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Abstract

This paper investigates the concept of leadership, in relation to climate regime formation. It investi-
gates how the concept of leadership has been approached in the literature, and looks at state-

ments by the EU and scholars on EU leadership in relation to climate change. The study concludes 
that leadership can be seen as a concept of convenience. It has often been taken for granted when 

describing the role of the EU, it has been analysed primarily from a liberal approach, and it has 
been used to connect EUʼs ambitious climate policies with its ambition of strengthening its interna-

tional prestige. The study suggest a more constructivist approach for further investigation of the 
topic. 
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Terminology - climate regimes

Regime: “The principles, norms, rules and decision-making procedures which form the basis of co-
operation on a particular issue in international relations” (Carter 2007:245). Part of the significance 

of a regime is that, by agreeing to it, a government voluntarily accepts external interference in the 
way it exploits resources within its own sovereign territory. The growth of MEAs [Multilateral Envi-

ronmental Agreement] since the early 1970s is evidence of growing international co-operation to 
deal with problems of the global commons (ibid). 
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1. Introduction

1.1.  Definition of problem and background
In the early  1990s the concept of leadership was introduced in the study  of international regimes to 
describe the strategic behaviour, which negotiating parties sometimes would take on to facilitate 

agreement. The concept seemed to grasp an essential feature of regime formation, “that parties 
can be differentiated by  the extent to which they  are capable of, and willing to, take on a certain 

leadership  role that could lead to joint solutions” (Skodvin and Andersen 2006:13). The characteris-
tics of the concept were later adapted by  studies on climate regimes, and leadership became a 

popular concept to use when describing the EUʼs role in climate regime. However, it has, with 
some notable exceptions, not been subjected to critical analytical and conceptual discussion. In-

stead, EU leadership in relation to climate change, has to some extent been taken for granted in a 
number of literary works and indeed by the EU itself. 

One key assumption in the literature is, that the EU has since the 1990s increasingly  established 

itself as an international leader in process of climate regime formation. US withdrawal from the 
Kyoto Protocol agreement and efforts by  the EU to ʻrescueʼ the process signalled that the EU had 

moved into a global leadership position on climate change. These events have been further fuelled 
by  the EUʼs ambitious targets and front-running climate policies. This led to conjectures from nu-

merous scholars and even the EU, that the EU would be able to lead the efforts to secure a global 
deal on climate change at the fifteenth Conference of Parties (COP-15) in Copenhagen. Instead, 

the outcome of the COP-15 has questioned the claims of EU leadership made by  scholars and the 
EU itself. This in turn has raised a need to reexamine the claims on EU leadership, leading up to 

the COP 15, but also a need to explore how, and why, the concept of leadership has been used in 
the context of climate regimes. 

1.2.  Approach of study 
The study  will illustrate how certain aspects of leadership have been taken for granted and some of 

the implications this has had. There exists an unreflective consensus on the concept of leadership, 
with most people having an idea of what it means or at least that it is important. Nevertheless there 

is a certain vagueness surrounding the concept, e.g. what exactly  does it entail. The vagueness 
can give rise to certain aspects of leadership being taken for granted without having been sub-

jected to critical analysis. This study  will make a conceptual investigation of the concept of 
leadership, in relation to climate regimes. It will investigate the common approach to leadership in 

the literature, but also how leadership has been used and why. The study  will explore the concept 
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of leadership from different angles to get a fuller picture of the concept. It will combine two different 

ontological approaches and on a whole attempt to look at the topic in a different way  that what has 
been common in the literature. The study  will also present the argument that leadership  can be 

seen as a convenient category that caters to the EUʼs ambition of promoting its international status 
on climate change, and promotes its front-running policies on climate change. It will consequently 

argue that COP-15 is likely  to influence the way leadership is looked at, in the context of climate 
regime formation. The overall approach of the study is critical towards the way  leadership has been 

used and studied, but the use of criticism in this study  aims to help understand and further develop 
the concept, rather then ʻsolelyʼ pointing out its problematic issues. 

1.3.  Outline of the study
The paper will first outline the approach and method of the study, followed by the main assump-

tions of the literature. Illustrating the different leadership categories that have become a focal point 
of leadership analysis in relation to climate regimes. In doing so, it will highlight key  limits to the 

general approach to leadership in the literature. Then it will provide examples of statements on EU 
leadership  on climate change, by  the EU and in the literature. The examples of statements will 

highlight certain assumptions on leadership, which will be argued to have been used to serve a 
purpose by  the ʻusersʼ. The paper will then investigate theoretical justification for how concepts can 

be seen as being part of constructing the ʻrealityʼ they exist in, rather than mirroring ʻrealityʼ. Finally 
the paper will include suggestions for further research on the topic, illustrating the benefits of a 

conceptual historical analysis of the concept of leadership, leading up to how it has been used in 
relation to climate regime formation.
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2. Methodology

The study  will analyse the concept of leadership from different ʻanglesʼ. The key  material to do this 
will be found in the literature. It will however be combined with statements on EU leadership by  the 

EU and theoretical approaches that have not extensively  been pursued in the literature. The study 
takes on a critical approach to the subject, but the use of criticism in this paper aims to help under-

stand and further develop the concept, rather then ʻsolelyʼ pointing out its problematic issues, as in 
the words of Popper, knowledge (in this case about the leadership) is facilitated through criticism 

(in Shadish and Luellen 2004:82). The study  will apply  two different ontological approaches to ex-
plore the topic. The first conforms with the view that concepts mirror ʻrealityʼ, while the second view 

is that concepts take part in creating ʻrealitiesʼ. 

2.1.  Analysis of leadership categories
The first part of the analysis will consist of a literature review  followed by  an overview of how 
leadership  is defined and a presentation of the leadership  categories, which is the centrepiece of 

how leadership is approached in the literature. It will point out limitations of the concept including a 
need to define who is the leader, states or individuals, and how leadership  works. This will be fol-

lowed by a debate on the need to consider alternatives to leadership in explaining the outcome of 
climate regimes. Lastly, the ideas of leadership, used in the literature, will be analysed through two 

different theoretical approaches. This will be done to show that a mainly liberal approach to the 
topic has been used in the literature, and, furthermore, that constructivism in particular has poten-

tial to further develop  the understanding of leadership. The ontological approach of this analysis 
will conform with the notion that the concept of leadership should be further developed to make it 

more precise in reflecting what takes place in climate regime formations. This means that the limits 
highlighted present a failure to grasp elements that give a more accurate account of ʻrealityʼ. 

2.2.  Collecting EU statements
The second part of the study  uses examples of how leadership, in the context of climate regimes, 

has been presented in the literature and by  the EU, during the period between the Kyoto Protocol 
leading up to COP-15. The exhibit of statements on EU leadership  in chapter 4 is used as ʻevi-

denceʼ that leadership is framed in context of leadership categories and that certain assumptions 
are taken for granted. Statements on EU leadership by the EU include statements from the Euro-

pean Council (Presidency Conclusions) and thed EU Commissioners. The European Commission 
statements, serve to illustrate that even at this highly  diplomatic setting there are evidence of the 

EU portraying itself as a leader on the climate agenda. Statements from Commissioners are used 
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as they  are more politically  outspoken, but still represent the direction of the Commission. The 

quantity  of statements from the EU is arguably  limited. However, the purpose of the statements is 
to illustrate that the EU has in fact used the concept of leadership in a certain way. Statements 

from other EU institutions, such as the Council of Ministers or the European Parliament could also 
have been included. For example, MEP and Vice-chair in the ENVI Committee,1 Dan Jørgensen 

has made several statements on the need for the EU to lead by  example on climate change.2 Fur-
thermore, the EP is a vocal supporter of an ambitious climate policy  for the EU and has strongly 

supported the need to keep  the EUʼs conditional aim of reducing emission by  30 percent by  2020 
(European Parliament 2010). However, the aim of this chapter is to illustrate that statements from 

EU bodies portray  the EU as having a leadership role in relation to climate change and, further-
more, that this leadership is often described as ʻleading by  exampleʼ. The statements presented in 

Chapter 4 clearly illustrate this.

2.3.  Conceptual analysis
The analysis of the concept of leadership  using the statements, will turn more meta-physical and 
presents arguments that the concept of leadership, in relation to climate change, can be shaped by 

users and that it has been used as convenient framework. In doing so, the the thesis switches its 
ontological framework to a post-positivist approach. Applying different ontological frameworks can 

be used to heighten the understanding of concepts. Splitting the world into non-conforming onto-
logical boxes does not heighten oneʼs awareness of the world. Instead this study  would argue that 

theoretical understanding from different ontological boxes can be sampled to get a fuller under-
standing of a concept. “The task of conceptual analysis is not to resolve the conceptual ambiguities 

by  definitional fiat, but rather to discover the ʻgrammarʼ of the concept” (Kratochwil 2006:306) e.g. 
to explain the nature of leadership.

Hence, the methodological approach of the thesis is two-tracked. Overall it is a conceptual analysis 

of the concept of leadership, but with two different views on the ontological status of the concept. 
The first approach sees concepts as mirroring reality  and the purpose of investigating aspect of the 

concept to reach a more precise understanding of the concept that better correspond to reality. The 
second ontological view sees concepts as not simply  mirroring reality, but constructing it. In this 

sense the shortcomings of the use of leadership reflect that the concept is not objective but can be 
shaped by  users and concepts can change when the context it exists in, changes. Rather than di-
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rectly  competing with each other, the different approaches contribute to piecing together different 

parts of the overall puzzle of perspectives on leadership in relation to climate regime formation.3

2.4.  Pros and cons
Considering the outcome of the COP-15 and the possible change in perspective on EU leadership 
on climate change, the timing seems ripe for investigating the use of leadership in relation to cli-

mate regimes. The method of investigating looks at the concept from different angles that have not 
been found to be extensively  applied in the literature, and thereby attempts to make a contribution 

to the analysis of leadership in the context of climate regimes. It also highlights areas where more 
research can be made to further strengthen the concept in the way  it is used in the literature, but 

also identifies reasons for why leadership can be a concept of some convenience. However, a key 
challenge concerning the thesis, is that this approach could be seen as lacking operational ele-

ments. It highlights critique, but leaves it to others to find better approaches to leadership analysis 
in the context of climate regimes. However, one has to take a step at the time and the scope of this 

thesis does not allow for developing an altogether new approach to leadership analysis. Instead it 
aims to bring forward a much needed debate on the concept of leadership, not to devise a defini-

tional fiat.

Another criticism can be that the angles from which the concept of leadership  is viewed can be 
dismissed as a ʻintuitive laundry  listʼ of important areas to research rather than a ʻsolidʼ methodo-

logical approach (Wæver 2007:199). This study  would, however, argue that it deals with central 
themes of the concept, rather than peripheral ones. It highlights limitations to the predominant 

theoretical approach to the topic and argues that counter to the predominant belief certain aspects 
of leadership should not be taken for granted, but needs further investigation. Hence, this is not 

some ʻlaundry  listʼ of little relevance, but a paper that deals with fundamental elements of the 
concept of leadership and aims to highlight areas that can help further develop the understanding 

of the concept. 

