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The Making of the New Eurocrats: 

Self-Selection, Selection, and Socialization of 

European Commission Staff from the New Membner States

INTRODUCTION


The study of management within the European Commission reflects an unusual lacuna.  Political scientists, especially specialists in International Relations, have been fascinated by this unique institution, and a whole field of EU studies has blossomed, often bringing to bear economic and legal approaches.  There has been some very creative work by anthropologists.
  But neither public management nor generic management scholars have studied the European Commission (or other international organizations )and their approaches have had only tangential effects on EU research.  This gap is very evident in the research on socialization in the EU.  
As the articles in this book make clear, the extensive research on the EU and  socialization, reflecting a political science or sociological perspective, has often looked at individuals who are external to the organization and interact with it, such as national officials serving on EU committees or journalists writing about the EU, with a focus on how contact with the EU institutions leads to building of a European identity or development of a commitment to EU values.
  Indeed, some IR scholars use the term socialization to describe Europeanization at a state, rather than an individual level.
  Studies of socialization with the European Commission, such as Hooghe’s
 and Shore’s
, also concentrate on building EU identity and values .  While very useful, these works suffer from problems of timing (e.g., studying senior EC officials many years after entry) and from an overly narrow conceptualization of the process of socialization as beginning only once one enters, or interacts closely with, the organization.


This study differs in several key aspects.  First, the arrival of thousands of new staff from the 2004 and 2007 enlargements
 provides us with an opportunity to study the socialization process as it is happening.  Second, my research focuses on people entering at all levels of the organization, not just at senior managers.  Third, it reflects conceptualization of socialization from the public management literature as beginning prior to entry, continuing through the entry process itself and during the initial encounters with the organization, and ending as the person adjusts to the new organization and develops a stable identity as a member of the organization
  Finally, it defines socialization broadly, examining socialization to a wide range of work-related values, attitudes, and behaviors important to new entrants’ success within the organization.  One of the key findings of this research is that the European Commission relies to a very heavy extent on the earlier stages of socialization, leading to an expectation of a short learning curve for newly arriving staff, an expectation that is not always realistic.
RESEARCH METHODS

This paper focuses on entry-level professional staff (mainly AD 5) coming from the new member states mostly after enlargement, using data from an on-going study of the impacts of both enlargement and administrative reform on the organizational culture and management of the European Commission.
  For the study as a whole, interviews were conducted with staff at all levels in three DGs (Environment, Regional Policy, and Single Market and Services).  Individual units were selected, and then staff were randomly sampled within units, with oversampling of staff from Central and Eastern Europe to ensure at least one from each unit sampled, resulting in a total of 70 interviews, of which 26 were with staff from the new member states (20 in entry-level positions).  Interviews were also conducted  with senior staff in DG Personnel and Administration and The European Personnel Selection Office (EPSO) in 2006 through 2009.  In addition, another 90 interviews (some of them group interviews) took place in six of the new member states in 2007.  Finally, speaking engagements at universities in these countries provided the opportunity to interact with students, who comprise a key feeder group for future recruitment to the European institutions. 
CONCEPTUALIZING SOCIALIZATION

Within the management and organizational psychology literature, organizational socialization is defined broadly, as the process by which individuals “become part of an organization’s activities,”
 or as “the process by which an individual acquires the social knowledge and skills to assume an organizational role
   As such, it is a learning process, in which the person entering the organization masters the technical knowledge needed to perform the job, while also gaining an understanding of the organizational culture, the unwritten norms, and internal politics, i.e., how the organization works on paper and how it works in reality.  Through this process, the individual adopts the core organizational values and identifies him or herself as a part of the organization.  

While the individual is engaging in learning and ‘sense-making,’
 the organization can choose to take an active role in teaching, by instituting formal socialization efforts, such as orientation, training, and mentoring programs, but such training generally focuses on task- related skills and the formal aspects of the organization, while socialization into the culture and norms is likely to take place informally, within the individual work group.


Socialization is a multi-stage process and does not take place only at the point of organizational entry.
  For the purposes of this analysis, I will focus on three stages:  
1. Self-selection, i.e., prior education and experience leading to the decision to apply to enter.  Some socialization researchers term this “anticipation,” a process that “occurs before organizational entry and includes activities through which individuals develop expectations regarding the organization in preparation for entry.”

2.  Entrance, i.e., the formal concours and the final selection from the reserve list.
3. Initial post-entry socialization, including both formal and informal learning processes.

