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Abstract: This article examines the inner workings of a private company’s par-
ticipation in the European policy game. The qualitative analysis shows that 
the promotion of a company’s interests and its positioning at the level of the 
European Union is not self-evident and results from internal battles in which 
European public affairs employees play a pivotal role. Under what conditions 
do the European public affairs employees of a leading multinational firm en-
dorse, manage, and promote an active position in the Brussels’ polity sphere? 
This article highlights the process by which these ‘professionals of Europe’ 
adapt to the specific requirements of the EU and mobilise an informal network 
to contribute to European policy-making. These lobbyists appear as ‘double 
entrepreneurs’: as entrepreneurs on behalf of both their employers’ interests 
and the European cause as they place themselves as the auxiliaries of EU civil 
servants. Maintaining a delicate balance, interest representatives occupy a po-
sition of dependence, both on their employer and on the polity field in which 
they valorise their ‘European institutional capital’. This position allows these 
social agents to serve as a broker between their employer and the European 
arena. In doing so, they nurture the porosity between (economic) interests and 
the public sector, which cuts across the field of ‘Eurocracy’. 
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In 2016, the chief of the Brussels office of a large multinational corporation sum-
moned together the network of professionals in charge of European public af-
fairs working for this corporation in different European countries. He welcomed 
his guests for this annual two-day workshop with the following words: ‘What 
connects us all, apart from the company we currently work for, is the European 
project. We work here, we may work elsewhere tomorrow—different city, differ-
ent employer, but the same mission: Europe. What are we, if not the “Angels of 
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Europe”?’ The performative dimension of this speech suggests that what unites 
these employees, all working for different units of the same leading multinational 
company in the agro-food sector, is not business objectives or the action of rep-
resenting the interests of their employer as much as it is ‘Europe’, which is seen 
here as a cause. This article explores the underlying mechanisms of a company’s 
contribution to policy-making at the level of the European Union (EU).

According to developing literature in European Studies, the process of 
standard-setting—broadly understood as norm formation or regulation—should 
not be understood as being the exclusive domain of states or governmental au-
thorities, as it increasingly involves diverse and polymorphous non-state actors 
[Stone Sweet, Sandholtz and Fligstein 2001]. Scholars mostly focus on the public 
perspective or on the standard-setting processes [Lequesne and Surel 2004]. Non-
state actors and especially business interest groups are often expected to hold 
pre-existing competencies to contribute to policy-making regardless of the specif-
icities of the targeted level of governance and to spontaneously share harmonised 
views, both internally and among themselves within federations [Offerlé 2009]. 
This article presents empirical evidence to pursue M. Offerlé’s position that a col-
lective interest does not pre-exist until a group of agents tries to voice it. The mere 
fact that an EU-based multinational company operates in multiple EU countries 
does not necessarily mean that its interests and political goals vis-à-vis the EU 
polity sphere are clear-cut. I suggest considering each multinational corporation 
as a group of sub-entities with competing interests that they negotiate internally, 
resulting in a position that is carefully weighed and then promoted in a specific 
policy arena. By assessing a dimension that reverses the classical view about EU 
lobbying, this article offers insight into the inner workings of a company’s voice 
at the European level. It explores the internal dissonances of a company from the 
perspective of its EU office representatives based in Brussels, taking a closer look 
at its mobilisation efforts to contribute to standard-setting activities. 

Over the past ten years, there has been a renewal of research on European 
actors that, which has tried to go beyond the limitations of the existing litera-
ture by more closely studying the individuals who belong to EU institutions or 
are in close contact with them. By analogy with Bourdieu’s bureaucratic field, 
the theory of the field of Eurocracy provides valuable tools for unravelling the 
complexities of the European polity [Georgakakis and Rowell 2013]. Alongside 
this recent development of an empirical political-sociology approach in Euro-
pean Studies, my case study aims to contribute to the analysis of the complex 
web of relationships among different actors participating in the daily function-
ing of institutional Europe. In reaching beyond the mythicised representations of 
lobbying activities, the ambition of this article is twofold: first, to document the 
conditions that facilitate participation in European policy-making for this par-
ticular type of European professionals; and second, to illustrate the permeability 
of private and public interests. Beyond specifying the relationships between EU 
institutions and groups of actors involved in European regulation, my empirical 
research seeks to document the underpinning of the lobbyists’ participation in 
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the various European arenas—from expert groups to meetings with Members 
of the European Parliament—which in fine affect the standard-setting processes. 
Following the work of W. Streeck and P. C. Schmitter [1991], which highlights the 
important role of the indirect lobbying work of European business federations 
(notably managing members), I argue that engaging with regulators and drafting 
amendments to European laws constitutes the ‘front stage’ of interest represen-
tation practices. These activities are only possible thanks to the less visible part 
of the work, which involves coordinating a large network of ‘Angels of Europe’. 
This network is composed of around fifty employees, located for the most part in 
the national bureaus of the firm. On top of their daily activities, they undertake 
work related to European policies, which is coordinated by a small team of ten 
employees—central to this study—located in Brussels. 

By examining the formal and informal structure that allows a private com-
pany to take part in the EU policy game, this paper shows that the promotion of a 
company’s interests and its positioning at the European level is far from self-evi-
dent. On the contrary, it results from internal battles within the company in which 
European public affairs employees play a pivotal role, stretching the organisation 
between multiple and sometimes conflicting aspirations. Adapting to the specific 
requirements of the field of Eurocracy implies struggles for authority on the mar-
gins of that field, involving the determination of legitimate professional profiles 
and capital resources. This paper shows the conditions under which European 
public affairs employees get to endorse, manage, and promote the company’s ac-
tive positioning in the Brussels’ polity sphere. The question therefore is less ‘why 
lobby Brussels?’ and more ‘how is lobbying constructed within an organisation?’ 
This article highlights the process by which these European professionals are able 
to mobilise an informal network of professionals to support their daily activities 
by granting them financial and material resources. These professionals thus play 
a ‘double entrepreneurship’ role: they act as entrepreneurs on behalf of their em-
ployer’s cause as well as entrepreneurs on behalf of the European cause by posi-
tioning themselves as the auxiliaries of EU civil servants. They maintain a delicate 
balance, as each role is necessary to the other. The paper reveals lobbyists’ activi-
ties from the inside, notably in the way they engage in building Europe much in 
the same way that European civil servants do [Shore 2000; Georgakakis 2017].