Criticising every  assumption that is made in the literature can be seen as both counter productive 
and hypocritical. On a whole, it is arguably  not always an issue to use concepts constructed by 

others without subjecting them to a thorough investigation and reflection. Nor does one need to 
investigate every  concept that he/she writes about. This paper includes assumptions which it has 

not subjected to an extensive debate, but which is nevertheless a topic of some debate. For exam-
ple the EU can be labeled as an independent actor. However, the outcome of COP-15, has pro-
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vided a strong motive for re-examining the concept of leadership and how and for what purposes it 

has been used as a key framework for analysing climate regime formation.
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3. Literature Review

This section will identify  the key literature on leadership, in relation to international climate regimes, 
which for the purpose of this thesis can be divided into two categories. The first category  (Section 

3.1.) consists of authors who pioneered the concept of leadership categories in the context of in-
ternational environmental regimes. The concepts and ideas they  introduced were later used by the 

second category of scholars (3.2.) writing on the subject of EU leadership in climate regimes. 
These scholars used the leadership categories as part of their arguments and, broadly  speaking, 

did not pursue to further develop the categories.4

3.1.  Constructing leadership categories in interna-

tional regimes
Young (1991), Underdal (1991/1994) and Malnes (1995) were among the first to categorise 
leadership  in the context of international (environmental) regimes. The main focus was to deepen 

the understanding of international regime formation by pinpointing the role of leadership. Identify-
ing different forms of leadership would give researchers a more precise understanding of how 

leadership  works in the context of international regimes. Each of the categories identify  different 
strategies or behaviour that describe leaders role in international regime formation. Young, how-

ever, went a bit further by also formulating specific propositions regarding the relationship  between 
leadership  and regime formation (Young 1991). Underdalʼs (1991) emphasis was on illustrating 

alternatives to the power-based modes of leadership that had attracted most attention in the politi-
cal science literature. Malnes researched leadership in international negotiations, and compared it 

to how leadership  was assessed in the fields of economics, psychology  and domestic politics. He 
took a more critical angle and criticised both Young and Underdal for being unable to “draw a clear 

line between the activity  of a leader and that of an agent who engages in ordinary  bargaining” 
(Malnes 1995:106). Thus, highlighting a central limit to the approach of leadership categories, 

which will be dealt with in greater detail in Section 4.5.

A common theme, among this category  of authors, is that they apply a more theoretical approach 
to the topic of leadership categorisation in international regimes. Young adopted a more theory 

building approach to leadership categorisation, with the intention of it being able to explain the 
success or failure of institutional bargaining without falling prey  to ʻeasy  post hoc reasoningʼ 

(1991:265). Underdal also reasoned his approach from a theoretical view, aiming to break the mo-
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nopoly  of realist theory  of viewing leadership  predominately  through the spectrum of power (1991). 

While Malnes adopted a more conceptual investigation into leadership comparing leadership  re-
search in other fields and reflecting on limitations of the approach of leadership categorisation in 

the context of international regimes. The different leadership  categories formulated by Young and 
Underdal would become frequently  used in the study  of climate regimes, as evident in Section 4.2. 

However, some of the more theory  building ideas on leadership presented in Young and to some 
extend Malnes have been less widely used.

3.2.  Applying leadership categories to EUʼs role in 

climate regimes
The second category  of literary  works was written in the 2000s, and primarily  in the context of cli-

mate regimes. They  referred to the ʻleadershipʼ role of the EU (and the US) applying the leadership 
categories presented by the authors in Section 3.1. A general trait of these works is, that the 

leadership  categories have, to a large extend, been taken for granted. They  are often presented as 
elements of an argument and with limited justification for whether or how they  are applicable. Thus, 

the theoretical background for the leadership categories was, to a large extend, not further ex-
plored, but taken for granted. Indeed, one could argue that there is an element of path dependency 

in the literature. The way  leadership behaviour was categorised by  Young and Underdal laid the 
foundation of how  leadership was portrayed by  authors writing on leadership in the context of cli-

mate regimes. However, taking the ideas and meanings attached to the leadership categories for 
granted is key shortcoming of the literature, and a weakness of the claims of EU leadership  in rela-

tion to climate regimes. The literature could be criticised for being persuaded by  the sympathetic 
interpretation of leadership and how conveniently  it fits into certain arguments, rather than testing 

the validity of the claims on how leadership works (Moravcsik 1999). 

Key literature works include: Gupta and Grubb (2000) and Gupta and Ringius (2001) who illus-
trated the potential of EU leadership for each of the leadership categories (see Section 4.2), con-

cluding that ʻleading by  exampleʼ  e.g. directional leadership (see Section 4.2.4.) is the most suited 
for describing the role of the EU. Indeed labelling the EU as a directional leader is a key assump-

tion of the literature (see Section 5.2). Other texts examine leadership from within the EU. This is 
done in order to see how EU has been able to act as a leader in climate change. Vogler (2005) 

claims that strengthening EUʼs institutional capacities has made it possible for the EU to take on 
environmental leadership. Schreurs and Tiberghien (2007) illustrate how the structure of EU multi-

level governance has created not just multiple veto points, but also numerous leadership points, 
which have made it possible for the EU to obtain climate policies that are greater than the least 

common denominator of member states. Andersen, first with Agrawala (2002) and later with Skod-

14/55



vin (2006), however, takes a more theory  building approach to the leadership categories than is 

common in this literature category. Andersen and Agrawala (2002) examine specific hypothesis on 
leadership  in relation to climate regime formation. They show how different leadership  types are 

more prominent at different stages of climate regimes and introduce time and context as important 
variable to the study of leadership. Skodvin and Andersen (2006) argue, that what might seem to 

be strong leadership performance during negotiations might in fact seem to be the opposite in 
hindsight, again stating the importance of time and context. They  conclude by  proposing a need for 

a stronger emphasis of systematic conceptual and analytical work on the topic (Skodvin and An-
dersen 2006:25,26) - a message that this thesis can only concur.
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4. Leadership Categories

In this chapter, first an overview at how the concept of leadership is defined will be presented, fol-
lowed by  an overview of the different leadership categories. The general ideas of the leadership 

categories will then be analysed, highlighting limitations that deals with how the concept more ac-
curately  reflects the ʻrealityʼ of what happens in climate regime formation. This will include illustrat-

ing of a key  discrepancy  in the literature namely  who are the leaders - individuals or states? This 
will be followed by  debate on the nature of alternative explanations to leadership, before conclude 

the chapter with an investigation of the leadership categories from different political theories.

4.1.  Leadership
The general approach to leadership in the literature is based on certain assumptions on 
leadership. From the literature a few general assumptions on leadership can be pointed out to 

have a broad concurrence in the literature. The first general assumption, is that leadership is able 
to significantly  influence international negotiations (on climate regimes). Young states that, 

“leadership is a necessary, although not a sufficient, condition for reaching agreement on the terms 
of constitutional contracts” (Young 1991:302). A second perspective is that leaders hold an es-

teemed position related to their influence or as Underdal states, “an asymmetrical relationship of 
influence in which one actor guides or directs the behaviour of others towards a certain goal over a 

certain period of time” (Underdal 1994:178). A third part is pointed out by  Malnes who adds an 
element of direction, which refers to leaders being able to “shape the collective behaviour and pat-

terns of a group  in a direction determined by  his or hers own values” or in the general interest of 
the group (1995:92). 

These definitions each highlight key  elements of leadership, which have been used in the core lit-

erature on leadership in climate regimes. They each represent basic assumptions on leadership, 
which to sum up can be seen: as essential to the success of negotiations, possessed by  actors 

having an elevated position amongst the participants, and as shaping negotiations according to a 
predetermined direction. Interestingly  scholars writing in the 2000s often do not spend much effort 

in formulating what is meant by  leadership, and if leadership is defined in the text it is often done 
so by  using assumptions from previous literature. This highlights another general limitation of the 

literature that not only  are the assumptions on leadership categories not examined in many of the 
texts, but the overall concept of leadership is often not adequately defined either.
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4.2.  Leadership Categories
Different authors refer to the leadership categories using different names. In this thesis the follow-

ing names will be used: ʻpower-basedʼ, ʻintellectualʼ, ʻentrepreneurialʼ and ʻdirectionalʼ. This section 
will identify  the main characteristics of each leadership  category, by  incorporating the definitions 

found in the literature, which on a whole are comparably similar. 

4.2.1. Power-based leadership
The use of power-based leadership  is in broad terms associated with bargaining leverage, maxi-

mising self-interest, coercion and capitalising on the difference in power among actors. In describ-
ing power-based leadership, Underdal refers to acts “where one or more actor(s) are able to im-

pose their preferences on other actors, relying on their ability  to deploy  threats and promises, and 
thereby  affecting the incentives of others to accept oneʼs own terms” (1991:144). While Young de-

scribes it as the ability  to translate power resources into bargaining leverage (1991:288, 289). Ac-
tors, essential to the outcome of a negotiation, are able to deploy  this type of leadership most ef-

fectively. However, power-based leadership requires that leaders must advance the negotiation 
and not simply  advance oneʼs bargaining position or provoke other parties to brake off negotiations 

(Malnes 1995). Thus, powerful states that use ultimatums, which inevitably  break-off the negotia-
tions are not seen as displaying power-based leadership. 

The US is often used as the example of power-based leadership, largely  due to their power and 

ability  to utilise this power in negotiations (Andersen and Agrawala 2002). On the other hand, the 
EU is not often singled out, in the same way  as the US, for its power-based leadership. For exam-

ple, Gupta and Ringius (2001) point out that the EUʼs greatest potential for power-based 
leadership  lies in its influence in G-7 and G-77 summits, and by  using economic and material in-

centives “to foster global industrial transformations” (2001:294). Despite this they  conclude that the 
EUʼs greatest potential lies in its entrepreneurial and especially its directional leadership  capabili-

ties (ibid). This is not to say  that the EU would not qualify  as a power-based leader, with its eco-
nomic size and influence it certainly  has potential for power-based leadership (Vogler and Brether-

ton 2006). However, in the context of climate change it is not often portrayed as realising this 
potential.5

4.2.2. Intellectual leadership

Intellectual leadership  is connected to intellectual innovation, and occurs when leaders are “able to 
shape the thinking or perspectives of other actors, through the power of ideas“ (Young 1991:300). 
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In the context of climate regimes, intellectual leadership could be seen as successfully framing cli-

mate change action as a moral and urgent issue that must transcend narrow economic interests. 
An argument presented, for example, in the Stern Report (Stern 2006). This type of leadership  is 

frequently  incorporated into the entrepreneurial or directional leadership category (see for example 
Zito (2005). A key difference between the intellectual leadership and entrepreneurial or directional 

leadership  is the latter are about getting the ideas or models presented by  intellectual leaders onto 
the political agenda (Young 1991). 

Examples of intellectual leaders, in the literature, include individual scientists or networks of scien-

tists who in the 1950s and 1960s institutionalised climate research. International organisations6 
have also been singled out as intellectual leaders for sharpening the policy  focus on climate re-

search (Andersen and Agrawala 2002). The verdict on EU as an ʻintellectualʼ leader in the context 
of climate change is mixed. It failed to convince the US to ratify  the Kyoto Protocol, in fact, it ac-

cepted the idea of flexible mechanism presented by  the US during the Kyoto Protocol negotiation, 
and has since has made it a fundamental part of its climate policy  (Berkhout et. al. 2010, Uusi-

Rauva 2010). Furthermore, scholars have highlighted lack of unity within the EU restraining the EU 
from being an intellectual leader (Elgstrom 2007).7 On the other hand, Ian Manners portrays the 

EU as a ʻnormative powerʼ with its central ability  in being able to promote its values in international 
settings (2002, 2006). Although, not a pat of the literature on leadership categories it does serve to 

illustrate that the EU can be viewed to posses intellectual leadership capabilities. Nevertheless the 
verdict is still out.

4.2.3. Entrepreneurial leadership

Entrepreneurial leadership is essentially  described, as actors who are able to use ʻnegotiation 
skillsʼ to produce ʻsuccessful outcomesʼ of a negotiation (Young 1991, Underdal 1994). They  are 

able to find the means to achieve common goals, and convince others about the substantive merits 
of a particular problem or ʻsolution framingʼ (Underdal 1991:145-148). Entrepreneurial leaders are 

able to bridge contrasting viewpoints and promote new solutions that can move the negotiations 
forward. They  are able to increase the efficiency  and facilitate movement in negotiations, and pre-

vent negotiations from getting bogged-down or diverted onto blind alleys (Young 1991). Entrepre-
neurial leaders are often highlighted for their particular skills which include: being a skilful broker, a 

shrewd designer of acceptable negotiation solutions, having good knowledge of actorsʼ  prefer-
ences and positions, and having an excellent insight into the issues of negotiation (Young 1991, 

Underdal 1994, Malnes 1995, Ringus 1999). Information and in particular having control of infor-
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mation is key  to entrepreneurial leadership. Moravcsik describes it as having “asymmetrical control 

over scarce information or ideas to influence the outcomes of multilateral negotiations through ini-
tiation, mediation, and mobilization” (1999: 272).8  To summarise, entrepreneurial leaders seek to 

increase the efficiency  of complex negotiations by  presenting outcomes closer to a “Pareto frontier 
of interstate negotiation” (ibid). Albeit, also seeking to impose their own preferences on the out-

come. 

