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Abstract 
This study proposes an overview of the selection of Special 
Advisers to the European Commission, specifically during 
the period 2014-2019: the procedure followed, number of 
contracts, safeguards, contractual terms, budgetary 
implications, transparency, communication with the 
European Parliament. A review of literature, good practices 
and criteria for assessing the European Commission 
framework is provided. In conclusion this study makes 
recommendations on how to further strengthen it. 

 

Special Advisers to 
the Commission 

(2014-2019) 
 



This document was requested by the European Parliament's Committee on Budgetary Control. 
It designated Lefteris Christoforou to follow the study. 
 
 
AUTHORS 
Dr Christoph DEMMKE, Chair Public Management at the University of Vaasa (FI) 
Margarita SANZ, Blomeyer & Sanz 
Roland BLOMEYER, Blomeyer & Sanz 
 
ADMINISTRATOR RESPONSIBLE  
Alix DELASNERIE 
 
 
EDITORIAL ASSISTANT  
Mirari URIARTE IRAOLA 
 
 
LINGUISTIC VERSIONS 
Original: EN 
 
 
ABOUT THE EDITOR 
Policy departments provide in-house and external expertise to support EP committees and 
other parliamentary bodies in shaping legislation and exercising democratic scrutiny over EU 
internal policies. 
 
To contact the Policy Department or to subscribe for updates, please write to:  
Policy Department for Budgetary Affairs 
European Parliament 
B-1047 Brussels 
Email: Poldep-Budg@ep.europa.eu  
 
Manuscript completed in February 2021 
© European Union, 2021 
 
This document is available on the internet at: 
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/supporting-analyses 
 
 
DISCLAIMER AND COPYRIGHT 
The opinions expressed in this document are the sole responsibility of the authors and do not 
necessarily represent the official position of the European Parliament.  
Reproduction and translation for non-commercial purposes are authorised, provided the 
source is acknowledged and the European Parliament is given prior notice and sent a copy. 
© Cover image used under licence from Adobe Stock.com 

mailto:Poldep-Budg@ep.europa.eu
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/supporting-analyses


Special Advisers to the Commission (2014-2019) 
  
 

PE 689.327 3 

 

 
 

CONTENTS 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 4 

LIST OF TABLES 5 

LIST OF FIGURES 5 

 INTRODUCTION 8 

1.1. Objectives and scope 8 

1.2. Methodology 8 

 THE SPECIAL ADVISERS TO THE COMMISSION 10 

2.1. Legal framework 10 

2.2. Definition and types 10 

2.3. Added value of special advisers and history 11 

2.4. Appointment procedure 13 

2.4.1. Selection 13 
2.4.2. Appointment 13 
2.4.3. Communication with EP 15 

2.5. Contractual arrangements 17 

2.5.1. Length of contracts 17 
2.5.2. Remuneration and other costs 17 

2.6. Conflicts of interest 21 

2.7. Transparency 23 

2.8. Number of Special Advisers during the Juncker Commission 24 

2.9. Budgetary implications 28 

 LITERATURE REVIEW 30 

3.1.1. The wider context – politicisation of the civil service 32 
3.1.2. Explaining increasing importance of advisory systems and Special Advisers - drivers 
and explanatory variables 32 
3.1.3. Main concerns 34 

3.2. Defining special ministerial advisers in the EU Member States 34 

3.2.1. General definition 34 
3.2.2. The Westminster system 35 
3.2.3. Special advisers in the EU Member States and the EC 36 
3.2.4. About numbers and transparency 39 

3.3. Terms of employment and remuneration 40 



IPOL | Policy Department for Budgetary Affairs 
 
 

4 PE 689.327 
 

3.4. Ethical challenges governing Special Advisers 42 

3.4.1. Duties to disclose private interests 43 
3.4.2. Managing outside activities 44 
3.4.3. Managing career development and organisational justice 45 
3.4.4. Same standards of conduct for public servants and Special Advisers 46 

 ASSESSMENT OF THE EC FRAMEWORK 47 

 RECOMMENDATIONS 50 

5.1. Status, Definition, Functions and Tasks of Special Advisors 50 

5.2. Oversight and conflicts of interest 50 

5.3. Transparency, communication vis-à-vis the general public / access 51 

REFERENCES 52 

INTERVIEWS 55 
 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 
CoI Conflict of Interests 

DG BUDG Directorate-General for Budget 

DG HR Directorate-General for Human Resources and Security 

DG REFORM Directorate-General for Structural Reform Support 

EC European Commission 

EP European Parliament 

 

  



Special Advisers to the Commission (2014-2019) 
  
 

PE 689.327 5 

LIST OF TABLES 
Table 1: Number of non-institutional Special Adviser appointments according to different 

sources, 2015-2019 9 

Table 2: Notification dates to the EP, 2015-2019 16 

Table 3: Average number of days per year, 2015-2019 17 

Table 4: Average fee rate per non-Institutional Special Advisers, 2015-2019 18 

Table 5: Number of contracts for Medical Special Advisers, fee rates and number of days, 2015-
2019 18 

Table 6: Paid and unpaid Special Adviser appointments per year, 2015-2019 20 

Table 7: Former EC staff members appointed Special Adviser appointments, 2015-2019 20 

Table 8: Commissioners/Secretary Generals appointed Special Advisers, and annual number of 
days allocated, 2015-2019 20 

Table 9: Number of Special Adviser appointments per Commissioner, 2015-2019 25 

Table 10: Total number of Special Advisers and appointments per Commissioner, 2015-2019 26 

Table 11: Nationalities of the Commissioner and Special Adviser, 2015-2019 27 

Table 12: Nationalities of the Commissioner and Special Adviser, 2015-2019 27 

Table 13: Assessment 48 

 

LIST OF FIGURES 
Figure 1: Distribution of Special Adviser appointments per nationality, 2015-2019 28 

Figure 2: Budget allocations for Special Advisers (commitments in EUR), 1966 to 2020 29 

Figure 3: Budget allocations for Special Advisers (commitments in EUR), 2014 to 2019 29 

Figure 4: External forms of (varying politicised) advising in the EC 31 

Figure 5: The EC system (non-politicised (blue), politicised (orange), politicised and individualised 
(red)) 38 

 

  



IPOL | Policy Department for Budgetary Affairs 
 
 

8 PE 689.327 

 INTRODUCTION 
The European Parliament (EP) via the Directorate-General for Internal Polices of the Union (Policy 
Department for Budgetary Affairs, Directorate for Budgetary Affairs) contracted Blomeyer & Sanz on 19 
October 2020 to prepare a study on the Special Advisers to the European Commission (EC), including 
Special Advisers of the Commissioners and of the President, during the Juncker Commission (2014-
2019). 

1.1. Objectives and scope 
In the words of the Terms of Reference for this assignment, this study aims to: 

• provide an overview on the selection of Special Advisers, and more specifically gathering data 
on: the number of Special Advisers during the period 2014-2019; how they were chosen; what 
procedure was applied in the selection procedure leading to becoming a Special Adviser; what 
is the final decision based on; what is the length of a typical Special Adviser contract; budgetary 
implications. 

• provide the Members of the Budgetary Control Committee (CONT) with a literature review, 
good practices and criteria for assessing the EC framework. 

• provide recommendations on how to further strengthen the EC framework. 

Whilst definitions are discussed in sub-section 2.2, at this stage it is important to note that there 
are two categories of Special Advisers. Non-Institutional Special Advisers provide direct assistance 
to the President, the Vice-Presidents and the individual Commissioners. Institutional Special Advisers 
assist institutional bodies of the EC, such as the Audit Progress Committee or the Directorate-General 
for Structural Reform Support (DG REFORM). In terms of the scope of the study, the focus is mostly on 
the Non-Institutional Special Advisers. This is explained by the small number of Institutional Special 
Advisers – according to the EC, in the period 2015-20181 there were 156 Non-Institutional Special 
Advisers as compared to only 25 Institutional Special Advisers. Moreover, there is no EC data on 
Institutional Special Advisers for the year 2014.2 Unless stated otherwise, the data presented in this 
study refers only to Non-Institutional Special Advisers. 

It is important to note that most of the data refers to the number of appointments of Special Advisers 
and not to the number of Special Advisers, since data does not always coincide. This is explained by the 
fact that one Special Adviser might have been appointed several times between 2015 and 2019. 

1.2. Methodology 
This report was prepared on the basis of desk research, with information validated by interviews where 
required. The authors of this report would like to express their gratitude to the colleagues in the Policy 
Department for Budgetary Affairs of the EP, and an EP Political Group Adviser, for the support provided 
in terms of facilitating documentation and data access. 

                                                             
1  Data correspond to those published by the EC at https://ec.europa.eu/info/about-european-commission/service-standards-and-

principles/transparency/special-advisers_en. Data for 2019 are not included in this comparison, since there is no publicly available list at 
the EC website regarding the number of institutional Special Advisers. 

2  On this point, the EC confirms that there were Special Advisers in 2014, but that the ‘published data was removed from Europa when 
the 2015 data was published’. Data provided by the EC to the authors of this study (email of 5 February 2021). 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/about-european-commission/service-standards-and-principles/transparency/special-advisers_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/about-european-commission/service-standards-and-principles/transparency/special-advisers_en
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The data on Non-Institutional Special Advisers was provided by the EP (EC notifications as submitted 
to the EP on names, fee rates and number of days of Special Advisers). The data shared by the EP with 
the authors of this study does not match the number of Special Adviser appointments as published on 
the EC website.3 Indeed, EC data shows a total of 215 Special Adviser appointments whilst the EP data 
shows 171 appointments (a difference of 44 for the period 2015-2019). This difference is explained by 
the fact that the EC only has to notify to the EP the appointment of paid Special Advisers (for unpaid 
Special Advisers the EC notes that notification is not required since there is no involvement of the EP 
as budgetary authority). Moreover, the EC explains this difference because ‘the Commission publishes 
the names of the Special Advisers actually appointed. In some cases, proposals notified to the 
budgetary authority may not finally lead to an appointment’.4 The study covers Special Advisers 
appointed between 2015 and 2019. The study does not include data for 2014. This is explained by the 
fact that the EP data does not allow to differentiate between notifications for 2013 and those for 2014 
(note also that this data is not publicly available on the EC website). 

The following table illustrates the differences between the EP and EC data: 

 

Table 1: Number of non-institutional Special Adviser appointments according to different 
sources, 2015-2019 

  2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 TOTAL 

EC data 21 46 44 52 52 215 

EP data 23 47 12 52 37 171 

Difference -2 -1 32 0 15 44 
Source: Author based on data provided by the EP and data published on the EC website. The substantial difference observed 
for data for 2017 is explained by the fact that the authors of the report only received the second wave of notifications from 
the EC to the EP. 

 

The report is organised in five sections. Further to this introduction, section 2 presents the institution 
of the Special Advisers to the Commission, with a special focus on data related to the period 2014-2019. 
Section 3 reviews the relevant literature on Special Advisers in different settings such as international, 
European and/or national organisations. In view of the good practices and criteria identified in section 
3, section 4 presents an assessment of the EC framework. Finally, section 5 presents the main 
conclusions and recommendations obtained from the research. 

  

                                                             
3  See European Commission website on Special Advisers, https://ec.europa.eu/info/about-european-commission/service-standards-and-

principles/transparency/special-advisers_en. 
4  Data provided by the EC to the authors of this study (email of 5 February 2021). 
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 THE SPECIAL ADVISERS TO THE COMMISSION 
This section presents an overview of the role of the Special Advisers to the EC between 2014 and 2019. 
The section starts with the legal framework (sub-section 2.1). Sub-section 2.2 presents the definition 
and the types of Special Advisers. This question is crucial, as we will see in section 3, when it comes to 
comparing the Special Advisers with similar figures in other institutions according to the relevant 
literature. The section also includes information about the added value and history of the ‘institution’ 
(2.3); the appointment procedure (2.4) including the selection and designation, with special reference 
to the conflicts of interest (CoI) and transparency issues, and the contractual arrangements related to 
the role of Special Advisers (2.5). Due to the importance of the subject of the CoI and transparency, 
there are two separation sub-sections dedicated to this (2.6 and 2.7).  

Finally, we include relevant numbers on the Special Advisers appointed during the Juncker 
Commission (2.8). 

2.1. Legal framework 
The current legal framework that applies to the Special Advisers to the EC is the following: 

• Rules on special advisers to the Commission (C(2007) 6655). 

• Commission Decision of 6 February 2014 amending the Rules on special advisers to the 
Commission (C(2007) 6655). These rules refer mainly to the Medical Special Advisers. 

• Conditions of Employment of Other Servants of the European Communities. Staff Regulation 
of Officials of the European Communities.5 

• Regulation No.31 (EEC), 11 (EAEC), laying down the Staff Regulations of Officials and The 
Conditions of Employment of Other Servants of the European Economic Community and the 
European Atomic Energy Community (OJ 1385/62). 

2.2. Definition and types 
Special Advisers are defined as ‘a person who, by reason of his special qualifications and 
notwithstanding gainful employment in some other capacity, is engaged to assist one of the 
institutions of the Communities, either regularly or for a specified period’.6 

Special Advisers normally provide ‘direct assistance to Members of the Commission. Special Advisers 
who provide assistance to institutional bodies are administratively attached to the President or the 
Vice-President responsible for human resources or to the Director-General of the Directorate-General 
concerned’.7  

Comparing the EC framework with that of the Member States, it is interesting to note that the Member 
States do not provide a definition of ‘Special Advisers’ (see section 3.2.1). Moreover, it is extremely 
difficult to identify common characteristics, such as employment and payment conditions, functions, 
ethical obligations, etc., due to the diverse constitutional, legal, administrative and political features of 

                                                             
5  Conditions of Employment of Other Servants of the European Communities. Staff Regulations of Officials of the European Communities, 

II: Conditions of Employment of Other Servants of the European Communities, laid down by Council Regulation (EEC, Euratom, ECSC) No 
259/68, and in particular Articles 5, 123 and 124 thereof (OJ L 56 of 4 March 1968), as amended by Council Regulation (EC, Euratom) No 
723/2004 of 22 March 2004 (OJ L 124 of 27 April 2004, p. 1) and as last amended by Council Regulation (EC, Euratom) No 1066/2006 of 27 
June 2006 (OJ L 194 of 14 July 2006). 

