the role of ideas in European integration.  

 

From the free movement of workers to the free movement of knowledge 

European integration has been animated by conflicts over how to realize the ‘four 

freedoms’. Indeed, questions concerning how to remove barriers against the free 

movement of the factors of production – goods, capital, services and labour – have been 

central to both national and supranational debates regarding whether pan-European 

cooperation should be initiated in policy areas traditionally considered to be in the 

national domain reservé and, if so, to what extent the central institutions would be 

formally involved in these developments. While the issue of competence remains hotly 

contested in the fields of defence, security, migration and services, a new ‘freedom’ has 

been introduced recently that appears to embody an emerging consensus amongst EU 

member states, the European institutions and the constellation of public and private 

stakeholders: the free movement of knowledge.  



Coined by European Commissioner Potočnik in April 2007, the ‘fifth freedom’ 

refers to the ‘exchange of knowledge through the mobility of workers, researchers and 

students’ within the ERA (European Commission 2007a, p. 1). It seeks to build on the 

existing EU acquis of the four freedoms by adding the knowledge dimension. For the 

European Commission, the ERA would be central to the ‘single market for the 21st 

century Europe’ (European Commission 2007a). At the same time, what precisely 

constitutes ‘knowledge’ and how mobility is to be extended to all ‘knowledge’ workers 

(EU citizens and foreign nationals) remain an open debate and the focus of policy 

discussions. The March 2008 Spring European Council fully endorsed the concept and 

tasked the Council of Ministers and the European Commission to jointly table proposals 

for implementing the free movement of knowledge (European Council 2008). They 

responded by launching the Ljubljana Process ‘towards full realisation of ERA’ in May 

2008 (Council 2008b). In December 2008, the Competitiveness Council adopted the 

‘2020 Vision’, which stated that ‘By 2020, all actors fully benefit from the “fifth 

freedom” across the ERA: free circulation of researchers, knowledge and technology’ 

(Council 2008a, p. 4).  

The entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty extended a treaty base for the 

construction of the ERA. Article 179 committed the EU and its member states to 

‘strengthening its scientific and technological bases by achieving a European research 

area in which researchers, scientific knowledge and technology circulate freely’ 

(Official Journal of the European Union 2010, p. C 83/128). Finally, with the adoption 

in 2010 of the ‘Europe 2020 Strategy’ (European Commission 2010b), the successor of 

the Lisbon Strategy for competitiveness and growth, the completion of the ERA is given 

a clear deadline: 2014. What is remarkable about the recent tremendous, and 



continuous, impetus given to the ERA is that the notion of a common scientific space is 

an old idea that has been proposed since the very early years of European integration.  

In 1973, Ralf Dahrendorf, the then European Commissioner for Research, 

presented a working programme for European cooperation in the areas of science, 

research and education (André 2006, p. 133). At the time, Commissioner Dahrendorf 

had already argued that free movement of researchers was crucial for creating a 

common research space to underpin the European unification project, but the member 

states were reluctant to cede further competence claimed to be essential to bring this 

about (ibid., p. 134). The idea of the ERA and its core concept of researcher mobility, 

according to André (2006, p. 137), ‘est donc apparue et disparue à plusieurs reprises’ 

(thus appeared and disappeared several times) as both successive Commissioners for 

Research and several prominent national political figures tried to fully unlock the 

potential it seemingly promised. If the ERA is indeed an old concept, how can we 

account for its survival throughout these decades and for its growing prominence on the 

European political and policy agenda in recent years? Is it merely an idea whose time 

has come? 

Addressing this question is important for studies of international relations, 

politics and public policy: analytically, it pushes us to identify the conditions under 

which ‘old’ ideas may become prominent; empirically, it provides us with insights into 

how actors approach collective problem-solving in sensitive policy areas. This chapter 

addresses this puzzle by investigating the various ‘roles’ that an idea plays in complex 

political interactions spanning multiple governance levels. The analysis will reveal the 

importance of the institutional dimension in these processes. In the next section I begin 



with a review of ideational studies to identify how ideas affect policy processes and 

outcomes.  

 

Ideas in complex political interactions  

Since the 1990s, the claim that ‘ideas matter’ in deciding political outcomes has 

continued to engage scholars who seek to go beyond the explanation that politics is the 

‘pursuit of self-interest’ (Campbell 2002, p. 21). According to Berman (2001, p. 231), 

what these scholars have in common is a rejection that ‘nonideational theories [...] 

account satisfactorily for a wide range of political phenomena’. The crux of their 

argument, Parsons (2007, p. 96) summarizes, is that the ways through which people 

interpret their world will affect their actions. Hence, the focus of ideational studies tends 

to be placed first on identifying the ‘ideational’ variables and then revealing how, and 

perhaps to what extent, they exert an effect on the outcomes in question. As the critique 

by Campbell (2002) reminds us, however, ideational scholars have not usually 

succeeded in the latter task.  

This section will engage with this debate in three ways. First, it will unpack what 

constitutes an ‘idea’ and how it is used in this chapter. Second, I will review the 

ideational literature to identify the multiple ways that ‘ideas’ have been shown to 

determine the choices that actors make. Third, I will address the perennial question 

facing those who seek to delineate the ideational impact on political, policy and polity 

developments: are ideas epiphenomenal to interests or are their effects autonomous? 

This query refers explicitly to the methodological challenge of specifying the causal 

mechanism at work. Although the analyses are largely confined to developments in a 

specific policy domain, I argue for adopting a dynamic approach that conceptualizes 



‘ideas’ and ‘interests’ as variables that interact to generate the outcomes under study 

(see also Béland 2009; Blyth 2002). In this chapter, the outcomes refer to the emergence 

and evolution of a common scientific area. 