Examples of entrepreneurial leaders include individual actors who have had a formally  heightened 
position in negotiations, such as the chair. Raoul Estrada-Oyuela who chaired the Committee of 

the Whole in the Kyoto negotiations is one example (Andersen and Agrawala 2002). Concerning 
the EU, its role in getting a large enough coalition to be able to ratify  the Kyoto Protocol has repeti-

tively  been a key  example of EU entrepreneurial leadership  (Oberthur and Kelly  2008). Gupta and 
Ringius (2001), furthermore, point out that a key  potential to the EU exhibiting entrepreneurial 

leadership would be in building strong coalitions with developing countries.9 

4.2.4. Directional leadership
The category  of directional leadership  is about setting an example for others to follow. However, it 

is not only  about being ʻahead of the crowdʼ, but also influencing the perceptions, interests, values 
and beliefs of others, not just by  words, but by  action - showing that given path is both a plausible 

and an attractive one (Gupta and Ringius 2001). Schreurs and Tiberghien describe directional 
leadership  as taking the lead in policy  innovation, setting examples for others to learn from, and 

convincing other states of the importance of joining it in international action (2007:24). 

A common example of directional leadership in the text is used in relation to the EU and its ʻpoten-
tialʼ leadership role in climate regime. Scholars including: Gupta and Grubb (2001), Vogler and 

Stephan (2007), Oberthur (unknown) and Oberthur and Kelly  (2007), and the EU itself (see Chap-
ter 5) have used this type of leadership to describe the role of the EU in climate regime formation. 

One of the key  foundations of EU directional leadership are its ambitious EU climate policies and in 
particular the 2008 climate and energy  package.10  The argument is, that by having implemented 
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policy  initiation, sometimes termed" in-formal agenda-setting, "in which the entrepreneur launches a discussion by high-
lighting problems, advancing workable proposals, underscoring potential material benefits, or linking the outcome to 
symbolic values. The second function is mediation, in which the entrepreneur intervenes in ongoing interstate negotia-
tions to propose new options or compromises. The third function is mobilization of domestic social support for an agree-
ment, a particularly important function among democratic polities where agreements must often be ratified publicly.” (Mo-
ravcsik 1999:272).

9 However, this claim does not seem to apply to COP-15, where a coalition of key developing countries and the US, left 
the EU and others behind to broker a deal, which eventually led to the Copenhagen Accord (Muller 2010).

10 Aims to reduce carbon emissions by 20 percent, increase the share of renewable energy to 20 percent, by year 2020. 
Also known as 20-20 by 2020. 



ambitious targets and ʻnewʼ  flexible mechanisms to achieve these targets, the EU has shown the 

possibilities of reducing CO2 emissions, through action and not just words.11  Being the first or at 
the forefront of schemes like the ETS, the EU can also set technical standards, which others would 

adhere to when implementing their own ETSʼs. Furthermore, taking steps in a new  direction, it is 
argued, puts pressure on other states to react. A reaction, which according to the assumptions of 

directional leadership, will be to follow the footsteps as the leader.

This leadership category  has appeared in the literature to be well suited to present the EU with a 
leadership  role in climate regimes. However, several scholars in the literature also point out limita-

tions to the claims of EUʼs directional leadership. Key  criticism includes: lack of EU coherency and 
credibility  and criticism of the 2008 climate and energy  package. This will be pursued in further de-

tail in Chapter 5.

4.2.5. Summary of leadership categories
To summarise, the leadership categories each identify different behavioural or strategic character-

istics of leadership. They conform to the notion that leadership is a crucial element of climate re-
gimes and that ʻleadersʼ have an asymmetrical role in the regime formation. Leadership categories 

describe the strategic behaviour actors use to steer the regime formation in a certain direction and 
aims to increase the understanding of effective leadership. The different categories can briefly  be 

summed up as follows: power-based leadership, as the name implies refers to the relative power 
of an actor and how the actor is able to transform this into a bargaining advantage. Intellectual 

leadership  refers to the power of ideas. Entrepreneurial leaders are skilled negotiators that are 
able to use these skills to move the formation of regimes forward. While directional leaders are 

able to ʻlead by  exampleʼ showing the way  forward through their actions, such as the implementa-
tion of ambitious domestic policies. The chapter will now turn to a more analytical framework and 

investigate limitations to the ideas on leadership presented in sections 4.1. and 4.2. 

4.3.  Leaders - individuals or states?
One of the central discrepancies in the way  the literature describes leadership, is in defining 
whether leaders are individuals or states. There are other discrepancies, such as how many  or 

which categories to use and in the finer details of how to interpret or characterise each category. 
However, the discrepancies between seeing individuals or states as the actor displaying leadership 

is significant because it highlights a fundamental question of who exerts leadership, and thus what 
is the nature of leadership?
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According to Young (1991) it is individuals, acting on behalf of states, that display  leadership in 

international regimes. It is important that these individuals act in the name of or as an agent of 
states or international organisations, “but in the final analysis, leaders are individuals, and it is the 

behaviour of these individuals which we must explore to evaluate the role of leadership in the for-
mation of international institutions.” (Young 1991:265). Thus, Young rejects the idea that states can 

be described as leaders in international negotiations, however he is one of few to do so. The ma-
jority  of scholars from the literature including, Underdal (1991), Gupta and Ringius (2001), Vogler 

and Stephan 2005, Schreurs & Tiberghien 2007 and Oberthur and Kelly  2008 see leaders as 
states, or in terms of the EU as supranational states. There are some references to individuals act-

ing on behalf of states in this literature, but the general assumption is that leadership is to be found 
at the state level.

Andersen and Agrawala (2002) find a middle-ground. They  claim that both individuals and states 

can be leaders. It depends on the type of leadership exerted. For each of the categories the actors 
are either states or individuals. Directional leadership is exerted by states. “A government, not an 

individual, may  set an example on how to deal with the global warming problem effectively” 
(2002:42). Intellectual and entrepreneurial leadership is usually  associated with individuals as it is 

the skills possessed by  individuals that are essential for these categories (Andersen and Agrawala 
2002). While for power-based leadership  it will still be individuals that act as leaders, but the links 

to the governments are normally  tight - especially  if the stakes are high. Thus, “individuals may be 
the principal players, but they cannot be evaluated properly  without considering the role of their 

home governments” (ibid). Moreover, the authors see the leadership shifting from individuals to 
states over time. During what the authors describe as the agenda-setting stage of climate regime - 

from the 1950s until the 1998 Toronto Conference - individuals played a significant leadership  role 
in getting the issue of climate change on the political agenda. However, once the issue was on the 

agenda, evidence of individuals playing leadership roles during the climate negotiations has been 
sporadic, which accounts for the second stage - the interstate bargaining stage.

This section highlights a fundamental shortcoming of the leadership categories namely  who exerts 

leadership, individuals or states. In doing so it also highlights a need for further research into how 
leadership  works in practice. This request will be repeated in the following section on the neglect of 

alternative explanations to the formation of climate regimes.

4.4.  Alternative explanations to leadership
The literature on leadership can be said to fail to address a central issue. The focus in the literature 

is on the characteristics of leaders and their actions, but it fails to address the nature of alternatives 
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in explaining the outcome of regime formations12  (Moravcsik 1999, Laitin and Lustick 1974). 

Leadership in this context assumes a ʻnaturalʼ link between leadership and the outcome of climate 
regimes (see Section 3.1.), but without going into great detail in explaining why  leadership explains 

a negotiationʼs success or failure and not something else. The literature should ask, to what extent 
and how has leadership been a necessary  condition for climate regime formation. Most studies do 

not establish such causality, but are “descriptive, with prescriptive overtones” (Moravcsik 
1999:274). Their arguments may be persuasive through sympathetic interpretations (ibid), yet as 

argued above it nevertheless provides meaning to some actors. However, the extent to which 
leadership  can influence climate regimes, is often taken for granted in the literature (and indeed by 

EU policymakers). 

Thus, alternative factors to leadership need to be considered in relation to climate regime forma-
tion. From this perspective, leadership can be seen to be one of several factors that influence the 

outcome climate regime negotiations. Indeed climate change is one of the most complex issues 
confronting policymakers today (Carter 2007), who face several obstacles that have proven hard to 

overcome.13  In this sense, does climate change qualify  as a situation in which constraints are so 
great on leadership that it has little room to manoeuvre and may in fact appear to be wasted (Cox 

1974:142)? The negotiations at COP-15 have been described as a ʻsystem overloadʼ where the 
issues had become far too complex for leaders to conclude on (Kleine-Brockhoff in Egenhofer and 

Georgiev  2009:2). Hence, the question remains, is it really  credible to put the responsibility on the 
concept of ʻleadershipʼ  to mend the complexities of climate regimes? Is the importance of 

leadership  exaggerated in order to simplify  things, and to explain events in ways that fit with spe-
cific assumptions, such as the importance of the EU on climate change, and implicit (liberal) theo-

ries? There is clearly  a great potential for leadership to solve complex issues. Indeed the complex 
nature of climate change may  be why  scholars look to leadership for explanations, because it can 

simplify  complex issues and make them manageable (Elgstrom 2007). However, as argued there 
are a number of alternative factors that can influence the outcome of climate regime negotiations, 

factors, which have not been fully  incorporated into the investigations of leadership analysis. To 
illustrate this, the UN procedures14 have more often been used to explain the outcome of the COP-

15 than failed leadership (Drexhage and Murphy 2009, Egenhofer and Georgiev  2009, Muller 
2010, Stavins 2010).
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separate the quality of leadership from the specific kinds of resources and constraints that prevail in any given task envi-
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13 Including: veto by powerful states or rogue coalitions,  distrust among nations, strongly opposed economic interests or 
economic models,  scientific uncertainty, a multitude of distributional and equity issues, non-appropriability, the unwilling-
ness of citizens to make lifestyle sacrifices, the complexity of the topic and the complexity of UN procedures, even warm 
temperatures leading up to a convention can have an influence.

14 Achieving consensus of 196 countries, lack of access and transparency.



The other major question that the topic of alternative explanation raises is how in practise does 
leadership  work in regime formation. How do the leadership categories distinguish themselves 

from other ordinary  negotiation behaviour (Moravcsik 1999, Malnes 1995)? Being able to lead by 
example is a compelling idea, but often the ones who portray  the EU as a directional leader ne-

glect to explain how in practice directional leadership  is able to have pulled other actors in the di-
rection of the EU. Furthermore, if the EU is a directional leader, who have followed and what made 

them follow? Thus, there are several questions that have not been dealt with sufficiently  in the 
concept of directional leadership  and reflect a general lack of explaining how leadership works. 

However, as the following section (4.5.) will show, the reason for this could lie in leadership being 
used predominately  in terms of liberal theory. Explaining leadership in terms of other political theo-

ries such as constructivism may pursue these questions in more detail. Liberal theory  and the way 
leadership  in relation to climate regimes, has been dealt with focuses on the strategic behaviour of 

leadership  and less on the reasons behind it, which on the other hand is a central focus of con-
structivism.

