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The European Union in Global
Politics: Normative Power and
Longitudinal Interpretation
Ian Manners

Introduction: The EU in global politics

How does the presence of an international institution, the EU, shape the
norms and normality, policies and polities of its political environment? This
research theme raises questions about both the influence and subjects of
the EU – ontologically, epistemologically and methodologically. In terms of
influence, the question is how does the EU shape its political environment –
what is the form of power or influence that the EU exercises? In terms of
subjects, the question is who does the EU shape in its political environment –
member-states and their societies; non-member-states and their societies; or
non-states and transnational civil societies?

Researching the EU’s influence on its political environment presents a
number of analytical challenges. First, the EU is a hybrid polity reflecting
the contrasting demands of national, supranational and transnational actors
and processes. Second, the EU is not just one actor and must be disaggre-
gated into competing institutions, councils, directorates, states and parties.
Third, the EU is not the only actor in the European and global political
environments – it competes with a multitude of other global, regional, state
and transnational actors. Finally, the EU is itself constituted through its
actions and the structures it contributes to – it is neither pre-political nor
apolitical.

The specific research theme developed here is to analyse the EU in global
politics – how does the presence of the EU shape the norms and normality,
policies and polities of the global political environment? Most approaches
to this research theme are forced to take some shortcuts in their analysis,
usually for lack of time, funding or the demands of publication. Hence it
is commonplace to focus on short-time horizons, to rely on observational
data or to focus on only one aspect of the EU in global politics. The method
of longitudinal interpretation was selected here to overcome precisely these
analytical constraints and develop a means of studying the EU in the global
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political environment that deployed a long time frame, an interpretative
mode of analysis and facilitated the comparative analysis of a representative
sample of policies and politics.

Research questions and theoretical positions: From integration
theory to social theory in 20 years

The study of the EU in global politics has undergone radical empirical
and theoretical transformations over the past two decades (see Manners,
2014). Empirically, the subject matter of EU global actor studies has moved
from the artificial divisions between external relations, foreign policy and
international dimensions of internal policies which dominated the 1990s.
Theoretically, the means of explaining and understanding the EU as a global
actor has moved beyond the artificial divisions of integration theory, policy-
making theory and international relations theory which also dominated the
1990s.

By the end of the 1990s the theoretical innovations of social theory,
sociological institutionalism and social constructivism were beginning to
reshape the ways in which the study of the EU in global politics took place
(Christiansen et al., 2001; M.E. Smith, 2003; Vogler and Bretherton, 2006).
At the same time, post-structural theories also began making inroads into
the study of the EU as a global actor (Diez, 2002; Pace, 2007; Rumelili, 2008;
Merlingen and Ostrauskaite, 2008). Thus, by the mid-2000s it was possible
to argue that the central research questions, and the types of theoretical and
analytical approaches used to study the EU in global politics were unrecog-
nisable compared to those of the previous decade (Manners, 2006c, 2007).

