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Abstract 

One challenge for government administration is to reap the benefits of specialization while 

minimizing its negative side effects. In this article, I study the factors that motivate departments to 

contribute to the joint formulation of public policies. I derive testable hypotheses that discriminate 

between two competing motivations for inter-departmental cooperation. If department managers are 

concerned for the quality of public policy, I expect cooperation to be efficient. If, by contrast, 

departments compete for administrative turf, I expect cooperation to be inefficient and resources to 

be wasted.  I test those hypotheses by studying all policy proposals adopted by the European 

Commission between 2015 and 2017—a total of approx. 4,000 cases. For politically salient proposals, 

I find that departments are more likely to contribute if they expect competing departments to become 

active, too. By contrast, the preparation of technical, non-salient proposal is left to the most 

specialized departments. Overall, my findings suggest that interdepartmental cooperation in the 

European Commission is significantly motivated by competition for administrative turf.  
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INTRODUCTION* 

In large organizations, specialized units need to work together in order to produce high-quality 

public policies and services (Gulick 1937, Coase 1937).  In fact, inter-departmental coordination is 

the “holy grail” in the study of public administration (Peters 1998: 295). Hierarchy has long been 

considered the best mode to coordinate departments’ efforts (Gulick 1937: 9); yet, modern 

government features a set of parallel hierarchies and many issues intersect the different ministries’ 

competencies horizontally.  

The literature offers a long list of resources (aka “turf”) that ministerial departments are competing 

for, including budgets, promotions, autonomy, publicity, and reputation. While some authors argue 

that competition is necessary to overcome the administrations’ inherent public goods dilemma (e.g., 

Bendor 1985; Maor 2010), most authors perceive the risk of turf battles as costly and detrimental 

for the cooperation inside bureaucracies (e.g., Wilson 1989; Dunleavy 1991, Bardach 1996). This 

holds for cooperation between agencies as well as among specialized departments within a single 

agency. In fact, administrative turf battles are among the most prominent yet empirically 

understudied “organizational pathologies” (Herrera et al. 2017: 1). 

The success and efficiency of administrative cooperation depends just as much on motivation as on 

formal organization. Public choice theories of administration are pessimistic. They assume that self-

interested bureaucrats’ main concern is either to maximize their budget or their autonomy. Since 

budgetary resources and reputation are scarce, conflict and competition are to be expected and are 

likely to undermine efficient cooperation. By comparison, the theory of public service motivation 

contrasts the self-interest assumption with alternative motivations (Perry and Wise 1990; Perry et al. 

2010), including organizational loyalty, patriotism and policy-seeking. Consequently, bureaucrats 
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Hansen and Roman Senninger as well as from the comments of the two anonymous referees. Furthermore, I would like 
to thank Charles Bordet for assistance with matching the CIS-NET data to the EU’s Official Journal.  
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are motivated by a concern for the “public good,” such as the quality of a policy, social equity, 

national well-being, etc. From this perspective, efficient administrative cooperation is very likely. 

In this article, I explore the motivation for inter-departmental cooperation in the European 

Commission, which is at the heart of the EU rule-producing machine. In the legislative arena, it has 

a near-monopoly on making proposals for new legislation in the EU. Moreover, almost all executive 

EU rules are made by the Commission, based on powers delegated from the Council of Ministers 

and the European Parliament (Pollack 2003; Heritier and Bergström 2013; Brandsma and Blom-

Hansen 2017). Interdepartmental cooperation is of great importance to the Commission because it is 

a highly fragmented organization (Blom-Hansen and Finke 2019). At the administrative level, the 

Commission is divided into more than 30 directorates general (DGs) and 10–15 technical, but 

organizationally separate, services. At the political level, cooperation is highly important for the 28 

commissioners because they are collectively responsible for all decisions.  

On the theoretical side, I start by conceptualizing administrative coordination efforts as a public 

goods dilemma (Ostrom and Ostrom 1971: 207). Subsequently, I discuss two competing 

perspective on how government administrations can overcome that dilemma. First, administrators 

may not be selfishly rational after all, but motivated by concerns for efficient policy provision. 

Consequently, the potential dilemma is reduced to a coordination problem and can be overcome. 

This perspective expects efficient administrative cooperation. Second, I conceptualize 

administrative cooperation as turf battle, which is won by the department making the strongest and 

most visible efforts. The result of such a turf battle is a misallocation of administrative resources. 

Specifically, I expect that departments concentrate their administrative efforts on contested policies 

in order to defend their jurisdictional autonomy. 

The discussion of these two competing perspectives results in the following testable hypotheses. 

Efficient inter-departmental coordination requires absolute expertise from competent DGs. In other 
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words, those DGs should get involved that are capable of making a substantive contribution to 

improve the public policy. By contrast, turf concerns motivate DGs to enter into the coordination 

process in order to proof their relative expertise and to defend their core competences. From this 

perspective, DGs get involved if they expect to outperform other departments and thereby gain 

reputation with the political leadership. Similar to Senninger et al. (2019), I furthermore argue that 

the explanatory effect of expertise depends on the policy’s saliency. In an efficient coordination, the 

importance of expertise should decrease in the salience of the policy; that is, specialization and 

expertise is more relevant for technical regulations. By contrast, the importance of expertise should 

increase in salience if coordination efforts are motivated by departments’ concern for 

administrative turf; that is, showing off the department’s profile is more relevant for politically 

salient and highly visible policies. 