If there are some embedded studies that have been conducted from within 
EU institutions or trade unions [Busby and Belkacem 2013; Ross 1995; Roullaud 
2017], rare are the ones on important corporate lobbies. This paper is based on 
field research and ethnographic observations performed during a six-month in-
ternship at the Brussels office of a leading multinational agro-food company, ten 
interviews conducted with members of its network across European countries, 
and the study of internal documents. To broaden the scope, multiple observa-
tions and interviews were conducted within other economic sectors, along with 
consultation of grey literature. In this article, I mostly focus on a specific group 
of employees, members of the European public affairs office of the selected firm, 
who play a connecting and pivotal role between EU officials and their employer. 
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This office, geographically located at the heart of European Union institutions in 
Brussels, is composed of five general employees in charge of EU policies in a broad 
sense—who are the key players in this paper—and five lawyers dedicated to In-
ternational and European competition law. Despite limited human and financial 
resources1—this office officially receives resources only for its everyday function-
ing and not for handling specific projects, such as campaigns or events organisa-
tion—it remains the sole and permanent office within the company with the ex-
clusive function of dealing with ‘European issues’. As a result, Europe appears to 
be both the raison d’être and the professional focus of the members of this group 
[Georgakakis 2002]. These well-established lobbyists often present themselves as 
‘the voice of the company at the European level’. The multiplicity of the roles and 
self-representations of this group within and outside the company brings particu-
lar insights to this article and justifies their centrality in the analysis. 

The article is organised along two axes: first, it apprehends the promotion of 
the European level as the right level of action towards other services of the same 
firm, and then it analyses the mobilisation and management of an informal net-
work of European public affairs professionals developed across the EU.

Within the firm: promoting Europe as the right level of action 

Despite the increased influence of European policies in a number of fields, multi-
national corporations, managed at a global level, display unequal levels of engage-
ment in the European polity sphere [Michel 2013]. My empirical research empha-
sises that investing in this level of governance (e.g. by financing an office in the 
neighbourhood of EU institutions) is often considered by top executives located 
at the headquarters of the company as ‘worthless’ or an ‘intellectual pastime’ not 
necessarily in line with their business priorities (a). In return, European public af-
fairs employees position themselves as entrepreneurs of European norm creation 
and therefore strive to make their colleagues and superiors ‘buy Europe’ (b). 

a.  Walking the thin line between business and politics: the Brussels office amidst 
tensions and self-legitimation

Recent research demonstrates that ‘European lobbyists’ form both a European 
group (in the sense that they are largely independent from the logic of the na-
tional arenas) and a specialised group with specific skills—true European profes-

1 According to the transparency register of the European Parliament (where lobbying in-
formation is self-reported by the interest groups themselves), the cost dedicated by the 
selected firm to EU lobbying activities ranges from 300 000 to 399 000 EUR annually. This 
number places the firm slightly below the average of its main competitors in terms of both 
financial and human resources.
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sionals [Georgakakis 2002; Michel 2005] engaged in the process of constructing 
Europe alongside other political and administrative groups. Over time, authors 
have witnessed [Courty and Michel 2013; Laurens 2018] a proliferation of eco-
nomic- and public-interest lobbying of European Union institutions, largely pro-
duced by European institutions themselves. Indeed, following the concomitant 
transfer of responsibilities to the European Union and changes in institutional 
procedures, as well as the globalisation of economic activities, there has been 
an increase in the number of European-level interest associations and national 
interest associations with offices in Brussels and an overall increase in the direct 
representation of lobbyists in Brussels [Laurens 2018]. The organisations that be-
come active in shaping European policies are the result of a mobilisation that 
depends not only on available resources but also on ‘group entrepreneurs’ who 
create organisations [Offerlé 1994]. These entrepreneurs adapt groups and their 
type of representation to institutional expectations. S. Mazey and J. Richadson 
[1996] have in their seminal work shown that the European Commission has long 
favoured Eurogroups (European federation of national interest groups), which 
forced those very organisations to reorganise themselves internally according to 
the European dimension and European constraints during the phase of European 
integration. 