The study of the EU in global politics can be roughly divided into
four areas of research and publication: general overviews, sector-specific
research, collected works and theory development. General overviews
present research work in a format suitable for student and wider reading.
Over the past decade there have been several works which have been widely
read as an introduction to the EU in global politics, often found in sev-
eral editions, including McCormick (2006), Vogler and Bretherton (2006),
K.E. Smith (2008), Keukeleire and MacNaughtan (2008) and Cameron
(2012). Sector-specific research seeks to analyse more specialist areas of
EU global policies including, for example, the environment (Oberthür
and Gehring, 2006), enlargement (Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier, 2009),
the neighbourhood (Whitman and Wolff, 2010), development (Carbone,
2011), trade (Orbie and Tortell, 2011), conflict (Whitman and Wolff, 2012),
multilateralism (Kissack, 2010) and the role of member-states (Hadfield
et al., 2015). The largest grouping of research has tended to be published
in collected works, although these generally do not share any theoretical or
analytical approach and are often time-bound. Recent collected works which
have been influential include Orbie (2009), Hill and Smith (2011) and Bindi
and Angelescu (2012).
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Research projects engaging in theory development are relatively rare in
the general EU global politics field. Recent exceptions include the multi-
level, imperial, liberal and political theories used to study the EU in global
politics in Krahmann (2003), Zielonka (2007), Youngs (2010) and Bickerton
(2011), respectively. While the majority of research projects tended to use
rich empirical description as method, more systematic use of interviews
and process tracing became the norm in the 2000s. At the same time, an
increasing number of scholars began using the concept of ‘Europeanisation’
to understand EU global actions (see Exadaktylos and Radaelli, Chapter 13 in
this volume). Within the Europeanisation approach, Tonra (2001), Sasse and
Gordon (2004), Wong (2005), Miskimmon (2007) and Gross (2009), amongst
many others, seek to theorise the ‘domestic implications of European
integration’ (Lynggaard, 2011: 18) for both EU member-states and the
target states of EU external actions. Most of those writing within the
Europeanisation approach draw explicitly on new institutionalist theories,
including sociological, rational and historical institutionalism.

Moving beyond integration theories, international relations theories and
Europeanisation theories of the 1990s and 2000s, over the last decade a
number of scholars began to innovate in theoretical and analytical terms
by drawing on wider social theories in research on the EU in global politics.
As set out in Lucarelli and Manners (2006: 210), these research approaches
based on theory development draw on five different strands of social theory
(see also Manners and Whitman, 2003: 380–404; Kissack, 2010: 24). The first
strand is based on liberal-constructivism as found in the ‘boomerang-spiral’
model (Keck and Sikkink, 1998; Risse et al., 1999). This strand, anchored in
the work of Martha Finnemore, seeks to examine the role which networks
of transnational advocacy activists play in mobilising around policy princi-
ples, in order to bring about change in other areas or arenas, usually human
rights (e.g. Joachim and Dembinski, 2011). The second strand seeks to weave
together rationalism and constructivism in ‘rhetorical action’, particularly in
the commitment to EU enlargement (Schimmelfennig, 2003). Kissack argues
that rhetorical action explains the way in which ‘least receptive’ or ‘periph-
eral’ states become rhetorically entrapped in EU multilateralism (Kissack,
2010: 159). The third strand is based on Jürgen Habermas’ ‘communicative
action’ and seeks to understand its role in providing both the legitimacy for,
and the means of, EU global politics (e.g. Sjursen, 2011). Kissack argues that
the Habermasian ‘logic of argumentation’ explains the way in which ‘swing
states’ ‘predisposed to being generally sympathetic to arguments’ can be con-
vinced by EU multilateralism (Kissack, 2010: 159). The fourth strand follows
Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’ to describe the socially acquired and
embodied systems of cultural reproduction in EU global policy making (e.g.
Mérand, 2008; Adler-Nissen, 2013).

The fifth and final stand of social theory used to theorise and analyse the
EU in global politics forms the core of the research design in the ‘normative
power’ approach considered in the rest of this chapter. The normative power
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approach is located in social theory, the understanding of human action and
social institutions (Giddens, 1984: xvii–xviii; Manners and Whitman, 2003:
394). More specifically, the normative power approach is located in criti-
cal social theory, ‘the interpenetrating body of work which demands and
produces critique in four senses’ (Calhoun, 1995: 35; Manners, 2007: 82,
2011: 227):

• critical engagement with the social world;
• critical account of the theorist’s social and personal conditions;
• critical re-examination of the theorist’s conceptual frameworks;
• critical confrontation with other works of social explanation.

As will be explored in the next section, the normative power approach has as
its central research question the understanding of normative power in global
politics, with a particular interest in the EU. Theoretically it draws on critical
social theory to analyse the EU’s use of ‘normative justification’ in global pol-
itics. The approach is analytically open to mixed or multi-method analysis,
but as discussed next, advocates the method of ‘longitudinal interpretation’.

