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Abstract

This article contributes to an analysis attempting to identify the capacity 
and resources of the European Union as an actor in international relations 
hitherto defi ned as a “soft” power, a normative actor relying mainly on 
diplomacy in confl ict resolution, trade disputes, and climate negotiations. 
This article aims to outline how the European Union, in such a defi ned role, 
is adapting to a dynamically transforming international order, one of the 
turning points of which was Russia’s military aggression against Ukraine 
in 2022. In addition, the institutional strengthening of EU diplomacy 
through explicit provisions for external representation following the 2009 
reform introduced by the Treaty of Lisbon will be analysed. In recent times, 
the anticipated transformation of the European Union into an entity using 
more “hard” power to defend the international order and stabilise security 
in Europe has gradually begun to materialise. This has been manifested 
in the fi nancial and military aid provided to Ukraine, the sanctions 
package imposed on Russia, and the developed concept of EU strategic 
autonomy. However, it is assumed that, despite this, the EU’s traditionally 
ascribed role of an actor relying on soft power, the power of its diplomacy, 
is still necessary and relatively valid even in the face of military threats. 
The analysis begins with an overview of selected theoretical approaches 
to the perception of the EU in international relations. It is followed by 
a review of the strengthening of diplomatic structures and, fi nally, the 
emergence of new formats of EU diplomacy in response to emerging global 
challenges. Ultimately, this study will provide insights into the European 
Union’s adaptation to a turbulent international order in three dimensions: 
the re-defi nition of its international identity; the evolution of the 
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diplomatic institutional culture established after the Treaty of Lisbon; 
and the transformation of the forms of response to emerging challenges 
nearby.

Keywords: European Union, Diplomacy, EU Foreign Policy, EEAS, 
Challenges of New International Order, Common Foreign and Security 
Policy, CFSP, Common Security and Defence Policy, CSDP, International 
Order

Introduction

The European Union has long aspired to and been positioned as a key 
player in global diplomacy, using its economic, political, and normative 
power developed since the 1960s to address European and global 
challenges. However, the EU’s role as a diplomatic actor in “turbulent” 
times has evolved in response to changing geopolitical dynamics and 
internal crises. These challenges are compounded by a number of factors 
identifi ed as catalysts for transformation, leading to greater fragility in 
the international order. These include global economic instability, rising 
nationalism, regional confl icts, the migration crisis, climate change, and 
the ongoing technological and information transformation. However, the 
most signifi cant change undermining the principles of the theoretical 
paradigm of international relations based on a liberal international order 
(which rejects the forceful resolution of disputes, known as “hard” power) 
was Russia’s military aggression against Ukraine in February 2022.

This article seeks to analyse the structures and forms of European 
diplomacy in the turbulent international arena of the 21st century. The 
transformation that took place during this period signifi cantly infl uenced the 
shape and substance of the functioning of modern states and international 
institutions, including the European Union. The European Union, 
described as a specifi c international actor, a “soft”, “normative”, “civilian 
power” (Nye, 1990; Duchê ne, 1972; Manners, 2002) or a “superpower” 
(Zielonka, 2011), uses the broadly defi ned diplomacy gradually adapting to 
the transformations within the organisation, but mainly to the challenges of 
the international environment. Hence, an analysis of how the EU handles 
diplomacy during turbulent change is undoubtedly worthwhile.

The growing competence, political maturity, and evolution of the 
institutional system expressed the EU’s self-identifi cation as an actor 
responsible for contributing to foreign policy-making at the European 
and even global levels. The strengthening of the EU’s powers in this area, 
together with subsequent treaty reforms, have, to some extent, made the 
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EU and its capital, Brussels (depending on the willingness or otherwise 
of the Member States to take joint decisions) a kind of diplomatic hub for 
both Member States and non-Member States. With the creation of the 
globally unique European External Action Service (EEAS), also known 
as the “European Ministry of Foreign Affairs” (Constitution for Europe), 
Member States have maintained and even increased their networks of 
diplomatic representations around the world. The European diplomacy 
system also contributes to other, more indirect, but undoubtedly new 
forms of diplomatic cooperation under one European banner. Indeed, the 
European Union is expected to strengthen its capabilities and thus expand 
its diplomatic domains to meet today’s needs. Hence, the EU emphasises 
and develops non-standard diplomacy formats such as climate diplomacy, 
refugee diplomacy, humanitarian diplomacy, health diplomacy, science 
diplomacy, digital diplomacy, etc.

This article aims to analyse European diplomacy and refl ect on the 
changing liberal paradigm of the international order as a reference 
for defi ning the EU’s normative identity. Therefore, it is important to 
answer how the theoretical narrative on the EU’s identity in international 
relations defi ning its specifi city as a diplomatic actor has been shaped so 
far. How have European diplomacy processes and structures evolved over 
the years? To what extent has the “change” in the international order, 
marked most notably by Russia’s military aggression against Ukraine in 
2022, affected the EU’s adaptation to the demands placed upon it?