I discuss how these stages of socialization relate to each other and their broader implications for successful socialization of staff.

The Process of Self-Selection


The research project on which this paper reports began with a hypothesis which turned out to be at least half-wrong.  I had expected that the majority of those hired would have some difficulty adapting to life within the Commission because their formative years were spent under Communism or within state bureaucracies that still retained significant remnants of that organizational culture.  As this paper demonstrates, the majority of those hired who joined the Commission at entry level are, in fact, so young that they were typically teen-agers at the time of the transition from Communism, and the majority did not come from within national governments.  And, as I show, they have mostly adapted well to working within the Commission.  The process of socialization and adaptation for those entering as managers is often more difficult and will not be treated here.

Previous research has found that, not surprisingly, job seekers try to self-select employers on several criteria, including shared values.  Thus, the more relevant experience individuals bring to the decision to enter
, and the more they know about the organization before joining it, the more they can assure that their expectations about work-life there will be accurate.  This includes the probability of a “values congruence” between individual and organization, a key component of a good “person-organization fit.”
  But this stage of socialization poses challenges for researchers.  While we can examine the educational backgrounds and prior work experience of those who do enter the organization, we cannot easily identify those planning to enter who have not yet done so, those who try to enter and fail, nor those who consider joining but choose not to.  I analyze this stage, thus, via three routes:  first, through an analysis of the backgrounds of those who passed the competition from the new member states from a large-scale evaluation project and from my own interviews and, second, through a summary of my conversations with students at universities in five of the new member states, who are a natural feeder group for future hiring, examining their current perceptions of work-life within the European institutions and their level of probable interest in working there.
Backgrounds:  According to an evaluation conducted in 2006,
 successful applicants (those who passed the competition and were either hired or on the reserve lists) were a quite elite group.  Most had at least one advanced degree: percentages ranged from 91 percent for AD (administrators) to a still very high 45 percent for AST (former C) secretarial positions.  Of those I interviewed, many had studied directly relevant subjects, such as European law, economics, or policy.  International education or work experience was common.  According to the Research voor Beleid study, over half had already worked abroad, and less than one-quarter came from their country’s government.  Based on my interviews, many of those had worked directly on accession negotiations or on EU relations.

Those entering were well-prepared for work in a multi-lingual, multicultural organization.  An examination of the educational and work experience of the entry-level staff whom I interviewed showed clear patterns. First, all had higher education, with almost all having masters or PhDs in three fields, law, economics, and political science.  Not surprisingly DG Environment was an exception, with several people having advanced degrees in scientific fields, including biology and environmental science.  Second, over 75 percent had studied abroad, often in such prestigious places as Oxford or LSE or at the College of Bruges.  Third, about half had already worked abroad.  That includes close to one-third who had held trainee positions in the European institutions.  Most of the remainder had worked for international employers in their home country.  The result was that, of the entire group, only a single outlier had neither studied nor worked abroad prior to entry.

Given that international profile, it comes as no surprise that, as a group, those entering from the new member countries have excellent language skills.  Almost all spoke at least three languages, with several reporting five or more languages.
  Few, however, entered with knowledge of French.

In sum, the successful applicants were a sophisticated, middle-class, group, well-educated, almost all with international experience, and often with considerable prior knowledge about the  European institutions.

The Research voor Beleid survey also provides a snapshot of the motivations of successful applicants.  Asked to give their three most important reasons for applying, they stressed career opportunities, the remuneration package, and the desire to gain international experience.  Over one-third (37 percent) were motivated by building the  European Union.  It is interesting to compare these responses to a closed-ended question with categories given in advance to the reactions I received to the same question, asked in an interview in an open-ended format.  While many of my respondents saw this as a good career move or a way to work in an international setting, the most common response was actually that this was, in some way, a natural progression from their studies or their previous work inside their national government on accession.  What is particularly interesting is that many chose European law, politics, economics, or related subjects to study even before their countries had entered Europe, so, to some extent, the interest in, and knowledge of, European affairs was developed well before the decision to apply to work in the European institutions.  Oral interviews also make clear the multiple motivations of many applicants, as in this response from a Polish woman:
It was a natural follow-up to my studies, European Studies, so I was interested by the European construction.  And it was also at the right moment, because it was just enlargement time, so it was good to be Polish - easier to get a job.  And also I didn’t want to come back to Poland.  I think that once you have lived in a multicultural environment, like in Paris, I had already friends from different countries, and Poland is very - not that it is boring, but it is very united as a population.  So, I think I would just naturally stay in an international environment.
Unfortunately, we have no comparable data on the backgrounds or motivations of those who attempted to enter but failed or those who decided not to apply.  But discussions with college students shed some light on why, while many in this group find working for the European institutions attractive, others are not interested.  The majority of the students were in European studies programs, so they had already, to some extent, self-selected into a potential career track working on European issues, but the level of interest varied dramatically. For example, at the Romanian American University, which is private and where most of the students were pre-service (i.e., not yet working), almost all those attending my talk were interested in working in the European institutions; at Vilnius University and Warsaw University (both EU studies programs) the level of interest was about 50 percent; at the National School of Political Studies and Public Administration in Bucharest, which is primarily an in-service program, the level of knowledge and interest in the EU was quite high, but less than 50 percent were interested in moving to Brussels; at the New Bulgarian University, few students expressed an interest; and at the Central European University, in Budapest, while there was some interest the majority of the audience were not citizens of EU member countries.