The empirical section of the paper begins by explaining my data and methods. My main data source 

is the Commission’s internal digital coordination system, CIS-NET, which makes it possible to 

analyze all policy proposals that have been published in the EU’ Official Journal from 2015 to 2017 

(Blom-Hansen and Finke 2019). To approximate the DGs’ policy expertise, I introduce a novel 

similarity measure between a DG’s portfolio and the specific policy proposal at hands. I find that 

DGs’ coordination efforts increase with their absolute expertise, especially for politically non-

salient policies. By contrast, relative expertise explains DG coordination efforts for politically 

salient proposals. This finding supports the turf battle perspective and is particularly relevant if at 

least one DG’s core competences are at stake. Overall, my findings suggest that interdepartmental 

coordination in the European Commission is considerably motivated by concern for administrative 

turf. 

COOPERATION INSIDE GOVERNMENT ADMINISTRATIONS 
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Scholars in the public choice tradition have a rather bleak prospect on administrative cooperation. 

According to Downs, agencies are in a constant state of competition: “No bureau can survive unless 

it is continually able to demonstrate that its services are worthwhile to some group with influence 

over sufficient resources to keep it alive” (1967: 7). From this perspective, bureaucrats are 

constantly trying to empower themselves and promote their own policy goals at the expense of any 

potential rival. This leads to competition for turf, i.e., responsibility, personnel, and budgets. 

Building on this perspective, Niskanen (1971) contents that bureaucracies are driven by concern for 

budget maximization and that they exploit their information advantage vis-à-vis political decision 

makers in order to extract higher resources than necessary. Consequently, he expects resource 

intensive interdepartmental competition for scarce budgetary resources.  

By comparison, Dunleavy (1991) argues that bureaucrats want to be involved in policymaking and, 

in order to achieve that goal, they need to develop a reputation as experts in their field. As a result, 

Dunleavy is less concerned about oversupply of administrative efforts than about non-cooperative 

behavior between specialized branches of the government and ensuing turf wars. In a similar vein, 

Wilson (1989) expects agencies to focus on the functional core of their organization and to be wary 

of organizational reforms or joint ventures with other, potentially competing organizations. 

Therefore, he expects that agencies will fight any other organization that attempts to become active 

on its own core tasks. This second expectation causes inefficient turf wars, where Wilson defines 

turf as bureaucratic autonomy. Wilson’s idea of the “functional core” resurfaces in Senninger et al. 

(2019), who find that “portfolio-overlap” shapes the interdepartmental coordination networks in the 

EU Commission.  

Only few scholars are generally more optimistic about interagency cooperation. Busuioc (2015) 

argues that agencies may also benefit from having the reputations of being good cooperation 

partners. His argument is based on recent empirical work on organizational reputation (Carpenter 
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2001; Carpenter and Krause 2012; Maor 2010). By consequence, turf-conscious bureaucratic actors 

are expected to cooperate in order to improve their reputation as good partners. 

Another strand of research argues that the consequences of bureaucratic competition may not be 

exclusively negative (Niskanen 1971). These authors contend that functional rivalry between 

agencies can facilitate the political oversight of administrative behavior (Herrera et al. 2017). 

Competing agencies may report sensitive information on each other’s activities, thereby reducing 

the information asymmetry between principal and agent. Hence, interagency competition is seen as 

a cure against bureaucratic drift rather than a cause for expensive turf battles.  

Importantly, any evaluation of interdepartmental cooperation depends on assumptions about the 

administrators’ motivation. Most of the above theories assume that bureaucrats are self-interested. 

They prefer more slack, bigger budgets, more autonomy, and a better reputation for their agency or 

their department. Since all these resources are scarce, self-interest is bound to cause 

interdepartmental competition rather than cooperation.  

However, the bureaucrats’ motivation is not exclusively rooted in extrinsic self-interest. Some 

public service agents are intrinsically enjoying their work; hence “pleasure and enjoyment” are 

drivers of their efforts (Grant 2008). Delivering high quality services can be a part of this intrinsic 

motivation. More importantly, the theory of public service motivation suggests that public 

employees are characterized by a higher level of altruism and prosocial behavior than employees in 

the private sector (for an overview, see Perry et al. 2010). The roots of this behavior may be 

personal convictions and policy positions, norms such as social equity, loyalty to the government 

or, more generally, a desire to serve the public interest or affections to serve either the country 

(patriotism) or the good cause. Public service motivation is measured with four subscales, namely 

“attraction to public policy making,” “commitment to civic duty and the public interest,” 

“compassion,” and “self-sacrifice” (Perry 1996).  From this perspective, interdepartmental 

cooperation should be much easier to achieve. If, for example, all employees in the EU Commission 
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are motivated to deliver policy proposals of the highest quality, cooperation between the different 

departments should be self-enforcing.  

Overall, the literature leaves us with the following dilemma. Democratic governments need 

horizontally specialized administrations to operate effectively; yet, horizontal cooperation comes 

with a high risk of inefficiency fueled by department managers’ interest for administrative 

resources. Consequently, the efficiency of inter-departmental cooperation depends on department 

managers’ concern for the common good, that is, the efficient provision of high quality policies, as 

compared to their concern for the department’s budget, discretion, slack and autonomy (aka “turf”). 

Ultimately, the relative importance of these two motivations differs across and within 

administration. In this article, I study inter-departmental cooperation in the European Commission, 

which features a highly fragmentized administration and is based on the principle of collective 

political responsibility. In other words, inter-departmental cooperation is of outmost importance for 

the effectiveness of the Commission (Blom-Hansen and Finke 2019).  

 

COOPERATION IN THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION 

Compared to most national governments, the Commission is endowed with impressive 

independence. The Treaty on European Union states that “[i]n carrying out its responsibilities, the 

Commission shall be completely independent … the members of the Commission shall neither seek 

nor take instructions from any government or other institution, body, office or entity” (TEU, article 

17). In addition, the Commission has a wide range of resources at its disposal. Its formal powers 

include a near-monopoly of legislative initiative, delegated powers to issue tertiary regulation in 

almost all policy areas and discretionary power to bring infringement proceedings against member 
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states that fail to comply with EU law. To solve these tasks, the 28-person College of 

Commissioners has a civil service of approximately 33,000 employees.  

