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[bookmark: _Toc169873368]Abstract

This thesis investigates the impact of the corruption scandal named Qatargate on the relationship between Qatar/the Gulf States and the European Union (EU). By looking at the literature on crises, reputation-building, and the EU as an actor in international relations, it is hypothesised that Qatargate did lead to the EU taking a position that is more normatively oriented. By using the method of process tracing, this thesis tries to understand the causal mechanism that lies underneath this hypothesised process. The causal mechanism consists of four parts that describe how the discovery of Qatargate lead to a change in behaviour. Based on the data, it can be concluded that the relation did change, but not as heavily as expected. EU institutions did propose a plan that was aimed at restoring credibility and reputation, which included stronger rules on ethics and integrity. However, despite these efforts, this thesis finds out that the foundation of the relationship between the EU and Qatar remains intact. This study, therefore, underlines the complexity of the field of international relations and the resilience of international cooperation in a complex geopolitical world. 
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[bookmark: _Toc169873372]1.1 Qatargate and mutual neglect
Since its founding in 1949, the (eventually named) European Union (EU) has been an important and powerful actor on the international stage. Its large internal market, the dominance of universal Western values and the military power it possesses have made it an attractive power for other states and entities to cooperate with. This does not only apply to actors on the same continent, but also for actors that are further away and seem less likely to be a partner for the EU. An example of the latter is the Gulf Region. This region, which includes countries and states such as Qatar and Saudi Arabia, has seen its ties with the EU being strengthened over the last couple of decades. 

The first steps to cooperation were being made in 1989 with the signing of the Cooperation Agreement as part of the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership (EMP) and later the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) (Schumacher, 2017). Since then, the EU and the Gulf States have only further increased their cooperation, with the climax being in 2022. In May 2022, the European Commission (EC), by means of the High Representative for Foreign Affairs (HR), published a document that focuses on a more strategic partnership with the Gulf States. In this communication, the Commission speaks of a strategic partnership between the EU and the Gulf states in order to increase prosperity and meet global challenges (European Commission, 2022, p.1). The document outlines a couple of goals and future prospects such as a ‘partnership for prosperity’ (p.2); ‘a partnership for regional stability and global security’ (p.8); and ‘a partnership for people’ (p.13) (European Commission, 2022). The European Commission has, concludingly, set out multiple ambitious goals that should be achieved by improving the relationship between the EU and the Gulf States. 
The story of the cooperation between the EU and the Gulf States sounds like there are only winners and positive aspects of the deal. However, this happy story quickly turned into a tragedy within the same year. In December 2022, the EU gained world-wide media attention when news leaked about a corruption scandal involving multiple members of the European Parliament (EP). This so-called Qatargate entailed an amount of more than four million euros that was used by officials from Qatar, Morocco, and Mauritania in order to influence political outcomes in the Parliament (Braun et al., 2023). Pictures of suitcases filled with stacks of euros dominated the news and caused political uproar (Joyner, 2023). Especially the involvement of Eva Kaili, vice-president of the European Parliament, has caused uproar with Kaili still being in custody and tracked with electronic monitoring (NOS, 2023). Main political figures such as the President of the European Commission (EC) Ursula von der Leyen and multiple heads of states were quick to condemn the issue and to express that no stone should be left unturned until full clarity has been achieved (Lynch et al., 2022). Qatargate made a swift and abrupt end to a cooperation that seemed to be so successful for both the EU as well as the Gulf States and Qatar. 
At this point, it has to be brought forward that the relationship between the EU and Qatar was not without controversy. Critics were cynical about what was there to gain for the EU in the (further) strengthening of ties with Qatar. For example, trade deals with Qatar and the Gulf States represent a meagre 3% of EU trade in goods (Van Veen, 2022). It could be argued that the EU is increasingly dependent on the fossil fuels that the Gulf States have plenty of in light of the war between Ukraine and Russia, but fact remains that the EU does not benefit much from this trade deal. Furthermore, critics also raised points about the deviating views of the EU and the Qatari government when it comes to moral viewpoints and values. Rights of women, the LGBTQ-community, and migrant workers are not respected and often violated (Amnesty International, n.d.). This forms a puzzling contrast when looking at Article 3 of the Treaty on the European Union (TEU), which states that the Union should promote peace, equality, and freedom (European Union, 2012, p.17).  
The points made above were not only heard by critics, but also by scholars who were puzzled by why the EU would still choose to cooperate with a state (and a region) that seems to offer very little in comparison to what it asks in, for example, the acceptance of morally deviating views. In more stronger words, why would the European Union want to deepen ties with a state that undermines the principles on which the EU was actually built? This question has been studied by scholars and they did come up with an answer. 
Research has shown, namely, that the EU does in fact seem to hold a clear and distinct strategy when it comes to its actions regarding the Golf States. Research that was initiated by Wolfers (1962) and continued by Schunz (2018) and Schumacher (2018) introduces the concept of mutual neglect. This entails a strategy that is based on the international relations theory of realism that states can opt for multiple strategies, including a strategy of coexistence in order to ensure stability (Schunz et al, 2018). This idea is further developed by Schumacher (2018), who claims that this strategy is there to maintain the rules of the game, or, in other words, this strategy means to protect the status quo and prevent as much instability and conflict as possible. Moreover, this strategy implies that the EU and the Gulf States have their own specific foreign policy goals and ambitions, but their common priority lies within the maintenance of the rules of the game (Schumacher, 2018). This proposition is confirmed by Keukeleire and Delreux (2015), who state that this is the reason why the EU continues to cooperate with the Gulf States and why they would allow for things such as the poor record on human rights. 
In conclusion, research has provided a seemingly concrete and cohesive answer to why the EU would want to cooperate with Qatar. However, if the strategy of mutual neglect is indeed the strategy that is followed by the EU when it comes to the Gulf States, it does raise a question about the reaction of the EU and its officials after the reveal of Qatargate. The discovery of Qatargate and the further unravelling of its roots within the European Union have brought an acute halt to further cooperation of the EU with Qatar. The European Parliament decided to abruptly stop cooperation with Qatar and blocked any further work on policies that have been worked on for a long time and that would indicate s significant step forward in the direction of further tightened cooperation such as visa liberalisation (Posaner et al., 2022). Moreover, it was the same EP that decided upon several measures such as the introduction of an ethics framework and a strengthening of the already existing code of conduct. However, the implementation is difficult and has proven to be unsuccessful thus far according to research from the European Ombudsman (2023).  
[bookmark: _Toc169873373]1.2 Research question and design 
What can be derived from the observations above is that the EU did respond to Qatargate and, thereby, seems to have thrown the strategy of mutual neglect overboard. Instead, the EU has responded to the scandal with more prudence and firmness than it has done before in its relationship with Qatar and the Gulf States. This phenomenon is also observed in the literature, where it is stated that a system of power should respond firmly to a scandal in order to uphold its legitimacy and credibility as a system of power (Pratt, 2008). Empirically, the literature now seems unclear and incapable of providing an answer to why the EU responded to Qatargate and how this scandal or crisis influenced the relationship between the EU and Qatar. More specifically, the literature is not able to provide a coherent motivation for the motives of the EU and the actions it undertakes in its damaged relationship with Qatar. The goal of this thesis is to unravel how Qatargate has influenced the relationship between the EU and Qatar and what theory and explanatory mechanisms are capable to explain this change. Consequently, this leads to the following research question: 
 