The specific reasons given for considering employment in the EU institutions mirrored, to some extent, the responses about motivation for entering that I received when I interviewed staff from the new member states.  The most frequent reasons for considering applying were the opportunity to work abroad or to work in a multinational setting, the chance to develop skills and experience that would be beneficial for the next job, the opportunity to put to use what they were learning, and the good salaries.  But a few people also saw working for the European institutions as a chance to represent their own country.  As one person put it, “My interest is in working for the European Union because I am interested in helping my country and representing my country.  I want to influence the decision-making process.”  This confusion of passive and active representation
 is understandable but would not be considered an appropriate response during an oral interview.


The negative responses were quite varied, but the most commonly expressed were family concerns and a desire not to leave one’s home country.  Other responses reflected a degree of insecurity and a perception that work in the European institutions would be very heavy and stressful (a not unreasonable concern) as well as negative perceptions of the EU (There is too much bureaucracy and it’s not effective).  Finally, there were those who chose to stay for more noble reasons, such as the Romanian woman who told me “Maybe I am an idealist, but I believe in change, and I want to do it from the inside.”


In sum, the applicants for positions in the European institutions are not your average citizen.  In spite of some stereotypes (such as the reference made by an EPSO official during an interview to people from the boondocks, from some village near Belarus), they are far more likely to come from well-to-do families, to have either academic training or work experience directly relevant to the EU, to have ready access to computers (and thus to the EPSO website), and to be attracted by the opportunity to work abroad in a multinational setting.  

THE COMPETITION: FITTING THE MOLD

In all organizations, one can see the process of recruitment and selection as part of the socialization process, as most organizations attempt to identify candidates who have the requisite skills but also who “match their cultural values.”
  That is particularly true in the European institutions, including the EC.  Those who decide to seek a position in the European institutions face a daunting and complex process, known as the competition (or le concours, in French).  One significant change, as a result of the enlargements of 2004 and 2007, is that all the European institutions, which had managed their own concours, finally agreed to work together, establishing the European Personnel Selection Office (EPSO), which manages this process.  But the process itself, while it has undergone some changes over the past decade, remains very similar to that which has been used to select staff members for years.  It is important to note that the process is currently undergoing a major reform.  In this section, I treat the ways in which the traditional concours has served as an instrument of socialization and then discuss the possible effects of the reformed concours on the socialization process.

The concours is an extremely slow, multi-stage process, often taking 18 months or longer, encompassing a computer-based preselection test, a written test, and an oral examination, at the end of which the finalists are placed on a reserve list from which they can be hired.  Space does not permit a detailed description of the process,
 but each stage has elements that test directly work-related skills but also knowledge of, and commitment to, the European Union and its institutions.  I focus here on two parts of the concours, the preselection test and the oral examination, and on the overall socialization effect of the process on those who succeed.  
The preselection test:  The examination process begins with a preselection test that is frankly designed to eliminate as many candidates as possible, since as many as 20,000 people may apply for a single major concours.  This computer-based test includes both verbal and numeric reasoning, which are general skills needed for most positions, but also a notorious test of European knowledge, with some questions bearing a resemblance to a game of “Trivial Pursuits.”  It is this part of the test that is seen by many as an impossible hurdle, requiring months of study and memorization of detailed facts in order to succeed.  Many of the questions are, arguably, job-related (at least for some jobs in the Commission and other institutions), but most are extremely detailed, and some are simply strange.  One interviewee reported being asked the name of the first woman to be elected to the European parliament from the Green Party.  In two years, I have yet to find the answer to that question.  