Within the political system of the EU, the Commission enjoys unique powers to initiate legislation. 

However, its legislative agenda setting powers are constrained by the legislative bodies, namely the 

Council of Ministers and the European Parliament, that ultimately have to adopt any legal act 

(Kreppel and Oztas 2017; Pollack 2003; Tsebelis and Garrett 2001). The same constraints apply for 

delegated acts, one type of executive decrees issued by the Commission. By comparison, the 

issuance of implementing acts is checked by a system of expert committees, which constitute the 

comitology procedure (Fredrik and Ritleng 2016; Brandsma and Blom-Hansen 2017; Heritier and 

Bergström 2013). 

At the political level, the Commission is governed by a college of 28 commissioners, one from each 

member states, who are collectively responsible for all decisions. Every Commissioners is assigned 

an administrative “portfolio”, consisting of one or several DGs and corresponding services. The 

interface between administration and political leadership are the so-called cabinets, tasked with 

assisting and counseling “their” Commissioner. Due to the highly decentralized and fragmented 

organization of the Commission, significant efforts are invested in improving administrative 

coordination and cooperation. Importantly, the college appoints a “responsible” DG for each policy. 

Subsequently, the coordination process is open, and every other DG can chose to engage in and 

contribute to the policy at hands (Blom-Hansen and Finke 2019).  

The Commission’s rules of procedure require that the DG responsible for a new initiative must 

cooperate with “all the departments with a legitimate interest in the initiative” (Commission 2010a: 

Article 23).  Apart from these procedural rules, the Commission features institutional provisions to 

support inter-departmental cooperation. At the administrative level, the Commission has a number 
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of units with special coordinating responsibilities, including the Secretariat General, the Legal 

Service, DG Budget and DG Human Resources. The Secretariat-General, with a staff of about 600, 

which reports directly to the Commission president, supports interdepartmental cooperation. 

Compared to the prime minister’s office in national governments, the Secretariat General’s 

activities are more focused on administrative coordination (Kassim 2006). At the political level, the 

President sets out the agenda for the entire Commission; each commissioner has a personal office, 

the cabinet, which is responsible for keeping the commissioner informed about the work of other 

commissioners; and the College of Commissioners is collectively responsible for all decisions and 

meets once a week to discuss important cases (Spence 2006). Important law proposals are 

frequently handled by groups of Commissioners. Finally, the entire College of Commissioners 

meets once a week to discuss important cases. 

This setup may signal high ambitions but says nothing about how efficient inter-departmental 

cooperation is in practice. In fact, several empirical studies suggest that cooperation among DGs is 

rather inefficient, characterized by time-consuming coordination meetings and concerns for loss of 

administrative turf (Ross 1995, Eppink 2007). Based on their empirical study of almost 50 EU law 

proposals, Hartlapp et al. (2014) concluded that administrative coordination in the Commission is 

often governed by strategic positioning out of concern for departmental turf. In a similar vein, 

Jordan and Schout (2006) observed that DGs behave non-cooperatively in the area of environmental 

regulations. A contrary view is presented in a comprehensive study by Kassim et al. (2013), in 

which 4,621 Commission officials were surveyed and about 150 Commission officials interviewed. 

They directly asked these officials about their views on information sharing inside the Commission 

and on interdepartmental cooperation. Surprised by their respondents’ positive views on 

coordination, they judge administrative cooperation in the Commission to be “less problematic than 

suggested by the existing literature” (p. 190). Finally, numerous studies are documenting the extent 
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of administrative coordination inside the Commission without explicitly evaluating its efficiency or 

effectiveness (Hooghe 2001: 62; Stevens and Stevens 2001: 212–214).  

In sum, existing research remains inconclusive as to the efficiency of cooperation among DGs 

inside the Commission. The fact that we find numerous reports of inefficiency should be taken with 

some caution. Inefficient cooperation may be more directly observable than efficient cooperation 

since it manifests itself in dramatic events such as frustrating meetings and open conflicts. Next, I 

derive theoretical expectations on the characteristics of departments that should cooperate under 

two different motivational assumptions.  

 

EFFICIENT COOPERATION 

In this article, I analyze under which conditions DGs behave cooperatively and why they invest 

efforts in interdepartmental cooperation. Importantly, I assume that Commission bureaucrats are 

apathetic as to the content of EU policies, i.e. they are not policy seeking in the sense that they 

prefer more or less environmental protection, stricter or loser financial regulations etc. My most 

important explanatory variable is a DG’s expertise with regard specific policy proposals. Since 

policies usually intersect different DGs’ areas of expertise and competences, they have to cooperate 

to ensure that the Commission’s proposal is of high quality. This demand for cooperation is 

reflected in the rules of procedures, which state that “the department responsible for preparing an 

initiative shall ensure from the beginning of the preparatory work that there is effective coordination 

between all the departments with a legitimate interest in the initiative” (Commission 2010a: Article 

23).  