Normative power research design

The normative power research design set out here is an attempt to explain
and understand the EU in global politics by rethinking the nature of power
and actorness in a globalising, multilateralising and multipolarising era.
Because of the analytical challenges identified in the introduction, the nor-
mative power research design represents an attempt to analyse the EU in a
way that makes possible both causal and constitutive approaches, as well as
encouraging comparative, long timescale and interpretative methods. The
normative power research design was adapted from a structured, focused
comparison design used in the early 1990s (George, 1979; Manners, 1996)
to allow for both causal and constitutive approaches, longitudinal research
and interpretative method (see Manners, 2009, 2011, 2012, 2013b for an
overview). The normative power research design has five components to it:

• causal and constitutive research design;
• trinity of power, including the concept of ‘normative justification’;
• tripartite analysis;
• comparative case studies;
• longitudinal interpretation, as discussed here.

Causal and constitutive research design

The biggest question of any research design is whether it is to be causal
or constitutive: based on theoretical approaches that seek to explain
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cause–effect relations or those that seek to understand mutually constitu-
tive relationships (Hollis and Smith, 1991). While cause–effect explanations
have been associated with positivism, and mutually constitutive under-
standings with post-positivism, many scholars take the view that such
dichotomisation is unnecessary and counterproductive (Kurki, 2008: 75–7).
The normative power framework provides a causal method for explaining
how one ‘independent variable’ causes an effect on another ‘dependent vari-
able’. As discussed below, this involves analysing how principles can lead
to actions; how actions may have an impact; and how any such impact
might change the principles. But the framework also provides a constitu-
tive method for understanding how ‘interdependent variables’ co-constitute
each other. Similarly, this involves analysing how principles, actions and
impact mutually construct the EU as an actor in global politics.

Trinity of power

In the 1990s the field of study of EU global politics was structured by a
series of false dichotomies: supranational/intergovernmental governance,
civilian/military power and soft/hard power (Manners and Whitman, 2003:
392–3; Manners, 2011: 240–1, 2013a: 475, 2013b: 311). Not only were such
dichotomies misleading, but they made it difficult to ask questions about
the relationships between politics and the ‘legitimate use of physical force’
(Weber), economics and the role of class (Marx), society and social status
(Weber). A critical social theory approach necessitates an understanding and
disaggregation of the relationships between these three forms of power in
EU global politics. Drawing on Max Weber’s distinction between physical
violence, material reward and social honour it is possible to identify three
forms of power in global politics: physical force, material incentives and nor-
mative justification (Weber, 1968, 1991). Physical force involves the physical
presence and/or overt use of coercive force by actors in global politics. Mate-
rial incentives involve the offer or denial of material benefits to receiving
parties by actors in global politics. In contrast, normative justification, if it is
to be convincing or attractive, involves argumentation, persuasion and the
conferral of prestige or shame by actors in global politics.

The empirical field of study of EU global politics has transformed in scale
over the past two decades, making it extremely difficult to analyse every
aspect of the field. Hence this ‘trinity of power’ provides a focus for the
normative power research design in order to facilitate the task of analysing
the broad landscape of the EU in global politics. General examples of the
use of physical force by the EU include the deployment of the EU rule of
law, border, police or military operations. All of these operations are capable
of using physical force such as imprisonment, policing activities or mili-
tary action. The ‘overt presence’ of the EU in third states and international
organisations may also contribute to the emphasis placed on physical force.
Such physical presence, including the role of the European External Action



