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Abstract:

Specialised committees form an important part of the policy-making process in the European Union. After the 2004 enlargement of the EU, the institutional setup of these committees and the practice of committee governance have been considerably challenged. The Open Method of Co-ordination (OMC) is a mode of governance in which the work of expert committees is essential. Open and consensus-oriented discussions in committee meetings are regarded as a precondition of the success of the OMC and as a basis of its legitimacy. However, with the new member states joining OMC committees, the institutional conditions of discussions change. Therefore, this article examines the institutionalisation of the committee phase of the OMC after the 2004 enlargement of the EU. It develops a conceptual framework that centres on the discursive, inter-subjective institutionalisation of new governance arrangements and focuses on the ways in which the actors involved in such governance processes perceive, enact, and make sense of them.

The developed conceptual framework is applied to the case of the Social Protection Committee (SPC). The SPC is responsible for policy coordination in the fields of social protection and social inclusion within the OMC, which are among those policy areas where definitions of policy problems and ideas about potential solutions are the most contested. The case study is based on in-depth, semi-structured interviews with member state representatives of the SPC. The main focus of the empirical analysis is on the organisation of interactions, on the role perceptions and normative commitments of actors, and on the relationships of participants.