It would be very difficult to pass this section of the preselection test without a commitment of serious time and, in some cases, money, for study courses and study guides.  Some governments (including most, but not all) of the EU-10 governments provide training to prospective applicants, usually restricted to their own staff, and there is a thriving market of courses offered by consultants.  There is a general perception that concours in general and this part of the preselection test, in particular, are a deterrent to applicants, and that the European institutions may lose the strongest applicants because they are unwilling to put themselves through this process.  But of course it is very difficult to find hard data on who chose not to apply, and why.  Others have argued that yes, there is a deterrent effect, but that this is a positive thing, as only people who are genuinely motivated will make this effort.  Still, it is clear that, to succeed, one needs to be a ‘bête de concours,’ or what human resources staff in the EC call a “concourista,” someone good at memorizing facts and responding to short-answer questions quickly, which may not be the ideal profile or skill set.  From a socialization standpoint, one can also argue that the requirement of detailed knowledge of EU history, laws, structure, and policies is an example of front-loading training, that is, requiring applicants to learn this information prior to entry, reducing the need for formal training of new staff after entry. 

The oral examination:  Those who survive the preselection test and also the written test that follows it are brought to Brussels for a formal interview before a Selection Board, made up of officials of the European institutions, nominated by their organizations or staff associations.  Board members are not, typically, human resources specialists but rather technical experts in the field of the concours, who receive one day of training and then spend as long as several months conducting interviews as a panel, while still trying to do their regular jobs.  Interviews are typically between 30 and 45 minutes in length, and the board members may conduct as many as eight in a day, a highly labor intensive process.  Selection Boards are looking at substantive knowledge and relevant experience but also communication skills, personality, and motivation for a career in a European institution.  

From a social integration standpoint, it is only logical that the Selection Board would wish to find candidates who would adapt easily to work-life in the Commission, who understand the functions of the Commission and their role within it, and who share the core values of the organization.  But there is a risk that such a process can lead to an overly narrow definition of the appropriate profile of the successful candidate.  As one expert on organization culture has explained:

Leaders tend to find attractive those candidates who resemble present members in style, assumptions, values, and beliefs.  They are perceived to be the best people to hire and are assigned characteristics that will justify their being hired.  Unless someone outside the organization is explicitly involved in the hiring, there is no way of knowing how much the current implicit assumptions are dominating recruiters’ perceptions of the candidates.


Thus, it is not surprising that candidates are often asked about their motivation for wanting to work in the European institutions, and responses like that of the Romanian student mentioned above would not be seen as positive, as the correct answer is one that stresses desire to be a part of building Europe or commitment to the European ideal.  Candidates who have worked and studied abroad are clearly seen as desirable, as they are perceived as likely to make the transition to working in a multinational organization more easily.  This raises, however, the question as to whether, in seeking applicants who “fit the mold,” the process gives too great an advantage to people who have already worked within the institutions.  Indeed, one person who participated in a Selection Board and described it as a ‘strange experience’ reported that  “If you already worked in the Commission, you were a stagiaire, or you’d been employed, you had a 100% chance of passing your oral exam because this is already a colleague, so go through.”  As this indicates, not only would such candidates be expected to adapt quickly to a position in the institutions, there is a sense in which the division between “us” and “them” has already been crossed by such candidates, not only giving them useful knowledge that will help them to pass the test but also feeding a perception on the part of some Selection Board members that they were already, in a sense, members of the organization.

A second question about the Selection Board process is whether, in looking for people who shared European values and who would adapt easily to life within the institutions, they rely overly on what are called “identity markers,” i.e., whose attire, mannerisms, or use of language coincide with what is typical within the organizations.  There is the perception, among some people coming from the new member states, that this is the case.  On my trip to Bucharest, a journalist told me of someone who had failed the oral examination and then asked two of the members of the selection board why she had failed.  The first, a man, told her that she was too aggressive and that they were looking for passive people who would not challenge the system.  The second, a woman, told her that it was because of the way she dressed:  her skirt was too short and she wore high heels.  This story is almost definitely apocryphal, since there are clear rules that forbid members of the selection panel to talk to candidates outside of the formal interview or to give them feedback on their performance.  I tell it because it reflects the fears of applicants from the new member states:  that they will not be chosen because they don’t fit the mold – the image of an EU official.
The concours as a rite of passage:  Research on socialization has frequently focused on rites of passage, which are designed to ‘facilitate, test, and/or affirm the newcomer’s assumption of the relevant identity”.
  The concours, as a whole, serves very much as a rite of passage, a trial that all must pass through in order to reach the exalted status of a European official.  Those who pass the multiple hurdles and are placed on the reserve list are termed “laureates,” i.e., victors, crowned with laurels, members of a special elite.  This gate-keeping function helps to create a strong esprit de corps, as they have all gone through the same experience and may give them the self-confidence necessary for positions where they often represent the Commission externally.
Reform of the competition:  what will be the impact?  