It is assumed that the European Union’s emergence as a diplomatic 
actor has been a gradual process conditioned by changes introduced 
at both the treaty level and the challenges of a turbulent international 
environment. Hence, this article’s main objective is an attempt to identify 
to what extent the EU, a soft-power actor, adapts to existing challenges 
in a changing international order. Undoubtedly, however, the EU’s soft, 
normative power is practically refl ected in diplomatic measures and 
permanently embedded in the specifi city of European integration. It 
follows that, even with the need to strengthen its military pillar, soft power 
will remain a permanent feature of the EU’s international strategy.

This article has two parts. The study will begin with a brief overview 
of selected theoretical approaches to defi ning the European Union in the 
international arena. In this sense, it refl ects a long-standing debate on the 
EU’s role as a diplomatic actor in international relations. The second part 
will focus on the institutionalisation of the European Union’s diplomacy 
in legal and political terms, with examples of the formation of new 
diplomacy formats corresponding to the “change” in the international 
order.
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The European Union as a Diplomatic Actor 
– A Theoretical Debate

Diplomacy, as defi ned in the literature, is commonly understood as 
a set of rules, norms, customs, and roles that enable international actors 
(primarily states) to survive and interact in a decentralised, anarchic 
international environment. The European Union, long regarded as 
a sui generis actor, or, a special entity, obtained its international legal 
subjectivity relatively late. It was only with the Treaty of Lisbon that 
the EU was granted full rights as an actor in international relations 
(Zielonka, 2011, pp. 281–301). However, most researchers hold differing 
views on the Union’s role as an actor. Proponents of an approach that 
recognises the EU as an international system actor based on the attributes 
it possesses (including the power of representation in the international 
arena, the ability to conclude international agreements, and its capacity 
for diplomatic relations) include D. Milczarek, R. Zięba, K. Zajączkowski, 
J. Jupile, and J. Caporaso. However, an opponent of this argument was 
Christopher J. Hill. In the 1990s, i.e., before the explicit provisions of 
Article 47 of the Treaty of Lisbon granting legal subjectivity to the EU, 
he maintained that the EU does not have the attributes of an actor in 
relations but is present in the international system (Hill, 1993, p. 305).

 European integration produces a complex network of links between 
Member States beyond the system of bilateral relations. Hence, in addition 
to the bilateral (at the level of procedures) and multilateral dimension 
(at the level of EU objectives), due to the EU’s special nature, one can 
speak of a “European diplomacy” or even an “EU diplomatic system”. As 
part of the political process, EU diplomacy is an example of the blurred 
line between the domestic affairs of Member States based on democratic 
principles and the international environment based on the institution of 
diplomacy (Surmacz, 2015, p. 242).

As J. Batora states in a special issue on the evolution of European 
diplomacy (Hague Journal of Diplomacy, 2009, No. 2), diplomacy is 
transforming as it responds to change in both process and structure. 
Moreover, European Union diplomacy, as a large-scale experiment in 
governance beyond the state, can be viewed as a fascinating laboratory for 
studying the evolution and adaptation of diplomacy (Batora, Hocking, 
2009, p. 114). The specifi city of this non-state diplomacy, challenging 
the Westphalian system by placing states as the main diplomacy agents, 
obliges Member State governments to adapt their diplomatic strategies and 
resources to the needs arising from forces inside and outside the Union. 
Moreover, akin to a state, it has its foreign service, and the EU’s multi-
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level and multi-layered nature provides interlinked arenas for diplomatic 
action. This is evidence of the ongoing evolution of the Westphalian 
institution of diplomacy in terms of the expansion of its subject (actors), 
object (formats), and tool (practices and mechanisms) dimensions.

Hence, the contemporary European Union is a somewhat atypical 
participant in international relations. It does not have the attributes 
of a traditional state, but is more than a conventional international 
organisation. Consequently, diverse views are held on the nature of EU 
diplomacy, who is involved in it, the structures by which it may be carried 
out, and the evolving strategies and formats for execution.

In addition to the international legal attributes of the European Union 
as an actor, the search for the EU’s identity on a global level has been 
underway practically from its inception in the 1960s (Batora, Hocking, 
2009, p. 113).

A category that places the EU in the international arena is to treat it as 
a normative power. It is a concept that the EU’s stated European values, 
including the promotion of democracy, human rights, and sustainable 
development worldwide, predominantly defi ne its international identity 
and support its actions in external relations. This ideal type of normative 
power was confi rmed in the document establishing the EU as an 
international legal actor. Article 21 of the 2009 Treaty of Lisbon (Treaty 
of Lisbon, 2009, p. 28) states that the conduct of the Union’s foreign 
policy is based on values. This means that the EU’s pursuit of a genuinely 
“principled” foreign policy, which is based on its values and which it wants 
to apply inside the states and to its environment, has a legal basis. Hence, 
the European Union has every right to offi cially engage in international 
relations, including diplomatic relations.

In international relations, Europe’s, now the European Union’s, 
normative engagement in world affairs has long been fascinating 
(Duchene, 1972, p. 38). Normative Power Europe (NPE) is the most 
infl uential conceptualisation, generating several academic discussions and 
simultaneously being recognised by policymakers. I. Manners (Manners, 
2008, p. 46) is considered the originator of this approach. It represents 
a particular “ideal type” of international identity to which the EU can and 
should constantly aspire in its external relations, which aligns with the 
thrust and ambitions of the Treaty of Lisbon (Ibid.). The NPE concept 
also details the diverse active and passive channels through which the EU 
shares its values (Manners, 2002, pp. 244–245), including diplomacy.