226 Macro-Analysis

Service or EU member-states’ participation in UN peacekeeping missions,
may lead to greater concern for, and use of, physical force in global poli-
tics (see discussions in Manners, 2006a, b). General examples of the use of
material incentives by the EU include trade preferences, trade sanctions,
technical assistance or development assistance. All of these policies involve
the offer or denial of material benefits for the receiving parties. The most
obvious exercise of material incentives can be found in the use of ‘trans-
ference’ when the EU trades goods or provides aid or technical assistance
to third parties through largely substantive or financial means. Such trans-
ference may be the result of the ‘carrot and stickism’ of financial rewards
and economic sanctions. Examples of transference and material incentives
have been seen in the impact of pre-accession assistance to countries join-
ing the EU, as well as development assistance to Cotonou states. Examples
of the combination of material incentives and normative justification are
found in the EU’s promotion of labour standards and fair trade through trade
(Manners, 2009, 2010; see also Damro, 2012). General examples of the use
of normative justification by the EU might include the promotion of UN
conventions, the creation of fora for dialogue and persuasion (such as associ-
ation councils) or the socialisation of candidate countries into international
norms. Normative justification may be facilitated by ‘procedural diffusion’
involving the institutionalisation of a relationship between the EU and a
third party, such as an inter-regional cooperation agreement, membership of
an international organisation or enlargement of the EU itself. Examples of
these three procedural factors might be the inter-regional dialogue with the
African Union, membership of the EU in the World Trade Organisation or
the current enlargement negotiations taking place with the accession coun-
tries of south-eastern Europe and Turkey. Examples of the use of normative
justification in the promotion of international principles are found in the
cases of children’s rights and poverty reduction (Manners, 2008a, b).

Tripartite analysis

The normative power research design takes the analytical focus on the trin-
ity of power, in particular normative justification, then applies a tripartite
analysis of principles, actions and impact. While there are parallels to con-
troversial policy-cycle analysis (Knill and Tosun, 2012: 9), the emphasis on
both the causal and constitutive approaches, as well as comparative, long
timescale and interpretative methods, moves the research design beyond
process tracing towards the interpenetrating body of work and critique of
critical social theory discussed previously.

The first part of a normative power analysis is to examine the principles
at work in the understanding of normative justification. Principles in the EU
and its relations with the rest of the world often draw upon the principles of
the UN Charter, as well as the Helsinki Final Act, the Paris Charter, the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights and UN Covenants, and the Council
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of Europe/European Convention on Human Rights. In practical terms such
principles can be differentiated into the prime principle of sustainable peace;
core principles of freedom, democracy, human rights and rule of law; as well
as the general provisions on equality, social solidarity, sustainable develop-
ment and good governance. The analytical challenge is to explain the extent
to which such principles cause the creation of EU policies to promote them.
In parallel, there is the challenge of understanding the way in which such
principles constitute the EU as an actor, and thus the way their promotion
is an extension of the EU polity.

The second part of a normative power analysis is to examine the actions
an actor takes in the promotion of its principles. As discussed, the use
of normative justification in the promotion of principles involves persua-
sion, argumentation and the conferral of prestige or shame. EU actions in
the promotion of principles cover a full spectrum of practices and policies,
encouraging a more holistic or comprehensive approach to the many chal-
lenges of global politics. The EU has historically been better at addressing
more structural challenges through development aid, trade, inter-regional
cooperation, political dialogue and enlargement. The focus at this stage of
analysis is explaining how these actions may cause an impact in target sec-
tors and on other actors. At the same time, understanding how such actions
constitute both the EU as an actor and other actors in the target sectors is
analytically important.

The third part of a normative power analysis is to examine the impact of
actions taken in the promotion of principles. As discussed above outcomes
of normative justification in the promotion of principles could involve
socialisation, partnership or ownership. Socialisation means being part of
an open-ended process of engagement, debate and understanding. Partner-
ship may involve the institutionalisation of relationships created by the
participating parties whether multilateral or plurilateral, international or
transnational. Ownership might involve practices of joint or local owner-
ship as a result of partner involvement and consultation. The emphasis at
this third stage of analysis also involves explaining how any such impact
may cause a rethink of the principles being promoted. In contrast, under-
standing how the responses of other actors and partners impacted by the EU
may reconstitute the EU as a global actor is critical here.