The company at the centre of this study has European roots, but its European 
bureau only dates back to the 2000s. Before then, its interests were—and still are—
represented via European sectorial and business associations. They themselves 
have been based in Brussels since the very first developments of the European 
Economic Community in the early 1960s. In addition, external affairs employees 
from the headquarters of the company used to engage with European institutions 
personnel on an ad-hoc basis, travelling over the day for the purpose of a specific 
meeting. On rare occasions, external affairs employees from national offices who 
had special expertise in the topic of the policy concerned may have joined them. 
In spite of its European history, it took several restructuring processes within the 
organisation to adapt to a Europe-wide form of business. According to a former 
employee’s testimony on the office’s pre-European period, the firm’s European 
policy ‘had no consistency’, ‘dreadfully lacked coordination’, and relied mostly 
on its more than twenty memberships in European federations. Over the years, 
some external affairs employees at the company’s headquarters acquired the spe-
cialised skills and specific resources that in recent literature have been called ‘Eu-
ropean institutional capital’ [Georgakakis and Rowell 2013; Laurens 2018]. They 
eventually managed to move to Brussels, the core location of their activities. To 
this extent, the decision to invest in the European sphere cannot be seen as the 
result of a purely mechanical process: Because there are Community institutions 
whose competences make them of direct interest to organisations does not mean 
that these organisations will automatically open a representative office in Brus-
sels [Morival 2013]. This also depends on the original structure of the organisa-
tion (a national division in this case), which constrains the progressive adaptation 
of economic activities and interest representation to a European scale.
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I therefore focus on how members of the organisation construct this mode 
of action. What resources do they mobilise and what results do they expect from 
such an investment? Seizing the opportunities raised by the European agenda 
can prove challenging for the company at a global or transregional level, and yet 
this becomes the core of the European office’s existence. In contrast to the image 
of European public affairs professionals spending most of their time engaging 
with other private or public professionals of the EU in Brussels, the group I ob-
served for several months actually dedicates nearly half of its time to advocating 
internally that Europe is an important, if not the most important level on which 
to promote the company’s interests. Such an investment led the chief of the Eu-
ropean office to adopt a catchphrase emphasising his stronger dedication to EU 
policy than to the products he is advocating for: ‘I don’t sell soup or ice-cream, 
I bring growth back to Europe.’ The creation of such a ‘European point of view’ 
is at odds with the firm’s narrative at a global level, aiming to maintain its market 
share worldwide in a low-growth environment. In this perspective (and this is not 
specific to this company), cutting costs becomes prevalent and largely impacts 
the budget for communication, which the Euro-office relies on most. 

A constant enterprise of self-legitimation

As the Brussels office is often subject to internal discrediting both from other 
services (business departments) and from headquarters’ executives, countering 
this endangering criticism has been fully incorporated into the office’s frame 
of action, and it constantly seizes opportunities to reinforce its legitimacy. The 
company’s annual board meeting hosted in Brussels provided an example of this 
internal vulnerability. The event, organised each year by a different office, of-
fers insight into the company’s internal tensions and underlying challenges. The 
European team decided to take charge of holding the 2015 event in Brussels in 
order ‘to show their face and demonstrate their usefulness’ to top executives (as 
explained by the chief of the EU office), in spite of the additional workload and 
pressure this entailed on top of their daily tasks. 

Organising and hosting this event thus presented itself as a significant op-
portunity for the team to demonstrate their value internally. Surprisingly, board 
members did not all know about the existence of the office. The geographical divi-
sion of the company’s operations goes beyond the EU-28 (comprising Europe as a 
continent, including Russia, and some Middle East countries) and is led from the 
company’s headquarters. As the EU does not fit into operational or commercial 
categories, top business executives regularly question the office’s relevance and 
suggest getting rid of it. Instead, they propose sending employees from the head-
quarters to Brussels at critical moments, as they did in the past. 

On the day of the annual board meeting, in order to tackle this latent criti-
cism, the chief of the Brussels office delivered an opening speech entitled ‘What’s 
Hot in Brussels?’ presenting its recent landmark legislative battles, such as the 
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latest ‘win’ in the European Parliament: reducing the test period for products 
containing novel food components. This speech, which was of the highest im-
portance to the Brussels team, offered them the chance to present and promote 
the office’s daily work. In contrast to the ‘business-like’ discourse of the other 
participants, this speech proved to be a key element of internal campaigning on 
the relevance of the EU level of intervention and eventually took the form of a 
strong pro-EU address. It notably underlined the role of the EU on issues as var-
ied as maintaining peace, creating a first-of-its-kind political experience (worth 
contributing to, despite an ‘ongoing stormy period’), establishing a unique policy 
framework in which to promote stability and an environment enabling invest-
ment on a continent scale, and serving as a key norm exporter helping to secure 
similar business practices worldwide. 

A blurred position in the company’s hierarchy 

Looking at the company’s organisational chart, the Brussels office does not fit 
into any of the traditional types of hierarchy, which historically have been struc-
tured nationally. It ‘floats around’ within the global communications department, 
which performs tasks as various as internal communication and engaging with 
international organisations because of how complexly it has adapted to the Euro-
pean level of action. This position feeds an atmosphere of mistrust towards other 
departments, mostly business departments, with office members often having 
closer ties to other employees of European organisations and even public institu-
tions, than to those of their own employer: ‘We don’t belong anywhere, to any 
department. Business [departments] don’t understand anything about Europe 
and its opportunities and global [HQ] doesn’t want to be implicated in a strategy 
dealing with only one continent’, explained the chief of the Brussels office, who 
then added, ‘[but] after all, we’re freer that way’. This illustrates a central tension 
that is often underlined, which is that because of the unusual position they oc-
cupy within the organisation these employees seek to establish the legitimacy of 
the function they serve/of their role.

The Brussels office remains the only one that works solely and permanent-
ly on European issues within the company—which makes Europe the group’s 
raison d’être. This unclear position has some drawbacks, mainly the necessity of 
delivering results with limited resources, but at the same time it fuels the office’s 
autonomy in the company. 

Creating the business case for lobbying

In many regards, the position of the European office located away from business 
considerations creates tensions that are reflected in its members’ jargon. Adapt-
ing to its audience, in a constant language juggle, the team in Brussels put aside 
EU jargon in favour of a more business-like jargon when in communication with 
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the firm’s other departments. On the other hand, most of the arguments delivered 
to regulators by the observed lobbyists avoid mentioning any particular brand. 
When talking about an economic sector, they prefer to discuss it in a generic or 
broad sense, in the logic of the de-particularisation of the produced goods, in or-
der to blend a particularist argument into one of general interest. The celebration 
of the opening of new office premises in 2015 offers a vivid example of the team’s 
distant attitude towards economic activities: designed to reflect the wishes of the 
company’s headquarters and top business executives, the event had to include 
some ‘brand experiences’ (the distribution of goodies and limited-edition brand-
ed products). This did not exactly fit the expectations of the European public 
affairs team. One of them confessed that he felt uncomfortable offering daily con-
sumer goods produced by his employer to high-level Eurocrats. Even if the tone 
of the event did not suit their work culture or the type of arguments they usually 
used with EU officials, it allowed them to organise the event on the budget of a 
particular brand of product rather than with the Brussels office’s own resources. 