To operationalize this approach, I propose a set of conditions under which an 

idea is more likely to lead to its acceptance and subsequent promotion when it has been 

previously contested and set aside. It should be emphasized that the aim is to steer the 

debate towards examining how an idea becomes institutionalized rather than to offer a 

conclusive response to the debate on epiphenomenality; in so doing, it supports the call 

for adopting a pragmatic methodological approach to studying social phenomena (see 

Friedrichs and Kratochwil 2009). Indeed, as Campbell (2002, p. 28, emphasis added) 

puts it, ‘the question was not whether materialist or idealistic motivations prevailed, but 

how the two were blended’. 

 

Defining ideas: macro- versus micro-level ideas 

A definition of an ‘idea’ remains, unsurprisingly, contested. Berman (2001, p. 233) 

attributes the failure to explicitly differentiate and conceptualize between ‘several 

related variables (ideas, norms, culture, identity)’ as one of the main reasons behind the 

lack of consensus. Indeed, in Parsons’s (2007, p. 96) schematic delineation of social 

scientific explanatory logics, an ‘idea’ is simply one of the several ‘ideational elements’ 

that ‘carry meanings about the world’; he also cites practices, symbols, grammars, 

identities, norms, models and beliefs as other examples in the ideational repertoire.  

In analyses of political decision- and policy-making processes, ‘ideas’ are often 

used much more concretely than simply as carriers of ‘meanings about the world’. For 

instance, in a study of how the same ‘eugenics idea’ has resulted in different policies in 



the USA and UK, Hansen and King (2001, p. 238) find that there are four categories of 

‘ideas’: ‘ideas as culture’; ‘ideas as expert knowledge’; ‘ideas as “programmatic 

beliefs”’; and ‘ideas as the solution to collective action and free-rider problems’. 

Similarly, Campbell (2002, pp. 22–29) notes in his review of the ideational literature 

five types of ‘ideas’: cognitive paradigms and world views; frames; world culture; 

normative frameworks; and programmatic ideas.  

Given the strong variance in how ‘ideas’ have been defined by scholars seeking 

to emphasize the ideational effect in specific processes, it is hardly surprising that 

ideational insights have been dismissed by those favouring both the explanatory weight 

of self-interests in accounting for political outcomes and the parsimonious (formal) 

modelling that could be carried out to ‘measure’ these effects. We know, however, that 

ambiguity is present in decision-making processes and its presence impacts the results 

of these processes. Ideationalists start from this assumption and go on to show how 

‘ideas’ contribute to both information filtering and role specification and thus the 

actions and decisions taken. One way to reveal how ‘ideas’ function as ‘filters’ for 

actors is to divide them following the now familiar ‘level of analysis’ distinction: 

macro- and micro-level ideas.  

Macro-level ideas are those ‘taken-for-granted paradigms’ (Campbell 2002, p. 

23) such as ‘world views’ and ‘world cultures’. These ideas ‘are embedded in the 

symbolism of a culture and deeply affect modes of thought and discourse’ (Goldstein 

and Keohane 1993, p. 8). The paradigmatic nature of macro-level ideas has been 

captured in the definition of ‘policy paradigms’ when Hall (1993, p. 279) stressed how 

they are ‘embedded in the very terminology through which policymakers communicate 

about their work’. Goldstein and Keohane (1993, pp. 8–9) propose ‘sovereignty’ and 



‘world religions’ as instances of macro-level ideas that proffer explanations to foreign 

policies: ‘neither human rights, nor sovereignty, nor Stalinism would have made any 

sense in those premodern societies in which people’s lives were governed by notions of 

magic or fate’.  

Summarising Esping-Andersen’s (1999) ground-breaking study, Campbell 

(2002, pp. 22–23) notes that different cultural assumptions about the roles of families in 

the provision of welfare have led to distinct programmes in Italy and Nordic countries 

after the Second World War: whereas Italian policy-makers assume that families would 

perform childcare, those from the Scandinavian countries did not share this premise and 

hence the extensive publicly-sponsored childcare facilities in the latter. This example 

allows us to incorporate into ‘macro-level’ ideas another category that is often distinct 

from ‘world views’, that is ‘principled beliefs’. Unlike ‘world views’, ‘principled 

beliefs’ are ‘taken-for-granted assumptions about values, attitudes, identities’ (Campbell 

2002, p. 23); they are normative in that they dictate what is just and unjust, or right and 

wrong (Goldstein and Keohane 1993, p. 9). 

Micro-level ideas are, by contrast, those ‘beliefs about cause-effect relationship 

which derive authority from the shared consensus of recognized elites’ (Goldstein and 

Keohane 1993, p. 10). Often termed ‘causal beliefs’, on a broad level they ‘provide 

guides for individuals on how to achieve their objectives’ (ibid., p. 10), and at a specific 

level they include programmatic beliefs (Berman 2001) – or ‘precise causal (cognitive) 

ideas that facilitate policymaking among elites by specifying how to solve particular 

policy problems’ (Campbell 2002, p. 28). As Walsh (2000, p. 485) argues, ‘because 

they have a programmatic element’, ‘causal beliefs’ are ‘policy-relevant ideas’ in that 

they ‘differ from more general ideologies and worldviews’.  



McNamara (1998, pp. 4–6) demonstrates in her book, Currency of Ideas, how 

monetarist theory trumped Keynesian policies when European governments searched 

for a replacement after the Oil-Crisis-induced macroeconomic policy failure. She 

singles out a ‘causal path’ that consists of policy ‘failure’, ‘paradigm innovation’ and 

‘emulation’ as template for assessing ‘why certain ideas become dominant at a given 

historical point, while others are put aside’ (McNamara 1998, p. 5). For her, it follows 

that situating ideas in their historical context is the starting point to account for why 

some ideas are more likely to be embraced over others.  