Comparative case studies

The normative power research design uses the trinity of power focus and tri-
partite analysis to examine the EU in global politics through comparative
case study. This component of the research design uses and adapts the
method of structured, focused comparison to provide an optimum blend of
theoretical rigour and empirical richness (George in Manners, 2000a: 11–12).
The comparison of cases in the study is focused in the sense that not every
aspect of each case is investigated but only those aspects relevant to the
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research objectives of the study. In the normative power research design this
means focusing on the EU’s external actions through the three stages of the
tripartite analysis in each of the case studies. The comparison of the cases
is structured by the specification of a number of general questions asked, as
appropriate, in each case to facilitate comparison. In the normative power
research design this means structuring the comparison of the case studies
around the use of the trinity of power: the EU’s use of physical force, material
incentives and normative justification.

The selection of case studies for comparison in current normative power
research draws on the nine principles identified in Manners (2000b, 2002):
sustainable peace, freedom, democracy, human rights, rule of law, equality,
social solidarity, sustainable development and good governance. Compar-
ing nine case studies in EU external actions during the post-Cold War
period is clearly very demanding, which is why structured (trinity of power),
focused (tripartite analysis) comparison is used. The identification of the
nine principles is discussed in Manners (2008a: 47–55), which points out
how post-world war principles of peace and freedom grew to include democ-
racy, human rights, rule of law and social justice in the 1970s. In the 1990s
the nine principles, and hence case studies, were consolidated with the
inclusion of sustainable development and good governance. Pilot analyses
of several of these case studies can be found in Manners (2008b, 2013c).

A number of scholars have engaged in case study analysis using aspects
of the normative power research design. In the study of sustainable devel-
opment Simon Lightfoot and Jon Birchell have used normative power to
understand the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development (Lightfoot
and Burchell, 2004, 2005; Burchell and Lightfoot, 2004). Sibylle Scheipers
and Daniela Sicurelli have compared cases in sustainable development (the
Kyoto Protocol) and the rule of law (the International Criminal Court) in EU
relations with Africa (Scheipers and Sicurelli, 2007, 2008; Sicurelli, 2010).
Jan Orbie and Lisa Tortell have examined case studies of the EU’s social role
in global politics, in particular the promotion of labour standards through
trade with the principle of social solidarity (Orbie and Tortell, 2008; Orbie
et al., 2009; Orbie, 2011). In different ways, Robert Kissack, Emilian Kavalski
and Edward Keene have all analysed case studies in EU diplomacy using nor-
mative power (Kissack, 2010; Kavalski, 2013; Keene, 2013). In the study of
sustainable peace Annika Björkdahl has examined a number of empirical
case studies in EU normative power (Björkdahl, 2008, 2011; Richmond et al.,
2011).

Longitudinal interpretation

The use of comparative case study research design is common in the study
of the EU in global politics, even though nine case studies is fairly rare –
nine cases were chosen to capture the crystallisation of normative princi-
ples in the 1990s. What is different is the use of longer-term case studies to
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analyse principles, actions and impact in the post-Cold War period. What
has become clearer in research design over the last 20 years is that the selec-
tion of shorter timescales and the emphasis of analysis on coercive ‘foreign
policy’ introduces ‘normative assumptions in the selection of what data is
important, in interpreting that data, and in articulating why such research
is significant’ (Cochran, 1999: 1). Hence it is important to deploy a long-
term analytical time frame capable of studying norm shifts rather than
momentary fluctuations (Manners, 2011: 233). For this reason a longitudinal
research design is used, which has three components to it: it is a distinct form
of research design; it involves surveying a sample over time: and it is con-
cerned with illuminating social change and improving the understanding of
causal inferences over time (Bryman, 2004: 46–7). This involves studying a
sample of cases in EU external actions during a period of over two decades
and regularly interrogating changes in these cases in order to illuminate both
social change and policy change. In the wider social sciences longitudinal
information helps in ‘establishing temporal order, measuring change and
making stronger causal interpretations’ (Rajulton, 2001: 171). Similarly in
the social science field, ‘qualitative longitudinal research is predicated on the
investigation and interpretation of change over time and process in social
contexts’ (Holland et al., 2006: 1).