6  Ibid, Article 5.  
7  Art 1.1. of the Commission Decision of 6.2.2014 amending the Rules on Special Advisers to the Commission (C(2007) 6655). 
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the Member States.  

As already noted in the introduction, Special Advisers are divided into two categories: 

• Institutional Special Advisers assist institutional bodies of the EC, such as the Audit Progress 
Committee or the Directorate-General for Structural Reform Support (DG REFORM), carrying 
out ‘tasks related to the institutional obligations of the Commission’.8 

• Non-institutional Special Advisers provide direct assistance to the President, the Vice-
Presidents and the individual Commissioners. They provide advice to the political level. 

Both institutional and non-institutional Special Advisers can be paid or unpaid. According to the 
Commission Rules on Special Advisers (C2007/6655), hereafter ‘Commission Rules’, the declarations of 
appointment should specify whether the Special Adviser receives a remuneration.  

Unpaid Special Advisers are normally former EC officials. This category of special advisers guarantees 
a certain continuity of the service and aims to provide the Members of the EC with the high-level 
experience that the Special Advisers have gained during their career at the EC.9 In the period 2015-
2019, the number of paid Special Advisers was considerably lower than the one of unpaid advisers (69 
paid versus 103 unpaid). About a third of the total number of Special Advisers for the referred period 
were former EC staff members, all of them unpaid. This is further explained in sub-section 2.5.2. 

Paid Special Advisers receive fees per day of service. This is further explained in sub-section 2.5.1. 

A specific type of Special Advisers included under the category of institutional paid Special Advisers 
are Medical Special Advisers. They provide their services in the Medical Services of the Commission 
and are administratively attached to the Head of the Medical Service concerned.  

The reason explaining the figure of the Medical Special Adviser working for the Medical Service is that 
the EC considers that ‘it is becoming increasingly difficult to engage medical officers as official and 
temporary agents, notably because the salary levels of possible entry grades seldom meet the 
expectations of experienced medical doctors’.10 The status of Special Advisers also permits them to 
continue practicing their profession outside the EC so that they keep a high level of medical expertise. 
Medical Advisers shall also comply with the obligations of submitting statements of assurance of non-
conflict (see sub-section 2.4.1 for Special Advisers). The only difference with other Special Advisers 
appears in the examination of possible CoI, since the EC shall take specific account of the rules of 
professional ethics applying to physicians. 

2.3. Added value of special advisers and history 
This section refers to the added value of appointing Special Advisers and provides a historical 
overview of the Special Advisers in the EC framework, and specifically under the Juncker Commission. 

The ‘added value of appointing special advisers to the Commission derives from their exceptional 
qualifications and/or the relevance, quality and level of the professional experience and expertise acquired 
prior to or while performing the duties of special adviser’.11  

The question of the special qualifications is not further developed in the Commission Rules. In this 
sense, the EC explains that ‘the requirements depend on the respective mandate determined by the 

                                                             
8  Data provided by the EC to the authors of this study (email of 5 February 2021). 
9  European Commission (2007), Rules on Special Advisers to the Commission (C(2007) 6655), point 2. 
10  Commission Decision of 6.2.2014 amending the Rules on Special Advisers to the Commission (C(2007) 6655). 
11  European Commission (2007), Rules on Special Advisers to the Commission (C(2007) 6655), point 2. 
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responsible Commissioner. The special qualifications are assessed by the Cabinet or services 
concerned’.12 The Commission Rules define that the specific qualifications define the level of 
remuneration.13 In the past, the criteria of ‘special qualifications meant necessarily a very high degree 
of training as well as a high experience; the level of the training shall be at least equivalent to the level 
of a General Director of the institution’.14 This explanation, included in an EC communication of 1979, 
was subsequently dropped,15 and is no longer noted in the current Commission Rules of 2007. 

The second aspect that adds value to the Special Advisers is the relevance, quality and level of their 
professional experience and expertise. They might have gained the expertise within the EC (in most 
of the cases, this would correspond to unpaid Special Advisers) or outside the EC. In the case of former 
EC staff members, the interest for appointing them might be to complete a task that they had started 
before their retirement, or to advise on a certain area where they were particularly experienced, and no 
other (or few) staff members could pursue. The ‘respective Commissioner and their Cabinet or service 
determine if it is necessary to draw on the specific expertise of a Special Adviser’.16  

Turning to the history of the Special Advisers, the first ‘Staff regulation of officials and other 
servants of the European Communities’ (1961),17 already included the category of Special 
Advisers. It is very interesting to note that neither the definition nor the rules included have been 
substantially changed since then. In this sense, article 5 of the Regulation of 1961 defined a Special 
Adviser as ‘a person who, by reason of his special qualifications and notwithstanding gainful 
employment in some other capacity, is engaged to assist one of the Communities either regularly or 
for a specified period and who is paid from the total appropriations for the purpose under the section 
of the budget relating to the institution which he serves’. The main differences with the current 
definition are the absence of any reference to the professional experience; the fact that it only refers 
to paid Special Advisers and that the EC could require their expertise on a regular basis or for a specific 
period. 

The main rules that will be further explained in the following sub-sections were already included in the 
text of 1961, i.e., remuneration determined by direct agreement between the adviser and the authority; 
maximum duration of the contract of two years, renewable; requirement of prior notification and 
exchange of views with the budgetary authority specifying the remuneration contemplated. 

The corresponding appropriations for Special Advisers were first entered into the EU budget in 1961. 
This will be further developed in sub-section 2.9. 

Although there were several amendments18 to the rules on Special Advisers in 1979, 1984, 2000, 2004, 
2007 and 2014 the nature of the institution has not been modified. Regarding the rules on selection 
and appointment, the former texts provided additional detail on some aspects such as the above noted 
special qualifications, or the specific criteria for selection. However, even if the current texts appear less 

                                                             
12  Data provided by the EC to the authors of this study (email of 5 February 2021). 
13  European Commission (2007), Rules on Special Advisers to the Commission (C(2007) 6655), point 2. 
14  European Commission (1979), Communication on Special Advisers (SEC (79)1886). General criteria, point 1.A. 
15  The reference is no longer included in the Rules on Special Advisers to the Commission of 2000 (SEC(2000)456). 
16  Data provided by the EC to the authors of this study (email of 5 February 2021). 
17  Regulation No.31 (EEC), 11 (EAEC), laying down the Staff Regulations of Officials and The Conditions of Employment of Other Servants 

of the European Economic Community and the European Atomic Energy Community (OJ 1385/62). The regulation entered into force on 
1 January 1962. 

18  COM (79) PV 539, item VII.E, SEC(79) 1886; COM (79) PV 637, item VI.B.3; COM (79) PV 499, item VII.D.2; COM (87) PV 499, 1 January 1987; 
SEC(2000) 456; PV (2000) 1470, item 9.4.; SEC(2000) 855, PV(2000)1480; SEC(2002) 1044, PV(2002)1583 of 2 October 2002; C(2004)1318 
PV(2004)1653, 7 April 2004. 
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detailed, they have not changed the essence of the rules regarding communication with the EP, 
remuneration, or appointment and selection procedure, amongst other aspects. 

2.4. Appointment procedure 

2.4.1. Selection 

This section focuses on the procedure for selecting a Special Adviser. It refers to the procedure that 
Members of the Commission should follow when they wish to engage a Special Adviser. Besides, it 
includes information on the selection criteria. 

Moreover, this section includes information on the formalities and documents that the Member of 
the Commission and the Special Advisor need to submit to Directorate-General for Human Resources 
and Security (DG HR). 

When selecting a Special Adviser, the Member of the Commission must ensure that there is no CoI.19 
This is further explained in sub-section 2.6. 

When a Member of the EC wishes to engage a Special Adviser, they shall notify in writing DG HR each 
year in January. The notification includes data on: tasks, number of days of work, mission 
appropriations, proposed daily fee rates, and the CV of the proposed Special Adviser. 

Every request of appointment shall be accompanied by three documents:20 

(a) sworn statement by the Special Adviser declaring that there is no CoI between his/her duties 
within the EC and his/her professional interests, 

(b) declaration of activities by the Special Adviser,  
(c) statement of assurance by the Member of the EC that intends to appoint the Special Adviser. 

This document establishes that there is no CoI between his/her duties within the EC and his/her 
professional interests. 

The EC provides specific forms for these three documents. 

DG HR checks documents (a) and (b) prior to the beginning of their tasks. If they consider that it is 
necessary, they might require the Special Adviser to provide further information to ensure that there is 
no CoI. ‘The risk of conflict of interest is monitored by the respective Cabinet or service and the 
Directorate-General for Human Resources and Security in accordance with point 5 of the Rules on 
Special Advisers’.21 

DG HR notifies the Member of the EC on the result of the check.22  

Regarding the selection criteria, the EC confirms that similarly to the temporary agents of Cabinets, 
there are no formal selection procedures for non-institutional Special Advisers. In certain cases, calls for 
expression of interest (with specific selection criteria) are published for institutional Special Advisers’.23 

2.4.2. Appointment 

This section focuses on the procedure for appointing a Special Adviser, especially including details 
related to the consultation process with the Legal Service and the Directorate General for Budget (DG 

                                                             
19   European Commission (2007), Rules on Special Advisers to the Commission (C(2007) 6655), point 5. 
20  Ibid. 
21  Data provided by the EC to the authors of this study (email of 5 February 2021). 
22  Ibid. 
23  Data provided by the EC to the authors of this study (email of 5 February 2021). 
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BUDG) and the requirement to inform the budgetary authority, i.e., the EP. Moreover, it refers to who 
is responsible for appointing and when the appointment can take place. 

This section covers the ordinary procedure. It is worth noting that the Commission rules allow for 
exceptions:  the possibility of appointing further Special Advisers in case of duly justified, unforeseen 
and urgent needs (there is no data on what constitutes a ‘duly justified, unforeseen and urgent need’ 
and how often the EC has made use of the exception). This is subject to the availability of sufficient 
funds.24 

The appointment procedure of Special Advisers is organised as follows:25 

1. ‘The Legal Service and DG Budget are consulted prior to the information to the Budgetary 
Authority. 

2. The EC examines the measures to be included in the statement of assurance to mitigate risks 
of CoI’. The relevant Cabinet completes ‘the statement of assurance ‘in parallel with the 
information to the Budgetary Authority. This is all completed prior to the appointment 
decision being taken by the College.  

3. It is the College, on a proposal from the Commissioner for Budget and Administration in 
agreement with the President, that takes the decision by oral procedure to appoint paid and 
unpaid Special Advisers. After that decision has been taken, the College instructs DG HR to 
proceed with the administrative preparation of the appointment (signature of the contract)’.26 
For paid Special Advisers the total fees shall fall within the budget allocated to the Member of 
the Commission concerned. 

4. Publication of the list of Special Advisers, together with their CVs and sworn statements on the 
EC’s website.27 

5. In duly justified, unforeseen and urgent needs new appointments or amendments to the 
existing contracts can be made. The EC shall inform the EP prior to the appointment ‘only 
when they concern remunerated Special Advisers’.28 

6. During the second half of the year, more appointments may be made using the reserve (of 
about 15% of the total appropriations), following the same steps (1-4). This is named ‘second 
wave’ of appointments. 

As mentioned in step three, after designation of the Special Adviser, DG HR drafts a standard contract. 
According to the Ombudsman, in general terms, the EC is complying with the procedure.29 It is worth 
noting that she considered that during the Junker Commission (in 2016) ‘significant improvements 
were made to certain aspects of the procedure for appointing Special Advisers. The Commission has 
become more prudent in drawing up Special Advisers’ mandates and setting out the measures that 

                                                             
24  European Commission (2007), Rules on Special Advisers to the Commission (C(2007) 6655), point 6. 
25  European Commission (2007), Rules on Special Advisers to the Commission (C(2007) 6655), point 6, and data provided by the EC to the 

authors of this study (email of 5 February 2021). 
26  Data provided by the EC to the authors of this study (email of 5 February 2021). 
27  See: https://ec.europa.eu/info/about-european-commission/service-standards-and-principles/transparency/special-

advisers_en#pastlistofdesignatedspecialadvisers  
28  Data provided by the EC to the authors of this study (email of 5 February 2021). 
29  European Ombudsman (2016), Strategic inquiry OI/6/2016/AB concerning the European Commission’s rules and practices to prevent 

conflicts of interest of Special Advisers, points 44, 47, 68, conclusion. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/about-european-commission/service-standards-and-principles/transparency/special-advisers_en#pastlistofdesignatedspecialadvisers
https://ec.europa.eu/info/about-european-commission/service-standards-and-principles/transparency/special-advisers_en#pastlistofdesignatedspecialadvisers
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need to be taken to mitigate risks.  The overall process is also more coherent and in line with the 
rules’.30 
 
In order to improve certain aspects, the Ombudsman offered a series of recommendations on the 
appointment procedure that the EC has taken on board, including the establishment of the statement 
of assurance to mitigate risks of CoI before the individuals are appointed. Nevertheless, the 
Ombudsman considers that in some cases the mitigation measures drafted by DG HR and sent to the 
Cabinets ‘appeared to be too vague’.31 The measures shall be clear and specific to each individual 
case.32 However, the EC considers that this is an adequate way of covering all possible situations of 
CoI.33 

2.4.3. Communication with EP 

This section refers to the transmission of information from the EC to the EP regarding the total 
amount earmarked for Special Advisers, all financial information, their names, etc.  