Cooperation in the Commission as well as any other government administration can be thought of 

as a repeated public goods game. Each DG i is endowed with resources (mi) and has to decide how 
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many resources (𝑏𝑏𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖) it is willing to invest to improve the quality of a policy proposal j. These 

efforts are then multiplied by a policy-specific weight αj   and the sum of all DGs’ weighted efforts 

determines the size of the public good. The payoff for each DG consequently amounts to 𝜋𝜋𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 =

𝑚𝑚𝑖𝑖 − 𝑏𝑏𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖 ∑ 𝑏𝑏𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑛𝑛
𝑖𝑖=1 , where the first part (𝑚𝑚𝑖𝑖 − 𝑏𝑏𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖) is a private good (the budget of DG i) and the 

second part (𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖 ∑ 𝑏𝑏𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑛𝑛
𝑖𝑖=1 ) is the public good (the quality of policy j). A perfectly self-interested DG 

would only contribute to the public good if 𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖 > 1. Analyzed separately, the Pareto-efficient 

outcome for each policy j would be maximal contributions by all departments unless 𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖 < 1/𝑁𝑁. 

From this perspective, cooperation inside the Commission is a collective action dilemma leading to 

an undersupply of administrative efforts if  1 >  𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖 > 1/𝑁𝑁.  

This dilemma is easily resolved by dismissing the assumption of selfishly rational department 

managers. As introduced above, the theory of public service motivation suggests that administrators 

are first and foremost motivated by a concern for the long-term quality of public goods and services 

(for an overview, see Perry et al. 2010). This motivational assumption has two consequences. First, 

administrators would contribute to the public good even if 𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖 < 1. In other words, undersupply of 

efforts is no longer an issue. Second, some DGs have higher expertise with regard to a policy 

proposal than others; that is, they are specialized. Department managers motivated by the long-term 

efficiency of the Commission would therefore save resources if they know that their DG’s input is 

of greater value for future proposals. 

Specialization is equivalent to assuming heterogeneity in DGs’ productivity, i.e. heterogeneity in 

𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖. Laboratory experiments find that subjects’ contribution to public goods increase in their 

relative productivity (Fischer et al. 1995; Ledyard 1994). This effect is stronger in high information 

environments in which the differences in productivity are common knowledge (Fellner et al. 2010). 

In other words, sufficiently informed subjects allocate their resources to maximize the common 
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good, in our case the quality of public policy. Department managers inside the Commission have 

extensive knowledge on each DG’s expertise, hence we should expect an efficient allocation of 

administrative efforts. 

Assuming that DG managers are motivated by the overall quality of the Commission’s policy 

proposals leads us to the following expectation.  

 

H1a: Any DG’s likelihood of becoming involved in the coordination process increases in its 

absolute policy expertise.  

 

Some policy proposals are of higher salience to the Commission than others. Blom-Hansen and 

Finke (2019) argue that the Commission is concerned with its political audience, that is, the EU 

legislative bodies such as the Council of Ministers and the European Parliament. As in every 

political system, some policy proposals are of higher salience to legislators than others. Technically, 

salient proposal feature a higher 𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖. As outline above, even selfishly rational department managers 

contribute resources to highly salient policies, i.e. if 𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖 > 1.  

In this section, I assume that department managers are motivated by the overall quality of the 

Commission’s policy proposals. Based on this assumption, I expect that DGs’ coordination efforts 

increases in their expertise on the policy (H1a). The strength of this effect depends on the salience 

of the proposal, which thus constitutes an intervening variable in my research design. 

H2a: The expected effect of policy expertise decreases in the salience of a proposal.  

This argument is best understood by looking at the extremes: A non-salient, technical proposal will 

be left to the DG with the highest expertise on the matter. The risk of lower quality is acceptable. 

By comparison, a politically salient proposal should be of the best quality. Consequently, all DGs 
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are getting involved in the coordination process – even if their individual contribution to quality is 

only marginal. Senninger et al. (2019) test a similar argument based on departments’ portfolio 

overlap instead of policy-specific expertise. 

Next, I discuss how these arguments compare to a scenario in which departments are motivated by 

competition for administrative “turf.”  

 

INEFFICIENT COOPERATION 

In this section, I extent the theoretical framework introduced above by assuming that DG managers 

care for their department’s administrative turf. To this end, I introduce a single new parameter, vij, 

which indicates the value of policy j for DG i’s administrative turf. A policy is valuable if it falls 

within the DG’s core area of expertise and competences (i.e. the “functional core”, Wilson 1989). 

The main consequence of turf wars is that administrative efforts are not necessarily undersupplied, 

but misallocated. Here, I model administrative competition as “war of attrition” (Goeree et al. 

2005). In this model, only one actor can win and actors enter the competition if they anticipate a 

positive chance of being that winner. In my case, DG’s fight for the political recognition that they 

are the most competent department to handle policy j (or similar future policies). The key question 

remains the same: Which DGs enter the cooperation process, i.e. the competition for turf? 

As above, each DG i has to decide the level of effort bij it wants to contribute to policy j. In return 

for its efforts, the DG benefits from an improved quality of policy j. For all DGs, the quality of the 

policy proposal is a public good. As above, I assume that the quality of policy j is equal to the sum 

of all DGs’ efforts, that is, to the combined effort level 𝑄𝑄𝑖𝑖 = 𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖 ∑ 𝑏𝑏𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑛𝑛
𝑖𝑖=1 , where n denotes the 

number of DGs. The value of quality is weighted by the salience 𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖, that is, the political importance 

of policy j for the Commission ( 𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖 ∈ [0,1]).  
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In addition, DGs are motivated by maximizing their future reputation, competences and budget 

(“administrative turf”). Only the DG that invests the highest level of effort will be rewarded by 

political recognition, which is crucial for securing administrative turf. The size of this prize depends 

on the value of the policy vij., that is, it is higher for policies that are within a DG’s core area of 

expertise and competences. Consequently, the DG w with the highest effort receives vwj - bwj from 

the private good, whereas all other DGs 𝑖𝑖 ≠ 𝑤𝑤 receive - bij. In addition, all DGs receive 𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖𝑄𝑄𝑖𝑖.  