How has Qatargate influenced the relationship between Qatar/the Gulf States and the European Union?  
 
In order to answer this question, this thesis will make use of qualitative research methods to answer this question. The method of process tracing is the best way to analyse this question as process tracing allows for a thorough investigation of one case to see whether a theoretical explanation can be found for the observed phenomenon (Bennett, 2009). More specifically, process tracing is not only interested in explaining the correlation between two phenomena, but also how the underlying causal mechanisms work and how they bring about the observed correlation (Beach & Pedersen, 2013). This is especially relevant for this thesis, as the observed actions and following correlation are clear and do not need any further elaboration. However, it is the motivation that lies underneath these actions and correlations that are puzzling and need further investigation. In this light, process tracing is the most suited method for this thesis.
 
It is also for this reason that this thesis is of scientific relevance as it deals with a void in the literature. There are multiple theories that provide explanations for how the EU behaves as an actor in the international context. Examples of these theories are the classical theories of international relations such as realism, liberalism, and constructivism. Moreover, there are theories and conceptual ideas that focus specifically on the EU such as Normative Power Europe and Market Power Europe. Normative Power Europe places emphasis on the idea that the EU uses its normative power as its foundation for international conduct and cooperation (Manners, 2002), whereas Market Power Europe uses the internal market and the view of the EU as an economic power as its foundation for international conduct and cooperation (Damro, 2012). From a combination of both classical international relations theories (specifically realism) and the EU-specific theories, scholars have developed an idea on why the EU would choose to cooperate with states with controversial conduct such as Qatar: the theory of mutual neglect.