EPSO is in the process of a major overhaul of the competition process, with the goal of streamlining the process, which is extremely slow, and applying more contemporary techniques to assess qualities and skills that are more closely job related.  The new system will be introduced by early 2010.  Among other changes will be elimination of the test of European knowledge (with a one-year delay) and replacement of the current oral examination with a day-long assessment center exercise.  It is too early in the development of the new competition to do more than speculate about its impact on the socialization process or on the extent to which knowledge of the EU and commitment to the ideals of building Europe will continue to play a role in the screening process, but it is likely that future new hires will enter with less detailed knowledge about the European institutions, which may mean a somewhat slower learning curve or the need for more formal training for new staff.
POST-ENTRY SOCIALIZATION AND ADAPTATION TO THE CULTURE


The final stage in constructing the persona of the new Eurocrat is the socialization process that takes place after entry.  Recent research on socialization
  provides two important insights into this process:  First, socialization is not simply a passive process, with the individual acting as a sponge that soaks up all the information provided.  Rather, how new staff respond to socialization (especially to learning through role models) is shaped by the characteristics that they bring to the interaction.  And second, what happens in the first four to six weeks is particularly important.  “Early positive experience increases self-confidence and the belief of being able to meet expectations.”  Not surprisingly, then, negative early experiences can lead to “reduced expectations, reduced self-confidence and insecurity when it comes to belief in their own ability to compete and the importance of previous knowledge and experience.”


The Commission senior staff recognized the challenge of integrating thousands of new staff members and did not want a repeat of the problems at the time of the 1995 enlargement, when staff entering from the Scandinavian countries did not adapt well to life in the Commission and, in fairly large numbers, chose to leave quite rapidly.  I begin with a discussion of the formal training and mentoring systems for new staff and then discuss the process of informal socialization that takes place at the unit level, reflecting the assumptions about work readiness based on the learning that takes place in the pre-entry stages.  Finally, I look at the perceptions (and sometimes prejudices) of new entrants’ supervisors and colleagues
Newcomers’ training
The orientation process begins with a four-day training session for newcomers, which is mandatory for all new staff.  This training gets mixed reviews as several people found it too long and too general, but it nonetheless is an important effort at ensuring that all staff have a basic knowledge of the institutions.  And, because it is inter-institutional, it was, for many new staff, a first chance to meet people both in other DGs and from other EU institutions.  Indeed, many of the people I interviewed told me that they had maintained contact with their class-mates, thus starting the invaluable process of building their own network of contacts.  This training covers a range of topics, including survival in Brussels – as one person described it “how to find a house in Brussels, how to do the shopping, what to do if you need to go to the hospital.”  

In addition, most DGs organized their own formal training, covering everything from how the IT system worked to formal processes and procedures.  Only one of the people I interviewed mentioned specifically having ethics training, while several attended more specialized training on the IT system or the procedures within their DG, and, of course, a fair number were enrolled in language training, especially in French.
Informal socialization: coaches, mentors, colleagues
Informal (or perhaps semiformal) socialization was primarily through contact with formal coaches, mentors, and peers.  DG Regio had the most formal system of appointing coaches for work-related issues as well as mentors, typically from outside the immediate work unit, to help people to cope with general adaptation and with life in Brussels.  There was quite a difference between the three DGs studied; respondents in DG Environment were split about 50-50 on whether they had a formal coach, but no one reported that this caused a problem.  A typical comment was “No, but everyone was very open.  I could ask every question…people in this unit were very open and helped and advised me.”  Almost all respondents in DG Regio reported having a formal work coach, as did most of those in DG Markt.  A few were fortunately able to shadow the previous staff person assigned to that project, who had not yet left.  One consistent exception was people who entered as auxiliary agents or contract staff, who were offered training and coaching only at the point they converted to permanent officials, by which time it was unnecessary.