Given their association with the ‘preparation’ stage of the policy process, we 

may also add ‘frames’ to micro-level ideas. Stemming from studies of social 

movements, Campbell (2002, pp. 26-27) explains that ‘frames’ have been used to refer 

to the ‘normative and sometimes cognitive ideas that are located in the foreground of 

policy debates’ and political leaders use ‘frames’ strategically to persuade their 

constituents to endorse their policy programmes; ‘reframing’ could thus be seen as part 

of the change-process (Cerna and Chou 2013). As it is probably evident, the delineation 

between ideas at macro- and micro-levels is primarily for analytic purposes since, in 

practice, they are much more likely to be linked and mutually reinforcing (see Goldstein 

and Keohane 1993, pp. 10–11).  

In this chapter, the aim is not to distinguish where macro-level ideas stop and 

micro-level ideas begin and vice versa. Instead, I focus mainly on the ideas at the micro-

level and, to be more precise, those ‘causal beliefs’ that prescribe ways of understanding 

how best to take which course of action in policy processes. This limited focus derives 

primarily from the research design that confines data collection to non-psychological 

data that are publicly accessible (European Commission, Council and European Council 



documents). Before presenting the analytical framework, we first examine the ways that 

ideas have been empirically shown to impact policy processes.  

 

How ideas affect policy outcomes 

Ideas affect policy outcomes in multiple ways. This review focuses on foreign policy 

analysis and public policy studies because these are the fields where the role of ideas in 

political outcomes has been traditionally taken seriously in research designs. Certainly, 

this review does not aim to be comprehensive; the objective is to identify a set of 

analytical tools for developing the framework below. To start, Goldstein and Keohane 

(1993, pp. 10–26), in the book Ideas and Foreign Policy, isolate three causal pathways: 

(1) ideas act as ‘roadmaps’ guiding actors towards particular positions within 

environments that are deemed to be ‘uncertain’ by detailing a set of ‘expectations’ or 

expected outcomes should the road be taken; (2) ideas can function as a ‘focal point’ or 

‘glue’ in the presence of several equilibriums that leave all actors better off; and (3) 

ideas specify policies in the absence of innovation when they are embedded into an 

institution. The third causal path is especially powerful in that such ideas are taken for 

granted and no longer need to be debated nor challenged. Here, the underlying logic of 

action is one of ‘appropriateness’ rather than ‘consequence’ (March and Olsen 1998). 

Following Kingdon (1995), Béland (2009) finds that ideas affect the policy 

processes in three ways. First, they are used to construct, define and articulate the 

problems and issues that demand a response in policy terms. In this way, ideas assist in 

prioritizing tasks that are most urgent vis-à-vis those that may appear to be secondary. 

Second, ideas provide actors with ‘assumptions’ concerning the contents of reforms; 

this is akin to the conceptualization of ideas as ‘roadmaps’ by Goldstein and Keohane. 



Third, according to Béland (2009, p. 705), ideas are used as ‘discursive weapons’ by 

actors seeking to rally others to the position that change is necessary; ‘framing’ is often 

the method through which such ideas are transformed into ‘discursive weapons’. Here, 

the logic of action points to one of anticipated consequences. 

In an account of the ‘end of the Cold War’, Risse-Kappen (1994, p. 186) asserts 

that the reform idea which had ‘coalesced’ at the time amongst security experts was 

influential because it ‘satisfied [Gorbachev’s] needs for coherent and consistent policy 

concepts’. Risse-Kappen’s analysis sought to build on the then recent work of Haas 

(1992) on the communities of professionals and experts who were responsible for 

ideational transfer and dissemination. Haas (1992, p. 3) calls these networks of 

professionals and experts ‘epistemic communities’ with ‘a shared set of normative and 

principled beliefs, which provide a value-based rationale for [...] a common policy 

enterprise’.  

Other ideational studies have also stressed the crucial role that actors play in the 

process of policy change. For instance, Hansen and King (2001, p. 239) assert that one 

of three conditions for ideas to be ‘translated into policy’ is ‘when the actors possess the 

requisite enthusiasm and institutional position’ champion the very idea. Similarly, 

Béland (2009, p. 709) points to those so-called ‘value amplifiers’ who ‘rework the 

meaning of a well-known value or principle in order to legitimize policy change’. This 

is an important insight: ideas need ‘carriers’, but, just as much, these ‘carriers’ rely on 

‘ideas’ to convey and persuade others.  

To summarize, ideas are important in political processes in more than one way: 

they contribute to defining the (policy) challenge; they persuade others to both the 

appropriateness and the utility of a particular position; they fill the ideational ‘vacuum’ 



in an institution. At the same time, they rely on actors to, first, usher them into political 

prominence/salience and, second, garner support for their translation into concrete 

policy instruments (see Lindvall 2009). Indeed, as Risse-Kappen (1994) concludes, 

‘Ideas do not float freely’. This insight points to the importance of actors in this process, 

especially to their capacity which can be determined through institutional affiliation. In 

the next subsection, I develop an actor-based ideational analytical framework that 

highlights the symbiotic relationship between ideas, actors and interests. 