 Furthermore, there are also theories that deal with the consequences of scandals and crises on the behaviour and responses of states and other actors. These theories do not come solely from a political science perspective, but also include ideas about psychology when it comes to concepts such as reputation (Chanley, 2002; Lambert et al., 2011). More political science-oriented concepts such as rally round the flag and legitimacy also provide answers to how and why actors (should) respond to scandals and crises. The concept of rally round the flag entails the idea that a crisis increases the trust in political leadership (Van der Meer et al., 2023), whereas scholars studying the concept of legitimacy state that a response to a crisis/scandal should be swift and adequate in order to keep legitimacy in place (Weisiger et al., 2015).

In conclusion, there are many theoretical ideas and concepts that seem to be part of the puzzle that explain the position of the EU and how and why it should response to external events such as crises and scandals. In more abstract terms, these theoretical ideas and concepts are capable of explaining the observed relation. There are theories that explain the development of the relationship between Qatar and the EU, and there are theories that explain how a crisis can alter this relationship and how states respond to such crises. In other words, the mentioned theories are capable of explaining the start and the finish of the relationship between the EU and Qatar, but they are not capable yet to explain the underlying causal mechanisms. What motives were underneath the actions of the EU, and why did exactly these motives prevail? Which causal mechanisms were at play in creating the response of the EU, and how did these causal mechanisms change the relationship between the EU and Qatar? The theories are not able to answer these questions yet. Therefore, this thesis, by means of the method of process tracing, tries to answer this question and identify the causal mechanisms at play to provide an answer to the void in the literature. 
 
The societal relevance of this thesis can be found in the idea that this thesis will help to understand how the EU responds to crises in the light of deepened cooperation. This could help (member) states, international organisations, and non-governmental organisations to think of a more coherent approach to cooperation. If states and other entities know how the EU might position itself as an international actor, it will help states and other entities to provide a coherent and encompassing strategy for its conduct with the EU. Furthermore, it allows for states and other entities to have prior knowledge on how the EU might act when the relationship becomes troubled. This is especially relevant in the complex (geo)political world of today where instability and unpredictability are on the rise. Therefore, providing insights in what drives the EU and other actors in their responses might add to the return of more stability in geopolitics. 

Furthermore, the EU becoming a more predictable and, therefore, a more reliable actor, might also lead to the EU being perceived as more legitimate and trustworthy to citizens. This would be of relevance to the EU as it has been struggling with its legitimacy and trustworthiness among the general public. This problem, that, for example, entails the democratic deficit that will be discussed in this thesis as well, is especially relevant in a year in which millions of Europeans are allowed to vote for the EP again. 
 