Employing the EU’s normative power as a concept to make sense of 
EU foreign policy, the debate (established by Duchene and Manners) has 
evolved in recent years to include “ethical power” (Aggestam, 2008) or 
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“transformative power” (Börzel, Risse, 2009). New literature also discusses 
the EU as a pioneer in setting standards (new norms) for climate change 
(Wunderlich, 2020) or regulating digital markets. Considerations even go 
as far as whether “militarisation” makes the European Union “mature” 
into a “normal power” (Neuman, 2019). This refers to the idea that the 
EU, unlike traditional nation-states, exerts its infl uence and power mainly 
through non-military means.

The idea of the EU as a “normal” power emphasises its unique approach 
to international relations, focusing on economic power, diplomacy, and 
normative infl uence rather than traditional military power. This model 
refl ects the EU’s identity as a union of states that prioritises peace, 
cooperation, and the rule of law, but it also confronts constraints and 
challenges in a world where hard power persists (Neuman, 2019). This 
contrasts with traditional notions of great powers or superpowers, which 
often rely on military strength to achieve their goals. The most established 
approach to analysing the EU’s role in the international environment 
in line with the EU’s own identity of normative authority is viewed 
strongly. Ursula von der Leyen’s statement that her Commission would 
be geopolitical highlighted the EU’s shifting towards a more geopolitical 
identity (von der Leyen, 2024) “what we should be uncomfortable about 
are the threats to our security (…) We must invest more in high-end 
defence capabilities”.

The normative approach is frequently evident in the EU’s overseas 
activity, including external trade policy, international development 
assistance, climate diplomacy, and multilateral diplomacy. These policies 
are primarily based on a multilateral approach, as demonstrated by the 
Paris Agreement, of which the EU is a leader. Nevertheless, researchers 
overwhelmingly focus on evaluating the effects of EU foreign policy in 
third countries. This could lead to the conclusion that the EU’s normative 
power is only applied to benefi t its economic interests and vice versa 
(Forsberg, 2011, p. 1193). Undoubtedly, the values and economic interests 
in external relations often overlap.

Another category of positioning the EU in international relations is the 
term “soft power”, coined by J.S. Nye (Nye, 1990). Indeed, the European 
Union is credited with making the most of this power in diplomatic 
relations with regions and third countries (Piskorska, 2017). For example, 
in the Global South or Africa, the EU mostly uses development aid, trade 
agreements, and diplomatic action to infl uence political dynamics and 
promote stability. The EU has played a signifi cant role in mediation and 
confl ict resolution, actively brokering peace agreements in the Balkans 
(e.g., the Stabilisation and Association Process with the Western Balkans) 
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or negotiations over Iran’s nuclear programme (the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action, or JCPOA). However, its ability to act decisively was often 
constrained by internal political dynamics, the reluctance of some Member 
States and competition from imperial states. China’s expansive entry 
into Africa’s economic market or the expansion of geopolitical infl uence 
through Russia’s hard military power in the EU’s eastern neighbourhood 
serve as good examples.

In conclusion of this part of the discussion, it should be acknowledged 
that behind the evolution of the conceptual approach to defi ning the 
EU’s role in the international environment and the actual adaptation to 
its turbulent transformations, the material scope of the European Union’s 
activities has also been modifi ed and expanded. Consequently, the modus 
operandi of the organisation’s diplomatic activities has expanded into 
previously non-priority areas. This has led to the emergence of military, 
climate, science, information, and digital diplomacy.

The Institutionalisation of European Union Diplomacy 
in Legal and Political Terms After the Treaty of Lisbon

As a diplomatic actor, the European Union carries out its tasks within 
the framework of broadly defi ned foreign-policy instruments. This, in 
turn, comprises a network of actors and dimensions with different formal 
statuses and sources of legitimacy. These include sovereign states, European 
Union institutions (both intergovernmental, such as the Council of the 
European Union and the European Council), and supranational, such 
as the European Commission). As S. Duke notes, it resembles a multi-
headed hybrid in this context (Duke, 2009, p. 212). Brian Hocking and 
Michael Smith discuss the EU’s foreign policy within the framework of 
an EU Diplomatic System in the context of the reforms introduced by the 
Treaty of Lisbon.

For this reason, EU diplomacy, regarded as “postmodern”, fi ts in with 
international trends and justifi es the EU’s aspirations and relations with 
the external environment. At the same time, it marks the dissonance 
between the EU’s undoubted potential, which is also appreciated by 
its external partners, as refl ected in their clear expectations, and its 
repeatedly fl awed operational effi ciency. The reasons for this dissonance 
can be found in the institutional arrangement of the EU’s external policy, 
which embodies the goals, interests, capacities, and dependencies of all 
those who infl uence its shape (Curyło, 2018, pp. 148–150).

The multidimensionality of the European Union’s diplomatic 
structures refl ects a transformation of the traditional narrow approach 
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focused on the state as the primary actor in diplomacy. The diffusion 
that has taken place in the pursuit of foreign policy is perfectly refl ected 
in the structure of the European Union. It is widely recognised that 
offi cials from the sectoral ministries of the Member States, as opposed 
to career diplomats, now make up the bulk of the staff of the Permanent 
Representations in Brussels.