 

An actor-based ideational analytical framework 

In the discussion in this chapter, an ‘idea’ refers to a set of ‘causal beliefs’ for proposed 

policy actions. What determines the ‘power’ of an idea is not how detailed it is in terms 

of its prescription. On the contrary, an actor-based ideational analytical framework 

postulates that an idea is more powerful when it functions as a ‘focal point’ on which 

many actors can ‘hook’ their materialistic and ideological interests when multiple 

pathways of cooperation are feasible (Garrett and Weingast 1993, p. 176). This leads to 

the first condition: when an idea is sufficiently vague to attract and accommodate 

multiple interests (especially at the supranational and national levels), the more likely 

that the idea will affect, and often to a greater extent, the policy outcomes. I refer to this 

as the ideational scope condition.  

While this may appear to suggest that ideas play an ancillary role to the interests 

of actors, it in effect reveals their independent impact. As Hansen and King (2001, p. 

239, emphasis added) argue, ‘Through the mechanism of “cover” provision, reputation 

enhancement and coalition, the impact of ideas is maximized when they serve individual 

interests’; in this instance, the logic of action is one of consequentiality. To begin 



identifying empirically whether, and if so to what extent, this is taking place, I focus on 

determining if an ‘ideational widening’ is happening in the construction of the ERA. By 

‘ideational widening’, I mean the ‘stretching’ of the ERA concept to embody multiple 

initiatives, conveyed through a specific discourse stressing the ‘need’ of a common 

scientific space, and realized through many or even hybrid instruments. Here, the ERA 

as an ‘idea’ has ‘dual-usage’: as a means to an end and as an end in itself.  

To further highlight the role of actors in the change process, I turn to the 

methodological insights concerning ‘causal mechanisms’ advanced by Falleti and Lynch 

(2009). Challenging mainstream political scientific usage of ‘causal mechanisms’, 

Falleti and Lynch (2009, pp. 1146–1151) argue that they are ‘portable’ and ‘abstract’ 

concepts rather than a ‘chain of intervening variables’ (cf. King et al. 1994). In 

advancing this conceptualization of ‘causal mechanisms’, they emphasize the 

significance of clearly delineating ‘contexts’. This is so because, Falleti and Lynch 

(2009, p. 1151) maintain, ‘interaction between mechanism and context is what 

determines the outcome’.  

Falleti and Lynch (2009, p. 1152) define context quite broadly to include 

‘relevant aspects of a setting (analytical, temporal, spatial, or institutional) in which a 

set of initial conditions leads [...] to an outcome of a defined scope and meaning via a 

specified causal mechanism or set of causal mechanisms’ and propose examining 

developments over time (citing sequencing, timing and periodization). This 

acknowledgement towards process-tracing as a preferred approach is a recognition of 

the growing relevance of ‘time’ in accounts of political outcomes (see Bulmer 2009; 

Goetz and Meyer-Sahling 2009; Mahoney and Rueschemeyer 2003). What these 

research agendas have in common is an interest in identifying how institutional 



constraints and opportunities affected the social phenomena under examination. The 

empirical analysis presented in this chapter seeks to contribute to this research agenda 

by identifying how the actors involved in the creation of a common scientific space are 

institutionally anchored. 

Taking their lead, I will ‘contextualize’ the study of the construction of the ERA 

by segmenting the series of developments in their particular historical and institutional 

settings. Specifically, I identify how European or EU institutional arrangements have 

either remained change-resistant or altered throughout the last six decades leading to the 

emergence and wide endorsement of the ERA and the fifth freedom as the way forward 

for European integration and cooperation in the research and innovation domains. By 

institutional arrangements, I refer to the rules and procedures that govern interactions 

between the European institutions, the member states and the representatives from the 

knowledge policy sectors. What is important here to account for the endurance and 

resilience of the ERA concept is how the institutional dynamics (that are actors, existing 

policies and set-ups) changed over time to support, rather than detract from, the idea. I 

refer to this as the condition of institutional scope. Put simply, the stronger the 

institutional dynamics supporting the ERA concept, the more likely that it will become 

embedded and thus increase its prominence on the political agenda. I apply this actor-

based ideational analytical framework in the next section to tease out some of dynamics 

driving the formation of the ERA. 

 

The evolution of European research cooperation (1950s–2014)  

This section provides a first-cut analysis of how the notion of a common research space 

emerged, survived and thrived. These developments fall into three phases: (1) an ad hoc 



intergovernmental collaboration phase (1950s–early 1980s) during which the idea was 

initially voiced and recognized, but not yet given its own institutional framework within 

the supranational platform; (2) a phase of Framework Programme (FP) cooperation 

(mid-1980s–2000s) during which the ERA concept acquired an institutional basis, albeit 

structured through the distributive policy lens of the supranational funding mechanism; 

and (3) the phase of Lisbon and Europe 2020 cooperation (2000 onwards) during which 

the notion of a common scientific space consolidates its own institutional foundation. 

The appearance of the ‘fifth freedom’ as the discursive ‘shorthand’ for the ERA during 

this third phase is indicative of the European Commission’s attempt to reconcile the two 

distinct organizational models for European research cooperation: the ERA and the FP.  

The overall pattern identified is one of gradual ‘ideational widening’: the ERA 

has gradually become a ‘useful’ blueprint for many institutional actors over time. To 

bring this out, I will identify its institutional champions, the discourse used to articulate 

and promote the ERA concept, what happened to the idea at that point in time and why.  

 

Ad hoc intergovernmental cooperation (1950s–1980s): ERA in vitro  

The founding fathers of the European Economic Communities (EEC), as the EU was 

known at the time, had envisioned that ‘science’ would play a key role in the unification 

of Europe. Consequently, they agreed quite early on that they would coordinate their 

respective research policies. For instance, in the 1951 Treaty of Paris that established 

the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), we find an explicit provision for 

‘Community-funded energy research’. Similarly, in Articles 4-11 of the European 

Atomic Energy Community Treaty (EURATOM), we identify provisions that would 

allow for closer cooperation in nuclear research. According to Elizalde (1992, p. 309, 



emphasis original), the EURATOM Treaty also ‘included the useful concept of 

multiannual research and training programmes’ that would become the most stable 

feature of European cooperation. Article 41 of the Rome Treaty also signalled the 

interest of the signatories in pursuing joint research, but only in the agricultural field. 