 Furthermore, in order to adjust to the business departments’ mind-set, the 
outcome of lobbying activities needs to be translated into business objectives. As 
with any support functions of an organisation, public affairs activities themselves 
do not create any additional economic value. Therefore, in order to show their 
participation in the collective effort of creating growth, the Brussels employees 
developed a rhetoric of cost savings ‘through policy achievements’ every year. 
They claim that their daily work contributes to being able to avoid certain regula-
tions that constrain the economic activities of their employer. Thus, if lobbying 
does not create growth, to them it still prevents the company from losing money 
and helps it to hold on to its market share. This internal legitimation exercise 
prompts the team to play a game, in which they ‘make up’ figures that they them-
selves know have their weaknesses. At the beginning of every fiscal year, each 
employee of the European office does a rough estimate of the cost savings that 
they aim to generate by means of interest representation activities. The negotia-
tions over the office’s budget for the fiscal year 2016 similarly provide an example 
of how daily lobbying practices had to be turned into business objectives, where-
by legislative wins needed to be promoted among top management primarily by 
emphasising cuts to expenses and increases in profit margins.

Considered from this perspective, European public affairs employees seem 
to be a remote team within the company, which strives to increase its autonomy 
while far from the financial logic of the for-profit organisation. As with the com-
pany’s competitors, most of their predecessors continue to pursue their careers 
within the same polity field and only exceptionally go on to occupy another po-
sition within the same organisation. This particularity reveals a certain inclina-
tion towards policy, in contrast with the employees of other departments who are 
more business-oriented. Viewed through the lens of a social field approach to the 
study of EU institutions, Brussels agents stand out as possessing a specific form 
of ‘European institutional capital’ that enables them to promote the interests of 
their employer while fulfilling the EU’s institutional expectations. To some ex-
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tent, EU lobbyists feel closer to EU civil servants than to the agents of their com-
pany’s business departments, because they share an interest with civil servants in 
helping each other to improve their respective positions within the field of power. 
The specificities of this sphere depart from the rules of other policy-making en-
vironments, which suggests the autonomisation of the European polity field, as 
highlighted by recent literature [Cohen 2011]. Furthermore, many of the corpo-
rate interest representatives have had professional experience within European 
institutions, like the European Parliament or Commission, even for a short period 
(internship). What is often called the ‘revolving door phenomenon’ adds to the 
porosity of institutional borders within the field, where resources and know-how 
circulate. The shared social characteristics of the public and private agents in the 
Eurocracy field clearly have the effect of blurring the line between those who 
regulate and set the norms and those who are regulated.

b. ‘A handful of employees securing a market of half a billion people’

‘Working wonders without a penny’

The financing scheme of the European office paradoxically has a very basic budg-
et (covering only the costs of personnel, office management, and various mem-
berships in sectorial and European federations), but it is also unlimited as long 
as brand units or other departments can be persuaded to cover the expenses of 
specific lobbying or communication activities. This mechanism largely relies on 
interpersonal relations between the employees of the Brussels office and the other 
units and those employees’ acquaintance with the ‘European project’. As men-
tioned above, the Euro-office is formally part of the global communications de-
partment; however, its position in between the global and the European (beyond 
EU-28 Member States) market allows it to play with shifting borders and attract 
available resources when needed. That is to say that its rather weak level of insti-
tutionalisation forces its employees to be able to demonstrate their legitimacy at 
any time, hence the crucial importance placed on their network and social capital. 

The opening of the new Brussels premises was thus partly financed by the 
brand portfolios, as the European public affairs office accepted an ‘ice cream 
pleasure store’ and other similar ‘brand experiences’ at the event. The same logic 
applies to all the events organised by the Brussels team, which constitutes a ma-
jor part of their EU-level lobbying efforts, but which could not be covered with a 
budget solely dedicated to the functioning of their office. 

Benefitting from spatial autonomy

Contrary to the theory generally put forward, according to which lobbyists have 
very limited autonomy from their employer and are mere messengers, as noted 
above most of the company’s top executives have—or are seen as having—limited 
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knowledge of the activities of European public affairs employees, their actions, 
or the resulting decisions that are made in the company’s name. It appears that 
those employees based in Brussels enjoy greater autonomy and are subject to 
a very limited system of validation. Whereas other units need to have their ex-
ternal appointments, public positions, or even tweets validated by an internal 
control system, this is not the case for the European office—which, for example, 
tweets independently. Reversing the social stigma, the members of the Euro-of-
fice find an objective advantage to the blurred and detached position they occupy 
in the company’s organisational chart: outside the traditional hierarchies within 
the company, they possess an autonomy and authority that goes well beyond 
what similar positions in other business units could offer. These employees even 
highlight the ‘start-up atmosphere’ of the Brussels office despite working for an 
organisation that hires thousands of people. In fact, they seem to be acting to pro-
tect both their own interests (preserving their own position and work conditions 
in the company) and their company’s.

Against this background, feedback from the company’s headquarters as 
reported by European public affairs employees can take the form of remarks 
such as ‘The Brussels team doesn’t increase market share, is not helping the busi-
ness, they are a bunch of intellectuals enjoying dinners in fancy restaurants with 
EU functionaries’. The Euro-team therefore continuously exercises a strategy of 
proving its own utility to the rest of the company. They play the role of EU ambas-
sadors internally to promote both the relevance of the European Union level and 
their own jobs, and make them the right players to fulfil their task. This puts these 
professionals in the role of ‘double entrepreneurship’: an entrepreneur on behalf 
of both their employer’s cause and the European cause.