The Treaty of Lisbon, which entered into force in December 2009, 
was a major legal breakthrough in institutionalising and formalising the 
EU’s external policy. This treaty represents a turning point in the history 
of diplomacy, introducing a diplomatic system in the European Union 
that addresses key dilemmas in contemporary international relations. 
These dilemmas arise from the permanent clash between sovereignty and 
globalisation, resulting, for instance, in the need to defi ne the often shared 
positions of the international community (Rotfeld, 2013, p. 75).

The Treaty of Lisbon has led to several strategic regulations, including 
the granting of legal personality to the European Union (Chapter I, Title 
VI, Article 47), the abolition of the institution of the rotating presidency, 
the appointment of a permanent President of the European Council to 
represent the EU externally at the level of heads of state and government, 
and the strengthening of the position of the Secretary-General of the 
Council and, at the same time, of the High Representative for the CFSP also 
serving as Vice-President of the European Commission (Treaty of Lisbon, 
2009). Acting under the subsequent Council Decision 2010/427/EU, the 
European External Action Service (EEAS) was created in December 
2020. The Commission Delegations became EU Delegations, adding an 
extensive global network to the new diplomatic service (Council Decision, 
2010). The EEAS was created to support the High Representative of the 
Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy/Vice-President of the 
European Commission (HR/VP) and to ensure the “consistency between 
the different areas of its external action” (Article 2 of Council Decision 
2010/427/EU), including in areas of non-standard EU foreign policy. 
However, the EEAS has successfully taken on a coordinating role between 
the different EU actors (EU Member States and institutions) and as an 
advocate for concrete diplomatic action (Biedenfopf, Petri, 2011).

External diplomatic representation is conducted in parallel by (a) the 
High Representative for the CFSP, his/her Political Secretariat and the 
EU Special Representatives appointed for crisis regions; and (b) the 
Commission’s Directorates-General in charge of external relations and 
the Commission’s External Action Service.

At the institutional level, the key change was to merge the position of 
the Commissioner for External Relations with the High Representative for 
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the CFSP, seeking to exclude competence overlaps and eliminate decision-
making contradictions and political tensions arising from their potential 
rivalry. For the former, the reform situates the High Representative in the 
European Commission environment in the role of both its vice-president 
and coordinator of commissioners whose areas of governance are involved 
in EU external policy (Curyło, 2018, pp. 155–156).

To directly quote Article 27 of the Treaty of Lisbon, the tasks of the 
High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, 
currently Kaja Kallas, are to “chair the Foreign Affairs Council, contribute 
through his proposals to the development of the common foreign and 
security policy, and ensure the implementation of the decisions adopted 
by the European Council and the Council”. This high offi cial “shall 
represent the Union for matters relating to the common foreign and 
security policy. He shall conduct political dialogue with third parties on 
the Union’s behalf and shall express the Union’s position in international 
organisations and at international conferences” (Treaty of Lisbon, 2009). 
Broadly speaking, its task is to shape the EU’s position on the global stage 
(The Diplomatic Service of the European Union).1

At the same time, the establishment of the European External Action 
Service (EEAS), whose task is to focus mainly on supporting the High 
Representative, drawing on offi cials from the European Commission, the 
Council Secretariat and the diplomatic services of the Member States, 
is identifi ed as one of the most innovative institutional solutions. In 
this sense, the EEAS is a sui generis structure, positioning itself as an 
institutional bridge by drawing in staff from the institutional backgrounds 
indicated above (Carta, 2012, p. 46).

The EEAS can best be described as a hybrid EU foreign policy service 
that oversees the complex EU foreign policy coordination processes. As 
such, it is a unique organisation comprising a combination of Member State 
diplomats and EU offi cials. Even setting aside the sui generis characteristics 
of the EU’s foreign policy, there is no other similar organisation in the 
world. It is often assumed that the EEAS’s unique institutional position 
makes it a unique “laboratory” to observe how standards, roles, and 
1  “The role of High Representative for Common Foreign and Security Policy was 
created by the Treaty of Amsterdam, which entered into force in 1999. A decade later, 
the Treaty of Lisbon expanded the role, adding signifi cant new responsibilities. Called 
from that point onwards the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and 
Security Policy, the post was also extended to include the role of Vice-President of the 
Commission. On the same day that the Treaty of Lisbon took effect – 1.12.2009 – the 
expanded position of High Representative/Vice-President was offi cially inaugurated 
and the fi rst person to hold the position – Catherine Ashton – started her mandate” 
(The Diplomatic Service of the European Union).
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identities shape the practical implementation of EU foreign policy. The 
European External Action Service (EEAS) is a step towards strengthening 
the structural and procedural integration of resources, which is not easy 
given that the EU is not a state in the “Westphalian” diplomatic order 
(Bátora, 2005, pp. 44–46).