While the various provisions did indeed suggest strong interest, coordinated 

European efforts in the fields of science and research did not commence until decades 

later, as I shall discuss further below. The reason for this, to put it simply, is because the 

key decision-makers (EU member states) disagreed over the acceptable level of national 

control versus supranational governance. A case in point: while Jean Monnet (champion 

of a strong supranational body) saw EURATOM ‘as the engine of a federal Europe’ 

(Banchoff 2002, p. 7), France and Germany focused on developing and consolidating 

their national nuclear programmes.  

The publication of Le Défi Américain [The American Challenge] in 1968 

(Servan-Schreiber 1968) provided the discourse in favour of a common European 

research space. The ‘American Challenge’ refers to an alleged growing ‘technology 

gap’ between the USA and Western European countries and it singles out three 

indicators. First, US public expenditure on research and development (R&D) 

outstripped that of the Europeans. Second, the ‘best and the brightest’ from Europe went 

to work in the USA. Third, unlike European companies, private ‘American firms 

dominated new science-based industries’ (Banchoff 2002, p. 7). The message was clear: 

European leaders must take (immediate) actions to narrow this gap. This concern with 

the ‘technology gap’ resonated with some actors in institutional positions to introduce 

change.  



The first call for a common European R&D policy came in 1970 from the 

European Commissioner for Industrial Affairs, General Research and Technology. The 

new European Commissioner – an Italian federalist – sought a common European R&D 

policy that would contribute to having ‘robust’ industrial policies. To this end, 

Commissioner Spinelli urged the Council to endorse the creation of a Community-based 

funding agency quite similar to the US National Science Foundation (NSF) (André 

2006, p. 134). While supportive of the proposal, the Council, consisting of ministers of 

research, established the European Science Foundation (ESF) as an intergovernmental 

body, which continues to function on these terms to this day. Although a common 

European research policy does not necessarily denote the formation of a single scientific 

space, the push from Commissioner Spinelli to deepen supranational cooperation did 

trigger a move towards such an area.  

Convening in Paris in 1972, the member states decided to intensify the existing 

joint research efforts and asked the central institutions to propose ways of doing so. The 

Commissioner for Research, Science and Education (a new department created in 1973) 

responded by tabling an ‘action programme’ that called for the creation of an ‘European 

Scientific Area’ (André 2006, p. 135). To implement the action lines, Commissioner 

Dahrendorf – a German-British academic – proposed that the Community would act as 

coordinator of national policies rather than press for wholesale harmonization. In 

proposing this approach, Commissioner Dahrendorf sought a middle way to advance 

cooperation at the Community level while allowing member states to retain decision-

making powers over their domestic policies. This is an important observation because it 

shows that the earlier proposal, as envisaged by the more ‘Federalist’ Commissioner 

Spinelli, suggested a narrower or precise ‘blueprint’ for the common scientific space.  



The Council supported this non-invasive approach and adopted four resolutions 

(non-binding) in January 1974 that would lead to the following: (1) creation of an 

advisory body – Scientific and Technical Research Committee (CREST, now the 

European Research Area Committee or ERAC); (2) coordination with ESF; (3) a 

research programme on ‘forecasting, assessment and methodology’; and (4) one for ‘an 

initial outline programme’ in science and technology. De Elera (2006, p. 561) 

concludes, ‘For almost a decade, the cooperation in the field of research was to be based 

on these four resolutions’.  

To summarize, what we observe during this first phase of European research 

cooperation are: (1) the existence of legal bases for cooperation in specific scientific 

areas – a key ‘ingredient’ for any supranational undertaking; (2) an emergent discourse 

in favour of intensifying cooperation at the Community level that is based on the 

‘technology gap’ between the European countries and their key competitors; and (3) the 

presence of actors, albeit with different visions and approaches, in institutional positions 

to propose change championing the idea of a common research area.  

 

Framework Programme cooperation (1980s–2000s): ERA in gestation 

The relaunch of European integration in the 1980s saw the reorganization of research 

policy cooperation into the FPs. This development was spurred on by a Commissioner, 

who, according to Banchoff (2002, p. 8), ‘At a normative level [...] broke with his 

predecessors’. Banchoff argues that Davignon, as Commissioner for Industry, 

‘conceived of EU research policy not as a regulation of a European space for science 

and technology but as the distribution of research funds to flank the broader single 

European market project’ – to this end he succeeded (ibid.).  



In 1983, Commissioner Davignon secured support from the European 

Commission leadership and the Council to bundle up existing research programmes in 

the areas of energy, health and environment with new ones to form multi-annual 

research programmes (Gornitzka 2009, pp. 58–63). Understanding the ‘context’ will 

allow us to discern the factors contributing to the success of the Davignon initiative. At 

the time and in several of the key member states, according to Borrás (2003), national 

science policies were being reorganized to include more public participation. This 

reorientation was manifested in the form of large research programmes that the FPs 

emulated. Guzzetti (1995), in one of the few works on the history of European research 

policy cooperation, noted that the ‘technology gap’ discourse was used at the time, 

albeit less prominently in official documents, to deepen Community level cooperation.  