This section deals with limitations of leadership analysis in providing alternative explanations to the 

formation of climate regimes. These limitations are seen as twofold: first in exaggerating the 
concept of leadership, for the purpose of simplifying how climate regime formation works. How-

ever, it is questioned whether in doing so, the capabilities of leadership may  be overstretched? The 
second limitation raised in the section is the neglect in the literature and indeed by  EU policymak-

ers in explaining how in practise, for example, directional leadership results in regime formation. If 
the EU is a directional leader who has followed and why? Furthermore, what makes leadership the 

best alternative to explain climate regime formation? Perhaps the scope of leadership in relation to 
climate regimes could in this respect be more restrictive. The influence of leadership in the context 

of climate regimes could make its marks in inches, rather than miles (Kaufman in Doig and Har-
grove 1990). For example, the EU could be labelled as a ʻtrendsetterʼ in carbon ETS or a leader in 

pursuing a global level in carbon pricing (Egenhofer and Georgiev 2009), rather than a global 
leader on climate change. The outcome of COP-15 further implies a more moderate ʻleadershipʼ 

role of the EU. 

4.5.  Political theories and leadership categories
This section will investigate how the concept of leadership has been viewed in relation to political 
theories. The leadership categories (see Section 4.2.) can be seen from the perspective of different 

political theories. This section will illustrate how the literature views the different leadership catego-
ries from different theoretical perspectives and how these perspectives influence the way  the cate-
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gories are shaped. The predominant theory  is liberal theory  and as the section will show liberal 

ideas and assumptions are embedded in the leadership categories. A few authors from the litera-
ture have also perceived the leadership  categories from other theoretical perspectives. This sec-

tion will highlight the theoretical perspectives of liberalism, realism and constructivism applied to 
the leadership in relation to climate change. The theoretical approaches are taken from the field of 

international relations and will illustrate what the leadership categories seek to explain and under-
stand, but will also highlight critique from the theoretical perspectives.

4.5.1. Liberalism

The majority  of the key  literature presented in the literature review (Chapter 3) apply  liberal theory 
as a framework for their perspectives on leadership. It is within interstate bargaining that 

leadership  exists.15  The different leadership categories, refer to structured patterns of interstate 
cooperation and sees this as the primary  cause of climate regime formation.16  This state-centric 

view falls well within the ʻlogics of anarchyʼ approach adopted by  liberal theory. According to this 
states are the highest entity  and the prime actors of international politics. In other words, it is at the 

state level that climate change will be dealt with. Institutions, however, also matter both in the lit-
erature and in liberal theory. The literature singles out the UN as having played a key role in provid-

ing a central platform for state cooperation to unfold.17 Furthermore, institutions such as the Inter-
governmental Platform of Climate Change (IPCC) and the United Nations Framework Convention 

on Climate Change (UNFCCC) have been portrayed as ʻintellectualʼ and ʻentrepreneurialʼ leaders 
in the literature (Andersen and Agrawala 2002, Skodvin and Andersen 2006). 

Interdependence is another key concept of liberal theory. This concept is central part of the  

leadership  investigations. It allows for a greater ʻzone of agreementʼ between states e.g. greater 
room for interstate cooperation and thus for leadership  to exist in. The whole idea of leadership 

being able to move climate regimes forward, coincides with another central theme of liberal theory, 
namely  absolute gains. Actors must be willing to be lead.18  In this sense, believing that they  will 

gain from the outcome of regime formation, and not be bound by  thinking in solely  terms of relative 
gains. Thus, liberal theory  assumes a certain degree of rational thinking from states. Nevertheless 

states are strategic actors when it comes to cooperation (Paterson 2006). Indeed looking to 
leadership  roles to explain the developments of climate regimes, assumes that cooperation occurs 
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15 Although the ʻagenda-setting stageʼ  of climate regime took place outside of interstate bargaining. Most scholars focus 
on the climate regimes when they occurred at the intergovernmental stage. Furthermore, the greatest achievement of the 
agenda-setting stage has been described as moving the issue of  climate change to the interstate level and indeed the 
culmination of this stage was the 1988 Toronto Conference which firmly placed climate change on the interstate level 
(Andersen and Agrawala 2002).

16 Whether it is states or individuals that operate as leaders within interstate bargaining is a matter of opinion.

17 Especially UNFCC platforms such as the Conferences of Parties (COPs).

18 Coerciveness is not enough in itself to qualify as being a leader (see Section 3.2.1).



as part of strategic interaction. This would explain why  leadership analysis in relation to climate 

regimes focuses on strategic behaviour (e.g. leadership categories), rather than social interactions 
and the importance of identities, norms and interests.

In an overview on theoretical perspectives in environmental regime analysis, Matthew Paterson 

(2006) gives examples of what liberal theory  seeks to understand. He points out that it aims to de-
velop concepts of regime effectiveness (ibid). This clearly  is an emphasis of the analysis on 

leadership  in the literature, and leadership categories are examples of leadership increasing the 
effectiveness of climate regimes. Paterson also states that liberal theory  often seeks to identify 

ʻagents who promote cooperationʼ (ibid). This is indeed another key concept of the leadership 
categories, in particular entrepreneurial leadership points out leaders as facilitating cooperation 

amongst states (Section 3.2.3). Moreover according to liberal theory, actors are rational and capa-
ble of establishing the most effective and efficient way  to realise their interests within the environ-

mental constraints they  encounter (ibid). This helps to explain why  leadership is looked to in ex-
plaining the formation of climate regimes, it allows for an effectiveness and efficiency, as opposed 

to relying on social constructions to explain how climate regimes are formed.

4.5.2. Realism
Realism criticises the use of leadership in explaining regime formations. A key  argument is, that it 

is impossible to separate leadership  capabilities from ordinary  bargaining behaviour (Moravcsik 
1999, Malnes 1995, Skodvin and Andersen 2006). In this sense, leadership analysis does not pro-

duce satisfactory  reasoning because interstate bargaining boils down to a matter of rational choice. 
In fact, claims of leadership  leading to regime formation are supported by  bias case selections of 

successful international negotiations were it was already known that leaders were very  active (Mo-
ravcsik 1999:273). Studies on leadership do not explore cases where leadership did not produce 

successful outcomes nor relate to other factors than effect of leadership. In his critique of 
leadership analysis Moravcsik furthermore gives a direct critique of entrepreneurial leadership:

“Why should governments, with millions of diverse and highly trained professional employees, massive 
information-gathering capacity, and long-standing experience with international negotiations at their disposal, 
ever require the services of a handful of supranational entrepreneurs to generate and disseminate useful 
information and ideas?” (Moravcsik 1999:273).

Furthermore, realism argues that demand for cooperation tends to create its own supply  and that 
interstate bargaining is ʻnaturallyʼ efficient (ibid:298, Tallberg 2006). This means that when states 
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get together to solve an issue, if the demand for a solution is great enough, cooperation will occur. 

Leadership is merely a formality or a secondary means to an end.19

4.5.3. Constructivism
A key  critique from constructivism on the way  that leadership  has been approached by  liberal the-

ory  would be, that by framing climate change in terms of leadership  and leadership categories, one 
focuses solely  on goal-oriented strategic interactions between actors, rather than how preferences 

of actors are formed and how this shapes the outcome of climate regimes (Risse 2007). Thus, the 
basis of the analysis is too narrow and self-serving in only  explaining factors that are important for 

liberal theory. Understanding how actors develop their interests is crucial to constructivists and 
should thus be a central element in understanding climate regimes (Reus-Smit 2005:193). Accord-

ing to liberalist there is no need for a theory  of interest formation, as interstate negotiations them-
selves are enough to explain why  certain outcomes occurred. While constructivist seeks to “under-

stand how preferences are formed and knowledge generated, prior to the exercise of instrumental 
rationality” (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998:910). Thus, constructivist would look at the social identi-

ties of individuals or states to explain climate regime formation. “Regime research in liberal institu-
tionalism is unable to account for the specific content of the regimes themselves, and for broad 

shifts in the norms underpinning environmental governance” (Bernsteing in Paterson 2006:59). 
Hence, the focus would be on how institutionalised norms shape the identities and interests of ac-

tors, whereas liberalists, and arguably  most of the leadership literature, treat interests as unex-
plained ʻgivensʼ and instead focus on actors pursuing their interests strategically  (Reus-Smit 

2005:203). Leadership  analysis (from a liberal approach) is concerned with the strategic way of 
pursuing oneʼs interest, while constructivism primarily  investigates how these interests have devel-

oped. One could argue for a division of labour, with constructivism dealing with how interests are 
shaped, and liberalism dealing with how these interests are pursued (in interstate bargaining). 

However, such a clear division does not exist. According to constructivism, the institutionalised 
norms that shape actorsʼ  identity  help define not only their interests, but also their strategic ration-

ality  (Reus-Smit 2005:203; Finnemore and Sikkink 1998:910). This refers to the ʻlogics of appropri-
atenessʼ  or norm-guided behaviour, determining how states act in climate regime formation. This 

differs from the strategic behaviour assumed by  liberal theory. Instead states try to do ʻthe right 
thingʼ in a given social situation, rather than always seeking to strategically  optimise their interest 

(Risse 2007). Hence, collective norms and understandings define the basic ʻrules of the gameʼ  and 
actions of states. One cannot describe the behaviour of actors or leaders without referring to the 

social structure in which they  are embedded (ibid). In this sense the actions of states or other ac-
tors are defined by  interests and norms, and the social context in which the actions occur in. This, 
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does not appear to rule out strategic behaviour. In fact directional leadership has been described to 

be part of EU acting as a normative power (Manners 2002, Oberthur and Kelly  2008). Moreover, to 
lead or be lead by  the ʻpower of ideasʼ (intellectual leadership), or by  skilled negotiators (entrepre-

neurial leadership) does not seem to be ruled out by constructivism. 

Indeed the leadership categories can be applied by  constructivism and can be placed somewhere 
between ʻstructure and agentʼ  (Elgstrom 2007). Structure would determine whether an actor quali-

fies as a certain type of leader, for example whether it does have the political or economic clout to 
become a power-based leader.20  Furthermore, structure would determine what type of leadership 

is most needed for the climate regime. For example, Andersen and Agrawala (2002) concluded 
that intellectual leadership  is prominent during the agenda setting phase of climate regime forma-

tion. Furthermore, the individual categories of leadership  could be used to outline the different pat-
terns available to an actor, when performing a leadership role. What leadership category  an actor 

presumes will be determined by structure and the logics of appropriateness, which would depend 
upon both the actorsʼ own role conceptions and on the expectations and reactions of other actors 

(Elgstrom 2007:448).  

4.6.  Concluding remarks
To summarise, the majority  of the literature using leadership categories can be categorised within a 
liberalist perspective. There are a number of ideas and assumptions that are in line with basic lib-

eral ideas, such as a state-centric view, interdependence, and the focus on strategic behaviour in 
state cooperations. The primary  critique of this leadership approach comes from realism, which 

argues that the role of leadership in exaggerated, and that the acts of leadership cannot be distin-
guished from ʻordinaryʼ negotiation behaviour. Indeed, the formation of climate regimes does not 

depend on acts of leadership, but that the demand of regime formation is great enough to over-
come the cost. Constructivism would also criticise the liberal approach to leadership, but the idea 

of leadership categories does not as such conflict with constructivist views. Instead, the perspec-
tive would change, to investigate why  leaders acts according to the behaviour defined by  the cate-

gories. Furthermore, it would investigate the norms underpinning environmental governance. 

A central issue of the chapter was to highlight a need for more research into the mechanisms of 
leadership  (presented both in Section 4.3. and 4.4.). A recommendation of this chapter is that con-

structivism has the potential to do so, by investigating the nature of structure and agency in provid-
ing explanatory  factors to how  leadership functions and why. Furthermore being able to account for 

27/55
20 To which Oberthur and Kelly would answer no (2008:37).



“broad shifts in the norms underpinning environmental regimes” (Bernsteing in Paterson 2006:59), 

which is a key challenge that will be presented in the following chapter. 