The Treaty of Lisbon does not clarify the relationship between the 
different external representatives of the EU with suffi cient precision, 
which often leads to confusion. For example, the appointment of 
the President of the European Council does not specify whether the 
EEAS should support the President’s activities. The exact scope of 
responsibilities is unclear, but they are generally focused on representing 
the European Union at the level of heads of state or government rather 
than conducting political negotiations on behalf of the EU. In turn, the 
President of the Commission ensures the representation of the European 
Union as a whole in external relations, while the High Representative/
Vice-President of the Commission represents the Union at the ministerial 
level or in international organisations on matters related to the CFSP. The 
High Representative is also the voice of the Foreign Affairs Council. This 
requires close coordination with the High Representative, the President 
of the Commission, and the rotating Presidency of the General Affairs 
Council. The precise balance between these key external relations actors 
will largely depend on the nature of the individuals holding offi ce (Batora, 
2003, pp. 44–46).

The Treaty of Lisbon stipulates that within the EU diplomatic system, 
the EEAS is to “(...) work in cooperation with the diplomatic services of 
the Member States and shall comprise offi cials from relevant departments 
of the General Secretariat of the Council and of the Commission as well 
as staff seconded from national diplomatic services of the Member States” 
(Treaty of Lisbon, art. 27, 3).

The European External Action Service illustrates the structural 
complexity of the EU in this area since its inception. The traditional 
pillar of diplomats’ work – the promotion of national interests – has been 
subject to various forms of socialisation, promoting new types of roles and 
expectations of Member State diplomats. Examples include the work of 
the permanent representatives in Coreper (the Committee of Permanent 
Representatives) who have to balance their roles as promoters of national 
interests and “legislators” of the Union (Lewis, 2005, p. 937) or the “dual” 
roles of diplomats representing the rotating EU Presidency. It is clear 
that the EU is represented externally by the rotating Presidency and also, 
in certain situations, by individual Member States or their groupings. 
Consequently, the EU’s external delegations and services continue to 
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operate in a somewhat ambiguous status, despite having acquired the 
characteristics of a traditional diplomatic service.

A still-major role in representing the EU and its citizens, as well as 
building networks and partnerships, is attributed to the extant 140 
EU delegations and offi ces around the world. Initially, there was no 
defi ned position on whether delegations should be part of the EEAS, 
but a consensus later emerged that the existing network of European 
Commission delegations should become Union delegations, as they are 
under the authority of the High Representative. The main role is to 
represent the EU in the country where they are based and to promote EU 
values and interests. Delegations are responsible for all policy areas in the 
relationship between the EU and the host Member State – be it politics, 
economy, trade or human rights – as well as building relationships with 
partners in civil society. In addition, they analyse and report on external 
policy (The Diplomatic Service of the EU). However, this does not mean 
that delegations are entirely staffed by EEAS personnel. The Lisbon 
Treaty states that “With the exception of the common foreign and security 
policy, and other cases provided for in the Treaties, [the Commission] shall 
ensure the Union’s external representation” (Article 17). The European 
Parliament addressed the institutional aspects of Union delegations in 
its resolution of 25.05.2005, stating that: “Commission delegations in 
non-member countries and the Council liaison offi ces should be merged 
to form “Union embassies”, headed by EEAS offi cials, who would take 
their instructions from and be subject to the supervision of the [High 
Representative/Vice President], but belong administratively to the 
Commission staff, which would not prevent specialist advisers to these 
delegations being recruited from other Commission or Parliament DGs” 
(Offi cial Journal of the European Union, 2005), (European Parliament 
Resolution on the institutional aspects of the European External Action 
Service). EU delegations produce policy reports on a regular basis and 
the exchange of information between EU Member States in the fi eld of 
consular affairs has increased, with the EEAS acting as a central platform 
for the exchange of foreign policy information at the EU level. This has 
important implications for the shape of the diplomatic system at the EU 
level and the possible strengthening of its self-suffi ciency and autonomous 
character (Petrov, Pomorska, 2012, p. 7).

The Lisbon Treaty also mentions the role of the Special Representatives, 
clearly stating that “the diplomatic missions of the Member States and the 
Union delegations in third countries and at international organisations 
shall cooperate and shall contribute to formulating and implementing the 
common approach [laid down by the European Council or the Council] 



220

Studia Europejskie – Studies in European Affairs, 1/2025

(Article 35, emphasis added) and that the Union delegations “shall act in 
close cooperation with Member States’ diplomatic and consular missions” 
(Article 221, emphasis added) (Duke, 2009, p. 228).

A “Geopolitical Awakening” 
of European Union Diplomacy After 2022

As a result of Russia’s military aggression against Ukraine in 2022, 
the European Union entered the competition as an emerging geopolitical 
actor, changing its previous strategy and the resulting actions from that 
of being strictly diplomatic by engaging in a confl ict over the European 
order. The transformation of the EU’s soft power based on diplomacy 
was manifested in the strengthening of mechanisms identifi ed with (still 
limited) hard power. Early EU diplomatic efforts focused on traditional 
diplomacy, which promoted peace and stability through economic 
cooperation, development aid, enlargement policy, and the European 
Neighbourhood Policy. Diplomacy’s tools were based on negotiation, 
mediation or economic infl uence mechanisms, such as trade agreements, 
development aid, and diplomatic dialogue, as primary tools for infl uencing 
global affairs. As an international actor, the European Union has limited 
experience in confl ict management. It has gained experience of being 
a “confl ict manager” by undertaking confl ict mediation and peace-
building in Afghanistan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Cyprus, the Israeli-
Palestinian confl ict, Macedonia, and Moldova, for example (Whitman 
and Wolf, 2012). 