The FP has functioned primarily as a funding mechanism and, according to 

Banchoff (2002), its very institutionalization has contributed to hindering reform efforts 

towards establishing a common research area (see Chou 2012 for an alternative 

interpretation). Using the actor-based ideational analytical framework, we could offer 

another account of the role of the FPs in the ERA construction. It can be argued that 

successive FPs have actually paved the way for the ERA to become accepted at the start 

of the 2000s by: (1) acting as the compromise between supranational governance and 

national control over research policies – a key tension that has prevented earlier and on-

going efforts to construct the ERA; (2) enabling the codification of supranational 

competence in the research field; (3) diversifying research areas in which European 

level cooperation is deemed desirable; and (4) increasing the relevance of EU funding to 

the extent that it has become a dominant source of financial support for some national 

research institutes and higher education institutions.  



The institutionalization effects of the FPs are especially important in gaining the 

acceptance of the ERA concept that was less feasible in the early 1970s because they 

created an audience (researchers, administrators, stakeholder groups, directorates and so 

on) to whom the European dimension is significant. This has come about largely due to 

a growth in budget size, scope of research activities funded and the development of an 

organizational capacity to administer the programmes. The last aspect is especially 

crucial because it established direct links with national administrators (Gornitzka 2009; 

Peterson 1991); as Elken and Vukasovic in Chapter 6 of this  volume highlight, the 

network effect of European cooperation is significant. It is also important to 

acknowledge that the institutionalization of the FPs undoubtedly shaped the idea of the 

ERA by ensuring that funding is an indivisible and, indeed, central, component of 

European research policy cooperation. We will now briefly discuss the FPs to show how 

European cooperation has been a rather dynamic process and not as static as the 

literature often suggests (cf. Banchoff 2002; de Elera 2006). 

Concerning FP budget sizes, we see increases from €11 million (in FP4), to 

€13.7 million (FP5), to €17.8 million (FP6) and to €50.5 billion (FP7) (European Court 

of Auditors 2008, p. 29); Horizon 2020, which is operational from 2014 until 2020, has 

a budget of €70.2 billion. In 2009 and 2010, the budget lines (‘commitment 

appropriations’) for research policy were, respectively, €4.6 and €5.1 billion, or 3.4 per 

cent and 3.6 per cent of the total annual budget (European Commission 2010a, p. 16). 

While it may appear that European cooperation in the research policy field utilizes only 

a comparatively small proportion of the total EU budget, it has been historically the fifth 

or fourth largest budget item; it is fourth in 2010, after agricultural, regional and 

employment policies (ibid.). In Figure 2.1, we see that the average annual spending for 



the FPs has gradually increased between FP4 and FP6, with the average annual 

spending more than doubled in FP7 in comparison to that of FP4. Horizon 2020 will be 

one of the largest budgets – in terms of the total amount allocated – in EU history.  

 

[Figure 2.1 about here] 

 

After the ERA was launched in 2000, the subsequent FPs and the consolidation 

of the ERA became intertwined. For example, FP6 (2003–2006) was organized 

explicitly to make the ERA a reality rather than an inviting concept. To this end, two 

instruments were introduced: ‘Network of Excellence’ (to develop and maintain 

connections between different research groups across Europe, the target audience 

included universities and research institutes); and ‘Integrated Projects’ (to generate 

knowledge through a ‘programme approach’ on ‘priority themes’ and universities, 

research organizations and industry were the target audience) (European Commission 

2004, p. 1).  

FP7 (2007–2013), organized as four overarching thematic programmes 

(Cooperation, People, Ideas and Capacities), has been path-breaking in several ways. 

First, its programmatic duration of seven-years differs from the traditional four-years of 

earlier FPs. Second, the formation of the European Research Council (ERC) as a FP7 

thematic programme (under ‘Ideas’) signals a departure from the classic FP funding 

principles (for example ‘transnationality’). Established as an Executive Agency 

answerable to the European Commission, the ERC distributes funding to projects of 

basic, versus applied, research that fulfil one single criterion: excellence.1 The Horizon 

2020 continues to promote the ERA through an explicit introduction of ‘ERA Chairs’ to 



‘bridge research and innovation divide in Europe’ with the pilot call launched in 

December 2012 and a clear reference to its urgent completion by 2014.  

This short overview of the FPs aims to show the growing significance of 

research cooperation at the European level. This is not to say that there had been no 

attempts to consolidate the ERA during this period. On the contrary, André (2006) 

singles out Ruberti – the Italian Commissioner for Research at the time (1993–1994) – 

as one of the three main architects of the ERA. Indeed, as can be seen in the speeches 

given in Europe and abroad and the joint articles published on European research policy 

cooperation (see Kaiser and Prange 2004), Commissioner Ruberti was a vocal champion 

of the ERA concept. His short tenure and the energy devoted to other issues (that is the 

creation of ‘Socrates’ in the higher education field) did not bring the idea of the ERA to 

fruition. Yet, as we shall see next, the institutionalization of the FPs served as the 

crucial function of paving the way for formally launching the ERA concept in 2000 by 

having in place an organizational structure for its realization and a national audience 

with vested interest in its completion. 

 

The Lisbon and Europe 2020 Strategies (2000–2014): ERA in vivo 

Research Commissioner Busquin formally launched the ERA in January 2000 to shore 

up what he argued to be a declining state of ‘research in Europe’ (European 

Commission 2000, p. 4). Citing figures comparing Europe with the USA and Japan, he 

concluded that inter alia EU-wide research efforts, levels of public and private 

expenditure on research and the proportion of employed researchers were ‘worrying’. It 

is important to highlight this ‘gap discourse’ as the preferred discursive catalyst to the 

flagging cooperation in this field. While the ‘cast’ against which the EU is now 



compared has changed to include countries such as China, India and Brazil, the message 

then and now is still clear: immediate actions are needed to close this gap.  