The study  will now move from analysing the overall framework of leadership (categories) to how 
the concept of leadership is used in relation to climate regimes. In doing so will adopt a more post-

positivist ontology in its analysis, which will be further explored in Chapter 6.
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5. Statements on EU Leadership

This chapter will illustrate how  key  actors of EU policymaking and scholars refer to the concept of 

ʻleadershipʼ when describing the EUʼs role in climate regimes. Furthermore, in doing so they use 
the leadership categories, presented in Section 3.2. To illustrate this, statements are looked at from 

two EU institutions, the European Council and the European Commission. The statements include 
assumptions made on EU leadership, and as evident below, often refer to the notion that EU exerts 

directional leadership (see Section 3.2.4.). The chapter will also show that the assumptions on 
EUʼs directional leadership  have to a large degree been substantiated by the EUʼs ʻambitiousʼ cli-

mate policies. In addition, EU statements from after COP-15 are also looked at. They  indicate that 
the rhetoric on EU leadership has changed. Reasons for why  the EU and scholars have used the 

concept of leadership  as a framework to describe the role of the EU in relation to climate regimes 
are also looked at, and further explained in Chapter 6.

5.1.  Statements by the EU
5.1.1. European Council

The European Council is a key  part of EU policymaking. Its summits are the focal point for media 
coverage of the EU. The Presidency  Conclusions, made at every summit, provide a good indica-

tion of the EUʼs strategy  on a specific issue (Bomberg and Stubb 2008). However, all 27 member 
states have to agree to the text, which leaves the statements less politically  outspoken, and one 

cannot expect to find a very  distinct promotion of EU leadership, when considering the diplomatic 
nature of the councilʼs statements. Nevertheless, statements from the council are included, given 

the political weight of these statements, and they  show that even at this highly  diplomatic setting 
there are evidence of the EU portraying itself as a leader on the climate agenda. Statements are 

taken in connection to the following key  climate events: adoption of the Kyoto Protocol in 1997, the 
2007 COP 13 in Bali and the 2009 COP 15 in Copenhagen.

“The European Council is of the opinion that the Rio Process needs to be accelerated to reach a stage 
where worldwide development is sustainable... There are two objectives of particular importance: the eradi-
cation of poverty and the change of consumption and production patterns. The European Union will play a 
leading role at UNGASS in trying to reach consensus on concrete targets for sustainable development.” 
(European Council, Presidency Conclusion, 16/17 June 1997).

“The European Council noted the agreement which had just been reached at Kyoto on a Protocol to the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, containing significant undertakings by all indus-
trialized countries which will lead to reductions in greenhouse gas emissions of more than 5%. It considers 
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that this outcome represents an initial step which should be followed by further progress in the future.” 
(European Council, Presidency Conclusion, 12/13 December 1997).

“We will deliver on our promises and show global leadership in these fields. Yet we know that without major 
partners tackling with us the challenges of climate change, our efforts would remain incomplete.” (European 
Council, Presidency Conclusion,14 December 2007).

“In order to maintain international leadership and credibility the European Union must rapidly reach an 
agreement on its climate and energy package.” (European Council, Presidency Conclusions, 19/20 June 
2008).

“Just weeks away from the Copenhagen Conference, the European Union is more than ever fully determined 
to play a leading role and contribute to reaching a global, ambitious and comprehensive agreement....Action 
by the European Union alone will not be enough.” (European Council, Presidency Conclusions, 29/30 Octo-
ber 2009).

Overall, the Presidency  Conclusions made in connection to the 2007 COP 13 in Bali and the 2009 
COP 15 in Copenhagen appear to have the strongest emphasis on the EU having ʻleadershipʼ or a 

ʻleading roleʼ in developing climate regimes. This is likely  to be affected by  the implementation of 
the 2008 climate and energy  package. In doing so, connecting the (self-)portrayed EU leadership 

to its domestic climate policies. Nevertheless, on a whole the statements are cautious and the 
Council acknowledges a modest role in the development of global climate negotiations, stating that 

without major partners, EU actions would remain incomplete and that “actions by  the EU alone will 
not be enough” (see statement above - 29/30 October 2009). 

5.1.2. European Commission
Statements by individual Commissioners (see below) are more politically  outspoken. This could in 

part be due to the setting in which the statements are delivered. It is more free, often a speech, 
rather than an official document. Furthermore, Commission statements in general are less binding 

than that of the European Council. Nevertheless, statements by  individual Commissioners are sig-
nificant as the Commissioners hold crucial influence within the Commission and in particular within 

their individual director-generals (Bomberg and Stubb 2008). Indeed, the Commission plays an im-
portant role in shaping the EU strategy  on climate change with: its exclusive rights on legislative 

proposals, by  having a seat at international climate talks (side by  side with Member States) as well 
as the essential knowledge it holds on the topic. The EUʼs internet portal 21 exhibits statements 

from Commissioners, and an extract of these statements, dating back to 2006, are presented be-
low: 
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“The European Union holds the key to the capacity of European states to respond to climate change. Acting 
as a Union of almost 500 million people and the worldʼs largest economy, European states have the weight 
to lead by example. The weight to bring others to table.” (Peter Mandelson, Commissioner for Trade, 2006)

“Take climate change: Europe was the prime mover in the Kyoto negotiations. It was EU leadership which 
secured final agreement on multilateral action to tackle the problem. Our Emission Trading Scheme - a vital 
market based mechanism to reduce greenhouse gas emissions - was designed by the European Commis-
sion.” (Charlie McCreevy, Commissioner for Internal Markets and Services, 2006)

“Europe must continue to lead, and to provide an incentive for others to follow. The leadership comes with 
the EU commitment now to at least a 20% cut in emissions by 2020; the incentive by making clear that we 
will go further if others join us. It is, after all, global warming not European warming.” (José Manuel Barroso, 
President of the Commission, 2007)

“The second reason is leadership by example. The EU has provided the world with a demonstration of how it 
is possible for twenty-seven very different countries to act together to reduce emissions and without damag-
ing national economies.”  (Stravos Dimas, Commissioner for Environment, 2007)

“Concrete legislative proposals will be adopted by the Commission in the autumn. We intend to consolidate 
the credibility and the leadership that the European Union has been able to establish in the field of fighting 
climate change.” (Margot Wallstrom, Vice president of the Commission and responsible for Institutional Rela-
tions and Communication Strategy, 2007).

“Yes Europe has passed its credibility test. We mean business when we speak about climate...yes you can, 
yes you can also do what we are doing. Yes you can achieve the targets we have committed ourselves to 
achieve. This is the message we want to convey to all our partners. And I will be even more clear, especially 
to our American partners...we are asking [the US] to join Europe and with us to lead the world on this global 
effort. We need American support for these initiatives.” (José Manuel Barroso, President of the Commission, 
2008).

“Credible leadership is only won through concrete action.... Concluding an ambitious, global and compre-
hensive agreement in Copenhagen in December is vital for our climate.... Achieving this goal is going to take 
strong leadership. The European Union has been providing this for the past decade or more.” (Stravos Di-
mas, Commissioner for Environment, 2009)

“By setting ambitious economic, social and environmental objectives...the EU is providing inspiration and 
leadership to the rest of the world.” (Janez Potočnik, Commissioner for Science and Research, 2009)

From the extracts it can be seen, that Commissioners have in recent years been particular outspo-

ken about the leadership role of the EU, in relation to climate change regimes. Among the most 
outspoken on this issue, are: President of the Commission, José Manuel Barroso and former 

Commissioner for Environment, Stravos Dimas. Furthermore, from the extract it can be seen, that 
Commissioners frequently  refer to EU portraying leadership ʻby  exampleʼ (e.g. directional 

leadership), while other types of leadership  rarely  are refereed to. Moreover, the EUʼs ambitious 
commitments on climate change are perceived to inspire and provide incentive for others to follow 
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and indeed needed in order to get a comprehensive agreement on climate change. Finally, they 

concur with the assumption that the EUʼs (directional) leadership is directly  connected to the EUʼs 
climate policies and in particular the 2008 climate and energy package. In a noteworthy statement, 

Barroso said that with the implementation of the 2008 package, “Europe has passed its 
[leadership] credibility test” (Barroso 2008 - see above).

5.1.3. Leadership promoting policies

Labelling the EU as a leader on climate regimes, can be linked to both external and internal aims 
of the EU. Externally, being a leader in climate change can build the EUʼs foreign policy  profile as a 

prominent actor on the international stage. The EU can build ʻcoalitionalʼ strength with other na-
tions and in the process enhance its strength vis-à-vis the United States (Oberthur and Kelly 

2008). The EU already  has considerable clout on international trade issues, and climate change 
could be seen as representing an area where the EU can achieve similar prestige and agenda-

setting capabilities. Furthermore, pressing for a global deal on climate change promotes the EUʼs 
multilateral approach to foreign policy and deals with securing Europeʼs energy supply (ibid). 

Internally, the climate change agenda is viewed as an issue that unites its members, and in par-

ticular the Commission sees climate change as one of the EUʼs most important and defining issues 
(Schreurs and Tiberghien 2007). An additional reason to why  Commissioners are particularly  out-

spoken in their rhetoric on EU climate leadership, is that the Commission is often pushed into a 
reactive mode by  national leaders in progressive countries on climate change as well as the Euro-

pean Parliament. Thus, the Commission must propose ambitious blueprints in order to retain its 
agenda-setting role (ibid: 34, 40). Having failed to get a carbon tax through, it was under a great 

deal pressure to come up with something new, the result, according to some, was the 2008 climate 
and energy  package (Streck 2006). Furthermore, the Commission has an interest in expanding its 

area of influence, and has used climate policy  as a means to push EU integration forward and em-
power the Commission with new regulatory  tools and monitoring powers (Schreurs and Tiberghien 

2007). Moreover, by being seen as a key  architect behind Europeʼs response to climate change, 
the Commission can show its relevance to the public (ibid). It should, nevertheless, be noted that 

other EU institutions, leading nations, and other actors have played a crucial role in building the 
EUʼs response to climate change. 

5.2.  Statements by scholars
As stated in the previous chapter, scholars writing on the topic of EU leadership in climate change, 

have often referred to EU leadership as directional. Furthermore, as in the case of the EU the 
claims of EUʼs directional leadership are primarily  based on the EUʼs ambitious policies on climate 
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change (see statements below). Scholars, as EU policymakers, also highlight that the Kyoto Proto-

col is a key example of EU leadership and that it signalled the passing of leadership in climate 
change from the US to the EU (see statements below).  

“The EU has been quite successful as an international leader. The Kyoto targets would not have been as 
ambitious as they are without the EU.” (Gupta and Ringius 2001:294).

“Global leadership  ̓ in environmental and climate change policy are ʻbased on willingness to take action at 
homeʼ .”(Tony Blair in Vogler 2005:835).

“US abdication and obstructionism serves to accentuate the position of the Union, which by 2000 had, in the 
words of the President of the CoP held that year in The Hague, become ̒ the only game in townʼ as far as the 
climate regime was concerned.” (Vogler 2005:840)

“[The EU] actively set[s] targets, policies and goals that have become the international standards against 
which other states have had to react. It has taken the lead in policy innovation, setting examples for others to 
learn from.” (Schreurs and Tiberghien 2007: 24).

“Since the late 1980s, the EU has ʻerected the most comprehensive and strict body of environmental legisla-
tion of any jurisdiction of the world and been ʻa key supporter, if not the chief demander, of every major inter-
national environmental treatyʼ .” (Daniel Keleman in Schmidt 2008: 90).  

“Effective domestic climate policies are the backbone of any continued EU leadership strategy on climate 
change. It is the precondition for the credibility and legitimacy of international leadership. It also provides for 
first-mover advantages which are an essential basis for the continued EU leadership on climate change. 
Leading by example needs to be at the core of any EU leadership strategy on climate change also because 
the EU lacks, and is unlikely to acquire, the “hard” structural power resources otherwise required”. (Oberthur 
unknown: 8). 

In addition to relying on its general political and economic weight, the EU has generally exerted ʻʻdirectional 
leadershipʼʼ, primarily based on soft power resources, which means ʻʻleadership by exampleʼʼ, diplomacy, 
persuasion and argumentation” (Oberthur and Kelly 2008:36).