A fundamental shift in attitude – what might be termed the European 
Union’s “geopolitical awakening” – has emerged as a result of the 
military confl ict on its doorstep. The area of military diplomacy based 
on the concept of geopolitical union, or so-called “strategic autonomy”, 
has gained popularity in EU circles. In straightforward terms, the EU 
is increasingly focusing on its own defence and security capabilities and 
on strengthening European defence cooperation independent of NATO, 
while maintaining strong transatlantic ties. EU Member States have taken 
signifi cant steps to strengthen their military capabilities and provide 
military assistance to Ukraine in the form of arms supplies and fi nancial 
support (Raik et al., 2024). An unprecedented decision was also taken to 
grant Ukraine a membership perspective.

In the face of these developments, the EU also strengthened its 
existing decision-making rules and mechanisms, including imposing 
sanctions on Russia, extending international protection to refugees, and 
facilitating imports from Ukraine. In addition, existing resources in the 
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area of common security have been supplemented, mainly the European 
Peace Facility (EPF), created in 2021 to support Ukraine militarily 
(Council Decision, 2021). In October 2021, the EU agreed to a new EU 
Military Assistance Mission (EUMAM) to train Ukrainian armed forces 
in Member States. The EU thus openly challenged the order introduced 
by Russia’s war against Ukraine.

The above is in light of the changing security landscape in Europe, 
manifested by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. At the same 
time, however, the EU did not engage in geopolitics on the same terms 
as Russia – it defended its vision of the European order and Ukraine’s 
determination to be part of that order without imposing it (Raik et al., 2024). 
Thus, from the EU’s perspective, geopolitical competition also includes 
a strong element of values and norms. The nature of the EU’s response, 
including its emphasis on values and limited hard power, undermines 
the validity of the assumption that “geopolitics” is the most appropriate 
term to characterise the EU’s response, as it was not geopolitical in the 
common realist understanding of the term.

The Process of Adaptation of EU Diplomacy 
to the New Challenges of the International Order 

– Selected New Forms of EU Diplomacy

The analysis would be incomplete without showing examples of how 
European Union diplomacy is responding to the challenges it faces in the 
21st century. These challenges come from a variety of directions, from the 
global to the regional and the local, and transcend many of the traditional 
assumptions about the boundaries that defi ne diplomatic action. The 
evolution of the EU’s diplomatic and security strategies refl ects its efforts 
to adapt to the rapidly-changing global security environment, although 
challenges remain in achieving a coherent and effective approach, which 
has undoubtedly had an impact on the EU’s evolving role as a diplomatic 
actor.

The most signifi cant challenge to the positioning of the role of the EU 
and its diplomacy in the world is the structural challenges at the global 
level, among them the shift towards a “multipolar world”. This shift is 
characterised by a reassessment of previously-established norms, including 
the evolving role of relative military power in inter-state relations and its 
infl uence on shaping international affairs. Contributing to the shift in 
the global balance of power have been, among others, the rise of China, 
the imperial resurgence of Russia, and the growing assertiveness of the 
United States (especially under different administrations). The EU’s 
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diplomatic efforts now have to face a multipolar world in which it is 
often necessary to both compete and cooperate with these powers. Hence, 
it seems necessary to strike a balance between defending EU interests, 
affi rming and strengthening its values (democracy, human rights, and the 
rule of law) and engaging in multilateralism.

In defi ning the concept of multilateral diplomacy, Ernest Haas once 
stressed that multilateral institutions are set up to address problems that 
require joint action to fi nd a solution. The essence of such joint action 
is multilateral diplomacy, which is therefore a subcategory of diplomacy 
as such. In this context, it is important to remember that joint action 
is not necessarily synonymous with friendly deliberation that is based 
on a harmony of interests (Jørgensen, 2009, pp. 191–192). The EU is 
increasingly involved in multilateral diplomacy and indeed plays a leading 
role in certain areas of policy. These are not necessarily political-economic 
and security-related issues, as the EU plays a limited role in fi nancial and 
macro-economic diplomacy, but a fairly signifi cant role in the policy 
area covering problem areas such as climate change, multilateral trade 
diplomacy, or relations with the UN.

Undoubtedly, the urgent diplomatic task for the European Union 
will be to convince the new US administration, since 2025 again headed 
by Donald Trump, that a strong and engaged relationship best serves 
common interests. While the transatlantic relationships (with the US 
and NATO) have from the outset been and continue to be the priority of 
bilateral relations in the area of EU foreign and security policy, they have 
been put to the test in recent years for various reasons. This has been 
infl uenced by the withdrawal from the Paris Agreement and the nuclear 
deal with Iran during Trump’s fi rst presidency, and now again by the same 
climate agreement in Paris and his announcement to start a trade war 
and introduce tariffs on EU goods. This will force a continuation of the 
EU strategy adopted under Trump’s fi rst presidency towards greater self-
reliance and autonomy in security (strategic autonomy) and trade matters, 
but while reaffi rming the importance of transatlantic cooperation. While 
under President Joe Biden there was a return to more traditional diplomatic 
relations, challenges such as disagreements over, inter alia, trade policy and 
defence matters, spending on the NATO budget will continue to be the 
pivot for the prioritisation of mutual relations. Certainly, EU diplomacy 
here will require greater sensitivity, negotiating dexterity, and prudence.