Only one woman, in DG Markt, reported a serious problem because of the lack of coaching either by her head of unit or peers: “No [I didn’t have a mentor or coach].  It was a nightmare….No one actually gave me any advice on what to do, who to go to, how to do.  I learned at the end of this nine months [probationary] period who was supposed to be my mentor, but I was not informed about that earlier…So for the first two months I was lost.  I didn’t know anything about the work of the unit because this was not my specialty.  So it was an extremely tough start.”  In fact, this is the only unit I studied where another new entrant reported being frozen out by her new colleagues who excluded her socially and refused to help her.  That appears to be an isolated case of an ineffective head of unit and a sick organizational culture.


While most people got adequate coaching on the work itself, fewer availed themselves of support from assigned mentors who were intended to assist with general adaptation.  As one said, “I had a mentor from another unit, from another directorate.  It’s supposed to be for social integration.  I mean, the lady was nice but didn’t help with anything.”
Expectations at the unit level:  
There is, at times, a conflict between the formal systems, which recognize the need for orientation, training, and mentoring, and the expectations of heads of unit.  The fact is that many units are chronically short-staffed,
 so heads of units try to hire people who are able to take on, immediately, very technically complex projects (or dossiers, in the terminology of the Commission).  As a result, the work sometimes takes precedence over the training requirements.  So, while the newcomers’ orientation is mandatory, the requirement is merely that this be completed sometime during the nine-month probationary period.  Ideally, it should probably be taken in the first few weeks, but some heads of unit don’t permit new staff to go take the training at that point, so several people told me that by the time they got around to taking it, six months or more after entry, it was not very useful.  And others reported that their bosses would not let them stay for the full four days.  

Overall, while the formal systems assume the need both for immediate orientation and for continued support throughout the first several months, the heads of unit tend to assume (not always realistically) a very short learning curve and to give newcomers assignments that sometimes are overly challenging, resulting, in some cases, in extreme stress and even medical problems.  One fairly recent arrival, an attorney, provided a sense of the pressures she faced very quickly:
One thing that was very difficult for me was the level of responsibility, and also the level of freedom that I got here as compared to national administration, at least Polish administration.  I would say that the first couple of months, I was sometimes scared, I was paralyzed, particularly because I deal with the international files, so there is a lot of responsibility, because those files require domestic coordination with people from the member states, so sometimes you have to draft a document yourself.  You have to contact the presidency, you have to informally contact the member states, and you have to come to some common position, even if you have very strong national interests which are contradictory.  So that was quite difficult, the sense that a lot of things depend on me, on how active and professional I am, on the quality of my work. 

In some cases, the expectations that the newcomers could, indeed, work immediately at a high professional level were well-founded, especially for those who had worked previously in the Commission, who had served on working groups in the Commission, or who worked on European affairs in their national governments, so that they had some familiarity with the institution or at least with governmental bureaucracy and procedures that was transferable knowledge. Those who found the transition difficult were more likely to come from outside government, and several discussed the contrast to the culture of the private sector, including the complex administrative procedures, the informal norms of communication (mostly via e-mail), the dauntingly high level of responsibility, and the fact that work was structured differently – more on an individual basis rather than in teams.  


Many found the personal challenges in coming to Brussels particularly difficult.  Indeed, in one DG I was told of a person who had already left, not because he personally was unhappy but because his family could not adjust to life in Brussels.  The most serious problem was the difficulty in finding work for spouses, especially as, at the time I was conducting most of these interviews, there were still limits on movement of workers from the Eastern European countries to most of the West European countries, including Belgium, and people complained that the EU had not negotiated with the Belgian government an exception for their spouses and didn’t even help them in getting their work permits.  On the other hand, those who came without families faced their own challenges, as one reported:  “I felt a little bit lost without friends and family.  After two months, my family followed me, and then it was easier.”
Identifying with the Commission

A critical stage in the socialization process entails not only internalization of the values of the organization but assumption of the identity of member of the organization and acceptance as a member of the group.  This includes “becoming integrated into interpersonal networks and changing one’s self image.”
  According to some socialization research the development of a sense of belonging starts with the unit level and only gradually expands to the organization as a whole***.  That is not necessarily the case within the European Commission.  As we have seen, the initial orientation is organized for new staff from all the European institutions, which helps participants to build broader networks outside their immediate work unit and institution and also to understand how what they do connects to the European Union as a whole.  Further, even very recent arrivals are frequently put in situations where they represent the Commission externally, which may speed up the development of the needed sense of identity, as a relative newcomer explained:

I have noticed an interesting development, concerning the simple answer to the question, “Where are you from?”  The first couple of months, when you work for the Commission, and you go to an external meeting, and people asked, I said, “Well, I come from Poland.”  After a couple of months, people ask, and I say “European Commission - DG Environment.”  Especially if you go to an international meeting, it’s also like, you feel this “I represent the European Community.”  