The remedy, the European Commission proposed, was to abandon the ‘15+1’ 

approach (reflecting the then number of EU member states plus the European 

Commission) – the source of fragmentation – that had characterized European 

cooperation in this sector and establish an internal market for research (European 

Commission 2000). While both diagnosis and solution were not new, the March 2000 

Lisbon European Council situated the concept of the ERA at the heart of its ambitious 

undertaking to transform the EU into the ‘most competitive and dynamic knowledge-

based economy in the world’ (European Council 2000). In so doing, it gave the idea of a 

common scientific space the strongest political support, specific targets to be achieved, 

an approach for reaching these objectives and a deadline (by 2010) that it never had 

before in the evolution of European integration.  

According to André (2006), what differentiated the current call for the ERA 

from previous ones was that Commissioner Busquin had secured support for the ERA 

from several key actors in the acting EU Presidency (for example the Portuguese Prime 

Minister, Antonió Gutierres, and the Research Minister, José Mariano Gago) and 

amongst the scientific advisers and stakeholder groups. Moreover, André (2006, p. 142) 

notes that amongst the member states that were ‘net contributors’ to the Union budget, 

there was also concern that the FP had grown to its maximum capacity and they 

considered ‘coordination’ in areas suggested by the 2000 ERA communication as an 

acceptable way forward for European research cooperation. This reception, together 

with the ideational widening of the ERA to be discussed below, ushered the concept of a 

common scientific space to the top of the European agenda. 



Meeting in Barcelona in March 2002, the European Council agreed that the 

‘overall spending on R&D and innovation in the Union should be increased with the 

aim of approaching 3 per cent of GDP by 2010. Two-thirds of this new investment 

should come from the private sector’; this became known as the ‘3 per cent’ or the 

‘Barcelona’ target (European Council 2002). At Lisbon, the EU member states had 

endorsed the ‘Open Method of Coordination’ (OMC) as a modus operandi for this 

exercise. The OMC is considered a ‘soft’ approach because it is a voluntary process in 

which participants agreed to coordinate policy according to specific steps. 

Initially, seven broad areas for action were identified for constructing the ERA; 

and they range from developing an area of ‘shared values’ to ensuring that there are 

more abundant ‘human resources’ (European Commission 2000, Annex I) and, in 2001, 

the ‘international dimension of ERA’ theme was added (European Commission 2002, p. 

15). To establish the ERA, the European Commission called for the ‘full panoply’ of 

instruments to be activated: practical instruments (database and information systems); 

networks (exchange of information); financial instruments (FP); legal instruments 

(directives and regulations); and ‘policy coordination’ instruments (ibid., p. 22). The 

outcome of the ERA in the first half of the 2000s, given their close linkage, mirrored the 

result of the Lisbon Strategy in practice.  

Successive reviews of the Lisbon Strategy found the Union and its member 

states consistently failing to reach the Barcelona target through the OMC. Indeed, 

shortly after FP6 was adopted, the European Commission circulated ‘The European 

Research Area: Providing New Momentum’ (2002). This Communication emphasized 

that the ERA ‘cannot be seen solely in terms of [FP activities] and must by definition 

create a momentum of its own within a wider framework which draws on separate 



initiatives’ (European Commission 2002, p. 7). After its mid-term review in 2005, the 

Lisbon Strategy was relaunched (Council 2009). 	

As part of the Lisbon relaunch, the European Commission (2007b) tabled the 

‘Green Paper on the European Research Area: New Perspectives’ in April 2007 to 

initiate a public consultation on potential ways forward. Acknowledging the 

consultation results, the Competitiveness Council, sitting in the research configuration, 

formally launched in May 2008 the ‘“Ljubljana Process” Towards Full Realisation of 

ERA’ and endorsed the ‘package’ instrument known as the ‘ERA Partnership’ (Council 

2008b). The ERA Partnership singled out five subjects on which there are shared 

interests: researchers; joint programming; research infrastructure; knowledge sharing; 

and international cooperation (DG Research 2009). A monitoring process, with close 

collaboration between the member states and the European Commission, was also 

initiated; but has since been integrated into the Innovation Union monitoring process.  

According to the Competitiveness Council, the proposed method for creating the 

ERA would be ‘enhanced governance based on a long-term vision on ERA developed in 

partnership by Member States and the Commission’ (Council 2008b, para. 5). In 

practice, this means shared competence between the central institutions and member 

states, with CREST – now ERAC – acting as the governance hub. Figure 2.2 shows that 

five groups (that are named ‘high-level’, ‘working’, ‘steering’ and ‘forum’) were 

created to address these topics and they report directly to the ERAC. To support their 

work, several sub-working groups have been organized around specific aspects (for 

example working conditions), country (India), or projects (‘Roadmap’ and joint 

programming initiative). In addition, several groups are formed on an ‘as-needed’ basis 

and set timeframes are assigned for their tasks. For example, the ERAC Group on ERA 



Instruments (and Synergies) has been created to prepare ERAC contributions to ‘FP8’ 

(as the Horizon 2020 is more commonly known).  

 

[Figure 2.2 about here] 

 

The most important aspect concerning the ERA is that its evolution since 2000 

has very much been a ‘moveable feast’: the ERA has come to mean different things in 

different contexts. For instance, in the 2002 European Commission Communication, it 

has been used variably to refer to a set of vaguely defined objectives such as ‘creation of 

an internal market for research’, ‘restructuring of the European research fabric’ and 

‘development of a European research policy… [taking] account of all relevant aspects 

of other EU and national policies’ (European Commission 2002, p. 4). This earlier 

presentation of the ERA can be seen as, Luukkonen (2010, p. 10) argues, ‘policy for 

science’. Yet in the more recent rendition of the ERA, as shown in the ‘2020 Vision’ 

(Council 2008a), it has been depicted more as a means to tackle societal challenges such 

as climate change and poverty (that are ‘Grand Challenges’); or, as Luukkonen (2010, p. 