“Since the early 1990s, the EU has increasingly established itself as an international leader in global envi-
ronmental governance in general,...the EU has, over time, considerably improved its leadership record. This 
improvement is linked to advances in EU domestic climate and energy policies and recent shifts in the Euro-
pean and international politics of climate change.” (Oberthur and Kelly 2008:36).

5.2.1. Leadership explaining events

As argued in Section 5.1.3. the EU has a self-interest in portraying itself as a leader on climate 
change, but several scholars have also portrayed the EU as a leader. Furthermore, this section 

shows that some scholars confirm the link between ambitious domestic policies and being an in-
ternational leader on climate change (e.g. directional leadership). “Effective domestic climate poli-

cies are the backbone of any continued EU leadership strategy  on climate change.” (Oberthur 
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unknown:8). Indeed, as stated in the literature review and evident in the quotes above the EU is 

frequently  pictured as a directional leader on climate change. Looking in the literature for reasons, 
authors often point to key  events in their reasoning for portraying the EU as a leader in climate re-

gimes. First, the US was from the 1970s energy  crisis seen as a pioneer of modern environmental 
policies.22 However, with its withdrawal from of the Kyoto Protocol, the US signalled an abdication 

of its leading role. This created a leadership vacuum that the EU was able to fill. Second, scholars 
often refer to a widespread recognition that the EU showed leadership skills in its efforts to gather 

signatures and in implementing the Kyoto Protocol, especially  after the US withdrawal (Gupta and 
Ringius 2001, Vogler 2005). Third, scholars also refer to the EUʼs ambitious climate policies as a 

foundation for its directional leadership credentials. Thus, a culmination of specific events and EU 
climate policies has given ground for a number of scholars (and EU policymakers) to make as-

sumptions on EU as a (directional) leader in fighting climate change. 

The literature is, however, far from homogeneously  persuaded that EU unquestionably  portrays 
global leadership in relation to climate regime formation. First, critics have pointed to the conven-

ience of having 1990 as a baseline for the Kyoto targets. In the 1990ʼs the EU was one of few  re-
gions to reduce its carbon emissions, but scholars have pointed out that there were some ʻfortu-

nate circumstancesʼ (Skodvin and Andersen 2006:22). For example, Germanyʼs reunification up-
graded the former East Germanyʼs energy  supply  and made it more efficient. While the UK 

switched its energy  mix from coal to gas, reducing its greenhouse gas emissions, however, for 
primarily  economic reasons (ibid). Hence, the economic and political costs of an ambitious policy 

were relatively  low especially  compared to other regions. In this respect, directional leadership can 
be seen as a convenient label to place on a mode of behaviour that the EU was likely to have pur-

sued anyway  (Uusi-Rauva 2010). Second, even though the US was viewed as a ʻlaggardʼ in terms 
of its rhetoric and negotiation position at the Kyoto Protocol negotiations, its inclusion of flexible 

mechanisms may have been a better showcase of leadership than the EUʼs inclusion of emissionʼs 
targets (Andersen and Agrawala 2002). Thus, EU leadership in relation to the Kyoto Protocol is not 

unquestionable. Third, the ʻambitiousʼ EU policies on climate change have been criticised, ironi-
cally, for lacking ambition. The implementation of the 2008 climate and energy package, was for 

some observers evidence of a watered-down EU capitalisation to interest of the energy-demanding 
industries and not the basis of global leadership on climate change (Helm 2009, Uusi-Rauva 

2010). In addition, scholars point out that already in 2008 it was widely  recognised, by  scientists as 
well as the EU, that 20 percent reductions would not be enough to halt climate change below  the 

critical 2°C increase (Helm 2009, Kilian and Elgstrom 2010, Uusi-Rauva 2010). The slogan of the 
package ʻ20 20 by  2020ʼ might be more to do with selling the package (to policymakers) than sav-
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ing the planet23  (Helm 2009, Uusi-Rauva 2010). Thus the criticism of the package, is that it re-

mains to be seen whether the package has enabled Europe, as it has so often been claimed, to 
become an actor that can engage the global community  in collective action24  (Uusi-Rauva 2010).  

Hence, certain scholars are not entirely  convinced that the EU portrays directional leadership at all, 
and question the extent to which the EUʼs effort of directional leadership  can be considered suc-

cessful in terms of generating followers (Skodvin and Andersen 2006:22). It furthermore indicates 
that assumptions on the EU as a directional leadership are of some convenience, rather than 

based on undisputed facts.

Despite this criticism, and as evident in Chapter 3, there exists (existed?) a widespread notion that 
the EU is a key actor in the field of climate change and that it portrayed leadership  capabilities 

similar to that of directional leadership. The following section will investigate the question of why 
exactly  the EUʼs leadership  capabilities have been particularly  prone to be framed in terms of di-

rectional leadership.
 

5.3.  Why directional leadership?
This section will look at why, of the different types of leadership has the EU most often been por-
trayed as a directional leader. The EU could presumingly  also be portrayed as displaying entrepre-

neurial leadership. It has an ocean of experience in brokering interstate negotiations, and has an 
army  of skilled negotiators at its disposal. However, the description entrepreneurial leader would 

arguably  not be as unique to the EU. There are other actors that could fit the qualifications, both 
states and individuals (see Section 4.2.3). More important, describing the EU as a directional 

leader, accentuates the EUʼs efforts in implementing ʻinspirationalʼ and front-running policies on 
climate change. Furthermore, in having implemented ambitious targets for emission reduction, the 

EU has a great interest in seeing other actors following suit, non the least to remain globally  com-
petitive (Uusi-Rauva 2010). 

The EUʼs directional leadership has also been explained as a matter of necessity, of preference 

and of choice: 

“On the one hand, the EU does not have the political and economic clout to force others to fight climate 
change. On the other hand, the EUʼs leadership approach correlates well with the notion of the EU as a civil-
ian power in pursuit of a rule-based global governance in keeping with its normative preference for soft 
measures” (Oberthur and Kelly 2008:37). 
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In other words the EU cannot lead by  power-based leadership, instead directional leadership is 
best option to cater the EUʼs capabilities and normative preferences. Following Manners argu-

ment,25 portraying itself as a directional leader is a way  for the EU to extend its normative values 
on to the international system (Manners 2002).26 Through directional leadership  the EU is also able 

to promote itself on the international stage. Being a leader in climate regime formation implies that 
the EU is able to shape the global response to climate change. However, the “EU has proven 

highly  effective at setting ambitious targets and innovative policies, but struggles to implement 
them. Just as in other areas of environmental policy, the political rhetoric in ʻBrusselsʼ has run well 

ahead of the reality ʻon the groundʼ in the Member States” (Jordan 2010b:457). 

This indicates that directional leadership is used more for its rhetorically  role than in acutely  de-
scribing the role of the EU in the formation of climate regimes. Thus, portraying EU as a directional 

leadership  can be seen to be a matter of convenience. The idea of directional leadership  helps to 
translate the EUʼs policies on climate into global leadership, at least rhetorically. It also presents 

descriptive tools for scholars and in particular EU representatives to promote certain assumptions 
on the role of EU in climate change. “Researchers usually  define leadership according to their indi-

vidual perspectives and the aspects of the phenomenon of most interest to them” (Yukl 2006:2). In 
this respect it can be said that scholars use leadership as part of an argument or to describe the 

EUʼs action according to a particular conviction (consider the quote of Oberthur and Kelly  2008:37 
(Section 5.2.)). Indeed Stogdill concludes, after a comprehensive review of the leadership  literature 

that, “there are almost as many definitions of leadership as there are persons who have attempted 
to define the concept.” (1974:259). Thus, an unreflective consensus on directional leadership can 

be used for different purposes. It can be to rhetorically  promote the EU on the international stage 
by  promoting its efforts to implement ʻambitiousʼ  policies to combat climate change. It can also be 

used in conforming with existing views on the EU - the EU is a prominent international actor and 
lead by  its normative views. One the other hand, of the reasons directional leadership is so com-

monly  used could very  likely  be that it offers meaning to the ones that use it. Nevertheless, shaping 
the meaning of concepts and how they  are used will further be debated in Chapter 6. First COP-15 

will be looked at and how it has challenged the conviction of EUʼs (directional) leadership role in 
climate regime formation.
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5.4.  Rhetorical repercussions of COP-15
As COP-15 ended on 18 December 2009, it was clear that it had not produced the result, that at 

least the EU had hoped for. The conference was described as “a disaster” by  the Swedish EU 
Presidency  (Vestergaard 2010:1). Although not all participants have been as harsh in their state-

ments,27 there is widespread recognition that the COP-15 did not live up to expectations. One of 
the key disappointments of the EU was that it did not live up to its (self-)acclaimed leadership, and 

was not seen as having played a decisive role at the negotiations in Copenhagen (Drexhage and 
Murphy  2009, Vestergaard 2010, Stavin 2010, Muller 2010). The following examples can be used, 

to exemplify  this: First, the EUʼs challenge to other developed regions, that it would increase its 
carbon emission reduction target to 30 percent if others presented similar targets (see Barroso 

2007 in Section 5.1.2.), seemed to have little or no effect (Egenhofer and Georgiev  2009). Second, 
representatives from the EU did not participate in the decisive meetings where the US, China, In-

dia, South Africa and Brazil negotiated the breakthrough, which eventually  led to the Copenhagen 
Accord (Vestergaard 2010:1, Muller 2010:13). Third, the ʻsuperpowerʼ dual between China and the 

US received most of the attention, while the EU and others were largely left to rubber-stamp the 
final accord (Schmidt in Egenhofer and Georgiev 2009:6).

The rhetorical repercussions of COP-15 may  be, to toned down portraying the EU as a directional 

leader on climate change. The proposition that ambitious targets and front-running mechanisms 
would automatically  inspire the rest of the world to follow  in the same footsteps, have been consid-

erably questioned by the outcome of COP-15. Indeed the EUʼs leadership role on climate change 
may be further questioned all together.28  One indication of a changing rhetoric can be seen by 

statements from the newly  appointed Commission for Climate Action, Connie Hedegaard, down-
playing the outcomes of the upcoming COP-16 in Cancun, stating that nothing is likely  to material-

ise before COP17 in 2011 (Phillips 2010, see statement below). This indicates that, although the 
EU may  not have given up on a binding global deal on climate change, it is at least contemplating 

the current situation. 

“Commissioner Connie Hedegaard [Climate Action] warned that while she very much hoped for a legally 
binding deal to be reached as soon as possible, this was most likely not achievable before the ʻCOP-17', 
which is to take place in December 2011 in South Africa.” (Phillips 2010).

Second, the European Council has opened up to the possibility  of other negotiation forums than 

the UNFCCC (see statement below). The EU has been a firm supporter of dealing with issues on 
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climate change through the UNFCCC, of which the COPs are a part of (Jordan et al. 2010). Con-

sidering other approaches, such as the US proposed Major Economic Forum on Energy  and Cli-
mate, can be seen as a further vindication of EU leadership. This opens up to the US preferred 

format of voluntary  mechanisms based on social control, reputation and group pressure, which is a 
altogether different route than the more hierarchical approach of the EU, based on specific targets 

and deadlines and overseen by an international body (Egenhofer and Georgiev  2009, Stavins 
2010, Jordan et al. 2010).

“The European Council remains firmly committed to the UNFCCC process. It supports ongoing efforts to 
make it more effective. Given the short time available before Cancun, this process could usefully be com-
plemented and supported by discussions in other settings and on specific issues.” (European Council, Presi-
dency Conclusions, 25/26 March 2010).

The COP-15 signals a new uncertainty to the claims to EU leadership on climate change and a 

likely  change to the rhetoric on EU leadership. The criticism of perceiving EU as a leader has, thus, 
presented an inclination to examine the use of leadership in describing the EUʼs role in climate re-

gimes, which indeed is a focal point of this thesis.