While the uneven distribution of this European institutional capital margin-
alises the European public affairs employees inside their company, it also grants 
them some assets beyond formal hierarchies. The coordination and management 
of the ‘Angels of Europe’ across most of the nationally based offices of the compa-
ny in Europe offers a powerful illustration of the accumulation and deployment 
of specific forms of European capital by the employees in Brussels.

managing the network of ‘Angels of Europe’ to become a policy  
entrepreneur 

Connecting and managing a wide network of (approx. 50) communications em-
ployees across Europe (including but not only public affairs professionals) so as 
to make them the ambassadors of Europe for their national teams is achieved in 
several ways: Through an ‘educational’ process delivered by the Brussels team 
outside of formal hierarchies employees of the company’s offices based in most 
of the capitals of Europe develop European projects on top of their daily activi-
ties and progressively endorse the relevance of European policymaking and even 
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contribute to reallocating national resources to European objectives. This inter-
nal European network is also structured through the mobilisation of external 
resources (consultants and experts) to assemble ad hoc thematic, technical sub-
networks according to ongoing legislative developments.

a. Educating the nascent ‘Angels of Europe’ 

This section focuses mainly on the informal network of employees based in of-
fices in European Member States and outside Brussels. Most of the people con-
sidered here are engaged in activities at the local level, and, in contrast with the 
top executives at the headquarters, are part of business units that have an eager 
interest in the EU as it impacts their daily activities. For example, regulations 
decided at the European level will eventually be applied nationally, prompting 
specific lobbying activities towards government members in the implementation 
phase. Despite the formal hierarchy, it happens that the Brussels office not only 
coordinates but also delegates lobbying tasks to the national offices.2

This network also includes some employees from outside the communica-
tions sphere, working in some other department of the company, such as regula-
tory affairs, who want to develop specific ‘European’ skills. In a process resem-
bling Europeanisation through projects [Featherstone and Radaelli 2003; Pasquier 
2005], most of them are moving progressively towards EU-related public affairs 
activities as the European Union level gains importance for their national busi-
ness activities. Once a year, this network of public affairs meets in Brussels, which 
gives major momentum to its affiliates.

Getting socialised into the workings of the EU 

The Brussels team’s development of dedicated tools for the rest of this informal 
network enables the company to take an active role in a wide array of policy fields, 
despite restricted human and financial resources available to the Brussels-based 
office. These tools can be as various as e-mail templates for contacting Members 
of the European Parliament (MEPs), monthly conference calls, interaction with 
experts, and constant sharing of information from EU legislative monitoring.

More specifically, the annual gathering of the Public Affairs professionals’ 
network constitutes an occasion for both familiarisation with the codes of Euro-
pean polity and the transmission of European technical capital and know-how 

2 This echoes a similar delegation of tasks observed between European organisations and 
their national members, such as the European cars trade association and its delegation of 
tasks to the national departments of specific companies, as described by the NGO Cor-
porate Europe Observatory: https://corporateeurope.org/power-lobbies/2016/03/leak-
shows-commission-giving-inside-information-car-lobby-new-emissions-tests.
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(how institutions, decision-making, and negotiation processes work in the EU 
and lobbying techniques). The event used to be held in Strasbourg during a ple-
nary session with a relevant issue on the agenda in order to provide a full-scale 
educational moment and on top of a programme dedicated to briefings on the 
most strongly trending EU legislative topics and to adjusting multi-level lobby-
ing strategies. The programme broadly remains unchanged, but now takes place 
in Brussels, as it is the ‘capital of the EU’. As an example, the peak moment of 
the 2016 edition was a dinner gathering of around thirty participants from the 
network, four MEP assistants, a consultant, and a member of the Cabinet of the 
First Vice-President of the European Commission (who ultimately cancelled her 
attendance at the very last minute). On top of this, the Brussels office provided 
their entire network with a short list of MEPs dealing with the main policy devel-
opments related to the company’s activities. Each participant had the possibility 
of meeting with three pre-selected MEPs according to their geographical origin 
and a pre-drafted e-mail allowed them to make appointments with some of them 
prior to their coming to Brussels. 

Initiating participants into the inner workings of the European Union ap-
pears to have been a genuine moment of accomplishment for the Brussels team 
that went beyond merely delivering standard presentations. The socialisation ef-
fects are envisaged as having the capacity to convert individuals from the na-
tional to the European cause. Working groups have to be didactic as well as en-
tertaining and build on some of participants’ expertise developed on a specific 
theme to share lessons learned with the rest of the group. Through workshops 
and lobbying simulation modules, lobbyists from offices in European capitals 
have to get used to negotiating with foreign colleagues who often have a very dif-
ferent understanding of what public affairs mean. Beyond the language barrier—
most of them speak correct English but their everyday work takes place in their 
national language—and in the same way as the trade union apprentices observed 
by A.-C. Wagner [2009], they have to learn to ‘think European’ and to distance 
themselves from national categories of analysis. Those already initiated into the 
know-how necessary to adequately apprehend the European Union polity field 
can then teach it in return. This field is thus at the same time considered to be the 
place where regulations and norms are negotiated, and a source of funding (EU 
grants for innovation, for example3) and work opportunities. 

This annual event thus involves a real staging of ‘Brussels’ by those who 
work there aimed at producing an image of the European dimension of a public 
affairs profession that is rooted in a certain mythicised conception of the environ-
ment. For instance, the 2016 programme included a conference pompously called 
‘Europe by Those Who Made It’. While providing technical training on regula-
tions under discussion at the European Commission (norms on food ingredi-

3 As an indicator, the most recent EU funding the firm received exceeded the overall EU 
lobbying expenses declared annually.
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ents), the sessions also helped to raise the profile and underline the sophistication 
and the technicality of European lobbying activities. 