10) points out, ‘science for policy’. This conceptual evolution and, indeed, interusability 

of the ERA is also reflected in the change of how the ‘European Value-Added’ is seen 

in the research field: from funding transnational consortia to generating competition at 

the European level and better integration of European research (ibid., pp. 25–26). 

At the time of writing, the conclusion we could draw concerning the ERA 

formation is that the idea of a common scientific area has taken shape as the result of 

actors willing to champion the concept, a corresponding discourse urging its creation 

and its increased relevance over time due to the institutionalization of the FPs. More 



recent developments in ERA governance indicate fluidity of the concept to mean an 

objective (that is an ‘area of knowledge’) and also the ‘means’ to address the challenges 

facing European societies (for example, environment, health). The ERA landscape will 

most likely not assume any definitive form until after the Horizon 2020 has been 

implemented and the new European Commission is in place. 

Speaking with Commission officials2 in 2009 concerning the ERA concept 

suggests that the notion might be experiencing an ‘ideational widening’. For example, 

when asked what the ‘fifth freedom’ entailed, a European Commission official 

responsible for promoting ‘free movement of knowledge’ stated that the ‘ERA is the 

fifth freedom’ (INTV07, 16 September 2009, emphasis original). Another European 

Commission official, who had been active in European research cooperation for several 

decades, said that the ‘fifth freedom’ was a ‘clever manoeuvre’ by Commissioner 

Potočnik since it encapsulated what the European Commission wanted but did not 

possess the tools and competence to deliver (INTV05, 28 May 2009). These comments 

all suggests efforts to link the ERA idea to the most successful European project to date: 

the Single Market. This is hardly surprising, as Borrás and Radaelli (2011, p. 474) 

argued in their attempt to conceptualize the Lisbon Strategy, ‘Institutional ambiguity is 

refracted by, among other things, the fact that ideational repertoires are not stable over 

time and may have different meaning for different actors’. In the final section, I 

conclude with a discussion of what these developments tell us about the role of ideas in 

European integration. 

 

  



Ideas and European integration 

Speaking at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences in December 2010, Herman Van 

Rompuy (2010, p. 1) proclaimed that ‘Europe is built on the power of ideas’. With the 

EU receiving the Nobel Peace Prize in 2012, this claim appears to rest on solid grounds. 

This chapter set out to investigate how one of these ‘old’ ideas – the common scientific 

space – emerged, survived and evolved over the last sixty years. Using an analytical 

framework based on insights from ideational studies, two propositions were advanced 

concerning the conditions under which ideas are more likely to affect policy outcomes: 

(1) when ‘ideas’ are sufficiently vague, and increasingly so, to attract and accommodate 

multiple interests (ideational scope); (2) when changes to the institutional dynamics 

over time support, rather than detract from, the idea (institutional scope). 

The analysis in this chapter lends support to these propositions. It was shown 

that the various Commissioners for research and industry have been the champions for 

the common scientific space and the ‘technology gap’ discourse has been used since the 

1970s to argue for the ERA. Over time, actors with different institutional affiliations –  

the Presidency and the Council – have also endorsed the ERA concept and, this in turn, 

contributed to its survival. The institutionalization of the FPs was significant against this 

context because it set the stage for the ERA concept. It did so by establishing the 

organizational capacity of the European Commission to coordinate with national 

stakeholders and, through this, a channel of communication, funding and, gradually, 

mutual dependence. Since the launch of the ERA concept, we could observe an 

‘ideational widening’ to the extent that the very ambiguity of what is constitutes has 

become a source for its survival.  



Studying the evolution of the ERA concept tells us that ideas play multiple roles 

in European integration: as a tool to advance this process and expand supranational 

competence in ‘sovereign’ policy domains and as an end in itself (for example, for 

peace in Europe). This points to the fragmentary and unfinished nature of the European 

polity as a key strength of its survival. If offers those searching for answers to 

transnational effects and national challenges a clear arena for exchange. The networks 

that have formed as a result of FP participation or the OMC are very likely to be 

channels through which these interactions are facilitated and intensified; its nexus with 

official interactions between elected and appointed representatives will ensure this. 

Given this growing complexity, an ideational perspective provides an alternative entry 

point to investigate the evolution of European integration and how change-resistant 

sectors could, one day, become transformed. 
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Source: Chou and Gornitzka (2011, p. 18); European Commission (accessed 18 December 2012): 
http://ec.europa.eu/research/horizon2020/index_en.cfm?pg=h2020. 
 
Figure 2.1 Average annual spending – FP4 to Horizon 2020 (in million Euros) 
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Source: Chou and Gornitzka (2011, p. 24). 
 
Figure 2.2 ERA governance 
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1. The ERC is not the only instance of organizational capacity-building: the Research 

Executive Agency was created in 2008 and became operational in 2009 to administer the 

daily operations of the ‘People’ thematic programme (Marie Curie Actions, MCA). This 

development was followed by notable European Commission organizational restructuring 

that included, inter alia, the transfer of the MCA portfolio from DG Research to DG 

Education in 2010. Similarly, the EU member states agreed to establish the European 

Institute of Innovation and Technology in 2007.  

2 The interviews were carried out under the conditions of anonymity to ensure that speakers 

will freely offer their reflections, which was the point of the interview exercise. I have given 

the institutional affiliation of the speakers, as well as the dates when the interviews have 

taken place. 
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