For each policy, the values 𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∈ �𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖 , �̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖�  are uniformly distributed, and the distribution is common 

knowledge. DGs are endowed with a finite budget mi that, at any specific time, is much larger 

than �̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖, that is, it does not directly constrain the effort level. Effort allocation occurs simultaneously 

(see Krishna and Morgan 1994 for a discussion of sequential bidding).  

The above setup is identical to modeling an all-pay, first-price charity auction or a war of attrition. 

Goeree et al. (2005) show that this game has the following symmetric Nash equilibrium (see also 

Schramm et al. 2009):  

𝑏𝑏𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖∗ �𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖,�̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖� = 𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑛𝑛(𝑛𝑛−1)
𝑣𝑣�𝑖𝑖𝑛𝑛−1𝑛𝑛(1−𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖)

    (1) 

Equation (1) is not easily differentiated, and comparative statics are best understood by studying the 

equilibrium predictions visually. Figure 1 plots 𝑏𝑏𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖∗  for n=6, varying the maximum values �̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖  and the 

salience 𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖  that DGs place on the quality of policy j. The choice of n affects the slope of bij but not 

the substantive arguments. Remember that DGs’ value policies within their core area of expertise 

and competences. Therefore, value and expertise are operationally equivalent. Figure 1 reveals the 

following theoretical expectations of the model.  

Firstly, the effort level increases exponentially in the ratio of 𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖/�̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖 , that is, the relative expertise of  

DG i on policy j as compared to the maximum expertise held by any DG on policy j. In Figure 1, the 
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importance of 𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖/�̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖 becomes visible when we compare the predicted effort levels for the �̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖 = 100 

to the �̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖 = 50 scenario. The intuition is, that only the DG with the highest effort stands to win the 

turf battle and, consequently, earns political recognition.  

H1b: Any DG’s likelihood of becoming involved in the coordination process increases in its 

relative policy expertise.  

Whereas H1a implies that all those DGs get involved who can substantively contribute to improving 

the policy at hands, H1b implies that DGs stay out of the competition if they stand zero chance to 

win the prize of political recognition – even if they could improve the quality of the policy. 

Moreover, H1b implies that the front runners overinvest efforts in order to earn political 

recognition. However, turf battles may also lead to an underinvestment of efforts. First, if one DG 

has monopolized expertise on policy j, i.e. the gap to the next most expert DG is huge, no other DG 

will dare to enter the competition. Second, if a proposals does not fall in any DG’s core 

competences, i.e. �̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖  is low, the expected effort level will remain lower, too. Overall, turf battles 

cause a misallocation of administrative efforts.  

Secondly, the effect of an individual DG’s relative (𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖/�̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖) expertise described in H1b increases in 

the salience of the policy 𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖. The intuition is that 𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖 raises the stakes of the game and therefore DGs 

weigh more carefully whether they possess the necessary expertise to win the battle. In other words, 

salience amplifies the effect of relative expertise. This result is driven by an interaction of the 

private goods and the public goods component.1 This is a direct contradiction to H2a, where the 

effect of expertise should decrease in salience.  

                                                           
1 Here, we assume constant marginal returns of Qj “because it provides a tractable model” (Goeree 

et al. 2005: 906). To some readers, it may appear more realistic to assume decreasing marginal 
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H2b: The expected effect of policy expertise increases in the salience of a proposal.  

H2a expects that all DGs, no matter their policy expertise, make an effort to improve highly salient 

policy proposals because they want these proposals to be of the utmost quality. By contrast, H2b 

expects that salience determines the intensity of the competition for turf, thereby amplifying the 

effect of policy expertise. 

Overall, I study interdepartmental cooperation from two different scenarios. In the first scenario, 

department managers are exclusively concerned about an efficient provision of high quality 

policies. In the second scenario, department managers are primarily concerned about their 

administrative turf. Both perspectives lead us to expect that the likelihood for entering into the 

coordination process should increase in a DG’s expertise on the policy at hands. Importantly, the 

turf war perspective argues that DGs compare their expertise with the most expert DG on the 

policy. They do so to gauge their chances of winning the turf battle. Moreover, the two scenarios 

yield diametrically opposed expectations on the interaction effect between salience and expertise. 

The efficiency scenario expects that the effect of expertise should decrease in salience, whereas the 

“turf war” perspective expects that the effect of expertise should increase in salience. Next, I turn to 

an empirical test of these arguments. I begin by introducing the CIS-NET dataset on inter-

departmental coordination (Blom-Hansen and Finke 2019). Then, I introduce my operationalization 

of expertise [value]. Finally, I discuss my results. 

 

 

                                                           
benefits of an increase in Qj, which would moderate the net interaction effect between expertise 

[value] and salience.  
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EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS 

Dependent Variable 

To measure cooperation efforts, I follow Blom-Hansen and Finke (2019) in relying on data from 

CIS-NET, the Commission’s electronic database to distribute draft proposals internally. The system 

registers the responsible DG and all other DGs engaged in the coordination process. The data set 

contains all initiatives subjected to CIS-NET coordination between 2015 and 2017, the first three 

years of the Juncker Commission. CIS-NET contains all initiatives that have to be formally adopted 

by the College of Commissioners. In practice, this comprises draft-binding rules, such as legislative 

proposals, delegated acts and implementing acts. In addition, draft staff working papers must be 

cleared through the CIS-NET system. The use of CIS-NET for other initiatives (e.g. soft law 

initiatives, letters from commissioners, reports, programs and papers) is optional (Commission 

2010b; 2010c). In the EU, only rules that are published in the Official Journal are legally binding. 

Therefore, I restrict my analysis to rules published there. Table A1 on pages 3 to 6 in the 

supplementary material provides a detailed overview of the number of cases included in the CIS-

NET database (n=19,091) as compared to the Official Journal (n=4,277). I exclude central services 

such as the General Secretariat or the Legal Service from the analysis. For a more detailed 

description of the Cis-net dataset, please be referred to Blom-Hansen and Finke (2019). 