The EC notifies two different sets of information to the EP: the total amount earmarked for special 
advisers and, once the selection procedure has been completed, the list of intended appointments. 

Indeed, the Rules on Special Adviser (point 4) establish that, ‘as part of the budget procedure, the 
budgetary authority is notified of the total amount earmarked for special advisers for the 
following year’. The EC notifies to the budgetary authority in the global budget foreseen for item 25 
01 02 03 ‘Special Advisers’. The same point of the Rules state that ‘during the preparation of the 
preliminary draft budget, the Commission attaches general information in the form of an estimate of 
expenditure relating to the number of days of work required and the missions budget’. This 
information is provided in Working Document Part VI accompanying the draft budget. This document 
refers to the administrative expenditure under all budgets to be implemented by the Commission.   

The second set of information is transmitted to the EP at a later stage. Once the EC receives the request 
for appointing Special Advisers from a Member of the Commission or from an institutional body (in the 
case of the institutional Special Advisers), DG HR notifies the EP each year by the end of February the 
list of intended Special Advisers and the proposed remuneration (first wave of appointments). 
During the second half of the year, the EC might inform the EP again in case of reappointing some 
Special Advisers already appointed at the beginning of the year (second wave of appointments). The 
EC might also, in exceptional circumstances, appoint further Special Advisers.34 In these cases (second 
wave and exceptional circumstances), the EC follows the same notification procedure to the EP 
as the one in place for the first wave of appointments. 

Before concluding a new contract or renewing an existing one with a paid Special Advisor, the EC and 
the EP may request an exchange of views regarding the proposed remuneration, within one 
month following the date of notification.35 Within the EP, the BUDG Committee political group 
coordinators are in charge of monitoring the notifications. 

                                                             
30  European Ombudsman (2016), Strategic inquiry OI/6/2016/AB concerning the European Commission’s rules and practices to prevent 

conflicts of interest of Special Advisers, Conclusion. 
31  Ibid, point 49. 
32  Ibid, point 4. 
33  Ibid, point 49. 
34  European Commission (2007), Rules on special advisers to the Commission (C(2007) 6655), point 3. 
35  European Commission (2007), Rules on special advisers to the Commission (C(2007) 6655), Annex, art. 123. 
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In this sense, the communication between the EC and the EP is limited to a transmission of information 
during the preparation of the preliminary draft budget, and to an exchange of views regarding the 
remuneration if any of the two institutions requests this. In practice, these exchanges of views have not 
taken place. In fact, since 2010 questions on Special Adviser appointments were raised only twice by 
political group coordinators of the BUDG Committee, however, without any specific interinstitutional 
follow-up.  

Indeed, the Rules do not establish a ‘consultation’ process, but rather a mechanism of ‘communication’. 
The EC does not inform the EP on questions such as the detailed description of the tasks that the Special 
Adviser will carry out, or their special qualifications that made them suitable for the position, since 
these questions fall within the EC’s administrative institutional autonomy. However, we consider that 
making this information available to the EP would contribute to greater transparency. It would also be 
recommendable that the EC informs the EP ex-post on the ‘performance’ of the Special Adviser: tasks 
delivered, assessment of the deliveries by the EC, etc. In this sense, some questions remain open such 
as the ex-post communication from the EC to the EP. It is also worth asking why the EC would be 
required to notify the EP on this type of appointment whilst a similar notification is not required for 
appointing other staff members? 

Regarding the general practice in other public administrations, we have not found any practice where 
the governments inform the parliaments on the Special Adviser appointments. This might be explained 
by the difficulty to define Special Advisors and by the sole responsibility of the Minister to appoint a 
Special Adviser (see sections 3.2.1 and 3.3), and because of the wide definition, different status and 
great variety of Special Advisors, there is no best-practice information. In some countries, Special 
Advisers are public civil servants, so what would be the point for a consultation of the Parliament? 

As mentioned in section 2.4.1. the EC transmits to the EP the following information related to the 
selection and appointment of Special Advisers: the list of selected Special Advisers, names, purpose 
of their mandates, number of days, daily fee rates and the missions budget.  

During the Junker Commission, the EC has provided the EP with the above-mentioned data. According 
to the information shared by the EP, the EC has transmitted the lists to the EP.  

The following table shows the dates of notification every year. 

 

Table 2: Notification dates to the EP, 2015-2019 
Year First wave Second wave 

2015 26 January 2015 
04 May 2015 

30 November 2015 

2016 23 February 2016 
20 May 2016 

26 July 2016  
18 September 2016 

2017 21 February 2017 29 July 2017 

2018 04 February 2018 20 July 2018 

2019 18 February 2019 none, explained by the 
change of mandate of the 
College 

Source: Author based on data provided by the EP and the EC 
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2.5. Contractual arrangements 

2.5.1. Length of contracts 

This section refers to the duration of the contract and the possibility (or not) to renew it. 

The maximum duration of the contract is two years. It shall be renewable.36 

Even if the maximum duration of the contract is two years, the number of days of work per Special 
Adviser remains very low. For the period 2015-2019, the average number of days per year is only 18.9. 
This refers only to non-institutional Special Advisers. Data for Medical Special Advisers are provided in 
Table 5. The average number of days for this specific category of Special Advisers is much higher, 64.32 
days. 

In other Special Adviser systems, such as Germany, Special Advisers are civil servants, and they are 
appointed for lifetime (see section 3.3). 

The following table shows the average number of days per year: 

Table 3: Average number of days per year, 2015-2019 
Year Number of days allocated per Special Adviser 
2015 18.63 
2016 21.49 
2017 13.25 
2018 23.18 
2019 17.96 

TOTAL 94.50 
Average 18.90 

Source: Author based on data provided by the EP 

 

2.5.2. Remuneration and other costs 

The following section presents information on the remuneration and mission expenses of Special 
Advisers. Besides, this section presents the procedure for the allocation of appropriations for paid 
and unpaid Special Advisers. 

Special Advisers get remunerated from a specific budget heading in the EC’s administrative 
appropriations (heading ‘Administrative expenditure of the ‘Commission’s policy coordination and 
legal advice’ policy area; budget line 25 01 02 03). 

Remuneration consists of 1/22 of the basic salary of an official on the first step in grade AD9, AD10 or 
AD12.37 This means daily fee rates range from EUR 363.71 to EUR 526.84 depending on the grade.38 The 
level of remuneration is based on the qualifications of the Special Adviser and determined by the 
Member of the EC.  The EC may offer different salaries in duly justified cases, though there is no detail 
on what constitutes a ‘justified case’. The remuneration is agreed directly between the Adviser and the 
                                                             
36   Regulation No.31 (EEC), 11 (EAEC), laying down the Staff Regulations of Officials and The Conditions of Employment of Other Servants 

of the European Economic Community and the European Atomic Energy Community (OJ 1385/62). Consolidated version. Art. 123. 
37  European Commission (2007), Rules on Special Advisers to the Commission (C(2007) 6655), point 7. 
38  Data as of 1 July 2019, 2019 Annual update of the remuneration and pensions of the officials and other servants of the European Union 

and the correction coefficients applied thereto, 2019/C420/05 
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authority.39 The EC shall inform the budgetary authority (EP) about the level of remuneration 
intended to apply before the contract is finally concluded. 

When comparing the EC system with other systems, we have found that the general rule for 
remuneration is specific and transparent. Only the determination of the level of qualifications and the 
duly justified cases leaves room for discretion. In some countries, such as Finland, there is a wide range 
of remuneration from EUR 4,210 to 7,562 per month. In Sweden there is room for individual negotiation 
of the salary. In Germany, there are several pay scales and the remuneration also depends on whether 
the Special Adviser is a civil servant or not (see section 3.3). 

The following table shows the average fee rates paid to non-institutional Special Advisers between 
2015 and 2019. The average fee rate shows an increase of about EUR 70 in each of the first two years, 
whilst it decreases by about EUR 30 in 2018. Moreover, it is interesting to observe the small amount of 
the increase in 2019, EUR 14. Unfortunately, the publicly available information does not permit to 
explain the reasons for these variations. 

The table excludes Medical Special Advisers. Data on these is presented in a separate table due to the 
very different nature of the services provided by this category of advisers. Between 2015 and 2019, 
there was an average of five contracts for Medical Special Advisers per year (23 contracts for the period). 
The total number of Medical Special Advisers is 12, since some of the contracts were renewed.  

 

Table 4: Average fee rate per non-Institutional Special Advisers, 2015-2019 

Year Average daily fee rate (EUR) 

2015 441.79 

2016 513.23 

2017 587.60 

2018 556.56 

2019 570.15 

Average 2015-2019 533.87 
Source: Author based on data submitted by the EP 

 

Table 5: Number of contracts for Medical Special Advisers, fee rates and number of days, 
2015-2019 

Year Number of contracts for 
Special Advisers 

Daily fee rate (EUR) Number of days 

2015 

 
4 

473.04 40 

473.04 80 

473.04 72 

473.04 60 

2016 2 484.39 82.5 

                                                             
39  Article 6 of the Staff Regulations Conditions of Employment of Other Servants of the European Community. 
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Year Number of contracts for 
Special Advisers 

Daily fee rate (EUR) Number of days 

 484.39 13 

2017 

 
5 

500.37 13 

500.37 24 

500.37 26 

500.37 24 

500.37 6 

2018 

 
5 

507.88 50 

507.88 98 

350.65 96 

507.88 96 

507.88 87 

2019 

 

 

7 

516.51 50 

516.51 86 

356.61 141 

516.51 98 

516.51 98 

516.51 90 

403.48 49 

TOTAL 23  1479.5 

AVERAGE  482.06 64.32 

 

As already stated in section 2.2, Special Advisers might be paid or unpaid. During the period 2015-2019, 
103 of a total of 172 Special Advisers were unpaid (60%). Unpaid Special Advisers frequently belong to 
the categories of former EC staff members, former MEPs, former MPs or senior-level civil servant in a 
Member State. It is worth noting that during the period 2015-2019 all former EC staff members that 
were appointed Special Advisers were unpaid (55 from a total of 172, see Table 6). Amongst the 
category of unpaid Special Advisers there is also a very small number of former Commissioners (4) 
and two Secretary Generals of the EC (2) (see tables 5 and 6). They were all unpaid with the exception 
of one Commissioner. Their total number of days of work is 205 for the period of reference. 

The following tables show the distribution between paid and unpaid Special Advisers per year;  the 
number of Special Advisers that were former staff members; and the former Commissioners and 
Secretary Generals of the EC that were appointed Special Advisers from 2015 to 2019.  
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Table 6: Paid and unpaid Special Adviser appointments per year, 2015-2019 

Year 
Number of unpaid Special Adviser 

appointments 
Number of paid Special Adviser 

appointments 
2015 14 9 
2016 30 17 
2017 3 9 
2018 32 21 
2019 24 13 

TOTAL 103 69 
Source: Author based on data provided by the EP 

 

Table 7: Former EC staff members appointed Special Adviser appointments, 2015-2019 

Year 
Number of former EC staff members 

(appointments) 
Total number of Special Adviser 

appointments 
2015 8 23 

2016 16 47 

2017 2 12 

2018 17 52 

2019 12 37 

TOTAL 55 171 
Source: Author based on data provided by the EP 

 

Table 8: Commissioners/Secretary Generals appointed Special Advisers, and annual number 
of days allocated, 2015-2019 

Year Commissioners Number days of work Paid (P) / Unpaid (NP) 
2015 - -  -  

2016 

BARNIER Michel 40 NP 

DAY Catherine 40 NP 

FIGEL Ján 40 NP 

KALLAS Siim 15 NP 

MONTI Mario 20 NP 

2017 - - - 

2018 

DAY Catherine 48 NP 

FIGEL Ján 45 P 

KALLAS Siim 4.5 NP 

MONTI Mario 20 NP 

2019 

DAY Catherine 30 NP 

ITALIANER Alexander 30 NP 

KALLAS Siim 4 NP 

MONTI Mario 24 NP 

TOTAL 
4 Commissioners 

2 Secretary Generals 205.5 5 NP /1P 

Source: Author based on data provided by the EP 
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The table above shows that all former Commissioners were unpaid Special Advisers with one 
exception. In this case, the EC justifies the remuneration explaining that ‘in certain cases, where the 
former official/Commissioner when assuming the role of special adviser is requested to provide 
services of crucial importance and which require particular energy, dedication and time, remuneration 
is included. The Commission enjoys discretion when deciding on this’.40 This raises the question as to 
whether the work of unpaid Special Advisers is of less crucial importance and is less energy and time 
consuming? Besides, this criterion is not easily measurable.  

The mission expenses are always covered, both for paid and unpaid Special Advisers. These expenses 
are included in the subheading ‘Special Advisers’ in the EC’s administrative appropriations.41 

The rules of remuneration noted above also apply to Medical Special Advisers.  

It has to be noted that in ‘duly substantiated exceptional cases’42 Special Advisers might perceive a 
remuneration under a higher grade, namely daily fees equivalent to 1/22 of the basic salary of an official 
in the first step of grade AD14, i.e., EUR 674.43. Regarding Institutional Special advisers for the period 
2014-2019 a higher remuneration was justified in three occasions. The higher level of remuneration 
was specified in the call for expression of interests.43 However, there is no information publicly available 
as to whether the non-institutional Special Advisers have perceived higher remuneration in duly 
justified cases. 