[bookmark: _Toc169873374]1.3 Outline of thesis 
After this introduction, the following chapter will outline the theoretical framework in which there will be an in-depth discussion of the theories and concepts that prevail in this context. It will start with a discussion of theories on how the EU positions itself as an international actor, which is followed by a discussion on theories that deal with response to crises and Qatargate. After that, theoretical expectations and a causal model will be drawn that will serve as the basis for the empirical analysis. Following the theoretical framework, the next chapter will deal with the method and its benefits and downsides when it comes validity and reliability. Furthermore, the core concepts will be operationalised in order to make them ready for the empirical analysis in the following chapter. This analysis will be split into two separate parts in which the first part deals with more background information and how the relationship between the EU and Qatar came to be. The second part will then deal with the discovery and the consequences of Qatargate and what theories and concepts explain these consequences. All these results will be wrapped up in the concluding chapter where a conclusion will be drawn and a more general reflection on this thesis will be made.
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This chapter will outline the most important literatures that will form the basis for the method and the analysis that follow in this thesis. It will start with a general overview of debates on how the EU positions itself within the international order and how this positioning can be explained from various perspectives. Furthermore, this chapter will also outline the theoretical pinpoints on the consequences of crises on international institutions and, specifically, how crises influence the EU as an international actor. With these theoretical ideas outlined, this chapter will end with a coherent overview of what these theories can say about the influence of Qatargate on the relationship between the EU and the Gulf States.
[bookmark: _Toc169873376]2.1 The EU as an international actor
The field of international relations is a wide and extensive field of research in political science. It has brought forward theories that are still widely accepted and applied today as they continue to provide different theoretical perspectives and answers as to why and how actors in the field of international relations act. One of the founding theories in the field of international relations is the theory of realism. There are many subversions of this theory, including e.g. Morgenthau’s classical realism and Waltz’s neorealism, that each have their own propositions. However, most scholars agree with the idea that states are the most important actor in a world that is known for its anarchic structure (Lebow, 2021). In this world, actors look for (military) alliances in which they work together with other states to ensure their security and perseverance. As a result, the world is constructed in a so-called balance of power that must be upheld in order to guarantee peace and stability (Waltz, 1959). However, an important feature of realism is that it considers states to be the prominent actor in international relations. Realism would then be difficult to apply to the EU, which in the literature is considered to be a comprehensive, multipurpose regional organisation (Pease, 2019). This view is supported by Pollack (2016), who states that realism is not completely incapable of explaining development of and actions by the EU, but its contributions are limited and scarce. 
Another theory of international relations that has influenced the field of international relations remarkably is the theory of liberalism. Liberalism, like realism, is one of the grand theories of international relations, but it differs it in its primary statement that domestic and transnational contexts shape state behaviour as well (Moravcsik, 1997). As a result, states are more interdependent than a realist would assume and need cooperation in order to survive and maximise its needs. This cooperation often points towards economic cooperation, as states need cooperation and peace in order for an economy to develop (Russett, 2021). Following the economic argument, the link to the EU is easily made as the EU is an economic project in its core (Genschel & Jachtenfuchs, 2017). This economic project is often perceived as a power, resulting into the EU being referred to as Market Power Europe (Damro, 2012), a concept that will come back later. However, as liberalism tends to look at economic aspects, this implies that liberalism and its theories look more at European integration and the (economic) incentives behind this (Schimmelfennig, 2013a).  
A final theory of international relations that needs to be mentioned despite its difference compared to the previous two theories is the theory of constructivism. The theory of constructivism differs substantially from realism and liberalism as it does not look at power and the international arena as a material, rational phenomenon. Instead, constructivists believe that the world is socially constructed, meaning that actors act based on the meanings that they adhere to the world around them (Hurd, 2009).  As a result, norms, values, and beliefs play an essential role in shaping an actor’s behaviour in international relations. This so-called logic of appropriateness (Schimmelfennig, 2012) implies that actors judge and weigh alternative choices of action in terms of whether they fit within their set of norms, values, and beliefs rather than a more cost-benefit analysis that e.g. realists follow. The idea that the EU uses this logic of appropriateness has been widely applied in research on European integration by e.g. Schimmelfennig (2012) and Christiansen et al. (1999), but it can also be used to explain actions and motivations of an international actor. 
In conclusion, the grand theories of international relations have played an important role in providing theoretical explanations and frameworks for European Union and its behaviour in international relations. However, there are more concepts that deal more explicitly with the notion of the EU as an international actor and how the EU behaves in the international context in the way it does. One of the key concepts in that regard is the concept of Normative Power Europe (NPE). This concept was introduced by Manners (2002), who states that the fact that the EU was created on the basis of (liberal) values such as democracy, social justice and rule of law caused the EU to commit to placing universal norms and values at the heart of its relations with external actors. In other words, the relationship between the EU and an external actor is founded on the power of ideas and norms and these are more powerful than economic and military power (Palm & Crum, 2019).
 However, there is great contestation among scholars whether the EU should indeed be perceived as a normative power. Scholars such as Pollack (2021) argue that the EU might be funded on certain normative principles, but that its actions are also funded on other motives than merely normative stances. Motives are often mixed and based on a combination of normative and economic interests. Kelemen and Vogel (2009) show that actions by the EU in the field of climate change were often not taken as a means to promote high environmental standards and the normative concern for the environment, but these actions were also highly motivated by a concern to level the economic playing field with states such as the United States. Therefore, it seems that it cannot be denied that the EU sees its actions being motivated by normative concerns and beliefs, but that other concerns such as economic power and stability also play a role.