The group performs its relation to Europe. Later, for example, they shared 
on the organisation’s Intranet a picture of all the members pausing in front of a 
map of Europe. This annual event acts as a platform to display and actualise their 
attachment to Europe or to what they often refer to as the ‘European project’. 
Therefore, they strongly promoted this event as a pro-European corporate ritual 
or jamboree, comprising staged performances and keynote presentations. For 
participants, these Brussels meetings create a feeling that they are contributing to 
the making of Europe. As participants commented in the evaluation form after 
the intense two-day gathering, they ‘get the EU breath’, ‘it gives more meaning to 
[their] daily activities’. On the organisers’ side, this is an opportunity to display 
their expertise and know-how—for instance, by inviting a member of the Cabinet 
of the First Vice-President of the European Commission to talk on a trendy topic 
that year which was the circular economy. For them, the workshop serves to in-
ternally justify their position and their office as a whole in the face of local and 
global executives and demonstrate that ‘they know’ and that ‘they make Europe 
work’.

If Europe is presented as a conviction or even a mission by the European 
public affairs network, it is interesting to note that this conviction does not neces-
sarily have to reflect a personal position and may be more an aspect of the role 
of a ‘European professional’ [Georgakakis and de Lassalle 2007]. However, Eu-
rope remains an evasive framework, broadly understood as involvement in the 
deliberate construction of a vaguely defined idea and an ability to collectively 
shape regulatory reforms that could be strategically adapted to appeal to diverse 
constituencies. 

While they are already socialised into Europe by contextual elements, such 
as being an EU citizen, participants nonetheless reinforce this socialisation. Indi-
viduals learn to overcome the mental barriers of the national territory in which 
they operate daily and while doing this they adopt the structuring principles of 
an ‘international habitus’ [Wagner 1998]. Through such trainings, the public af-
fairs professionals assume the role of Europeanisation in their respective national 
practice and become ‘entrepreneurs of Europe’ [Cohen, Dezalay and Marchetti 
2007] following a logic of distinction from their peers.

In spite of the absence of a direct hierarchal link between the EU office and 
national offices, senior national staff willingly take part in this European ‘game’ 
under the directions of—sometimes junior—host staff within an informal hier-
archy where domination occurs through the mastery of specific capital, often 
described as ‘European resources’. In this respect, for members of the network, 
the EU has to be presented both as a horizon for public affairs activities and as a 
rather complex game. The strengthening of a structural and informal dependen-
cy between Brussels and national practices leads to the mobilisation of ‘genuine’ 
European professionals, who come from the EU public and private job market, as 
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all of the actual employees have working experience in European institutions and 
have never worked in another company department. If some participants are in 
charge of European affairs in their national practice, they cannot pretend to be-
come lobbyists in the EU policy field in their own right. Thus, these trainings re-
produce the sense of Europe as inaccessible for which it is criticised: as S. Laurens 
[2108] has shown in the case of a European trade federation, at a company level 
the nascent ‘Angels of Europe’ are taught that Brussels is a complex bureaucracy 
that one cannot be a part of based simply on a traditional national affiliation.

These conclusions fully corroborate the findings of H. Michel [Michel 2005; 
Michel and Robert 2010], notably in her analysis of lobbying training sessions in 
a real-estate federation: the trainings and all the performances around Europe 
lead to the designation of a function within a company or an administration 
and brings additional recognition to actions that were already being performed. 
Members of the network taking part in such events seize the opportunity to stabi-
lise their role and further endorse it in order to become intermediaries of Europe 
at the national level. Their coming to Brussels results from this redefinition and 
stabilisation of them as specialists in European affairs who share a belief in the 
power of lobbying and in the power of (and need for) Europe. 

Building relationships of mutual dependence

The observed informal network aims to convert employees not necessarily linked 
to European affairs to representatives of the European office, building on their 
European sensibility. They act both as information providers for the EU level and 
importers of reflections initiated in Brussels. If correctly sensitised through EU 
gatherings, people are more likely to be helpful to the Brussels office. The logic 
underlying the formation of this network is to make its members endorse respon-
sibilities that are not in their job descriptions by placing their work in a wider 
perspective than that of the national level, within the context of ‘Europe’, which 
values their contribution. This system of rewards is largely symbolic (‘people from 
the national [offices] are always proud to work for the EU’), but not only: they can 
enjoy travel to Brussels, even though it is at their own office’s expense. As an ex-
ample, Jana, a public affairs professional in the Czech office of the company who 
is in her early thirties, explains that her typical work schedule is divided between 
internal communication activities, which she perceives as ‘dull’, and engaging 
with national business federations and political or administrative officials, which 
she enjoys the most. Being the youngest of her small team, she complains both of a 
lack of recognition and about lobbying practices that are ‘old-fashioned’ (sending 
‘boring’ written statements to journalists instead of meeting them). To this extent, 
being in contact with her European public affairs colleagues in Brussels gives her 
this extra push and confidence in engaging in face-to-face meetings as she consid-
ers this as the ‘EU way’, a more advanced stage of lobbying practice. Jana endorses 
monitoring activities for the European office and meets with assistants of some 
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Czech Members of the European Parliament in their local constituency outside of 
her own working hours. Eventually, if a position were to become available in the 
Brussels bureau, she states that she would like to get it in order to work on ‘more 
important issues’ than the national ones she has dealt with so far.

Other rewards could be granting access to top executives, through the 
unique position of the European office, whereby it can overcome hierarchal bar-
riers and give members of their organisation, colleagues employed in some lower 
positions in the firm, access to people with whom they would not necessarily be 
in contact. A colleague in charge of waste policy in Brussels comments, ‘Finally, 
people are starting to like us because we give them a window to access the CEO 
or the President of Europe. We may convey messages concerning their national 
issues, or help them gain financial support on a certain project.’ These connec-
tions and channels for conveying messages are also an opportunity to gain vis-
ibility inside the company beyond the national level. In that sense, the Euro-team 
acts as a gatekeeper to certain executives (mostly the President of Europe). Mir-
roring this, the team also is a gatekeeper to European Union institutions, provid-
ing information and lobbying expertise that cuts costs (through the mobilisation 
of internal expertise instead of external consultants) and finds back-door routes 
to the legislators. 

