




Does Europe matter? Looking at security in an Asian century, the Asian elite’s perceptions of 
the European Union (EU) deviate significantly from the perception that European policy makers 
and scholars assign to its role in global politics. Yet, security paradigms in Asia – and in partic-
ular those of the emerging global actors such as China and India – are increasingly integrat-
ing norms that the European Union actively promotes: effective multilateralism, international 
regimes in nonproliferation, and a comprehensive security notion. Which political, cultural or 
historical factors influence Asian decision makers‘ perceptions of the EU as a security actor?
Have European norms and ideas been accepted, adapted or rejected in Asia? Based on new so-
cial science research approaches in the field of diffusion and transfer, the NFG Research Group 
analyses these questions as an interdisciplinary and international research group. Its findings 
explain the gap between the EU‘s self-perception as a security actor and the perceptions of its 
targeted policy ‘recipients’ in Asia, particularly India and China. In its first phase, the group has 
been focusing particularly on the EU’s role in export control regimes and dual-use technology 
along with international peacekeeping operations as two tangible examples of EU-Asia interac-
tion. This report presents the main findings and lessons learnt.
The NFG established a unique model of academic cooperation to enable constant exchange 
across borders and disciplines. Bringing research communities together, transcending 
geographical borders between Asia and Europe, the NFG’s “Networked Think Tank” virtually 
connects researchers and institutes around the world, providing them with a common glos-
sary, joint bibliography and a web-based collaboration space to exchange ideas, collaborate on 
sub-projects and co-author academic writing. In addition, the NFG’s Annual Conferences in 
the focus countries, panels, workshops, university seminars and practitioners’ briefings create 
opportunities for passing research findings to a broader policy-oriented audience. In line with 
Nicholas Kristof ’s call, “Professors, we need you”, the project specifically aims at communicating 
academic research findings to create policy impact, bridging the gap between academia and 
policy making. 
This report provides a summary of the key theoretical and empirical findings that have emerged 
from the NFG research. 
The report highlights the NFG’s academic research agenda and operationalisation, as well as 
lessons learnt for effective work in international and interdisciplinary research teams.  We thank 
our Academic Council, partner institutions and universities, and Visiting and Associate Fellows 
for joining us in this ambitious endeavor and for enriching our research with their continuous 
support. The project was made possible with the generous funding of the German Ministry of 
Education and Research.
What can Europe and Asia, what can the EU, China and India learn from each other?  
How can academic analysis and policy applicability benefit each other? With this report,  
we strive to sparka lively exchange on the ever-present question: Does Europe matter? 
Or in the words of Thomas Risse, “Let’s argue!”

Dear Reader

Dr. May-Britt U. Stumbaum & the NFG Research Group

 The NFG Research Group
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1.  Despite a negative overall perception and an under-estimation of the EU as a security actor, 
examples of diffusion from the EU to China and India could be identified in the field of security.

2.  European templates are adopted when they provide a “goodness of fit” and when there is an 
urgency for policy adoption.

3.  Neither history nor the difference in political systems between the EU, China and India influences 
the quality of perceptions of the EU or the likelihood for diffusion to take place.

4.  While the scholarly discussion on the EU in Indian and Chinese academic circles remains negative 
and even worsens, the European Union is sought after for its templates by policy makers. 

5.  Barriers to diffusion are mainly presented by capacity bottlenecks for interaction and absorption 
and culturally different openness to ideas from abroad.

Executive Summary 
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China

In general, one can identify two main directions 
along which Chinese EU Scholars tend to argue: 
the EU as model and as negligible actor. On one 
end of the spectrum, Zhu interprets recently in-
creased ties between China and EU as a strategic 
consequence. She asserts that China is looking 
at the EU “as a model and example for regional 
cooperation and regional integration” for East 
Asian community building (Zhu 2006: 9). She 
further claims that most Chinese scholars believe 
that “the EU enlargement is the victory of the Eu-
ropean political ideas and its way of handling in-
ternational affairs”, and thus will assume a more 
significant role. The partners also agree on the 
increase of democracy in international relations 
and a strengthening of the UN. In terms of their 
stance on multilateralism, therefore, China and 
the EU share the same interests. Thirdly, China 
perceives their economic complementarities with 
the EU, and pays much attention to investment 
in the country and to the issue of technology 
transfer (Zhu 2006: 11). At the other end of the 
spectrum, more security-oriented scholars look 
at disputes between Europe and China sur-
rounding China’s market economy status, human 
rights, the arms embargo and trade, and identify 
the end of the “honeymoon period” after 2005 
(Chen et al. 2011: 9). This clearly shows the very 
limited attention paid to the European Union as 
a security actor unless linked to other economic 
interests, which was confirmed by our interview 
data. 

The findings on filter factors in China are based 
on about 100 interviews carried out between 
March 2012 and March 2013. Chinese interview-

ees mostly agreed that the difference in political 
systems between the EU Member States and 
China did not constitute a key problem for their 
relations. Recent events, such as the European 
Sovereign Debt Crisis and its negative impact 
on the EU’s role in the world were frequently 
mentioned during the interviews conducted in 
China. Most interviewees believed that historical 
links have played an important role, and that 
particularly colonial experience does have an 
important impact on relations with Europe today. 
Interestingly, “the EU”, ”Europe” and ”EU mem-
ber states” are three interchangeable terms in the 
discourse of answers given by the interviewees. 
Few interviewees thought of the EU as a security 
actor, and these were the ones working in specif-
ic sensitive areas, such as export controls. 