5.5.  Concluding remarks
This chapter has illustrated statements portraying the EU as a leader on climate change. The 
statements have come from the EU (exemplified here by  Commissioners and the European Coun-

cil) and from scholars. The chapter has included reasons for why  leadership and in particular direc-
tional leadership can be compelling and convenient framework for the EU and scholars. In the 

case of the EU, it is argued that it enables the EU to connect its efforts in implementing ambitious 
climate policies with its aspirations of promoting itself on the international stage. With its 2008 cli-

mate and energy  package the EU has the potential, as Gupta and Ringius (2001) describes it, to 
change the incentives of others and to demonstrate by  action the feasibility, effectiveness and effi-

ciency  of fighting climate change. The ideas of directional leadership thus presents a way  for the 
EU to, at least rhetorically, present itself as a leader on climate change, and promote the EUʼs 

status as an international actor. In particular, the rhetoric of EU Commissioners portrays EU 
leadership  as a ʻgivenʼ and promotes this idea. To rhetorically  extinguishing any  doubts of EU 

leadership, President of the Commission, Barroso stated that the EU has passed the credibility  test 
of leadership (Barroso 2008).29  The rhetoric was mirrored by  former commissioner Dimas, when 

stating that, “credible leadership is only won through concrete action...” implying that the 2008 en-
ergy  and climate package represented ʻconcrete actionʼ that would put EU in the leadership helm 

on climate change (Dimas 2009). To no surprise, the Commission and indeed the EU seems keen 
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to promote its ʻambitiousʼ climate policies and to link it to international leadership on the climate 

change agenda. The centrality  of the 2008 Climate and Energy  Package is also apparent in the 
European Council statements, stating that the package is essential in order to maintain interna-

tional leadership and credibility (Presidency Conclusion 19/20 June 2008). 

In this sense, it can be argued that the concept of leadership can be shaped by  its users. When 
scholars or Commissioners use the concept of leadership they incorporate a number of ʻgivensʼ. 

For example concerning the types of leadership actors can display  and that leadership  has a con-
siderable influence on the regime formation. By  using certain assumption on leadership  as ʻgivensʼ 

users can shape the perception of leadership  to include that for example directional leadership  is 
plausible and it can have a significant influence on the formation of climate regimes.

The following chapter will explore theoretical arguments concerning how the concept of leadership 

can be shaped for specific purposes. It will also explore how  concepts can be said to change over 
time and argue that the COP-15 could become an example of a key  event that can influence the 

use of the concept of leadership. 
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6. Post-Positivist Exploration of the 

Concept of Leadership

This chapter will pursue theoretical argumentation for the concept of leadership being able to be 
shaped by, and in the interest of, its users. Furthermore, it will show that the concept of leadership 

does not exist independently  from its context. To pursue this, the chapter will explore the concept 
of leadership from a post-positivist perspective. The chapter will also look at the concept of con-

ceptual history  and argue for reasons why  this method of investigation could provide further under-
standing of the concept of leadership, in relation to climate regimes.

6.1.  Shaping the meanings attached to concepts
Post-positivist justification for the notion, that concepts are subjective entities able to be shaped by 
users, have been presented by  among others, discourse analysis. It argues that concepts can be 

ʻshapedʼ  by language. The concept of leadership in relation to climate regimes does not exist inde-
pendently  of language. When a concept enters into social life, it enters not as a shapeless objec-

tive, but as something (Wæver 2007:198). Instead, the argument is, that “through language we 
create representations of reality  that are never mere reflections of a pre-existing reality  but contrib-

ute to constructing reality... Language, then, is not merely a channel through which information 
about underlying mental states and behaviour or facts about the world are communicated. On the 

contrary, language is a ʻmachineʼ that generates, and as a result constitutes, the social world.” 
(Jørgensen and Phillips 2002:9). That does not mean that reality  itself does not exist. Meanings 

and representations are real. Physical objects also exist, but they  only  gain meaning through dis-
course (ibid). In other words, concepts do not mirror reality, but are part of constructing the reality 

we understand and ʻseeʼ. 

In Section 5.3. it was argued that, when actors refer to directional leadership, it can be seen as a 
way  to use the concept of directional leadership to construct the way leadership and climate re-

gime formation are perceived. Directional leadership has been used to promote the role of the EU 
in climate change or to conform the role of the EU with specific assumptions on the EU, for exam-

ple that it is a normative power. Accepting the argument that concepts can take part in shaping ʻre-
alityʼ  rather than simply  mirroring it, provides explanations of how leadership can be used to shape 

ʻa realityʼ in the context of climate regimes. According to this understanding the concept of 
leadership  is not necessarily  a concept for approximating the ʻrealityʼ of climate regime formations, 

but a concept that is used to construct a reality  about climate regimes formations. A reality  where 
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the EU is able to shape climate regimes through its front-running domestic policies. The ʻcreationʼ 

of this reality  is also shaped by  factors, such as the EU being seen as ʻrescuingʼ the Kyoto Protocol 
and that a number of actors have found the ideas of directional leadership  compelling in portraying 

the EUʼs role in climate regime formation. 

Thus, post-positivist arguments can be used to justify  the claim, that the concept of leadership has 
been constructed and that certain perspectives can be promoted in the interest of certain actors. 

The argument adheres to a worldview, in which language is accepted to take part in constructing 
the social world. Hence, the concept of leadership has been used to construct a perception in 

which the role of the EU, in relation to climate regimes can be explained by  directional leadership. 
Moreover, the concept is not simply  used to depict this ʻrealityʼ, its existence makes this ʻrealityʼ 

possible to construct. “Our knowledge and representations of the world are not reflections of the 
reality  ʻout thereʼ, but rather are products of our ways of categorising the world” (Jørgensen and 

Phillips 2002:5). Thus, the way  climate regime formation has been viewed can be argued to be in-
fluenced by the concept of directional leadership e.g. without the concept of directional leadership 

and its widespread acceptance, the notion that EU was leading by example may not have been as 
tenacious as it arguably was. 

6.2.  The fluidity of concepts 
Another argument presented in Chapter 5 is that COP-15 could be seen as an example of how key 

events can change the way  concepts are used and understood. COP-15 questioned the previous 
conviction that the EU is a leader in climate change regime formation. Furthermore, it questioned 

the concept of leadership e.g. how can leadership be (mis)used to proclaim that because the EU 
was at the forefront of policies and mechanisms to combat climate change, this could be trans-

formed into global influence on how other regions respond to climate change? It could be said to 
have failed in portraying ʻrealityʼ if viewed from the ontological approach of Chapter 4.30 However, 

the outcome of COP-15 can also be seen as an example of how concepts are influenced by  the 
(changing) circumstances they  exist in. Thus, the concept of leadership can be said to be fluid as 

opposed to static. “The way we understand and represent the world are historically  and culturally 
specific and contingent: our worldviews and our identities could have been different, and they  can 

change over time.” (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002:5).31 This presents the argument that, events can 
have a significant impact on how concepts are used and understood. 
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COP-15 questioned the claims of EU (directional) leadership and illustrated the limits of grounding 

oneʼs analysis on assumptions that are taken for granted. It also demonstrates that concepts do 
not exist in a vacuum, but are influenced by  the context they  exit in. COP-15 does not necessarily 

put all descriptions of EU as a directional leader on climate change to shame, but may  signal a 
new ʻcurbʼ  in the concept of leadership. EU as a directional leader could be seen to have been 

created to cater for, and created by  specific circumstances in the period between the Kyoto Proto-
col and COP-15.32  However, the outcome of COP-15 changed the circumstance and may  have 

paved the way  for a new ̒ understandingʼ of climate regimes, leadership and the EUʼs role in rela-
tion to this. 

This argument further highlights an emphasis for further development of a constructivist approach 

to leadership in climate regimes. As argued in Section 4.5.3 constructivism is able to account for 
“broad shifts in the norms underpinning environmental governance” (Bernsteing in Paterson 

2006:59). Hence, constructivism would be able to account for when ʻthingsʼ change and the nature 
of climate regimes is different from what it was before. 

6.3.  Conceptual history - a case for further research
Studying the impact of events on concepts has been explored by  ̒conceptual historyʼ, which will be 

briefly  presented in this section to demonstrate how to further increase oneʼs understanding of the 
concept of leadership, in relation to climate regime. Conceptual history  studies how concepts can 

evolve and change over time, context and social conditions. According to conceptual history the 
nature of social reality  is constituted through language, and therefore it changes with linguistic evo-

lution (Wæver 2002:10). “Thinkers in the past were not thinking about the same things as us today 
- just worse, but should be assessed in relation to the questions as they  were asked at the time” 

(ibid). Hence what scholars were trying to understand about leadership, in international regimes, 
during the 1970s, 80s or 90s, could be different from how scholars treat the concept in the 2000s, 

or possibly in the ʻpost-COP-15ʼ period. The overall aims of conceptual history  are the following: to 
investigate how a concept has developed over time; to investigate whether key  moments have left 

ʻmarksʼ on the concept; to investigate how other concepts have merged with the concept; to in-
crease the understanding of what the concept means nowadays (Wæver 2002:3,18). 

To illustrate this, Wæverʻs account of the conceptual history  of ʻsecurityʼ, in relation to international 

affairs (2002), can be used. He argues that over time, the concept of security  went from having a 
small significance in international affairs to become a central theme to the study  of international 
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arguably be influenced by the ʻnewʼ context in which climate change regimes exist.



affairs as well as for policymakers in the field (ibid). Wæver states that the concept took on a dra-

matic turn with the entrance of ʻnational securityʼ  in the aftermath of the two World Wars. With the 
inclusion of the concept of ʻnational securityʼ, the concept of security  in effect continued under a 

new label of meanings and grew in significance to become a central part of international affairs. In 
this respect, it is possible that the concept of leadership, in the context of climate regimes, has 

similarly been altered by key events.

Conceptual history  could be applied to the concept of leadership, in relation to climate regimes. 
The following part of this section will illustrate issues that conceptual history  analysis could investi-

gate. First, it could investigate how the concept of leadership in relation to climate regimes has 
evolved.33 Key  conferences such as the 1997 Kyoto Protocol negotiation, or the COP-15 could be 

investigated to see whether they  have left a mark on the concept. In the case of COP-15, further 
research could investigate whether the conference could qualify  as a key event altering the 

concept of leadership in the context of climate regime. The outcome of COP-15 could see a ʻreturn 
to realismʼ, with less emphasis on directional leadership and more emphasis on power-based 

leadership. It could also see, as has been presented in the thesis, that constructivist approaches to 
leadership  in relation to climate change could be further developed, as a result of its explanatory 

capabilities including being able to account for changes to norms underpinning climate regimes. 

Furthermore, conceptual history could investigate whether other concepts, or perceptions on 
leadership  in other fields, could have influenced the concept of leadership in relation to climate 

change. For example, the skills that characterise entrepreneurial leadership  have also been used 
to describe leadership  skills in other fields of study, for example in the field of international organi-

sations (Yukl 2006:444).34 Similarly, Malnes describes how elements of directional leadership echo 
theories on ʻentrepreneursʼ in relation to economics (1995).35  While power-based and intelligent 

leadership  seem to draw influence from realism and normative theory  respectively. Hence, more 
research could be done to see where the leadership categorisations have drawn their influence 

from, and identify  what issues there possibly  are in adapting ideas cross-sectionally. It would also 
be interesting to trace back the concept of leadership to see how it has developed from traditionally 
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33 The concept of leadership  can be traced back in history “to an optimistic impulse, to a conviction that leadership  mat-
ters because leaders are needed and can change things in desired directions” (Cox 1974: 142).

34  Traits and skills  link to entrepreneurial leadership: “cognitive skills: to analyse problem, develop creative solutions, 
understand complex relations; interpersonal skills: influence people, develop cooperative relationships, networking; tech-
nical skills:  understand legal/contractual requirements. The relative importance of different skills varies greatly from situa-
tion to situation, but some specific skills are probably useful in all leadership  positions. Traits: temperament,  core values, 
desire to assume power/leadership, self-confidence, willingness to learn or adapt”(Yukl 2006:444).