As most of the daily work in Brussels consists of collecting data and fol-
lowing legislative developments, in return people from infra-EU practices help 
gather information with national relevance. For example, they aid in preparing 
for the rotating Presidency of the Council of the EU in order to influence the 
agenda-setting and to provide input on certain Members of the European Par-
liament. In general, they share their knowledge of the local political context on 
technical topics or on issues encountered in their respective markets. 

Such interactions are also in place in other departments that need to have 
access to EU stakeholders or add a political dimension to their messaging, for 
which they will rely on the Euro-team. For example, the Regulatory Affairs (RA) 
team in charge of food improvement was recently offered the chance to com-
municate their achievements during a roundtable organised by the Dutch Presi-
dency of the Council of the EU. For this purpose, even on very short notice, they 
called on the lobbying expertise of the person in charge of the food dossiers at the 
European office. Reacting to the contrast between the regulatory team’s technical 
approach to the subject and the rules prevailing in the EU environment, the Brus-
sels team member comments that ‘they [RA] strictly have no sense of lobbying, 
not one ounce of politics. They have no clue. I had to rework all their messaging 
and soften it. Make it understandable for non-technical food staff.’ As a conse-
quence, the nutrition service will become dependent on the European office for 
having managed the interface with the political sphere. On the other hand, the 
work of the Regulatory Affairs team would be better suited to trade association 
meetings, which would gather technical specialists and be less marked by politi-
cal considerations [Laurens 2013]. 
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I can thus observe a permanent cross-collaboration between employees in 
Brussels and their network structured across Europe. The office members openly 
compare themselves to marketers of the EU ‘creating the need for Europe’, as 
much as their marketer colleagues create the need for new products of brands 
owned by their employer. This give-and-take type of relationships also valorises 
information and briefings on national markets that will be re-used by the Brussels 
team during meetings with EU stakeholders to palliate a lack of access to first-
hand facts and make them appear as knowledgeable players. 

b. Creating a well-structured, yet informal, network of EU policy entrepreneurs

Appropriating expertise from the ground

As already shown by scholars, the role of the European Commission as initiator 
of legislation heavily relies on external sources of information and the European 
policy game has tended to become even more complex in recent years, depend-
ing highly on expertise (both internal and outsourced) [Robert 2010]. Therefore, 
to my interviewees, whether from that firm or its competitors, the golden rule for 
a successful lobbying campaign is to intervene as early as possible and to bring 
specific input, in order to be present at the inception of legislation and see one’s 
point of view taken into consideration. This involvement thus mostly depends on 
the capacity to mobilise internal expertise to be made available to the European 
institution staff. 

As a result, my ethnographic research made it possible to observe the for-
mation of a latent expertise: a pool of technical resources that are activated or put 
to rest depending on potential legislative developments. This can take the form 
of thematic task forces within the company whose work is intensified or slowed 
down with conference calls and meetings (an example of the circular economy 
policy below) depending on the legislative agenda. These groups do not engage 
directly with regulators in Brussels but help to form the company’s positioning 
on past or upcoming topics. It permits the company and its Brussels represent-
atives to defend a position on a variety of topics at any time, without having 
to formulate an official position in the rush of a public consultation, while still 
weighing the perception of certain topics prior to their arrival on the European 
political agenda. 

The example of the circular economy illustrates how this process of conver-
gence of internal skills can lead to the creation of a dedicated task force. Interna-
tional interrelations brought together a member of a Czech team who had previ-
ously worked on recycling topics and happened to have a technical background 
and an employee from the headquarters on sustainability issues on a global scale. 
Another member of the task force came from the Scandinavian countries’ busi-
ness unit, where his team had already implemented an item related to the circu-
lar economy package of legislation. This informal and ad hoc task force reported 
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to the chief of the Brussels office and helped him work out a position and a lob-
bying strategy at the European level. When required, some of its participants 
would come to Brussels to meet EU officials and discuss the technical aspects 
of the developing policy. While cutting on costs by favouring internal players 
and avoiding the need to rely too heavily on external resources (public affairs 
consultancies), this again creates a win-win situation that gives credit both to the 
employees whose expertise is mobilised and to the Brussels team for its smart 
management of resources.

This back-up pool of experts helps compensate for the unspecialised pro-
files of the EU lobbyists and to provide expertise that is not directly available to 
them to contribute more effectively to the policy-making processes in Brussels. 
In addition to this legitimacy built on expertise and science, the European team 
members also often mobilise what can be seen as legitimacy on the ground by 
bringing forward arguments and precise facts on local contexts that are directly 
drawn from national offices to the legislators. As an example, factual inputs re-
lated to factories established in the constituency of the Members of the European 
Parliament they meet in Brussels are always well considered; the same goes for 
having details on the political events occurring in Member States or mentioning a 
specific anecdote related to business activities reported in the local press.

From the EU to national practices: a concerted repertoire of collective action 

This concertation on European policy matters and the elaboration of dedicated 
strategies and decisions forms a multi-level type of lobbying articulated around 
multiple poles of expertise, geographies, and levels of action. It ultimately forms 
a multi-level representation of collective action in the company [Tilly 1984]. The 
analysed transnational system of shared representations occurs outside formal 
hierarchies between national practices, the global level, the European team, and 
its national network across Europe, and without a formal structure to support 
these activities from other business divisions. 

Therefore, an informal division of labour can be observed following the 
distribution of EU institutional capital: between those who ‘hold’ European lob-
bying skills, those who can influence the European policy-making process, and 
those who actively contribute to the formation of the company’s positions. This 
balance mirrors the divide between the temporary and the permanent agents en-
gaged in the field of Eurocracy [Georgakakis and Rowell 2013]. 