 

Independent Variables 

My theoretical analysis features three crucial explanatory variables, namely absolute expertise (vij), 

relative expertise (𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖/�̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖)  and salience (𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖).  More specifically, salience is expected to condition 

the effect of expertise, i.e. salience is an intervening variable. In order to measure the expertise of 

DG i on policy j, I rely on the quantitative analysis of all EU policy proposals published between 

2015 and 2017. First, I select the texts of all policies that the College of Commissioners assigned to 
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DG i between 2015 and 2017, that is, all policy proposals for which DG i has been responsible. 

These policies provide us with information on DG i’s “area of expertise”. Second, in order to avoid 

endogeneity, I exclude the text of policy j, any other policy with an identical title and all policies 

published in the period of +/- 2 months of policy j’s publication date. The reason for this exclusion 

is that I do not want an artificial inflation of similarity by texts that are negotiated and decided as a 

package and, therefore, not independent. Third, I pre-process the text documents by converting all 

words to lowercase, stemming the words and removing stop words, numbers, punctuations and 

symbols. Fourth, I calculate the cosine similarity between DG i’s “area of expertise” and the text of 

policy j. The cosine measure is based on tf*idf similarity; that is, it considers the frequency of each 

term (tf) weighted by its rarity in the entire corpus (inverse document frequency, idf). Finally, I 

decided to exclude the four DGs that have been responsible for less than ten policy proposals. The 

reason is that we need a certain text length to determine a DG’s “area of expertise” and to calculate 

meaningful similarity scores. Table 1 provides an overview of the 22 DGs included in the analysis.  

As a result, I obtain policy-specific similarity scores between 22 DGs’ areas of expertise and 3,993 

policies published in the Official Journal (see supplementary material pages 3 to 6). These 

similarity scores are my measure for absolute expertise (vij), and the distribution is plotted in Figure 

A2 (supplementary material). In order to measure relative expertise (𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖/�̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖), I identify the DG with 

the highest expertise on proposal j. To check the validity, I use this measure of expertise to predict 

the DG responsible for policy proposal, i.e. the DG that has been assigned to draft the proposal. In 

71 percent of all cases, the highest expertise score belongs to the responsible DG.  

The second crucial variable is the salience of the policy proposal (𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖), which is expected to 

condition the effect of expertise. Here, I approximate salience by the decision mode under which 

the proposal was adopted inside the Commission (see Blom-Hansen and Finke 2019).  
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The Commission’s rules of procedure provide four different decision modes (Commission 2010a: 

article 4): 

• Oral procedure: Adoption at the weekly meeting of the College 

• Written procedure: Adoption by circulation in writing to all members of the College 

• Empowerment: Adoption by mandate given to one of the members of the College 

• Delegation: Adoption by mandate given to a director-general of a DG. 

Under the oral and written procedure, the decision has to be taken by the full College of 

Commissioners. By comparison, the College can delegate the formal decision to either an individual 

commissioner (empowerment procedure) or director-general (delegation procedure). Importantly, 

the decision to use either the empowerment or delegation procedure must be supported by the full 

College (Commission 2010a; 2010d). The rules state that the empowerment procedure should be 

used in areas of “routine management,” while the delegation procedure should be applied to decide 

over “detailed or purely technical criteria” (Commission 2010d: 11–13). In short, the empowerment 

and delegation procedures intend to reduce the Colleges workload by delegating trivial matters to 

individual Commissioners or DGs.  

By contrast, the oral and written procedures are meant for politically more important decisions. The 

written procedure is used if all issues have been successfully settled in the interdepartmental 

coordination process and in which there are no outstanding disagreements between DGs or services. 

Finally, the oral procedure is to be used for “items of major policy importance” (Commission 

2014:4). Szapiro (2013: 195; see also Nugent and Rhinard 2015: 118–128), an official in the 

Commission’s Secretariat General, further explains that the oral procedure is used for cases “with 

major political implications/politically sensitive files.”  

The major difference between the four internal procedures is whether the decision involved the full 

College of Commissioners or is delegated to an individual commissioner or director-general. 
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Therefore, Blom-Hansen and Finke (2019) proposed a dichotomous indicator that discriminates 

between salient and non-salient policies. The indicator takes the value 0 for the approx. 40 percent 

of cases handled under the empowerment and delegation modes and the value 1 for the approx. 60 

percent of cases handled under the oral and written procedures.  

 

Regression Analysis 

My dependent variable, coordination effort, is binary with the value Yij= 1 if DG i engaged in 

interdepartmental coordination on policy j, and Yij= 0 otherwise. Therefore, I am estimating a 

logistic regression model with random effects at the proposal level, controlling for fixed effects in 

all 22 DGs as well as for fixed effects in all policy areas, which I approximate by the responsible 

DG. In addition, I control for the type of legal act (“directive,” “decision,” “regulation”), whether it 

is an amendment to existing EU law (“amendment”), whether it has budget implications (“budget”) 

and whether it is directly targeted at one or several member states (“member state mentioned”).  