The surveying of a sample of cases over time can take place using observa-
tional data or interpretative means. While most studies of the EU in global
politics are based on observational data – letting the facts speak for them-
selves – the normative power research design uses interpretative means of
understanding change over time and process in social contexts. In terms
of specific research techniques, these interpretative means involve interro-
gating both changing social context and those involved in policies over
intervals of time. This involves using an ‘outside-in’ and ‘bottom-up’ tech-
nique in order to capture wider and more pluralistic interpretations of EU
external actions. Working ‘outside-in’ means to begin the sampling of poli-
cies, texts, discourses and subjects from outside the core of policy making,
then to move in towards the concerned policy-making core. In practical
terms this involves starting with third-country and third-person viewpoints
such as those of non-EU states and nationals, as well as those of NGOs and
civil society actors. Working ‘bottom-up’ means to begin the sampling of
policies, texts, discourses and subjects at the lowest level of organisation and
importance. In practical terms this involves starting with the ‘apparently’
least important documents and members of staff. Interpretative means focus
on understanding the subjective meaning of social action, and most impor-
tantly this entails attempting to enter the lifeworld or habitus of the subjects
involved in the cases. This interpretative and subjective approach is cen-
tral to the normative power research design located in critical social theory.
As Alvesson and Sköldberg argue, critical social theory ‘works interpretively’
in that it is ‘interested in the level of meaning and believes that social science



230 Macro-Analysis

is about providing various phenomena with content and meaning. Interpre-
tations contain elements of both understanding and explanation’ in this
approach (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000: 136).

Guidelines to innovative research designs for studying the
EU in global politics

The study of the EU in global politics has not been historically characterised
by innovative research designs. In the past most studies have tended to be
written by single policy specialists and/or involve rich empirical description.
While in the 1990s theoretical innovations of social and post-structural the-
ory enriched the field, they did not significantly change the direction of
research design. While the innovative work of social and post-structural the-
orists drawing on Finnemore, Habermas, Bourdieu, Foucault or Derrida is
important and interesting, the past decade of research design might best be
described as fragmentary. Of the five basic types of research designs set out
by Alan Bryman, John Cresswell and David de Vaus, only case study and
comparative designs are widely used to study the EU in global politics. There
are very few research designs based on experimental, cross-sectional or longi-
tudinal research. In this respect the normative power research design based
on comparative case studies and longitudinal interpretation stands out as
relatively distinctive.

This relative absence of alternative research designs therefore suggests a
number of approaches to innovation involving research purpose, research
design and research method. Innovation in research purpose may come
from moving away from descriptive research and towards clearer strategies
for exploratory or explanatory research. Exploratory research is most use-
ful when the research purpose and questions are uncertain (Cresswell, 2013:
18); for example, if the researcher does not know the key factors in assessing
EU external actions. Exploratory research is more common when trying to
understand new treaty, organisational or policy developments. Descriptive
research is more useful when trying to accurately observe or describe phe-
nomena (de Vaus, 2001: 1–2); for example, if the researcher is attempting
to capture particular amounts or limits to EU external actions. Descriptive
research is more common when trying to understand the extent or entirety
of policy activity. Finally, explanatory research is more useful for attempt-
ing to explain relationships between known factors (de Vaus, 2001: 2–3); for
example, if the researcher seeks to explain why specific types of EU external
actions occur. Explanatory research is more common when trying to explain
cause and effect relationships in EU external actions.