Transatlantic relations will certainly be more pragmatic than based on 
principles and values, which the new US president does not necessarily 
seem to be committed to. His political strategy is oriented towards 
reducing foreign commitments and introducing protectionism in favour 
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of free trade. In diplomacy, the US President relies on transactions and 
deals rather than principles and/or cooperation through international 
organisations (Gould-Davies, 2025). Hence, the EU will be forced to 
develop a diplomatic strategy to demonstrate that the US has a sustainable 
security interest in Europe, and that includes Ukraine.

Regionally, the EU’s diplomatic role has been repeatedly tested not 
only in the unstable area of Eastern Europe but also in the struggle to 
maintain a coherent and effective diplomatic approach in the MENA 
region. The ongoing confl icts in Syria, Libya, and Yemen, combined 
with the challenges of managing the refugee crisis, have put the EU’s 
diplomatic coherence to the test. While the EU has played a signifi cant 
role in humanitarian assistance and political mediation, its function has 
often been marginalised in favour of more direct interventions by the US 
or Russia.

Behind emerging confl icts, political coherence in diplomacy is 
necessitated by the huge challenge for Europe as a whole – namely, 
effectiveness in managing migration from Africa, the Middle East, and 
South Asia. Diplomatically, the EU has sought to engage neighbouring 
countries in managing migration fl ows, often through partnership 
agreements or the conditionality of aid. However, internal divisions over 
asylum policy and border control mechanisms have made it diffi cult for 
the EU to present a united front on the issue. The migration crisis of 
2015 and subsequent debates on European migration policy continue to 
be a point of contention among Member States.

A new breath of fresh air in diplomatic relations with other actors on 
the international stage is also required for constructive efforts to address 
pressing global issues in cooperation with international organisations 
such as the United Nations and its specialised institutions such as the 
World Trade Organisation (WTO) (the EU was one of its founders) and 
the World Health Organisation (WHO). The EU has used its position to 
promote multilateral solutions to global challenges such as climate change 
or health. Its experience and agility, particularly during the COVID-19 
pandemic, proved its commitment to multilateralism as one of its main 
diplomatic strategies.

Undoubtedly, one of the EU’s top diplomatic priorities is climate 
change. Climate diplomacy, underpinned by the European Green Deal 
and the EU’s leadership in the Paris Climate Agreement is an emanation 
of the EU’s concern for these issues. This has cemented the EU’s role as 
a key diplomatic actor in environmental issues. The EU is increasingly 
seen as a leader in promoting sustainable development and environmental 
protection on the international stage. However, these efforts are hampered 
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by competing economic interests and the global race to develop green 
technologies, in which the EU must balance leadership with pragmatic 
cooperation. Over the past decades, the EU has managed to rise from 
being a low-profi le player at the 1992 UN Conference in Rio de Janeiro, 
to a position of global leadership in several environmental problem areas 
(such as the Kyoto and Cartagena agreements). In terms of trade policy, 
European integration has concerned trade since the signing of the Treaty 
of Rome in the 1960s (Jørgensen, 2009, p. 192).

The turbulent international environment also includes the area of the 
development of new technologies and, consequently, the rise of cyber 
threats, pervasive disinformation activities, and other hybrid warfare 
tactics. This determines the emergence of another new area of EU 
diplomacy – digital diplomacy and countering such threats. The EU has 
been working for some time to improve its cyber-security capabilities, 
develop a new regulatory framework and increase its resilience to 
external interference. However, the EU’s ability to coordinate a uniform 
diplomatic response to these threats is still developing, especially given 
the fragmented nature of cyber security policy among Member States. 
Citizens’ exposure to digital disinformation, on a massive scale, poses 
a serious challenge to governments around the world. The involvement 
of Russian disinformation in the Brexit vote and the 2016 US election has 
made the issue a key concern for the protection of Western democracy, 
prompting a global increase in attempts to counter digital disinformation 
through the use of strategic communications and digital technologies. 

In 2015, the EU tasked its diplomatic arm, the European External Action 
Service (EEAS), to respond to Russian disinformation. In the aftermath 
of the Ukraine crisis, the EU’s Member States have gradually become 
aware of a new media environment in which lies about EU policy could 
reach EU audiences to a greater extent than before, particularly through 
social media. The novelty of the situation led to the creation of a special 
unit called the East StratCom Task Force, which has since transformed 
EU diplomacy practices through strategic communication by creating the 
fl agship project EUvsDisinfo (EUvsDisinfo). East StratCom (Gergelewicz, 
2021) has three main objectives: to ensure effective communication 
and promotion of EU policies towards the Eastern Neighbourhood; to 
strengthen the media environment in the Eastern Neighbourhood and 
EU Member States; and to improve the EU’s ability to forecast, address, 
and respond to disinformation activities of external actors. 

In less than four years, the Task Force has developed from an 
initiative into a priority unit. This group has introduced changes in 
diplomatic communication practice that go beyond countering Russian 
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disinformation. Now, EEAS has not only added two more task forces 
that handle similar activities, but the transformation of communication 
practices has been extended beyond the activities of these specifi c 
groups into the broader practice of diplomatic communication. From 
2015, the EEAS has signifi cantly increased its strategic communications 
capabilities. As new threats and countervailing tactics in international 
politics increasingly emerge through technological advances, similar ad 
hoc practices are bound to emerge elsewhere as well, potentially bringing 
with them lasting institutional change (Hedling, 2021).