2.6. Conflicts of interest 
This section refers to the procedures in place for managing potential CoI before, during and after 
the appointment.  

The selection of a Special Adviser is a very sensitive issue since the procedure needs to be very 
transparent, and also needs to ‘appear’ to be very transparent. In this sense, as stated by the 
Ombudsman ‘in the absence of adequate information about such efforts [ensuring that there are no 
CoI], members of the public may have reasonable doubts as to whether a member of staff is or is not in 
a conflict of interest situation (that is, there may be at least an “appearance” of conflict of interest. Even 
appearances of conflicts of interests are damaging to the EU institutions as they serve to diminish the 
public’s trust in the institutions’.44 

Due to the nature of their mandate, Special Advisers are expected to provide independent advice to 
the EC, and for that purpose they may have access to confidential documents. It must be noted here 
that the Cabinets or responsible Commissioner or services are responsible for verifying the deliveries 
provided by the Special Advisers.45 Since Special Advisers may access confidential information, the 
Members of the EC must ensure that there are no CoI arising between the professional interest 
outside the EC and their internal work for the EC. This is of special relevance since Special Advisers 
might continue to, and usually do, work outside the EC. Indeed, it should be noted here that their work 
for the EC is temporary and part-time.  

As mentioned in sub-section 2.4.1., in order to ensure that there are no CoI, prior to his/her selection, 
the Special Advisor must provide a sworn statement declaring that there is no CoI between his/her 
                                                             
40  Data provided by the EC to the authors of the report (email of 5 February 2021). 
41  The budget appropriation for Special Advisers is intended to cover the remuneration of Special Advisers, their mission expenses and 

the institution’s accident insurance contribution. See Budget of the EU (OJ L67/1551)  
42  European Commission (2007), Rules on special advisers to the Commission (C(2007) 6655), point 7. 
43  Data provided by the EC to the authors of the report (email of 5 February 2021). 
44  European Ombudsman (2016), Strategic inquiry OI/6/2016/AB concerning the European Commission’s rules and practices to prevent 

conflicts of interest of Special Advisers, page 5. 
45  Data provided by the EC to the authors of the report (email of 5 February 2021). 
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duties within the EC and his/her professional interests.46 In this sense, as the Ombudsman 
recommends47 the judgment on the absence of CoI should not be left only to the self-assessment by 
the Special Advisor. The EC should take an active role ensuring that in the EC’s view there is no 
conflict. The EC should also actively re-examine the situation every time the Special Adviser 
undertakes and declares a new activity outside their work for the EC. 

The assessment of the CoI is more complicated for the case of Special Advisers than for the case of 
any other EU Staff. It is not straightforward to prove the existence of a link between the activities 
undertaken by the Special Adviser outside and for the Commission. It is clear that the Special Adviser 
continues his/her professional activity most probably in the same area or in one that is similar to the 
one he works for at the EC. Besides, the CoI does not only refer to his/her professional, financial 
interest, but also to that of his/her family members.48 In this sense, as the EC is aware of the 
complexity of the issue, it uses the concepts of ‘specific link’ and ‘theoretical link’ to prove the existence 
of conflicts. There needs to be a ‘specific link’ and not only a ‘theoretical link’ between the activities, 
for a CoI to be established.49 

According to the Ombudsman,50 a clear definition of the mandate of the Special Adviser will 
contribute to the transparency of the system and will make it easier to define whether there is or not a 
CoI. 

The Commission has taken this recommendation on board from 2015 to 2018 and publishes 
relevant information on the purpose of the mandate on their website.  

Besides the clear definition of the mandate, the Ombudsman has recommended that the EC justify its 
decisions of selecting a Special Adviser and give explanations when it considers that there is a 
potential risk. In 2016 the EC followed up on this recommendation carrying out detailed examinations 
for each Special Adviser appointed, clearly defining the purpose of their mandate and drawing up 
measures to mitigate risks. In this sense, the Ombudsman recommends that the EC takes systemic steps 
to ensure an adequate assessment of CoI, such as the development of ‘a non-exhaustive table of 
examples of situations that could prevent a prospective Special Adviser from being appointed or 
would, at least, require mitigating measures. This would help to better structure the Commission’s 
reasoning, enable a more consistent assessment and provide convincing justification for its 
decisions’.51 

The EC considers that, due to the very specific nature and legal and administrative status of Special 
Advisers ‘where the mandate of a Special Adviser is broad, the measures are formulated quite generally 
and in particular, they tend to focus on ring fencing the activities as Special Adviser to ensure that 
conflict of interest do not arise when advising the Commissioner’.52 

                                                             
46  European Commission (2007), Rules on Special Advisers to the Commission (C(2007) 6655), point 5. 
47  European Ombudsman (2016), Strategic inquiry OI/6/2016/AB concerning the European Commission’s rules and practices to prevent 

conflicts of interest of Special Advisers, point 21. 
48  Ibid, point 16. 
49  Ibid, point 29. 
50  European Ombudsman (2016), Strategic inquiry OI/6/2016/AB concerning the European Commission’s rules and practices to prevent 

conflicts of interest of Special Advisers, point 34. 
51     Ibid, point 33. 
52  Data provided by the EC to the authors of this study (email of 5 February 2021). 
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2.7. Transparency 
This section refers to what type of information is published in relation to the entire procedure of 
appointing a Special Adviser (e.g. the sworn statements, the curriculum vitae (CV), names, purpose of 
the appointment, etc.) and to where and when it is published (e.g. Europa website). 

The EC publishes on the Commission’s Europa website all the information related to Special Advisers.53 

According to the Commission Rules, ‘once their appointment has been approved, a list of the Special 
Advisers, together with their sworn statements and CV (which must not contain information of a 
private nature, such as family situation, private address, etc.), are posted on the Commission’s Europa 
website’.54 For the period of reference, the EC has posted all the CVs and sworn statements for the 171 
Special Advisers appointed, 55 with the exception of four CVs that were not identified.56 

For 2014, there is no information on Special Advisers on the EC website. However, it should be noted 
that 2014 was a transition year between two Commissions. 

For 2015-2018, the EC has published on their website all the information required: their CV, their 
sworn statements, the lists of Special Advisers, the Member of the Commission who has requested their 
services, as well as their mandate. There is a clear division between Institutional and Non-Institutional 
Special Advisers. 

However, for 2019 the CV and declaration of activities are published but there is no separate 
information for Institutional and for Non-Institutional Special Advisers. Besides, the list with all the 
Special Advisers is not published, and this implies that there is no information publicly available about 
the purpose of their mandates. 

Regarding the purpose of the appointment, the Commission Rules do not specify that the purpose 
needs to be published. However, following the Ombudsman’s recommendation (see sub-section 2.4.1), 
the EC has made this information publicly available for 2015-2018. This contributes to increase 
transparency and trust. Only the purpose of the appointment for 2019 has not been published on the 
EC website. 

The EC publishes all the information in the form of .pdf  files. Information is not presented in a reader 
friendly way, i.e., not searchable. Indeed, the format of the information complicates searches. In this 
sense, even if it is certain that the Commission Rules do not specify how the information should be 
published, the information would be more accessible to the citizens if the EC would use a database or 
Excel files instead of .pdf documents (see for example the searchable database on Expert Groups, 
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/).57  

  

                                                             
53  See: https://ec.europa.eu/info/about-european-commission/service-standards-and-principles/transparency/special-

advisers_en#roleofspecialadvisers  
54  European Commission (2007), Rules on Special Advisers to the Commission (C(2007) 6655), point 6 
55  The number of 171 refers to the Special Advisers according to data provided by the EP. As stated in the introduction, on the EC website 

215 Special Advisers are listed. 
56  Their names are not in the public domain. 
57  Register of Commission Expert Groups, https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/ 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/about-european-commission/service-standards-and-principles/transparency/special-advisers_en#roleofspecialadvisers
https://ec.europa.eu/info/about-european-commission/service-standards-and-principles/transparency/special-advisers_en#roleofspecialadvisers
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2.8. Number of Special Advisers during the Juncker Commission 
This section summarises the number of Special Advisers appointed during the Juncker Commission, 
and includes some data related to the ‘home’ institution, the nationality, the post-Special Adviser 
position (if known).  

The following table shows the non-institutional Special Adviser appointments per cabinet during 
the period of reference. The Commissioner with the highest number of Special Adviser appointments 
was Dombrovskis (European Commission Vice President for the Euro and Social Dialogue from 2014 to 
2019), with a total of 28 appointments for five years; whilst some other Commissioners only had three 
for the same period (Avramopoulos, Hahn, Katainen, Vella and Vestager). Considering the data 
provided by the European Parliament, the average number of Special Adviser appointments per year 
is 34.   If we consider the numbers published in the EC website, the average is 43 per year. These figures 
are far from those of the Member States (see section 3.2.4).  It is important to insist on the fact that the 
following data shows the number of appointments, which is different from the number of Special 
Advisers (see Table 10).
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Table 9: Number of Special Adviser appointments per Commissioner, 2015-2019 

Commissioner 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 TOTAL 
Andriukaitis 1 1  1 1 4 
Ansip 2 2  1  5 

Arias Cañete 1 1  2 2 6 

Avramopoulos 1 1  1  3 
Bienkowska  1 1 1 1 4 

Bulc 1 1 1 2 1 6 
Cretu 5 4  3 1 13 
Dombrovskis  7 5 8 8 28 
Georgieva  4    4 
Hahn  1  1 1 3 
Hogan  2  2 2 6 
Jourová 2 1 1 2  6 

Juncker 1 3 1 5 5 15 
Katainen  1  1 1 3 

Malmström 3 3  3 3 12 

Mimica 1 3  1 1 6 
Moedas  2 1 3 3 9 

Mogherini 1 2  1 1 5 
Navracsics 1 1  1 1 4 
Oettinger  1 1 5 1 8 
Stylianides  1  2 1 4 

Timmermans 3 3  3 2 11 
Vella  1 1  1 3 
Vestager    3  3 
TOTAL 23 47 12 52 37 171 

Source: Author based on data provided by the EP 

 

However, as mentioned above when analysing the total number of Special Advisers appointed during 
the period of reference, the number is considerably smaller. There were only 86 individual Special 
Advisers. Some of them were appointed in two or more years, and this explains that the number of 
appointments is larger (171 as shown on Table 9). 

The following table shows the number of Special Advisers per Commissioner between 2015 and 2019, 
compared to the number of appointments.
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Table 10: Total number of Special Advisers and appointments per Commissioner, 2015-2019 

 

Commissioner Appointments Special Advisers 
Andriukaitis 4 1 
Ansip 5 2 
Arias Cañete 6 3 
Avramopoulos 3 1 
Bienkowska 4 2 
Bulc 6 4 
Cretu 13 7 
Dombrovskis 28 9 
Georgieva 4 4 
Hahn 3 1 
Hogan 6 3 
Jourova 6 6 
Juncker 15 8 
Katainen 3 1 
Malmström 12 3 
Mimica 6 3 
Moedas 9 4 
Mogherini 5 2 
Navracsics 4 3 
Oettinger 8 7 
Stylianides 4 4 
Timmermans 11 4 
Vella 3 1 
Vestager 3 3 
TOTAL 171 86 

 

When analysing the nationalities of the Commissioners and the Special Advisers, we have observed 
that it coincides in certain cases. However, the number of coincidences is not significant. The highest 
coincidence is observed in 2018 where both the Commissioner and the Special Adviser share the same 
nationality in 15 cases. 

The following table summarises the cases where both coincide, per year. 
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Table 11: Nationalities of the Commissioner and Special Adviser, 2015-2019 

 Year Number of appointments where nationalities 
coincide (Commissioner and Special Adviser) 

Total number of Special Adviser 
appointments 

2015 7 23 

2016 11 47 

2017 2 12 

2018 15 52 

2019 11 37 

TOTAL 46 171 

Source: Author based on data provided by the EP 
 

Besides, as shown in the following table, it is interesting to note that certain nationalities are more 
present than others. The most frequent is the German one, followed by the French.  

 

Table 12: Nationalities of the Commissioner and Special Adviser, 2015-2019 

 Year Nationality with the highest number of  Special advisers 
2015 DE (3) 

2016 FR (7) 

2017 PO (2) 

2018 DE (8) 

2019 DE (7) 
Source: Author based on data provided by the EP 
 
 
For the entire period of reference, the most present nationalities are Germany (15% of the total of 
number of Special Advisers), Italy (11%) and France (10%). It is interesting to note the absence of Special 
Advisers from Lithuania or Romania for that period. The following figure shows the distribution of 
nationalities. 
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Figure 1: Distribution of Special Adviser appointments per nationality, 2015-2019 

 
Source: Author based on data provided by the EP. 
 
 
 

2.9. Budgetary implications 
This section provides budgetary data corresponding to the Special Advisers. 

The budgets for the years 1961 to 1965 show allocations for Special Advisers, however, the budget line 
also covers other items, e.g., freelance interpreters, auxiliary and secretarial staff etc., and therefore the 
specific allocation for Special Advisers is not known. The first dedicated budget line for Special Advisers 
appears in the 1966 budget – budget line 244 ‘Conseillers spéciaux (traitements, indemnités, frais de 
voyage, de mission) crédit spécialisé; credit and depenses’. 

The following figure shows the development of the budget commitments for Special Advisers between 
1966 and 2020. This shows relatively stable allocations of close to around EUR 200,000 per year until 
the year 2000, when the allocations increased considerably, reaching EUR 1,165,000 in 2015 (and then 
dropping slightly to EUR 980,000 in 2020).  
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Figure 2: Budget allocations for Special Advisers (commitments in EUR), 1966 to 2020 

 
Source: Author based on the annual EU Budgets. 
 