35 Entrepreneurs alter the course of history by setting an example to other, less inventive agents (Malnes 1995:88).



being applied to individuals,36  to be used to describe state behaviour (in relation to climate 

change). This brings forward the debate of personifying state behaviour. Can it be assumed that 
states can legitimately  be attributed anthropomorphic qualities related to leadership, such as inter-

ests, identities, rationality, norms and beliefs (Wendt 2004)? When describing states or the EU as 
leaders, can we simply  assume that states can act as persons,37 and what have been the conse-

quences to the concept of leadership in doing so? Has the concept of leadership been over-
stretched e.g. can the same concept which is applied to executives of international organisations 

be applied to states?38 If so where are the boundaries as to how far these anthropomorphisms can 
go? Such a debate highlights a need to investigate the development of leadership to see how it 

has evolved, in order to better understand the meaning of the concept. It further highlights a lack of 
theorising about basic objects of analysis, which according to Jackson (2004:256) often occurs in 

social science and which has been a focus of this study.

6.4.  Concluding remarks
This chapter used post-positivism to justify  arguments presented in the paper and argues that 
post-positivist analysis in the shape of conceptual history  could benefit the concept of leadership. 

One of the key  arguments presented in the chapter is that language is not ʻmerelyʼ a channel 
through which information can be communicated, on the contrary, language is a ʻmachineʼ that 

generates, and as a result constitutes, the social world (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002). Thus, when 
describing formation of climate regimes through the concept of leadership, certain meanings are 

attached and perceptions are shaped in a specific way. These meanings and perceptions, it is ar-
gued, do not reflect ʻrealityʼ, but help to construct ʻa realityʼ  in which directional leadership can be 

used to explain the role of the EU, in relation to climate regimes.

The concept of leadership is also influenced by events in the history  of climate regimes. COP-15 is 
argued to represent such an event. The outcome of COP-15 challenged the dominant view of EU 

being a directional leader on climate change. This illustrates how our understanding of how 
leadership  works in climate regimes is not a metatheoretical base that transcends contingent hu-

man actions (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002:5). Instead, our understanding of concepts is un-
foundational and always reflects the often changing context that surrounds it.
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38 “States are at most ̒ as ifʼ  persons, conceptual fictions we find useful in making sense of the world. It is a “useful fiction, 
analogy, metaphor, or shorthand for something else” (Wendt 2004:257)



Lastly  the chapter presented conceptual history as a case for further investigation. The arguments 

were made that conceptual history  could develop the understanding of leadership and perhaps an-
swer some of the questions raised in the study. Conceptual history  could investigate how the 

concept of leadership in relation to climate regimes has been constructed. This would enable fur-
ther investigation whether leadership, on its own, can explain the formation of climate regimes or 

whether the concept has been overstretched in its transformation from other fields.
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7. Conclusion

This study  presents an exploration of the concept of leadership, in relation to climate regimes. It 

highlights specific limitations to the predominately  liberal approach to leadership found in the litera-
ture. The study  raises the question of whether the concept of leadership can carry  the burden 

alone of explaining why  climate regime formation have occurred, or whether leadership should be 
seen as one of several factors that influence the formation of climate regimes. The study  further 

argues that more emphasis should be placed on explaining how leadership works in practice, high-
lighting a key discrepancy  in the literature of whether states or individuals are leaders. The study 

has illustrated how different political theories view the concept of leadership. It concludes that lib-
eral theory has been the predominant view, and that liberal assumptions are embedded in the 

concept of leadership, in relation to climate regime formation. The study presents the argument 
that constructivism has potential in being able to provide explanatory  elements that could further 

develop the approach to the concept of leadership. It would be of a more contextual nature - what 
makes some states assume a leadership role (and why), and what makes them choose a specific 

leadership category. 

The study  has looked at statements on EU leadership and explores how and why the concept has 
been used by  the EU and scholars. The concept is viewed to be used as an active part in con-

structing ʻrealitiesʼ  in regard to climate regime formation. This means that the concept does not 
ʻsimplyʼ  describe what occurs in climate regime formation. Instead the concept is argued to have 

been used to construct a specific consensus on what goes on in climate regime formation. Direc-
tional leadership has been highlighted as an example of how the concept of leadership  has been 

conveniently  used to promote the EUʼs role on the international stage justified by  its ʻambitiousʼ 
climate policies. There exist(ed) a wide consensus on the notion of EUʼs directional leadership 

both in the EU and the literature, albeit with noticeable exceptions.39 However, COP-15 questioned 
this exiting consensus and in doing so provided a reason for re-examining the predominant ap-

proach to leadership, which this study has pursued to do. 

In conclusion, the study  argues that the concept of leadership in relation to climate regimes can be 
said to be a concept of convenience. The study  shows that the concept both has its limits in depict-

ing reality, as it predominately  adopts a liberal approach, thereby  neglecting certain aspects of 
leadership  in climate regime formation. The study  also demonstrates that concepts are part of con-

structing ʻrealityʼ - a way  for us to understand, but also shape the world according to our convic-
tions. What the concept of leadership lacks is a critical analysis and to be further developed. The 
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study  presents constructivism as holding a key potential to develop an alternative approach to 

leadership  in relation to climate regime formation. In relation to this study  it also has the potential to 
bridge the two different ontological parts of the investigation. In the first part of the investigation 

constructivism can fill out some of the explanatory  gaps left by  liberal theory, for example in de-
scribing how interest and norms are shaped and why  certain actors assume a leadership role. At 

the same time constructivism (at least certain variants) subscribe to the notion that concepts con-
struct reality, which is adhered to in the second part of the study. Thus, in re-examining the 

concept, the study  argues that constructivism presents key  analytical elements to address key  limi-
tations embedded in how  the concept of leadership, in relation to climate regime formation, is un-

derstood and used.
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8. Executive Summary

The concept of leadership was introduced in the study  of international regimes in the early 1990s. 
It was seen to grasp an essential feature of regime formation by describing strategic behaviour that 

actors would take on to facilitate agreement. This strategic behaviour was characterised by  four 
leadership  categories, which were later adapted by  studies on climate regimes. Leadership be-

came a popular framework to use when describing the EUʼs role in climate regime. However, it 
has, with some notable exceptions, not been subjected to critical analysis and conceptual discus-

sion. Instead, assuming that the EU is a leader in relation to climate change, has to some extent 
been taken for granted by  scholars and by  the EU itself. The aim of the study  is to investigate and 

explore various sides to the concept of leadership in relation to climate change. This is done to ob-
tain a more comprehensive view and understanding of how the concept has been used and why.

To pursue this the study has applied a conceptual analysis on the concept of leadership, with two 
different ontological views on the nature of concepts. The first ontological view  sees concepts as 

mirroring ʻrealityʼ. Through this view concepts should be developed to increase the precision in 
how they  reflect ʻrealityʼ. The second ontological view sees concepts as not simply  mirroring reality, 

but as taking an active part in constructing ʻrealitiesʼ. In this sense, concepts are not objective 
truths, but can be shaped to construct ʻa realityʼ, and also capable of changing when the context in 

which they exists change. The concept of leadership  will, thus, be looked at from two different 
strands of ontological frameworks. Applying different ontological frameworks is used to increase 

the understanding of concepts. Rather than splitting the world into non-conforming ontological 
boxes, this study argues that theoretical understanding from different ontological boxes can be 

used to get a fuller picture of the concept of leadership, in relation to climate regimes. 

The investigation begins by identifying leadership itself and the leadership categories, which can 
be summed up as followed: The first category, ʻpower-based leadershipʼ, as the name implies re-

fers to the relative power of an actor and how the actor is able to transform this into a bargaining 
advantage. ʻIntellectual leadershipʼ refers to the power of ideas. ʻEntrepreneurial leadersʼ are skills 

negotiators that are able to use their skills to move the formation of regimes forward. While ʻdirec-
tional leadersʼ are able to ʻlead by  exampleʼ, showing the way  forward through their actions, such 

as the implementation of ambitious domestic policies. The study  then highlights a key  discrepancy 
in the leadership literature of whether it is individuals or states that are the leaders. Thereby indi-

cating a need for further explanation into how leadership works. The chapter also argues that the 
literature on leadership lacks considering alternative explanations, to leadership, in explaining the 

outcome of climate regimes. This raises the question of, whether the importance of leadership is 
exaggerated in order to simplify  the complex nature of climate change. Again highlighting that fur-
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ther explanatory  research should go into understanding how leadership works in relation to climate 

regime formation. This part of the investigation concludes by investigating the approach on 
leadership  from different political theories. This shows how  liberal theory  has dominated the ap-

proaches in the literature. Key  elements such as ʻstate-centric view, interdependence and strategic 
behaviour in negotiations are embedded in the majority of the leadership literature. Realism pro-

vides key  criticism to the existing leadership literature. While the study  argues that constructivism 
holds potential in further developing the understanding of the concept of leadership and how it 

functions. It is able to pursue explanations of what makes some states assume a leadership role 
(and why), and what makes them choosee a specific leadership category.

The second part of the investigation presents evidence on how  the concept of leadership has been 

used by  the EU and scholars. It identifies, that especially  directional leadership is a common label 
for portraying the EUʼs role in climate change. Furthermore, the study  explores how  the concept of 

leadership  can be said to be a concept of convenient. The argument is that especially  directional 
leadership  can be seen as a method for profiling the EU climate policies and at the same time 

draw attention to its global leadership credentials. While certain scholars and policymakers often 
have used directional leadership as an unreflected given, the outcome of COP-15 questioned 

these assumptions on EU leadership. During the COP-15 the EU was not seen as having played a 
leading role in the final negotiations, but was indeed left to rubber stamp the final accord. The 

study  argues that as a consequence a change in the rhetoric on EU leadership in climate change 
is likely. The EU has already  down-played the outcome of COP-16 and has opened up to dealing 

with climate change outside the platform of the COPʼs, of which it has been a firm supporter of.

In the final part of the investigation, the study  explores theoretical justifications for how concepts 
can be shaped by  its users and how it changes according to its context. It is argued that language 

can be seen as a ʻmachineʼ that adds meanings to concepts as they  enter the social world. This 
implies that concepts are part of constructing reality, rather than simply  mirroring it. In this sense 

studying the way  a concept is used is, in fact, also studying the framework in which the concept 
was created. Hence, portraying the EU as a directional leader reflects the time period this ʻideaʼ 

was popular in. 40  However, a key  argument is that concepts do not simply  reflect a context, but 
take active part in constructing it. Constructing the concept of directional leadership is a key  func-

tion in constructing the ʻrealityʼ or understanding of climate regime formation in which states can 
ʻlead by  exampleʼ. The chapter further argues that concepts change according to the framework 

they exist within. In this sense COP-15 could be an example of how a key event can change the 
perceptions on a concept. COP-15 could signal a new context for leadership, in which the role and 
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scope of leadership  was down-played and where liberal theory  was replaced by  realism as the 

predominant theoretical approach to leadership in relation to international regimes. Alternatively  it 
could also see a larger role for constructivism in providing explanatory elements to describe how 

leadership  functions in climate regimes. The chapter ends by  suggesting further areas of study  by 
highlighting some of the issues that a conceptual history analysis could investigate, including how 

key  events may have shaped the concept and how ideas on leadership from other fields may  have 
influenced the concept of leadership  in relation to climate change. This would increase the under-

standing of the concept of leadership.

The study  concludes that, the concept of leadership, in relation to climate regime formation, can be 
seen as a concept of convenience. The study  has shown that the concept has been used conven-

iently  both describing ʻrealityʼ and in constructing ʻrealityʼ. In describing reality, the concept has 
predominately  been approached through liberalism, thus neglecting other ways of viewing the role 

and nature of leadership  in climate regime formation. In constructing ʻrealityʼ  the concept has been 
used to connect the EUʼs efforts in implementing ambitious climate policies with its aspirations of 

promoting itself on the international stage. What the concept of leadership has lacked is a critical 
analysis. This study has pursued this and encourages further debate on the topic. More specifically 

it has highlighted a potential for constructivism to shed light on more explanatory  elements and for 
conceptual history analysis to explore how the concept has been constructed. 
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