Despite initial scepticism, the East StratCom Task Force has successfully 
managed to transform EU diplomacy, both by inspiring refl ection on what 
can be done and through practical change given the highly politicised 
nature of digital disinformation and institutional constraints. Until 
recently, EU Member States have treated disinformation primarily as 
a set of challenges to protect national political discourse, rather than as 
a security threat. It was not until the crisis in Ukraine in 2014 that Member 
States raised concerns about Russian disinformation in the European 
neighbourhood. Since then, this disinformation has been increasingly 
recognised as a threat to European integration, aimed at fuelling internal 
confl ict and driving disintegration.

Conclusions

European Union diplomacy is under constant pressure to adapt to the 
changing circumstances in which foreign policy is conducted. Although 
diplomatic efforts have traditionally been based on the principles and 
rules governing relations between sovereign states operating in the area 
of high politics, current practice no longer fully corresponds to this 
picture. Diplomacy is undergoing various transformations that have 
taken place in recent decades. These include the widening scope of 
diplomacy to encompass new policy issues; the blurring of the distinction 
between foreign and domestic policy areas and the increasing diversity of 
diplomatic actors.

The European Union is undoubtedly the actor that has gone furthest 
in developing a new layer of “supranational” diplomacy alongside 
national foreign policy. Gradually, the process, which began in the 1970s 
as a rather loose form of foreign policy cooperation, has been formalised 
and institutionalised, and the centre of gravity gradually shifted from 
national capitals to Brussels. The entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty in 
December 2009 was the latest step in this long process and, in institutional 
terms, a revolutionary decision was taken to create the European External 
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Action Service (EEAS). For the fi rst time in the history of diplomacy, 
a non-state actor created its own foreign service comprising both a central 
administration in Brussels and external delegations abroad. And while the 
role of the external service headed by the High Representative is not fully 
comparable to that of a country’s foreign ministry, it has unprecedented 
potential to further shape the development of autonomous diplomacy at 
the European level.

One must therefore agree with the assumption that the Lisbon 
innovations have institutionally strengthened the EU’s diplomatic 
tools. However, they are a new step in a long process that began with 
European Political Cooperation in 1970 and another attempt to adapt the 
EU’s diplomatic mechanisms to new international challenges. For many 
years, the sensitive area of foreign policy and diplomacy experienced only 
a limited degree of integration. This is true even though the Common 
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) was formalised as early as 1992 with 
the Maastricht Treaty.

It is also confi rmed that the European Union is facing a turbulent 
global environment characterised by deepening geopolitical competition, 
intensifying internal divisions, and increasing challenges to the 
multilateral order. Despite efforts being made to manage the expectations 
of the environment and strengthen its hard power, the changes have been 
rather cosmetic and not suffi cient enough to change the paradigm of how 
the European Union is perceived as a hard actor in international relations. 
As a diplomatic actor, it must continue to address these complexities 
by promoting multilateralism, responding to crises, and reaffi rming its 
values in a rapidly changing world.

The EU’s strength lies not so much in its military capabilities, which 
are still insuffi cient to be responsible for Europe’s stability on its own, but 
in its diplomatic capacity to build consensus among its various Member 
States, its normative power and its ability to engage in multilateral 
diplomacy, i.e., diplomacy of cooperation, not rivalry. However, its future 
role in global diplomacy will depend on its ability to overcome internal 
divisions, cope with emerging threats and adapt to the rapidly-changing 
geopolitical landscape. In doing so, the EU must remain an advocate of 
multilateralism and global cooperation, while promoting its interests and 
values in an increasingly divided world.

A key question, therefore, is how the administration of foreign affairs at 
the EU level will evolve. On the one hand, the quest for legitimacy in the 
global organisational fi eld of diplomacy will prompt a deeper socialisation 
in the standards of traditional diplomacy. In recent years, there has been 
a drive to develop a so-called “culture of diplomatic service” that is in 
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line with the standards and culture of national foreign services. This is 
further supported by the incorporation of traditional diplomatic culture 
through the secondment of national diplomats to the various structures of 
the foreign affairs administration at EU level.

The foreign service at the EU level should continue to seek niche 
areas in the conduct of EU diplomacy that are complementary to the 
capabilities and objectives of the diplomatic services of the Member States. 
A continuing institutional challenge is the EU decision-making process, 
which is generally slow and cumbersome due to the need to balance the 
interests of the 27 Member States. This can be a constraint in responding 
to rapidly-changing global events. In addition, EU foreign policy is still 
often perceived as fragmented and lacking the clarity and agility of a single 
state actor. Concerns remain as to whether the EU can afford to do so in 
a rapidly changing international and diplomatic context requiring rapid 
responses. In the world of diplomacy, the pace of change is fairly fast, new 
political players are emerging, and, in this context, issues of political will 
and inter-institutional coherence will play an increasingly important role 
in the European Union’s effective responses to the challenges emerging 
in a turbulent world.
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