Figure 3: Budget allocations for Special Advisers (commitments in EUR), 2014 to 2019 

 
Source: Author based on the annual EU Budgets.  
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 LITERATURE REVIEW 
This section presents a review of relevant literature on Special Advisers.58 The aim of the literature 
review is to identify relevant practices and criteria that may be taken into consideration to assess the 
EC framework. 

First, literature about Special Advisors should be seen in the context of literature and research about 
the development of advisory systems and political advice. “Globally, the demand for management and 
policy consulting expertise from governments, public sector organizations and transnational agencies 
has grown steadily since the early 1990s”.59 Most academic experts are critical as towards these 
developments. For example, some experts claim that the use and benefit of consultants does – in most 
cases - not produce efficiency gains. Moreover, many doubts exist about the quality, knowledge and 
capabilities of advisors and management consultants. Next, for many observers, another risk comes 
from the increasingly embedded and opaque role of advisors and consultants “in public sector 
organizations, creating over-dependency and shaping both policy and practice—a ‘consultocracy’ or 
‘invisible civil service’ (Hodge and Bowman 2006; van den Berg et al. 2019)”.60 Next, Sturdy et al (2020) 
show that consultants and advisors “create unnecessary demand”.61 From this perspective, advisors 
can also be seen as agents who are seeking to influence policy makers to further their own private 
interests.62 

Since a number of years, a shift is taking place from a stable and institutionalised policy advisory 
system to a more politicised, pluralised, flexible and ad hoc policy advisory system.63 In addition, 
there is a large group of private, commercial advising and consulting agencies (the so-called ‘invisible 
public sector’) that advise the government (based on their strategic interests). 

Take the case of the advisory system surrounding the EC which consists of a combination of permanent, 
institutionalised, formalised and informal, ad-hoc and individualised features. 

 

  

                                                             
58  In the following we will focus our literature review on literature on special ministerial advisors and not on policy advisors or policy 

advisory systems. For a more complete overview about political advisors, please consult the literature references to this study. 
59  Sturdy, A./Kirkpatrick, I./Reguera, N./Blanco-Loiver, A. & Veronesi, G., The management consultancy effect: Demand inflation and its 

consequences in the sourcing of external knowledge. Public Administration. 2020;1–19, doi.org/10.1111/padm.12712. 
60  Sturdy/Kirkpatrick//Reguera/Blanco-Loiver. & Veronesi, op cit, p.2. 
61  Ibid. 
62  Ibid. 
63   van den Berg, C. F. 2017, Dynamics in the Dutch policy advisory system: externalization, politicization and the legacy of pillarization, 

Journal of Policy Sciences, Vol. 50, 80 and 81. 
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Figure 4: External forms of (varying politicised) advising in the EC 

 
Source: Author 

 

These dynamics in the policy advisory system cannot be seen in isolation from our interest in Special 
Advisers. In fact, the existing concerns about the opacity of advisory systems in general, and more 
specifically about the development and role of Advisers’ numbers, roles, status, costs and workplace 
behaviour point to the existing concerns as regards the development of ever complex, fragmented 
and ad-hoc forms of modern policy advisory systems. 

Research about Special Advisers is still in the beginnings: Overall, while research focuses on the 
more ‘visible’ policy advisers, like lobbyists, consultants, advisory bodies, or think tanks, little academic 
attention has been devoted to the less visible actors. Obviously, ministerial/special advisers belong to 
the latter category.64 Existing research is fragmented because countries apply very diverse systems and 
define the term special (ministerial) advisor very differently. Most existing research focuses on 
Westminster countries (mostly the UK, Canada, Australia and New Zealand). Research has also touched 
on cabinet systems and the role of ministerial advisers within cabinets. However, almost no research 
exists as regards Special Advisers in other political-administrative systems.65 

                                                             
64  Ibid. 
65  Hustedt, T./Veit, S. 2017, Policy Advisory Systems: change dynamics and sources of variation, Journal of Policy Sciences, No. 50, p.41, 42. 
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3.1.1. The wider context – politicisation of the civil service 
The emergence of policy advisers should also be seen in a broader context of politicisation and a certain 
decline of the national civil service as the undisputed motor for policy advice.66 

The claim of increasing interaction between the public and the private sector, the political and 
the administrative level and between ministers, advisers, and civil servants is often made in research 
and government practice.67 As the completely neutral bureaucracy is a myth rather than empirical 
reality, all democracies have to balance demands for neutral expertise, political responsiveness, 
trustworthiness and ethical behaviour.68 Especially, the ideal of non-partisan advice may be “violated 
by demands for political responsiveness affecting the recruitment principles and behaviour of the 
permanent civil service and further complemented by different types of political staff and advisers such 
as exempt staff, ministerial and special advisers”.69 These developments are usually characterised as 
politicisation of the civil service.  

The contradiction between the notion of a neutral bureaucracy and politicisation reflects a basic 
dilemma of any democratic government between ensuring both neutral expertise and political 
responsiveness. The accommodation of this dilemma differs as the organisation and regulation of the 
politician–civil servant interaction varies between EU Member States. Also, appointment procedures of 
top managers are very different (Blomeyer & Demmke, 2020) and are contingent upon different legal 
and administrative traditions.70 

3.1.2. Explaining increasing importance of advisory systems and Special Advisers - 
drivers and explanatory variables71  

Political advice is far from a homogenous phenomenon and, as we will see, definitions are complex and 
contested. Overall, the growth of advisors and advisory systems has generated extensive debates 
about why the demand for (special) advisors has increased. What are the reasons for the developments 
of advisory systems and the growing importance of special policy advisors? There may be economically 
rational explanations. Recruiting fixed-term advisors is cheaper than appointing (and finding!) internal 
public employees in the field. Often, ministers are looking for expertise in a very specific policy field 
and do not find this expertise in the public service. This argument draws from transaction cost theory. 
Here, a central question is why ministers (or other public employers) hire (former internal or) external 
experts instead of asking internal civil servants to do the same work. Could it be that this is due to a 
shortage of staff and skills? Or, is downsizing positively related to hiring external advice? What comes 
first? Shortages of staff create the need for external expertise? Or, shortages of expertise create the 
need for additional staff? Another question is whether hiring in external advice is really cost-efficient 
because policy advisors may have a constant interest to drive up the demand for their expertise. For 
example, in their study about the effects of management consultancy, Sturdy / Kirkpatrick / Reguera / 
Blanco-Loiver & Veronesi (2020) conclude that, often, consultants create a “cycle of over demand” of 

                                                             
66  Connaughton, B. 2015, Navigating the Borderlines of Politics and Administration: Reflections on the Role of Ministerial Advisers, 

International Journal of Public Administration, January 2015, DOI: 10.1080/01900692.2014.952820, pp. 1–9. 
67  Hustedt, T./Houlberg Salomonsen, H.2014, Ensuring political responsiveness: politicization mechanisms in ministerial bureaucracies, 

International Review of Administrative Sciences, 2014, Vol. 80(4), pp. 746–765. 
68  Hustedt/Houlberg Salomonsen, 2014, op. cit., 747. 
69  Shaw, R. & Eichbaum, C. (2012), Ministers, Minders and the core executive: Why ministers appoint political advisers in Westminster 

contexts. Parliamentary affairs. DOI: 10.1093/pa/gss080, p.1. 
70  Hustedt/Houlberg Salomonsen, 2014, op cit. 746 and 747. 
71  Hustedt, T., 2019, Studying policy advisory systems: beyond the Westminster-bias?, Policy Studies, 40:3-4, pp. 260-269, DOI: 

10.1080/01442872.2018.1557627. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/01442872.2018.1557627
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/01442872.2018.1557627
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/01442872.2018.1557627
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services.72 This, again, is happening frequently because there is little evidence that (for example) 
ministers evaluate the work and outcomes of advisory work systematically. 

However, other reasons also play a role why external political advice is increasing. 

 ‘Governments and policy makers face increasingly complex, dynamic and “wicked” policy challenges 
that require new and fit solutions, including the need for new policy advisory functions that provide 
governments with information, facts and evidence based-analysis’ (OECD, 2017: 3). As regards the main 
explanatory variables, in the academic literature, experts distinguish between externalisation trends 
and politicisation trends. 

Externalisation refers to the increasing relevance of non-governmental actors in policy advisory 
systems. For example, the impact of managerial, budgetary constraints and austerity reforms has 
forced many countries to look for advice and consultancy from outside the own political- and 
administrative system. Very different budgetary situations also mean that countries rely on external 
expertise, depending on the budgetary context.  

Politicisation points to the increasing significance of external interests in advisory practices 
demanded by elected politicians. “This type of politicisation has been seen in the use of political 
appointees, the political involvement in senior public service staffing, the use of performance 
management and procedural steering. Additionally, it has also been witnessed in the employment of 
ministerial entourages consisting of political and Special Advisers, communication managers”.73 On the 
other hand, from the perspective of civil servants, ministerial advisers shield them from involvement in 
political activities. In the absence of ministerial advisers, ministers may be tempted to ask public 
servants to assist them with issues that fall outside the public service boundaries of neutrality. Such 
assistance may include helping with preparations for a party meeting, drafting letters to party officials 
or brokering agreements between coalition parties. Therefore, one could also argue that Special 
Advisers are being employed and necessary in order to maintain principles of impartial advice. 
Again, the drivers for these trends – externalisation and politicisation - result from a number of 
overarching governance trends that are widely shared in the literature: globalisation, mediatisation, 
wicked problems and scientisation contribute to an increasing complexity confronting policymakers. 
For example, Veit, Hustedt, and Bach identify mediatisation, scientisation, and the increasing relevance 
of interdisciplinary and complex (wicked) problems as key drivers of change for the German system.74 

During the last years, austerity policies decreased the capacity for internal advice within the 
public sector. “Hence, the public service became less able to provide policy expertise”75 and more 
dependent on external advice. According to Halligan, governments incorporate special skills by the use 
of external advisers and private sector consultants in the age of privatisation. More generally, “under 
fiscal austerity, governments have sought to reduce staff and functions. Often this has involved the 
substitution of consultants for public servants because it has been more politically (and managerially) 
acceptable. As a result, external organisations have been increasingly used for policy design and 
development”.76 This would have corresponded to a decrease in the number of internal policy 

                                                             
72  Sturdy/Kirkpatrick/Reguera/Blanco-Loiver & Veronesi, 2020, op cit, p.4. 
73  van den Berg, op cit, p. 65. 
74   Veit, S./Hustedt, T./Bach, T. 2017, Dynamics of change in internal policy advisory systems: the hybridization of advisory capacities in Germany 

Policy Sciences (2017), pp. 50:85–103 DOI 10.1007/s11077-016-9266-9. 
75  Halligan, J. 1995, Policy Advice and the Public Sector, in Peters, G./Savoie, D.T. (eds.), Governance in a Changing Environment, Montreal: Mc 

Gill Queens University Press, p. 160. 
76  Halligan, 1995, op cit, pp.154-155. 
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advisers, a decrease in the use of the system of permanent advisory bodies and councils and an 
increase in the use of external consultants as policy advisers.77 

3.1.3. Main concerns 
Obviously, politicisation of public administration exists in a variety of forms and as such, politicisation 
is not a problem, as long as principles of rule of law, merit and impartiality are maintained. However, 
through the use and support of ministerial advisers, the issue of politicisation and CoI becomes more 
complex and problematic. For example, the employment of Special Advisers requires the careful 
design of specific human resource measures and integrity mechanisms. As we will see, 
employment- and integrity frameworks for special advisers require innovation and renewal. At present, 
many ethical challenges exist that are not covered by existing practices and procedures. From a 
political point of view, “the potential downside of the increased number and influence of these actors 
is that executive strategy is becoming overly political and not sufficiently policy-oriented and that 
political assistants are focusing too much on the political branding of the minister and too little on the 
legal and constitutional aspects of policy making, the interests of the organisation or policy sector and 
the coherence of cabinet policy.”78  

This also means that the management of Special Advisers very much depends on the local context 
and, even more, the personal relationship between the Minister/Commissioner and the special advisor.  

Moreover, employment conditions and human resource management also depend on the nature of 
the job profile of special advisers and may differ from case to case. For example, the German Court of 
Auditors (2007)79 concluded that, often, policy advisers carry out very different tasks and functions, 
some of which are highly sensitive and political tasks. Overall, tasks vary from purely representative 
tasks (for the Government) to direct and personal involvement in the drafting of legislative initiatives. 
As we will see later on, all countries (as well as the EC) see a need for the employment of special- and 
ministerial advisers. Although comparative statistics do not exist, developments point to an 
increase of the number of Special Advisers.  

While few experts reject the need for ministerial/special advisers, work practices, functions and roles 
of political advisers raise many questions.80 In most cases, these questions relate to employment 
conditions (status, contractual situation, career planning, remuneration) as well as to ethical issues 
(management of CoI). In most countries, these issues have not been dealt with properly. 