My interviews were conducted typically with people who had entered from nine months to two years prior to the interview, and by that point most had made a quite good adjustment, including developing a sense of identity and making a long-term commitment to the organization.  Only a handful in the three agencies I studied had failed to survive the probationary period, and very few had chosen to leave.  
HOW WELL HAVE THEY ADAPTED ?  PERCEPTIONS OF SUPERVISORS AND PEERS

In understanding the success of the socialization process, it is important to examine not only self-perception but the assessment of peers and supervisors, as their acceptance of the newcomers is critical to their integration into the organization.  Those perceptions are mostly positive but, also raise some concerns, both about the newcomers’ abilities and about the willingness of the older staff to accept them as full members of the organization.
Positive perceptions: the Majority
 

In two of the three DGs in my study, reports by coworkers and by managers on the qualifications of those entering from the new member states and on their adaptation to the organization were quite positive.  People remarked favorably on their motivation and energy, on their educational background, and on their command of multiple languages.  As one person from DG Environment summed up his reaction:

My experience with the young people from those countries is that these are great people -- bright people -- they have studied abroad everywhere, they speak more languages than we used to speak in the past, and I think that they are … people that you can use practically everywhere.  There is a new generation of this globalized economy, of people that could work everywhere.
Another senior official praised their European perspective:
I think the ones I have worked with are certainly very European in orientation.  I think particularly some of the colleagues from the Baltic states.  But also genuinely European, as well, and quite dismissive of some of the more national approaches that some countries have taken, disguised as European, if you see what I mean.  So particularly some of the attitudes that France has cast towards the new member states - Chirac told them all to shut up, and things like this - they are quite dismissive of them and determined to make Europe work as a whole.
In fact, one director from DG Regio rated the people from the new member states as superior to those from the EU-15:

I think they are fantastic actually.  I mean I was reflecting the other day that I think we just have better quality people in comparison to the normal standard of people…we recruit from the EU15, or that we have recruited from the EU15 over the last few years, and the people we are recruiting from the EU10 are, I would say, significantly better.  I mean they are really fantastic.  They are very highly motivated, they have very good language skills, they are very hard-working, and I’m only speaking for my own field …, but they really are excellent, absolutely excellent.

Not surprisingly, the people from the CEE countries are mostly seen as fitting well into the organization and as having no particular difficulties adjusting.  There is a difference here between DG Environment and DG Regional Policy, as the latter is traditionally francophone, and so, there especially, acculturation is sometimes equated with the speed at which people master French at least at a passive level.  

I work only with two people from the new member states at the moment.  With the Czech colleague, I just said, “Bravo,” because when she came, she only spoke English, and she didn’t dare to try to speak French, and there are French courses that are close to obligatory for the new countries, because in their daily life, as well, they need to learn it.  And she has made enormous progress.  Even if often in meetings, she speaks in English.  But when we speak informally, she has started spontaneously to speak in French, and I think that things are going really quite well.  
Negative perceptions: the minority view


While the respondents in the first two DGs were generally quite positive, there were slight hints that all was not well elsewhere.  As one person from DG Regional Policy told me, ”In this unit, their entry has gone very very well.  No problem.  But I have heard colleagues in other DGs where they had some adaptation problems.  I think here we did a good job of selection.” 

The only strongly negative assessments by supervisors came from two heads of unit at DG Markt.  Both told me that they had encountered difficulties in finding good people.  As one explained:

It is difficult to find officials of good quality, because – it’s completely understandable, but the people who pass the competition, the good ones are selected quickly and may even cause disputes between different unit.  The less good ones, even if they passed the competition, in my case, I have seen candidates who don’t meet the minimum standards that I require.  So sometimes I have had problems in filling positions, sometimes with positions remaining vacant for months and months, and that’s not very effective.
The findings of the Research voor Beleid study reflect the diverse reactions in different DGs to the quality of the non-management staff hired from the new member states.  As they summarize:

…in general the DGs were satisfied with the successful A* [now AD] grade officials.  Approximately 77% of the DGs assessed them as good to very good and almost one-fifth (18%) as average.  A small group of 5% of the DGs assessed them as poor.  Similar percentages can be found for the aspects international experience and integration within the culture of the Commission.  The DGs are most satisfied with their educational background and work experience (91% good to very good) and motivation (91% good to very good).  The DGs are less satisfied with the working knowledge of English, German and French (14% poor, but 73% good to very good).
 