As discussed, innovations in research design are uncommon but the
increased use of mixed methods approaches may be more fruitful. Bryman
(2012: 50–75) and de Vaus (2001: 10) identify new avenues for innovation
in research design by using experimental, cross-sectional or longitudinal
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research, which could be used in the study of the EU as a global actor.
Experimental research design ‘seeks to determine if a specific treatment
influences an outcome’ (Cresswell, 2013: 13). Experimental research on EU
external actions could use, for example, focus groups or surveys to exam-
ine the effects of information or other treatment conditions on opinions or
behaviour towards the EU. Cross-sectional research design provides a quan-
titative sample of trends or attitudes based on surveys (Cresswell, 2013: 13).
Cross-sectional research on EU external actions could use, for example, ques-
tionnaires or structured interviews to assess the importance of principles,
effectiveness of actions, or perceived impact of the EU in global politics.
Finally longitudinal research design, as discussed in the previous section,
aims to study a sample over time in order to understand the effects of
change and context. Beyond the normative power research design, longi-
tudinal research on EU external action could aim, for example, to produce
and reproduce case study, comparative, experimental or cross-sectional stud-
ies over longer periods of time in order to better understand the EU in global
politics.

Beyond these five basic types of research design, innovation may also be
achieved by introducing mixed-method approaches, either concurrent or
sequential (Cresswell, 2013: 14–15). Concurrent (or parallel) mixed meth-
ods use two or more different research approaches at the same time, perhaps
mixing methods for collecting quantitative and qualitative data. Concurrent
research on EU external actions could, for example, use both larger surveys
(primarily quantitative data) and smaller interviews (primarily qualitative
data) in order to interrogate a specific policy and its consequences. Sequen-
tial mixed methods use different research approaches in stages, allowing
for different ways of understanding a phenomena or for a research project
to adjust to new information over time. Two different ways of conduct-
ing sequential mixed methods are sequential exploratory and sequential
explanatory approaches (Cresswell, 2013: 224–5). A sequential exploratory
approach begins with first collecting qualitative data to explore a phenom-
ena, before a second phase of collecting quantitative data in an attempt
to understand how widespread and representative the phenomena might
be. Sequential exploratory research on EU external actions could, for exam-
ple, begin with a discourse analysis (primarily qualitative data) of the EU
in one area of global politics, then proceed to a content analysis (primarily
quantitative data) relating to an aspect of this area in order to see whether
particular discourses were common and/or systematic. A sequential explana-
tory approach begins with first collecting quantitative data to test a theory
or concept, before a second phase of collecting qualitative data in order to
better understand how and why data, theory and/or concept are related.
Sequential explanatory research on EU external actions could, for example,
begin with statistics from a large number of cases of EU policies (primar-
ily quantitative date), before proceeding to an in-depth single case study
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analysis in order to better understand the relationships between the statistics
in the case.

Innovations in research method are also uncommon, with document
analysis and semi-structured interviews being the most common method.
However innovative use of qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods
is easily imaginable and can be broken down into four basic methods –
individual, groups, textual and unobtrusive methods. The increasing popu-
larity of data analysis software, for example Nvivo or MaxQDA for qualitative
data analysis and SPSS or Stata for quantitative data analysis, also makes it
more likely that research method innovation will occur in the future. Indi-
vidual interviews, surveys and questionnaires can be used both qualitatively
(unstructured interviews or narrative analysis) and quantitatively (structured
interviews or large-scale surveys). The use of narrative and quantitative
methods might innovate by going beyond more common semi-structured
interviews in research on EU external actions, but it would certainly be
more challenging. Group observation and participation can be used both
qualitatively (ethnography, participant observation or focus groups) and
quantitatively (experimental designs or structured observation). Group-
based methods are rare in research on EU external actions, but could be
imagined with the consent of organisations, ministries or units involved in
EU policy. Textual and document analysis can be used both qualitatively (e.g.
discourse analysis) and quantitatively (e.g. content analysis). Alongside indi-
vidual semi-structured interviews, textual analysis is common in research
on EU external actions and although post-structural discourse analysis is
increasingly found, content analysis is not. Finally, unobtrusive methods
can be used both qualitatively (physical traces, archive material or observa-
tion) and quantitatively (secondary analysis, official or unofficial statistics).
Unobtrusive methods, like group-based methods, are less common in the
study of EU external actions but are likely to become far more productive in
the future.
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