3.2. Defining special ministerial advisers in the EU Member States 

3.2.1. General definition 
From a comparative perspective, the term Ministerial/or Special Advisor describes an “element of an 
overarching policy advisory system to Ministers, that is, an interlocking set of actors who provide 
information, knowledge and recommendation to policy makers”.81 However, as already mentioned, the 
various advisory systems are strongly linked to the various specific constitutional-, legal-, political- and 
administrative features (OECD, 2017). Overall, political advice can be formalised or informal, 
institutionalised- or not, located within the administration or between the administrative and political 

                                                             
77  van den Berg, op cit., pp. 63-84. 
78  van den Berg, op cit, p.77. 
79  Deutscher Rechnungshof, 2006, Einsatz externer Berater in der Bundesverwaltung, Stuttgart: Kohlhammer. 
80  Hustedt, T./Veit, S., 2017, Policy advisory systems: change dynamics and sources of variation, Policy Sciences, Springer Science & 

Business Media New York 2016, No. 50, pp. 41-46, 5 January 2017. 
81  Ng,Y-F., 2018, The Rise of Political Advisers in the Westminster System, Routledge, London, p. 7. 
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sphere, or even external to government. According to Hustedt & Thiel, “investigating policy advisory 
systems allows reconstructing and explaining both country and sector-specific characteristics of policy 
advice”.82 

Special Advisers in the EU Member States have a different legal status, employment conditions, 
ethical obligations, pay structures, functions, titles and decision-making powers. While some 
countries only have several ministerial advisers at the centre of Government, others also staff the 
agencies and regional governments with advisers. Moreover, numbers differ hugely amongst the 
Member States ranging from a few to thousands of advisers. “This variation not only can be identified 
across several countries, but also even within the same government. These different formal and 
functional configurations underline the complex nature of ministerial advisers and might explain why 
truly comparative research on ministerial advisers has been scarce”.83 Overall, in the academic 
literature, few efforts have been made so far to explain this variation across EU Member States.84 

Although there is no single definition of what constitutes a special adviser, there are some 
common characteristics in their appointment procedures and the range of functions they carry out.  

First, in most countries, the appointment of ministerial advisers is at the sole discretion of the minister 
or the head of government. They are primarily appointed by the political level and their term of office 
is generally limited and tied to a legislative term. Although most countries apply the general 
employment framework for the public service to special advisers, in many countries the minister is the 
only authority responsible for the implementation and the monitoring of employment rules (OECD, 
2011).  

Second, regarding the range of functions, most Special Advisers are assigned duties corresponding to 
“strategic advice in the design of policies or reforms (…) crisis management, diplomacy (…), and the 
design of new laws and policies (…) political/partisan advice that reflects the minister’s political 
outlook or governing party’s priorities (…) media assistance” (OECD, 2011). 

Finally, despite all existing differences and complexities, it is very well possible to define the term 
special advisor/ministerial advisor. For example, Hustedt/Kolltveit and Houlberg Salomonsen offer the 
following definition: ‘We suggest defining a ‘ministerial adviser’ as a “person appointed to serve an 
individual minister, recruited on political criteria, in a position that is temporary”.85 

3.2.2. The Westminster system 
The Westminster system is predicated on a binary relationship between the political level and the 
neutral administration (civil service). Policy advisory systems traditionally relied predominantly on the 
bureaucracy providing neutral technical advice to policy makers. Consequently, Westminster systems 
do not have ‘cabinets’ or other politicised forms of policy advice (such as the German function of 
‘Staatssekretär’, Secretary of State). However, this ‘Westminster dichotomy’ is rather unfashionable 
today and considered to be too simplistic in the demarcation of the roles of civil servants and 
politicians. In times of growing complexity, the emergence of wicked problems, globalisation, 
mediatisation and externalisation of public tasks, it was seen necessary to introduce an additional 
layer of advisers whose task would be to support the work of ministers. However, the insertion of 

                                                             
82  Hustedt/Veit, 2017, op cit. p.42. 
83  Hustedt T, Kolltveit K, Salomonsen HH. Ministerial advisers in executive government: Out from the dark and into the limelight. Public 

Administration. 2017; 95, p. 301. https://doi.org/10.1111/padm.12329. 
84  Hustedt/Veit, 2017, op cit. 
85  Hustedt, T./Kolltveit/Houlberg Salomonsen, H., 2017, Ministerial advisers in executive government: Out from the dark and into the 

limelight, Public Administration, 95, p. 300, DOI: 10.1111/padm.12329. 
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political advisers between Ministers and public servants also problematises the politics/administration 
dichotomy.86 Therefore, criticism against special advisers has become very popular in the Westminster 
systems. Here, “special advisers have been seen as a malign development – at best a necessary evil and 
at worst a waste of public funds, whose potential for shady and pernicious behaviour had to be 
contained”.87 

3.2.3. Special advisers in the EU Member States and the EC 
Contrary to the Westminster systems, other countries had introduced these ‘layers’ already a long time 
ago, for example through the introduction of a cabinet system. This explains why – during the last years 
- discussions about the role and functions of Special Advisers had a very strong ‘Westminster bias’ 
(Hustedt). However, in almost all countries, criticism exists as regards the development of 
advisory systems and issues such as a lack of transparency, increase of complexity, lack of 
accountability, cost developments and lack of control. However, in non-Westminster system, 
criticism towards the function of Special Advisers is much less pronounced, because these countries 
always applied a less stringent distinction between the political- and administrative level and 
established various forms of political advice. 

However, in all countries, externalising and ultimately politicising and multiplying policy advice and 
policy advisory sources represent far-reaching changes at the expense of the traditional, neutral merit 
public service. Though also in some non-Westminster countries political advisers have more recently 
been established and scholarship shows that they gained in numbers, size and relevance in many 
Western jurisdictions (see contributions in Shaw and Eichbaum 2018; Hustedt and Salomonsen 2014, 
2017), politicised advisory positions at the top have been a traditionally institutionalised part in other 
systems, such as in the ministerial cabinet tradition of France, Belgium, Greece or the European 
Commission” (Gouglas 2015; Gouglas, Brans, and Jaspers 2017).88 Especially Gouglas et al 
(Gouglas/Brans & Jaspers, 2017) focused their research on the cabinets in the EC.89 Cabinet systems 
are comparable to Special Advisers. The cabinet system consists of a formal group of personal 
advisers attached to each Minister. These cabinets are “interposed between the Minister and the 
civil service”.90  

Other EU Member States have other senior advisor systems that fit into their own constitutional, 
political and administrative tradition. Seen altogether, almost each country has its own specific 
ministerial advisor system (Göransson).91 

For example, in Germany, “even though ministerial advisers do not exist in German federal ministries 
as a formally established position, the personal staff that recently tended to be organised in particular 
staff units (‘Leitungsstäbe’) perform functionally equivalent tasks, usually organising the cooperation 
with parliament and cabinet, providing information to the press, and organising the minister’s calendar 
and files in his personal office. These staff are often recruited from the line bureaucracy; however, it is 
widely acknowledged that the minister recruits his press spokesperson from outside the ministry, often 

                                                             
86  Ng, 2018, op cit, p. 6. 
87  Yong,B. & Hazell, R. (2014). Special Advisers: Who They Are, What They Do and Why They Matter. Oxford: Hart Publishing, p. 1. 
88  Hustedt, Studying policy advisory systems, op cit, 265. 
89  Gouglas, A./Brans, M. & Jaspers, S. 2017, European Commissioner cabinet advisers: Policy managers, bodyguards, stakeholder 

mobilizers,  Public Administration, No. 95, pp. 359-377. 
90  Ng, op cit, p. 10. 
91  Göransson, M., 2008, Les cabinets ministeriels, Analyse et comparison de leur necessite au sein du systeme politico-administratif, 

Working Papers CEB 08-038.RS, ULB -- Universite Libre de Bruxelles. 

https://ideas.repec.org/s/sol/wpaper.html


Special Advisers to the Commission (2014-2019) 
  
 

PE 689.327 37 
 

a former journalist, as well as his personal secretary. There are no quantitative data regarding the extent 
of external recruitment”.92 

Similar to the German tradition of ‘Staatssekretäre’, Austria93 employs ‘Generalsekretäre’ (General-
Directors) and, again, other countries apply various terms like ministerial advisers, spin doctors, 
‘Hofräte’, external persons, bag carrier, spokesmen and many other definitions. 

Overall, some countries also employ Special Advisers within the civil services. This is also the case 
in the EC where the term Special Advisor defines two different types of Special Advisers: a) non-
institutional and b) institutional advisory functions.  

  

                                                             
92  Hustedt/Salomonsen, 2014, op cit, 753. 
93   Matzke, M., 2020, Hofräte, Einflüsterer, Spin-Doktoren: 300 Jahre graue Eminenzen am Ballhausplatz, Brandstätter: Vienna. 
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Figure 5: The EC system (non-politicised (blue), politicised (orange), politicised and 
individualised (red)) 

 

Source: Author 
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or to use public power. Special Advisers also do not have any supervision powers over civil servants 
(official answer from Finland to the study). Contrary to this, in Germany State Secretaries (also on the 
Länder level) have decision-making powers.94 

A last ‘distinction criterion’ concerns the number of Special Advisers: Whereas in some countries each 
Minister has the right to nominate only one special advisor (for example in Denmark and, generally also 
in Finland), in other countries there exist no clear limitations. Again, in other countries special advisers 
can be nominated according to available budgetary means (as is the case in the EC). This short overview 
illustrates that any conclusion of best-practice models is risky, if not impossible.95 It also illustrates that 
respective roles and responsibilities of advisers are subject to constant changes within different 
administrative contexts and organisational cultures. 

3.2.4. About numbers and transparency  
The development of the number of Special Advisers has become a source of public concern. This 
development has, in turn, led to public concern in some countries over the lack of transparency in 
advisor appointment procedures, levels of pay and cost developments. In reality, little is known about 
the development of numbers and whether they (and costs) increase, or not. Overall, only few 
countries publish figures. And even in these cases, it is unclear on what basis and definition these are 
published. In fact, it is almost impossible to compare and analyse data because of the existence of 
very different definitions of Special Advisers.  

Throughout this literature research, research shows that numbers of special advisors differ strongly. 
Overall, comparative numbers based on a set year do not exist: for example, in Denmark: every minister 
may employ one special advisor;96 Ireland: (2020) 64 advisers (2020); Finland: 70 advisers (2020); United 
Kingdom: 109 advisers (Institute for Government, 2019); Sweden: approximately 200 within 4 years;97 
Greece: per cabinet 9 minimum to 34 maximum, plus four Special Advisers or Special Associates and 
Scientific Associates.98  

Countries with a cabinet system report changing numbers that exceed several hundreds.99 In 
France, sources reported the number of 324 members of cabinets for the year 2019 (Le Parisien, 12 July 
2020). In Belgium,100 “it is difficult to identify the exact size of the ministerial cabinets, but investigations 
claim a near doubling between 1989, when the average cabinet had 13.8 staff members, and 2004, by 
which time the average size had grown to 28” (Pelgrims and Dureu, 2006, cited in de Visscher and 
Salomonsen, 2013). Ministerial cabinets are staffed with equal numbers of external employees and civil 
servants from the line organisation. In Belgium, one also needs to add the cabinets on the regional 
level. In Portugal, “appointments to ministerial private offices include chiefs of staff, who are 
responsible for the coordination of the office and act as a liaison with the departments under the 

                                                             
94  Göransson, op cit. 
95  de Visscher, C./Houlberg Salomonsen, H. 2012, Explaining differences in ministerial menages a` trois: multiple bargains in Belgium and 

Denmark International Review of Administrative Sciences 79(1), pp. 71–90. 
96  “And most ministers now employ one special adviser”, Thurid Hustedt, Heidi Houlberg Salomonsen, 2014, Ensuring political 

responsiveness: politicization mechanisms in ministerial bureaucracies International Review of Administrative Sciences 80(4) (2014) DOI 
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Presses de Sciences Po (7. December 2015). 
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minister’s authority. Ministers are also free to appoint up to nine political advisers (assessores and 
adjuntos de gabinete) who provide technical and specialized policy support to the minister. This 
number increases to 26 in the case of the prime minister’s office. Beyond these positions, ministers are 
able to appoint other individuals to conduct studies and extraordinary missions – often considered to 
be policy advisers, especially in terms of their salaries – or to act as technical advisers (conselheiro 
técnico) who deal with interdepartmental issues. There are no legal limits on the number of individuals 
appointed to these functions, and the duration and the salary these appointees receive is virtually 
unlimited”.101 

Overall, all of this does not explain why only a minority of countries make any other information 
available to the public, particularly with respect to total cost of advisers, their job descriptions, and 
information about professional activities and CoI. In most countries, the accessibility of information 
does not meet the demand for accountability, integrity and transparency.  

3.3. Terms of employment and remuneration 
As such, the status of ministerial advisers must always be seen in the context of the national advisory 
system. For example, whereas German ministerial advisers (‘Staatssekretäre’) have the status of civil 
servants, the definition of the German civil service status is not comparable to the civil service status of 
Finnish Special Advisers who, for example, have only a fixed-term contract whereas German special 
advisers enjoy life-time tenure. 

Next, the difficulty to define the status of ministerial advisers has also to do with the fact that, 
legally, they are treated as similar to other public employees, whereas they are politically appointed, 
can be dismissed any time, hold fixed-term contracts and are only accountable to the Minister. Take 
the case of Finland: ‘Ministers’ special advisers (civil servants) are appointed by the Prime Minister, on 
a proposal from the relevant minister. They can be appointed without a public application procedure, 
hold contracts of fixed time duration and their term of offices ceases on the same day as the minister’s. 
Their contracts can be resolved under justified reasons (including loss of trust) with prior notice (or 
without prior notice in the event of a serious breach or neglect of duties). They are bound by the same 
rules and regulations as other civil servants, and therefore, they all fall under the general regulatory 
framework provided by the State Civil Servants Act’. 

Contrary to the German and Finnish situation, Special Advisers in the EC do not have a status at all, but 
rather work on the basis of short-term contracts and are paid per day (see section 2.5.1). 

Next, in most countries (and also in the EC), the general employment rules for the public service apply 
also to ministerial advisers. In these cases, ethics policies and rules as well as the compensation for 
ministerial advisers is based primarily on the public service and public sector salary scales, although the 
latter is not necessarily the advisor’s only source of income.   