Conclusion 

Exploring the social conditions of this European mobilisation inside a company 
contributes to a better understanding of the variations in European attitudes 
and perceptions among European public affairs professionals as well as across 
various sub-entities of an organisation. The group observed in Brussels interacts 
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with European stakeholders and with actors from other business units through a 
two-way stream of communication. The group seeks the expertise possessed by 
each of the other groups, and in turn reinforces this expertise rooted in another 
political environment. As the Brussels office of the company has now existed for 
twenty years, the non-institutionalisation and perpetual (re)negotiation of its po-
sition reflect a long-term tendency. Instability is in fact the rule of the game for 
those professionals who are bound to rely on an informal network of ‘Angels of 
Europe’ to contribute to the EU’s norm-setting processes. Reversing the stigma of 
their formal weakness and resource dependency in the organisation’s hierarchy, 
they draw on their multiple positioning in order to increase their power. Their 
image as ‘the ones who make Europe work’ is their primary symbolic resource, as 
long as the top management of the company remains convinced that favourable 
norms, political stability, and the overall taxation landscape in the company’s big-
gest market (the EU single market) are important.

In this Euro-team, the development of conflicting loyalties similarly tends 
to legitimise conflicting representations of ‘Europe’, of the profession of inter-
est representation, and of the very existence of those who perform it in a given 
space. Employees in Brussels work to defend the company’s interests but also 
their own interests in order to preserve their job position. This kind of situation 
becomes tense when the legislative agenda slows down in the policy areas they 
are concerned with and when there are fewer and fewer lobbying cases. Under 
such circumstances, their main activity involves lobbying … for themselves. This 
shows that the value of European institutional resources in lobbyists’ careers 
is relatively limited and is mostly relevant in the field of Eurocracy. While in-
stitutions’ agents are depicted as dependant on lobbyists in terms of expertise 
[Michon 2018], the latter occupy a position of double dependence, both on their 
employer and on the polity field in which they can valorise their specific capital. 
This idiosyncratic position allows the social agents in this study to play the role 
of broker between their employer and the field of their daily practices. In doing 
so, they nurture this very porosity between (economic) interests and the public 
sector, which cuts across the field. 

From the perspective of the sociology of professions, this analysis tends to 
confirm that the métiers de l’Europe (EU professions) are becoming more profes-
sionalised as the European field of power is becoming more autonomous [Geor-
gakakis 2002; Georgakakis and Rowell 2013]. For instance, European public af-
fairs professionals based in Brussels do not have other work experience in the 
same company but are recruited in the EU. The hyper-professionalisation that is 
required to be involved at the European level thus results in public affairs pro-
fessionals feeling closer to ‘Europe’ than to the interests they represent. In this 
sense, they turn into ‘European private servants’. Fulfilling the requirements of 
being ‘professionals of Europe’ may therefore be at odds with the requirements 
of endorsing their company’s interests. The two objectives can overlap with one 
another, inducing a ‘double bind’ effect. But, looking at the lobbyists’ daily activi-
ties, what interest representatives are doing is defending their relative autonomy 
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as participants in the field of Eurocracy within the corporate field. They leverage 
this autonomy to gain a better position in the corporate field, which is part of the 
wider field of power [Mills 1956]. In this perspective, the ‘dual loyalties’ both to 
the EU project and to their employer, instead of undermining each other, would 
seem rather to reinforce each other. Feeling closer to EU civil servants (than to the 
agents of their company’s business departments) then becomes the condition for 
maintaining a distinct position in the firm.

The presented case study unveils the complexity of the European polity. It 
depicts the auxiliaries of EU civil servants who ‘make Europe work’ on a perma-
nent and daily basis and expands beyond the permanent staff inside EU public 
institutions [Courty and Michel 2013: 166–167]. As shown, the presence of a com-
pany inside the European polity field and its contribution to the standard-setting 
processes is not self-evident and is the result of political work. This study thus 
offers a useful empirical reminder about European integration: Europe is also 
constructed by the mobilisation of the actors who contribute to the attractiveness 
and the legitimacy of this singular social field (with variable success as depicted). 
While this contribution focuses on the inner workings of a company’s participa-
tion in drafting policies, it could be extended by looking at how the resources of 
European public affairs agents and their network of ‘Angels of Europe’ operate 
within the field of Eurocracy. For example, we could study relationships between 
this interest group and European Commission officials or daily practices inside 
the Brussels sphere of influence such as forging coalitions in specific policy sectors 
using the dual dimension of their European bureaucratic capital [Laurens 2018]. 
Indeed, it is thanks to the combination of expertise on the workings of the EU that 
the Brussels team members possess and the more technical resources provided 
by the ‘Angels of Europe’ network that the company is able to pursue a trusted 
position in the European field. In other words, it is the ability to shape input into 
forms that the employees of European institutions value and promote that allows 
the company to act across the borders between the private and public sectors. This 
dual form of legitimacy, held by lobbyists who occupy a permanent position in 
the field of Eurocracy, helps the firm to be perceived as a recognised partner to 
EU institutions’ staff. In return, thanks to its lobbyists the firm gains the symbolic 
capital of being seen as a contributor to a ‘Europe of peace and prosperity’.

Armèle CloteAu studied political science and is now a researcher in political sociology. 
Her work focuses on the participation of multinational companies in food and environ-
ment policies at the European Union level and at the national level in France. Combining 
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private archives, she analyses the daily practices of social agents who promote market 
interests among the staff of the EU institutions who regulate the markets on which they 
operate. With M. Mourad she published an article on food waste policies titled ‘Action 
publique et fabrique du consensus. La “lutte contre le gaspillage alimentaire” en France 
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