Personal background was found to be the most 
important determinant of perceptions of the EU. 
For instance, think tanks which were supported 
by EU funds held more positive views, and so 
did older interviewees who had benefited from 
EU-funded programs in the 1990s. A majority 
of the interviewees had experiences studying, 
travelling and even working in Europe, which 
correlated with their more positive views of Eu-
rope. All the Chinese interviewees had gathered 
experiences abroad. 

India

Research on perceptions of the EU in India has 
revealed that understandings of the European 
Union are dichotomous and deeply ambivalent. 
Present Indian writings about the EU demon-
strate this view that often sees the EU as possess-
ing common values with India, on the one hand, 
but different logics of foreign policy on the other. 
Survey reports of news media show that the EU 
suffers from weak visibility and a low profile in 
India, with a predominant focus on economic 
and trade issues10 . Policy makers and academics 
alike often cite cultural affinities and common-
alities with Europe and a common vision of how 
international relations should be structured. This 
view is mainly rhetorical, as the interview data 
of the NFG indicates. Even though interviewees 
considered the EU to have normative power in 
some areas – in the case of export controls, as a 
model for enforcement and legal frameworks, for 
example – the different security environments 
India and the EU are facing seem to make it diffi-
cult to use EU security policies and models in In-
dia. Therefore, the influence of the EU in security 
policy in South Asia is perceived as rather mini-
mal. Instead, the EU is seen as too weak and not 
unified enough to develop a coherent strategy in 
and for Asia, and as primarily “just a follower” of 
US security policy. Compared to that, relations 
with member states were emphasised as being 
far more extensive and influential than relations 
with the EU. Connected to this is the still limited 
amount of institutionalised interactions between 
India and the EU, especially on high levels, but 

also on working levels. Different explanations 
were put forward for this, namely the lack of EU 
expertise, the lack of India’s interest in the EU, 
and the small capacities of India’s 700 diplomatic 
staff. On the other hand, the EU is accepted and 
welcomed as a major trading power and partner. 

In terms of filter factors, the research conclud-
ed that of all the anticipated factors - history, 
translation, the role of personal backgrounds 
and political system – personal background in 
regards to education and interactions with the 
EU was the main explanatory factor for how the 
EU is seen by the foreign policy elite in India. 
Compared to that, the history and experiences of 
colonialism do not play a role in the much more 
pragmatic foreign policy approach that India has 
been following since the end of the Cold War. 
Also, translation is not a visible factor in India: 
With English being one of two national languag-
es of India, most foreign policy elites working on 
EU-related issues are well-versed in English. They 
have often been educated in top English-lan-
guage institutions in India or have been trained 
abroad in Europe or the USA. Despite the fact 
that India and the EU share commonalities of 
certain affinities, such as democracy - especially 
compared to Pakistan and China - and multi-
culturalism, this does not necessarily seem to 
translate into a positive view of the EU. Hence, 
personal experiences and individual backgrounds 
have a greater influence and explanatory impact 
for the de facto diffusion of norms and ideas.

10  See Chaban N, Holland M, Ryan P (eds) (2009), ‘The EU through 
the Eyes of Asia’, Vol II, World Scientific, Singapore
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Recommendations for  
Research in Intercultural 
Teams 

The NFG has learnt valuable lessons in intercul-
tural and interdisciplinary research teams over 
the last four years, especially take-aways on how 
to make these teams resilient and efficient in 
their functioning. The NFG included researchers 
and team members not only from different na-
tional backgrounds, but also with differences in 
age, gender, disciplinary groundings and work 
experiences, as well as experiences working or 
studying outside of their home countries. While 
these differences can be real assets in providing a 
multi-perspective analysis in research, they often 
also create hurdles which need to be overcome 
to make sure that research work runs smoothly 
and efficiently. Below are the recommendations 
the NFG offers to other teams working in an 
intercultural and interdisciplinary context and 
research environments: 
•  Install structures to make groups resilient. 

These structures can take the form of having 
regular meetings and forums for interaction be-
tween everyone, as well as creating a common 
understanding of the end products and end 
goals of research. 

•  Forge a common language of research: For 
those teams where team members have dif-
ferent disciplinary backgrounds, it is crucial 
to create a common language of research 
and a common research vocabulary. The NFG 
implemented this in the first year with shared 
reading groups which surveyed the literature 
from different disciplines and then created a 
common glossary of terms. 

•  Include better structures to deal with inter-
national students: especially in the European 
university context, it is important to have 
translation facilities and administrative staff 
that is bilingual so that everyday research is not 
hampered by administrative hurdles. 

•  Communicate, communicate, communicate: 
It is very important that team members have 
enough opportunities for interaction so that 
they understand each other and get better at 
communicating their needs and problems. The 
NFG held a Monday meeting where each team 
member presented the task in which they were 
engaged that week, and what input they would 
need from the other team members. This cre-
ated an atmosphere of openness and transpar-
ency and gave each member an opportunity to 
learn what others in the team were working on. 

•  Hold regular meetings in person and also via 
Skype while team members are on field trips. 
This further created cohesiveness among the 
NFG team and also became an important 
way to receive feedback. Events such as team 
retreats also helped to create a channel of com-
munication among the team members. Each 
member also wrote a blog entry each month 
which provided a positive outlet to share the 
challenges and frustrations of working in a dif-
ferent environment. 
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