By looking at these cases, it is obvious that the ‘legal status’ of ministerial/special advisers still leaves 
many questions open and is a case sui generis. Therefore, in his book ‘Special Advisers’, Yong (2014, 
130) defines Special Advisers as ‘civil servants, but an odd sort (…) The history of special advisers is, in 
part, a history of the grafting of expectations onto an office with deliberately fluid requirements’. 

However, there are also similarities in the ways in which most are appointed and their terms of 
employment. For example, what differentiates ministerial advisers from public servants across different 
politico-administrative traditions is that their appointment is often at the sole discretion of heads of 
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government or ministers. And their time in office is tied to that of the minister they serve. Therefore, 
because they are personally appointed by a minister, they are also exempt from the usual public service 
entry requirements, if recruited from outside the public service. In addition, they stand outside the 
normal ministry chain of command, usually answering only to the minister and taking their instructions 
from him/her. Last but not least, as discussed, in most cases they are not allowed to give political 
instructions to the civil service. However, again, this may be the case in a number of cases. As already 
discussed, this again suggests that appointments of ministerial advisers are linked to 
considerations of personal trust on the part of the minister or head of government rather than to 
the government or public administrative machinery in place.  

In most cases, ministerial advisers have employment contracts or even short-term contracts that may, 
however, be renewed (for example, because the minister takes on a position in another ministry and 
wishes the advisor to follow him/her, or the new minister decides to keep the advisor on). “Only a small 
percentage of countries (19%) indicate that a ministerial advisor’s tenure may exceed the term of office 
of the incumbent minister or head of government”.102  

Again, in other countries, the employment of ministerial advisers follows a hybrid model which means 
that ministerial advisers primarily work in other jobs and act on a short-term basis. Overall, ministerial 
advisers also enjoy limited job security. Often, Ministers also have the discretionary power to 
terminate their contracts.  

As we will see later on, any type of hybrid and limited employment also raises a number of ethical 
issues. 

In some cases, the same country regulates ministerial advisers with different rules. For example, in 
Germany ministerial advisers may be civil servants, public employees, seconded experts, or experts 
with a short-term contract. Also, in Belgium, the terms of employment of a ministerial advisor depends 
on his/her legal status before being appointed: if the person is a statutory member of the public service, 
he/she is considered as seconded and the general employment framework governing statutory 
personnel in the public service is applicable. On the other hand, if the appointee is employed on the 
basis of a labour contract (inside or outside the public sector), then labour laws apply.  

Thus, although the general employment framework rules for the public service apply to ministerial 
advisers in most countries, advisers have a number of specific work-related features that differentiates 
them from public servants.  

So far, discussions about ministerial/special advisers have demonstrated the existence of a great variety 
of systems and employment conditions. This variety is also reflected by a great diversity of 
remuneration systems. Overall, remuneration practices are untransparent and complex. Take for 
example the German system where different types of ministerial advisers are paid according to 
different pay scales and depending whether they have a civil service status, or not.   

In most countries, the basic pay of ministerial advisers is calculated in line with the salary scale in the 
public service. In some cases, it is also determined by individual bargaining (Sweden, for example), 
while in others the Prime Minister or head of government makes recommendations.  

Moreover, the rules that apply to remuneration may also vary according to whether ministerial advisers 
work in the Prime Minister’s Office or in individual ministries, according to seniority or qualifications. 
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Therefore, in practice, arrangements may also be dealt with on an individual basis.  For example, in 
Finland, Special Advisers are remunerated within a range of EUR 4,210 – 7,562 per month. 

If countries allow advisers to hold a number of positions concurrently, then accumulating income 
from different sources may raise concerns about the total compensation package as well as 
about potential CoI. 

3.4. Ethical challenges governing Special Advisers  
The employment of Special Advisers raises a number of important ethical issues, yet most of them are 
not yet managed sufficiently by the EU Member States and the EC. Because Special Advisers interact so 
closely with politicians, public servants, media and the private sector and (indirectly) exert influence on 
policy making, ministerial advisers might be particularly vulnerable to undue influence, which 
may put their integrity at risk. 

In the following, we will focus on the ethical dimensions of employment. Obviously, Special Advisers 
are exposed to risks of undue influence, abuse and corruption because they interact closely with a 
number of top stakeholders (in political parties, private interest groups and lobbyists and because they 
are answerable primarily to the minister/Commissioner). This risk of creating potential CoI was already 
clearly spelled out in the above-mentioned report by the German Court of Auditors (2007).103 
Consequently, the German Court of Auditors suggests that a number of functions should not be carried 
out by outside experts, such as: leading on the drafting of laws and other regulatory acts; leadership 
and control functions; or public procurement. 

Overall, ministerial advisers may also be prone to abuse of office when their functions are not clearly 
spelled out. For example, in many countries Special Advisers continue to exercise other professional 
activities. They may be tempted to influence policy decisions of their Ministers/Commissioners because 
of private interests. They may take up positions in related business when their appointment terminates. 
“The risk that springs to mind is that of ‘revolving doors’ whereby advisers may move back and forth 
between public service and the private sector. Such mobility must be handled with care to avoid the 
risk of conflicts of interest. On re-joining a private firm, for example, an advisor may be tempted to 
use the confidential information he/she was privy to as advisor or, conversely, favour that firm on 
resuming his/her post as advisor” (OECD, 2011). 

Overall, rules on the acceptance of outside activities are very different. In the case of Finland, the 
Finnish regulation does not allow to carry out outside activities, but also in principle: “Secondary 
activities for public servants are acceptable only if they do not jeopardise trust in impartiality of the 
official function. Engaging in ancillary activities requires either permission from or disclosure to the 
relevant authority; it is for the ministry in which a public official works to grant the respective 
authorisation. A secondary occupation must not cause disqualification in customary official duties and 
it must not adversely affect discharge of official duties. A permission, which can always be rescinded, is 
based on a risk assessment of the impact of the ancillary job on the impartiality and proper 
performance of the public official. Special Advisers aren´t usually allowed to have any ancillary job 
etc”.104 

In Finland, the dilemma is clearly spelled out: “Special Advisers, who typically have access to sensitive 
information, are public servants and the guideline of the Ministry of Finance applies to them as well. 
However, in comparison with other public servants, their positions are short-term, and are tied to a 
                                                             
103  Deutscher Bundesrechnungshof, op cit, 4 and 5. 
104  Finnish answer to a request for information by the authors. 
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particular minister's term in office. Their turnover is high and many of them move to the private sector 
during the minister's term in office, or after it”.105  

As it seems, the problem lies in the allocation of accountability mechanisms. In most countries, 
ministerial advisers are answerable solely to the minister. Since advisers’ lines of accountability lead 
straight to their ministers in most countries, the question is not only how ministers should be held 
accountable for the conduct of their advisers. In fact, it is also how they can be held accountable if they 
have engaged into a personal ‘trust’ relationship with a Special Advisor. How can we ‘trust’ 
Ministers/Commissioners to sanction misconduct of Special Advisers if the relationship between 
special advisor and the Minister/Commissioner is a personal relationship? On the one hand, “because 
ministers have such close working relationships with their ministerial advisers, they are in practice the 
most likely to know about an advisor’s misconduct or corrupt behaviour. For this reason, it is important 
that they should be held accountable for the conduct of their ministerial staff not only in legislation 
and policy but also through robust reporting and investigation mechanisms106. On the other hand, 
Ministers may find themselves in a CoI if they are required to sanction the misconduct of their trustees. 
We can conclude from this that internal self-regulation and self-control does not work. Instead, 
potential misconduct should be monitored by an outside body and not by the Minister/Commissioner. 

Until today, few countries have administrative mechanisms or agencies for investigating the 
misconduct of ministerial advisers. In Ireland, a ministerial advisor can be investigated by the 
Standards in Public Office Commission about alleged contraventions of disclosure provisions in the 
ethics legislation or about an alleged “specified act”.  

Of course, most countries have a range of administrative, civil and penal sanctions in place that could 
apply to ministerial advisers in the event of misconduct. However, few countries have developed 
credible monitoring mechanisms for sanctioning misconduct. Consequently, according to the 
OECD (2011), very few countries have sanctioned Special Advisers when committing misconduct.  

Yong (2014: 130) claims that in Westminster systems “there had rarely been disciplinary issues 
concerning Special Advisers or conflicts between Special Advisers and civil servants”. Although the UK 
regulatory scheme is very detailed and substantial (especially by international standards), sanctions are 
rare and ‘oversight bodies have not been very active in pursuing the actions of Special Advisers’ (Ng, 
2018: 129). Overall, a major issue is the enforceability of the existing provisions, as Ministers rarely take 
the blame for the actions of their advisers. Therefore, what is needed is external, independent and de-
politicised management and enforcement of ethical provisions through independent oversight bodies 
(Ng, 2018: 179). 

3.4.1. Duties to disclose private interests 
For a number of years, the EU institutions and the Member States have strived for more transparency 
and they introduced disclosure requirements in order to prevent CoI. Differences concern the degree 
of openness (public disclosure or internal disclosure), and questions of sanctioning if members do not 
disclose or disclose too late. Whereas in some countries, holders of public office have obligations 
to declare only their financial interests, in most cases they must also declare other issues such as 
professional activities, honorary memberships and presentations in registers of interest. Thus, 
the most important questions concern what should be declared, whether (or not) the declarations 
should be made public, whether (or not) independent bodies should have the power to monitor the 
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registers and whether (or not) there should be sanctions for noncompliance. When looking at these 
managerial aspects, we find that disclosure systems are indeed powerful tools, but they are also prone 
to disappointing results and setbacks if they are launched with overly ambitious mandates, are not 
supported by adequate resources, or are not underpinned by political commitment.107 

For example, often, ethical frameworks surrounding CoI are largely based on self-declarations made by 
the individual persons. Such declarations often rely on the judgement of the concerned person and on 
staff members’ knowledge of the applicable requirements. Specific details of a case only need to be 
provided when an HR- or ethics official judges that more detailed information is required.108 

Thus, the systems rely on individual motivation, integrity and professional self-regulation. It is, 
however, doubtful whether the ethical framework can be effective without appropriate control 
systems. However, investing in better monitoring of disclosure systems is also expensive and generates 
new (ethical) bureaucratic challenges. As is the case with Special Advisers, to date, little is also known 
on whether countries require ministerial advisers to disclose their private interests (and how 
these are monitored and enforced). From a theoretical point of view (and given the importance of these 
positions), Special Advisers should be required to disclose their interests. And these interests should be 
closely monitored. On the other hand, it is highly likely that countries will not monitor effectively the 
disclosure of interests (especially if Special Advisers are appointed only for short periods of time). 

According to the latest available comparative statistics, “most countries, however, also fail to make 
information on ministerial advisers readily available. There is a particular scarcity of publicly accessible 
information on the profiles and backgrounds of advisers (14% of respondent countries), job 
descriptions (23%) and the total cost to the public purse of advisers (23%)” (OECD, 2011, 62). This 
intransparency as regards Special Ministerial Advisors contrasts somehow with the growing interest in 
publishing data and information about lobbyists (so-called lobby registers) and integrity policies. For 
example, the French High Authority for Transparency in Public Life has taken on a leading role in 
publishing data and information on integrity policies and information about lobbyists 
(https://www.hatvp.fr/en/high-authority/institution/). 

3.4.2. Managing outside activities 
As such, the function of a Special Advisor is a very ‘mobile’ and ‘fluid’ function. Special Advisers may 
move back and forth in various positions, functions and between the public and the private sector. 
Therefore, the term ‘revolving door’ applies perfectly to Special Advisers. More precisely, the ‘revolving 
door’ describes potential CoI arising because professional roles are performed in sequence or at the 
same time. For example, because of the movement of personnel between the public and private sector, 
enhanced mobility within the sectors, or because of CoI arising as a consequence of leaving a sector (in 
the case of retirement or ‘leaving office’). Thus, revolving door denotes potential CoI arising as regards 
the recruitment of new staff from outside the organisation or sector, as a consequence of temporary 
exchange programmes, mobility policies, as a result of side-activities during services, or simply after 
leaving office and taking up a new job or CoI during times of retirement. 

As already mentioned, in the media, most attention is being devoted to CoI after leaving the job and 
moving into the private sector (post-employment). Overall, post-employment has also increased 
attention because labour mobility has increased, and opportunities for post-political professional lifes 
have dramatically changed. As a consequence, today, former office holders are strongly exposed to 
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CoI because of generally active post office occupation. Never before had former office holders so 
many opportunities for activities, employment, visibility and influence. However, no country has 
evidence on numbers of Special Advisers who are switching sectors. Moreover, overall, only little 
attention has been given to CoI arising from recruiting Special Advisers and CoI arising after Special 
Advisers are leaving or going into retirement. Thus, whereas there is growing attention to the revolving 
door phenomenon as regards politicians, this is not the case as regards Special Advisers and what 
mechanisms are needed to manage these challenges. A very similar challenge concerns the issue of 
outside activities. Should Special Advisers be allowed to continue to work in other jobs, or maintain 
their original professional links? This is no easy question, because in many cases, Special Advisers are 
only recruited for a limited period of time (and paid on a daily basis, like in the EC). In other countries, 
this is almost an irrelevant question (for example in Germany), where Special Advisers enjoy a civil 
servant status.  

According to the OECD (2011), many countries allow ministerial advisers to earn income from 
concurrent gainful activities. Those countries which do not permit them to do so seek to restrict the 
practice of public servants holding another job concurrently. Ministerial advisers may also be required 
to ask the minister’s permission before undertaking any outside activity, whether remunerated or not, 
to prevent CoI. Again, here we come back full circle. Why should a minister prohibit requests from a 
special advisor if the Minister and the special advisor have a close and personal relationship? Why then 
should a Minister distrust a special advisor because of potential CoI?  