As an additional robustness check, I estimate a model with fixed effects at the proposal level, 

which, however, makes it impossible to test the predicted effect of salience. However, adding 

proposal-level fixed effects does not alter the substantive results for expertise. Another concern is 

the independence of individual DGs’ decisions to enter the coordination process. To alleviate this 

concern, I include a spatial weight matrix (see Senninger et al. 2019). Specifically, I compare the 

expertise of DG i with the expertise of all other DGs and assign a value of 1 if the other DGs have 

higher expertise on policy j. This spatial weight matrix is then multiplied with my binary dependent 

variable (coordination). Thus, for each case, the spatial lag variable indicates the number of DGs 

that entered coordination and had higher expertise than DG i. Adding this spatial lag does not alter 

my substantive results either. 
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Results 

I start by testing hypothesis H1a and H2a which expect that DGs are cooperative and inter-

departmental coordination is efficient. To this end, I include an interaction term between salience 

(𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖) and absolute expertise (𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖) (see model #2 in table 2). The results are best understood by 

studying the predicted probabilities and marginal effect plots. Figure 2 plots the marginal predicted 

probabilities for coordination by level of absolute expertise and salience. The results lend support to 

my hypothesis H1a. The model predicts it to be very unlikely for DGs without expertise to become 

involved in the coordination process. However, the probability for coordination increases 

exponentially in absolute expertise. Moreover, Figure 2 reveals that the probability for coordination 

is significantly higher for salient proposals, i.e. proposals that have not been delegated but are 

decided by the entire college of commissioners. That difference is only insignificant for the highest 

levels of absolute expertise (𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 > 0.7). 

To test hypothesis H2a I plot the predicted marginal effect of absolute expertise by salience (Figure 

3, left panel). If the coordination process inside the Commission works efficiently, I would expect a 

stronger effect of absolute expertise (or specialization) for non-salient, technical proposals. Yet my 

results show the opposite to be the case. Absolute expertise has a significantly stronger positive 

effect on the probability for coordination for salient as compared to non-salient proposals. This 

finding offers first, tentative evidence for the turf battle perspective, where DGs are more likely to 

fight for autonomy in their area of expertise if polices are salient and, therefore, get the attention of 

the Commission’s political leadership (i.e. the College of Commissioners).  

Next, I test hypothesis H1b and H2b which are derived from the turf battle perspective on 

administrative cooperation (model #3 in table 2). The results are presented in the same way as 

above. Empirically, relative and absolute expertise are correlated at r=0.7 and, by consequence, it is 
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not surprising that the probability for coordination is increasing in a DG’s relative expertise (𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖/�̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖) 

(Figure 4). Moreover, I find that the probability for coordination is significantly higher for salient 

policy proposals, no matter the level of relative expertise. These findings support H1b.  

I continue by studying the predicted marginal effect of relative expertise by salience in order to test 

H2b (see Figure 3, right panel). I find a significantly stronger effect of relative expertise for salient 

proposals. This finding supports the turf battle perspective, where DGs have a stronger interest in 

defending their area of expertise over salient policy proposals that receive high levels political 

attention.  

Comparing both models’ BIC reveals that model #3 (turf battle) fits the data considerably better 

than model #2 (efficient coordination). Overall, my results suggest that cooperation inside the 

Commission is not entirely efficient. Expertise and specialization is more important for salient as 

compared to non-salient, technical proposals. Moreover, relative expertise fits the data considerably 

better than absolute expertise.  

The key difference between absolute (𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖) and relative (𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖/�̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖) expertise is the maximal level of 

expertise any DG has on the policy j (�̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖). Consequently, I include a triple interaction effect between 

salience (𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖), maximal expertise (�̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖) and relative expertise (𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖/�̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖) (see model #4 in table 2).  

Importantly, the interaction between relative and maximal expertise is identical to absolute 

expertise because  𝑣𝑣
�𝑖𝑖∗𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖
𝑣𝑣�𝑖𝑖

= 𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖.  

The results of this combined model are insightful. Figure 5 (left panel) plots the marginal effect of 

relative expertise by maximal level of expertise and salience. First, it demonstrates that the effect of 

relative expertise increases in the maximal level of expertise. In other words, the turf battle logic is 

more important for policy proposals that touch upon DG’s core competences. Moreover, the effect 



23 
 

of salience also depends on whether the policy touches upon the core of DGs’ competences. If 

maximal expertise is high, i.e. core competences are at stake, salience increases the willingness to 

fight for turf.  

By comparison, the right panel of Figure 5 plots the marginal effect of absolute expertise, i.e. DGs’ 

overall ability to contribute to policies of higher quality. The effect of absolute expertise is almost 

three times stronger for policies outside any DG’s core competences than for policies touching upon 

that core. In other words, quality considerations are strongest where core competences are not at 

stake. This effect is significantly stronger for politically salient policies. In other words, the effect of 

quality considerations is strongest for salient policies in which no DG has very high competence 

and, consequently, cooperation is necessary to improve quality. By contrast, the effect of turf 

considerations is strongest for salient policies that are in the core competence of at least one DG.  

 

CONCLUSION 

This article began with the observation that modern government administrations are frequently 

organized as a set of parallel hierarchies. Consequently, inter-departmental cooperation is necessary 

to reap the benefits of specialization and to deliver policies of the highest quality. The efficiency of 

this cooperation depends on administrator’s motivation. If department managers care about their 

own organization’s autonomy, budgets and slack, I expect to see them fight inefficient turf battles. 

If, by contrast department managers are motivated by concern for the quality of public goods and 

services, I expect efficient inter-departmental cooperation.  

In the present article, I model administrative cooperation under both motivational assumptions. If 

department managers are competing for turf, I expect that administrative efforts increase in 

departments’ relative expertise, especially for cases of high political salience. From this perspective 
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departments compete for being recognized as the most expert department in “their” policy area. If, 

by contrast, department manager are concerned for the overall quality of public policies, 

departments’ administrative efforts should increase in their absolute expertise, especially in cases of 

low political salience. From this perspective, departments allocate their efforts efficiently to those 

policies where they can make a substantive contribution at low costs, i.e. policies on which they are 

highly productive. 