More informal indications of possible problems
I am aware that responses to the questions of the quality of the new recruits and of how they were fitting in might have triggered a “politically correct” response, at least on the part of some respondents, particularly since the bulk of my interviews were conducted in 2006-2007, when the recruitment process was still under way and most new recruits had somewhat limited experience.  As we saw, apart from a few people at DG Markt, who criticized some of the people on the reserve list but not their own recruits, there were very few negative comments.  But living in Brussels meant that I was also interacting frequently with people from the Commission, as well as retired Commission staff, and as a result I encountered far more negative perceptions in informal settings, including a rather dramatic incident at an event at the Université libre de Bruxelles, at which I made a very short speech on my research and said a few positive words about the people arriving from the new member states.  This triggered some very strong negative responses from several people, who accosted me during the following reception.  As I noted in my field notes for that day, one declared, “[my DG has] even asked for a dispensation to not hire more people from Eastern Europe because they are so bad.  The top ones are, indeed, very good, but many of them are “nuls, nuls, nuls” [French slang for idiots].  And they are totally focused on what is in it for them.  They come in, having read the staff regulations in detail and insist on what is owed to them.”  I heard the latter complaint from several people, and it appears to be a classic case of the gap between the formal rules and the informal norms.

CONCLUSIONS

As we have seen, self-selection, formal selection (i.e., the competition and selection from the reserve lists), and post-entry socialization, reinforce each other, so that the new staff arriving, including those from the new member states, fit the profile of a European official; have an understanding of the European institutions; and, for the most part, support European values.  There is, however, no way for us to gauge the relative strength of self-selection versus the selection process (since we cannot interview those who failed or identify those who did not apply) in determining this outcome.  We do not know whether most applicants would fit this profile or whether it is the selection process itself that favors candidates with a strong international background, although it is likely that both processes are at play.  Since most of those hired are at entry level, they are seen as fairly malleable, and, through both formal and informal socialization processes, most learn quickly how the organization works, including the unspoken norms.  That does not mean that they are all equally welcomed, but there are no signs of massive failure or of likely mass departure, although there are certainly some who see their current positions as one step in their career, and who may be frustrated by the very slow promotion process.  Both the formal training courses and guidance and socialization by the head of unit are important parts of this process of socialization, and there is marked variation in supervisors’ willingness to perform that role, or even in their willingness to let their new staff attend the required training, since some expect new arrivals to be ready immediately to function at a fully professional level and may give inadequate attention to the need both for substantive training and for socialization into the organization’s culture.  Indeed, one of the broader challenges in the Commission is getting heads of unit to accept a role definition that focuses on management and not just on policy development and advocacy.
 

The longer-term question is not just how the new staff from the CEE countries adapt to life in the Commission but how the Commission adapts to them, and whether their arrival has a noticeable impact on the Commission itself.  Entry-level staff certainly don’t see their role as bringing change to the Commission.  They simply want to fit in and learn how to be successful within the existing organization.  The process of hiring staff at managerial levels has been much more difficult, and the adjustment much more challenging, but it is that group, and especially those at the higher levels, who come in with substantial experience in other organizations and who may, indeed, bring a fresh perspective to the Commission, both on substantive policy and on approaches to management.  I end with a cautionary note from a Swedish official, who drew the explicit analogy between the experiences of the people coming from the CEE and the previous experience with recruitment from Sweden:
We are focusing entirely on the people coming in from the new member states and how to integrate them.  We are not thinking about how to integrate the old people to the newcomers and their being acquainted with the culture of the newcomers.  There is no intention of changing the Commission culture to adapt to the newcomers.  They think it will happen automatically.  It was painful when Sweden came in.  There was no thought about this, and that’s why 50% left.  Now some new people have come in, but we are still well below the quota for Sweden.  The Kinnock reforms made things better for us.  It was easier for us to understand.  Five years ago I didn’t even have a job description.  How can you work like that?...People think the newcomers should be grateful and do the adapting.  In the end, the people coming from the new member states won’t be happy because their culture is not respected.  One Hungarian was told, “You have been deformed in another system.”  The person was really angry at this.


As this person well understood, a successful integration of the staff from the new member states will require give and take in both directions.  Over the next several years, as these staff members move up in the organization, we will have a clearer picture of the success of the socialization process and of the impact of the new staff, at all levels, on the organization itself.
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