Consequently, despite the risks to integrity inherent in the functions of ministerial advisers and their 
influence, over a third of countries fail to require them to disclose their private interests (OECD, 
2011). To facilitate public scrutiny and enhance public trust, it should be common practice everywhere 
to require Special Advisers to publicly disclose private interests. 

3.4.3. Managing career development and organisational justice 
Many ethical challenges are also left unanswered as regards the career development of Special 
Advisers:109 How are merit related and career development rules and policies applied to Special 
Advisers once they stay in the public service and apply for a public service position? Should Special 
Advisors be subject to performance evaluations and appraisal systems? So far, there is little evidence 
that (for example) ministers evaluate the performance of special advisors. Moreover, no research exists 
as to career paths of Special Advisers. Because of their different status in the Member States of the EU, 
there is no common trend as to career paths after their appointment comes to an end, and the nature 
of recruitment procedures once a former special advisor applies for a job. Overall, the situation is 
depending on case-by-case decisions: either Special Advisers may resume their previous profession in 
the public or in the private sector, stay in the same position with a new minister, follow the minister 
into his/her new position, or apply for top-positions in the public service career ladder. Next, some 
advisers enter the public service, in which case their tenure as ministerial advisers may or may not count 
as spent time in the civil service. In some countries, experience as a special advisor may be used as a 
personal advantage in securing a new senior managerial post in the public service or a higher position 
than one previously held. Or, differently, in countries where there is a strong tradition of public service 
neutrality former ministerial advisers may even be at a disadvantage because they are seen as partisan 
(OECD, 2011).  

                                                             
109  Bloch-Orsten, M./Mayerhöffer, E. & Willig, I., 2020, From Government Office to Private PR: Career Patterns of Special Ministerial Advisers 

and the Privatization of Politics, The International Journal of Press/Politics, No. 25 (2), p.302. 
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3.4.4. Same standards of conduct for public servants and Special Advisers  
Many countries apply public service (ethical) standards like integrity legislation or codes of ethics to 
Special Advisers. A question, however, is whether the specific nature of Special Advisers require more 
than this and whether specific codes of ethics should be adapted to the political nature of their 
function.  

Some countries ban or restrict certain practices on the part of ministerial advisers, particularly the use 
of official information and the receipt of gifts and benefits and outside activities. “It should also be 
noted that almost half of respondent countries (44%) have introduced post-employment restrictions 
aimed specifically at ministerial advisers leaving public employment and designed to prevent conflicts 
of interest. But no information how and whether these restrictions are monitored and enforced” (OECD, 
2011).  

Again, here we come to our earlier discussion. What is the effectiveness of ethical standards, 
prohibitions and bans, if standards are neither readily enforced and if Ministers themselves are 
responsible for the management and monitoring of misconduct? As such, it can be questioned 
whether Ministers should monitor the ethical conduct of their own advisers. 
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 ASSESSMENT OF THE EC FRAMEWORK 
In light of the information and criteria provided in Section 3, this section presents our assessment of 
the current EC framework. 

The assessment is presented in table format. For each element or component of the EC Special Adviser 
system, the table shows current EC practice (drawing on the discussion in section 2), other comparable 
practices (identified mostly on the basis of the literature review in section 3), and our overall 
assessment. Cells in red colour suggest possible room for improvement of the EC system; cells in orange 
colour show possible room for improvement; cells in green colour suggest that the corresponding 
element / component of the EC system is well aligned / or goes beyond practices identified in other 
systems. 

Overall, the assessment confirms that the EC system is in alignment with relevant practices and 
standards in other comparable organisations. The Commission publishes more information than the 
Member States in terms of names, CVs, tasks, remuneration, total cost in the EU budget. Moreover, the 
total number of Special Advisers and the figures on remuneration suggest a ‘moderate’ use of the 
function of the Special Adviser. However, there is room for improvement. The transparency (and 
corresponding public opinion) would considerably benefit from information being presented in a more 
user-friendly format; if more detail was provided in terms of the definition of ‘special qualifications’ and 
of the cases when different salaries are justified; and if an independent body was introduced to 
regularly assess the added value of the Special Advisers, and the CoI. 
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Table 13: Assessment 

Elements of the EC 
Special Adviser system 

EC practice Other practices Assessment 

Publication of declarations 
of activities of Special 
Advisers 

EC publishes declarations In general, information not published No room for improvement 
identified 

Access to data in excel 
format 

EC publishes data in pdf  Publish data in excel 

Appointment EC Member proposes, DG HR reviews, and EP 
is consulted 

In general, at the sole discretion of the Ministers No room for improvement 
identified 

Recruitment EC recruitment based on the special 
qualifications  

Most countries, recruit based on political criteria No room for improvement 
identified 

Duration Maximum duration of the contract: 2 years Position is temporary. Duration varies in every 
country 

No room for improvement 
identified 

Decision-making powers Special Advisers to the EC do not have 
supervisory powers over civil servants 

The situation varies in different MS (e.g., in Finland 
no supervisory powers; Germany decision-making 
powers) 

No room for improvement 
identified 

Definition EC defines the ‘institution’ of special adviser No common definition of special adviser. Different 
political systems make a common definition 
almost impossible 

Consider further clarifying the 
definition of ‘special 
qualifications’, helping to better 
understand the need for Special 
Advisers 

Number Average of 34 per year110. 

Moderate trend of increase.111 

Numbers vary enormously in different countries 
(from 64 in Ireland in 2020, to 324 in France in 
2019); Trend of increasing the number in the 
recent years 

No room for improvement 
identified 

                                                             
110   Data refer to non-institutional Special Advisers, according to the information provided by the EP 
111  Data provided by the EP do not show a trend of increasing the numbers; data published by the EC show a moderate increase in the last two year of the period analysed. 
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Elements of the EC 
Special Adviser system 

EC practice Other practices Assessment 

Status EC: the general employment rules for the 
public service apply also to Special Advisers 

In most countries, similar situation to the EC 
(some exceptions: Finland, Germany) 

A specific status might improve 
the opinion of the general 
public; however, this might also 
render the system less flexible 

Terms of employment Part-time dedication to the role of Special 
Adviser – compatible with jobs outside the EC 

In most countries, compatible with other jobs; 
Limited job security 

No room for improvement 
identified 

Remuneration EC publishes the general remuneration tables. 
However, the amounts might increase in 
individual justified cases 

Few countries publish clear data on remuneration; 
rules are very complex 

The remuneration level of 
Special Advisers to the EC is 
regulated. However, it is possible 
to offer an increased 
remuneration in duly justified 
cases and there is lack of 
transparency when this is 
justified.  

Publication of declarations 
of activities 

EC publishes the declarations of activities Little information on whether countries require 
disclosure of declarations of activities 

No room for improvement 
identified 

Monitoring of declaration 
of activities 

Based on self-declaration of the Special 
Advisers. The EC asks for updates 

Limited publicly accessible information Consider establishing an 
independent monitoring 
function / body to increase 
transparency 

Publication of CVs EC publishes CVs on their website In general, CVs are not published No room for improvement 
identified 

Publication of total cost EC publishes total cost in a specific budget line 
of the EU budget 

There is no information available on other 
practices 

No room for improvement 
identified 
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 RECOMMENDATIONS 
This section presents a series of recommendations with the view to strengthen the current EC 
framework. 

5.1. Status, Definition, Functions and Tasks of Special Advisors 
• Overall, in the Member States there is no single best-practice definition of what constitutes a 

Special Adviser. Overall, the definition of status, tasks and functions varies enormously in EU 
countries. The question of the term ‘special qualification’ is also not further developed in the 
Commission rules. As such, the ‘added value of appointing special advisers to the Commission derives 
from their exceptional qualifications and/or the relevance, quality and level of the professional 
experience and expertise acquired prior to or while performing the duties of special adviser’. This is a 
very broad definition and allows for the appointment of a very broad group of persons. As such, 
this broad definition is needed because of the broad spectrum and broad need of policy advice. 
However, precisely because of the need for a broad definition, there is a need for checking whether 
these qualifications and skills already exist inside the administration. Therefore, we recommend 
introducing a requirement to first check whether this expertise already exists.  

• To avoid a potential risk of abuse of functions, and the risk of public opinion distrust it might be 
advisable to define common requirements in the appointment procedures and to further define 
the range of functions that Special Policy Advisers are not allowed to carry out. For example, 
functions that should not be carried out by Special Advisers include: advising on the drafting of 
regulations, decisions and directives; decision-making and leadership over top officials and control 
functions; or involvement in public procurement policies. 

5.2. Oversight and conflicts of interest 
• To facilitate the budgetary control function of the EP, it is recommended that the EC includes key 

data related to the Special Advisers in their discharge reports. 

• Next to the existing recommendations from the European Ombudsman about the need to 
implement and enforce more effectively ethical obligations and conflicts of interest policies, we 
also suggest that regular assessments should be undertaken about the work carried out by Special 
Advisers. This is important because EU Commissioners have no incentive to evaluate the work and 
outcomes of advisory work systematically. Regular assessments should evaluate whether hiring in 
external advice is really cost-efficient or, for example, Special Advisors also have an interest to drive 
up the demand for their expertise.  

• We also suggest a change in the allocation of accountability mechanisms. International 
comparisons show that few countries have administrative mechanisms or agencies for 
investigating the misconduct of Special Advisers. On the EU level, Special Advisors are accountable 
to the Commissioner. Since Advisers’ lines of accountability lead straight to the EU Commissioner 
(or President of the EU-Commission), the question is not only how Commissioners should be held 
accountable for the conduct of their Advisers. In fact, it is also how they can be held accountable if 
they have engaged into a personal ‘trust’ relationship with a Special Adviser. How can we ‘trust’ 
Commissioners to sanction misconduct of Special Advisers if the relationship between Special 
Advisor and the Commissioner is a personal relationship? As such, EU Commissioners may find 
themselves in a CoI if they are required to sanction the misconduct of their trustees. We conclude 
from this that internal self-regulation and self-control does not work. Instead, potential misconduct 
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should be monitored by an outside independent ethics body, or ethics committee (as currently 
discussed on the EU level).112 

• We agree with the Ombudsman that the Commission should not “simply rely on a judgement call 
by a given Special Adviser as regards whether that Special Adviser’s situation gives rise to a CoI (or 
an “appearance” of a CoI). While the self-assessment by a Special Adviser is one important element 
which it can take into account, the Commission should always ensure that it is the Commission 
which re-examines carefully all the relevant factual aspects in order to establish its own view as to 
whether or not there is a conflict of interest or an “appearance” of a conflict of interest. The position 
of the Commission should not be based solely on the “self-assessment” by a Special Adviser”. In this 
respect, it is important to note that, “unlike its other staff members, Special Advisers usually 
continue to work (sometimes in full-time jobs) outside the Commission during their tenure as 
Special Advisers. This work is often in the same area(s)—their area(s) of expertise—as the area(s) 
on which they advise Commissioners”.113 

• Improve the monitoring of conflicts of interests and disclosure policies of Special Advisers. Make it 
obligatory to file disclosure forms and improve monitoring of CoI and disclosure policies of Special 
Advisers. If Special Advisers do not follow up requirements, Commissioners should not be entitled 
to employ Special Advisers. We also recommend applying existing revolving door policies to 
Special Advisers. Overall, managing and sanctioning misconduct should be the task of 
(independent) monitoring bodies but not the EU Commissioner him-/herself. Clarify the 
accountability framework within which Special Advisers work and the commissioner’s role in 
leading by example and being held accountable in the event of misconduct. 

5.3. Transparency, communication vis-à-vis the general public / access 
• In order to increase transparency and public access to the documents, it is recommended that the 

EC publishes the list of Special Advisers for 2019, together with a description whether they are 
institutional or non-institutional. This list shall include the purpose of their mandate, as the EC has 
included for 2015-2018. It is also recommended to publish all the relevant information for 2014. 

• In order to facilitate the understanding by the media and citizens of the role and functions of 
Special Advisers, a clear/public explanation of why this division is necessary and of why there are 
paid and unpaid Special Advisers is recommended. 

• Track the overall cost of Special Advisers and monitor justifications and needs. Make it mandatory 
to justify why certain pay levels of ministerial advisers are required, publish regular cost estimations 
and cost developments of Special Advisers.  This requires that all individual EU Commissioners post 
on their websites for public scrutiny not only the names, but also job descriptions and disclosures 
of interests of Special Advisers. 

• The format of the publications could be improved, e.g., use formats that allow for easy 
downloading, processing and searching of data.

                                                             
112  https://euobserver.com/tickers/150599; https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20201113IPR91601/independent-

ethics-body-strengthening-transparency-and-integrity-in-the-eu; 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=IPOL_STU(2020)661110 

113  European Ombudsman (2016), Strategic inquiry OI/6/2016/AB concerning the European Commission’s rules and practices to prevent 
conflicts of interest of Special Advisers. 

https://euobserver.com/tickers/150599
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20201113IPR91601/independent-ethics-body-strengthening-transparency-and-integrity-in-the-eu
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20201113IPR91601/independent-ethics-body-strengthening-transparency-and-integrity-in-the-eu
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____________________________________________________________________________________ 

This study proposes an overview of the selection of Special Advisers to the European 
Commission, specifically during the period 2014-2019: the procedure followed, number of 
contracts, safeguards, contractual terms, budgetary implications, transparency, 
communication with the European Parliament. A review of literature, good practices and 
criteria for assessing the European Commission framework is provided. In conclusion this 
study makes recommendations on how to further strengthen it. 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
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