On the empirical side, I find that absolute expertise increases DGs’ administrative efforts, especially 

for non-salient policy proposals. While this finding supports the efficiency perspective, it is limited 

to policies that do not touch upon the core competences of one or more DGs. By contrast, relative 

expertise explains observed coordination patterns for politically salient proposals. This finding 

supports the turf battle perspective and is particularly relevant if  DGs’ core competences are at 

stake. My findings illuminate a key issue of organizing horizontal cooperation. A policy that 

matches one department’s core competences should lead to fewer overall coordination efforts – 

regardless of the relative expertise of other departments. By contrast, I find that such policies, if 

sufficiently salient, trigger turf battles, thereby risking a waste of resources.  

My theoretical approach suggests three ways to ameliorate this risk. First, decouple value and 

expertise. My model builds on the assumption that departments value policies in their core area of 

competence. One possibility to change this identity would be a reform of the rewarding system that 

emphasizes complementary expertise instead of relative expertise. Second, and related, reform the 

evaluation and reward scheme. Specifically, turf should not be allocated according to the “winner 

takes it all” maxim. The implementation of a systematic evaluation and scoring scheme of each 

department’s contribution could lead to a fairer allocation of credits and political recognition, thus 

ameliorating the adverse effects of turf battles. Third, a move towards coordination on invitation. 

Currently, in the European Commission, each department is free to enter the coordination process. 



25 
 

Alternatively, it could be up to the responsible DG to invite other departments (with complementary 

expertise) into the coordination process. Unfortunately, each of these proposals comes with the 

potential risk of reducing the incentives to specialize and contribute to the common, that is, the 

quality of policies. For example, Goeree et al. (2005) find that moving towards sequential instead of 

simultaneous bidding reduces the overall effort. Accordingly, the next step on this research agenda 

is to evaluate different horizontal coordination procedures. 
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Table 1 DGs Included in the Analysis. 

DG Directorate General Responsible for # Policy 
Proposals 

agri Agriculture 1,330 
budg Budget 20 
clima Climate 47 
cnect Communication Networks 20 
comp Competition 24 
dgt Digitalization 134 
ecfin Economy and Finance 23 
empl Employment 25 
ener Energy 73 
env Environment 147 
fisma Financial Stability and Services 270 
grow Growth 200 
home Migration and Home Affairs 23 
justi Justice 31 
mare Maritime Affairs 277 
move Mobility and Transport 132 
near Neighborhood and Enlargement 13 
regio Regional and Urban Policy 13 
rtd Research, Technology and Development 14 
sante Health 1,041 
taxud Taxations and Customs 224 
trade Trade 34 
Total  3,993 
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Table 2. Regression Results Testing H5–H7 (Y = Engagement in Coordination y/n) 

 

n=87846, m=3993 Model 1# Model 2# Model 3# Model 4# Model 5## 
      
Salience αj  1.994*** 2.056* 6.228*  
  (0.0955) (0.103) (0.611)  
Absolute Expertise vij  8.566*  -4.449* -4.455* 
  (0.194)  (1.102) (1.118) 
Salience#AbsoluteExpertise αj *vij  -2.416*  9.854* 7.578* 
  (0.199)  (1.204) (1.241) 
RelativeExpertise vij/ �̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖    6.878* 9.837* 10.43* 
   (0.135) (0.735) (0.751) 
Salience#AbsoluteExpertise αj * vij/�̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖    -1.925* -6.802* -6.027* 
   (0.132) (0.777) (0.806) 
Maximal Expertise �̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖      5.258*  
    (0.875)  
Salience#MaximalExpertise αj *�̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖     -8.344*  
    (0.934)  
Directive -0.0148 -0.0617 -0.416* -0.453*  
 (0.122) (0.138) (0.138) (0.118)  
Decision -0.0822** 0.000372 -0.297* -0.214*  
 (0.0391) (0.0445) (0.0441) (0.0383)  
Regulation reference 

category 
reference 
category 

reference 
category 

reference 
category 

 

Amendment -0.350* 0.168* -0.136 -0.0165  
 (0.0872) (0.0991) (0.0992) (0.0871)  
Budget Implications 0.279* 0.00141 -0.0319 -0.0882  
 (0.0586) (0.0667) (0.0668) (0.0570)  
Member State mentioned -0.717* -0.454* -0.379* -0.410*  
 (0.0870) (0.0975) (0.0965) (0.0859)  
Spatial Lag    0.190* -0.0194* 
    (0.00906) (0.0113) 

 
Constant 0.0174 -4.788* -5.822* -9.306*  
 (0.0418) (0.111) (0.116) (0.593)  
Log Likelihood -29320 -27541 -27018 -26732 -19203 
BIC 59198 55674 54628 54113 38702 

Note: #Models 1-4 include random effects in proposals (3993), fixed effects in policy areas (22) and DGs (22). ##Model 
5 includes fixed effects for proposals (3993) and DGs (22). Standard Errors in parentheses. * p<0.05.
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Figure 1 Equilibrium Effort by  𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖/�̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖 at different levels of �̅�𝑣𝑖𝑖  and 𝛽𝛽𝑖𝑖 
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Figure 2 Predicted Probabilities for Coordination by Absolute Expertise.  

Note: Based on Model #3 in Table 2. 95%CIs. 
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Figure 3 Marginal Effect of Absolute (left panel) and Relative (right panel) Expertise on the 
Probability of Coordination.  

Note: Based on models 2 and 3. 95% CIs 
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Figure 4 Predicted Probabilities for Coordination by Relative Expertise.  

Note: Based on Model #3 in Table 2. 95%CIs. 
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Figure 5 Marginal Effect of Relative Expertise (left panel) as compared to Absolute Expertise 
(right panel) on the Probability for Coordination.  

Note: Based on Model #4. 99%CIs. 
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