A concept that ties in with the mentioned economic concerns is the concept of Market Power Europe (MPE). MPE is a concept that was introduced by Damro (2015), who starts with the premise that the EU is an economic power as well as a normative power. Scholars such as Damro argue that the EU was funded on the principles of market integration and the creation of the internal market. As such, MPE and its scholars provide an opportunity to analyse how the EU exercises its power through the externalisation of market- and trade-related policies and measures. In general, there are three dimensions that determine the identity of a market power (Damro, 2012):
1. Material existence in terms of market size
2. Institutional features such as regulatory capacity 
3. Interest contestation 
The combination of these three features determine to what extent a power can be determined to be a market power. When applied to the context of the EU, it can be clearly seen that the EU largely fulfils the requirements of MPE. The EU has a large internal market due to its successful market integration. Furthermore, this market integration has gone hand in hand with the creation of a large institutional framework that regulates its policy. Lastly, as shown by NPE, the EU is a key actor when it comes to the field of interest contestation. In other words, MPE seems to be a concept that explains that the EU acts as a market power in the international context and that the EU, moreover, is capable to use its market power to influence international politics. 
Thus far, the EU has been discussed as an actor who acts based on either normative or economic motives and concerns. However, the EU also seems to act out of mere realist motives that are funded in the principle of upholding its power and guaranteeing stability. In this context, the EU acts as a more realist power that is concerned with its military power and its power or military position in the international context. The concept of mutual neglect deals with this position. The concept of mutual neglect, a concept that was initiated by Wolfers (1962) and continued by Schunz (2018) and Schumacher (2018), provides a theoretical basis for this claim. The concept introduces a strategy that is based on the international relations theory of realism. It projects that states can opt for multiple strategies in the conflict- and instability-driven world. One of these strategies would be a strategy of coexistence that would ensure stability (Schunz et al., 2018). This means that states acknowledge the fact that other states act against one’s personal preferences, but states choose to coexist in order to ensure stability. In other words, states can be seen as rational actors who view the benefits of coexistence higher than risking conflict over the instalment of one’s own preferences. 
This idea is further developed by Schumacher (2018), who claims that mutual neglect can also be seen as a way to maintain the rules of the game. This strategy implies that the EU and the Gulf States have their own specific foreign policy goals and ambitions, but their common priority lies within the maintenance of the rules of the game (Schumacher, 2018). Therefore, behaviour of states might be different than intended or desired as shown above, but as the common priority lies in ensuring the maintenance of the rules of the game, states will accept the current status quo.
 This idea of the rules of the game is inspired by the international relations theory of realism that has the so-called balance of power as one of its core features. Realists believe that states’ powers are dispersed in such a manner that a balance exists. Once this balance is disrupted, one state will often grow more powerful at the expense of another state. This disbalance can only be restored by reestablishing the balance of power, which comes at the expense of (violent) conflict (Mearsheimer, 2021). Therefore, to avoid conflict and war, it is necessary to leave the balance of power intact and stick to how the game is played at the moment and adhere to the rules that come along with it, even if it implies that one has to accept a loss of authority or credibility. This proposition is confirmed by Keukeleire and Delreux (2015), who state that this is the reason why the EU continues to cooperate with the Gulf States and why they would allow for things such as the poor record on human rights and military interventions in e.g. Yemen. Multiple motives such as the importance of energy supply, and the fight of terrorist organisations such as Al-Qaeda, are of such importance that no sanctions or measures are imposed.
A final, recent debate surrounding the position of the EU in international relations is the growing importance of geopolitics. The EU has been confronted with crises since the eurocrisis of 2010, resulting into some kind of polycrisis that has not been solved up till now (Zeitlin et al., 2019). Examples of these crises are the financial crisis of 2008-2010, the immigration crisis of 2015/2016, the Covid-19 pandemic, and the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022. These crises have forced the EU in general to rethink its position as an international actor and on what topics it should focus in light of this polycrisis and the general future of the EU. Consequently, the EU and its institutions have shifted towards what Roch and Oleart (2024) call more European sovereignty. This implies that the EU, especially the core executive actor the EC, takes back power on policies that are crucial to the threats that are posed by the polycrisis. This proposition is confirmed by Håkansson (2023), who states that the EC has expanded its role when it comes to security and defence policy in several ways to display that it does want to play a role in the response to the polycrisis. Håkansson (2023) applies his research to the Ukraine war and the consequences of the Russian invasion, something that it also done by Genschel et al. (2023). What is interesting to mention is that both papers refer to a growing proliferation of the EC as an international actor when it comes to security and defence issues. The EU is not afraid anymore to position itself on topics that it has, historically speaking, no or limited competences on. It stresses how geopolitical implications have altered the position of the EU as an international actor. 
In conclusion, there are multiple strands of literature that deal with how the EU positions itself as an international actor in the international context. Normative, economic, military, and geopolitical motives each explain how the EU can position itself in the context of international politics and why it chooses to act in a certain way. However, it does not state anything about the relationship between the EU and Qatar/Gulf States and how external events such as crises might influence or affect this relationship. The following part of this chapter will focus on that.
[bookmark: _Toc169873377]2.2 The EU and Qatar: foundations of a partnership
In the section above, the more macro theories on state conduct and the international system were discussed. Now, it is time to move into the theoretical discussions on the relationship between the EU, the Gulf States, and Qatar in specific. In order to dive into the concrete details of this relationship, it is necessary to discuss the foundation of this partnership: the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP). 
The goal of the ENP is, according to the Commission (2024), to promote stabilisation of the EU’s closest Eastern and Southern neighbours. This stabilisation comes into the way of political, economic, and security related support, resulting into partnerships and deals with currently 16 countries[footnoteRef:1], including the Gulf States and Qatar (up till Qatargate). Salient in this perspective is the fact that the Commission states that all cooperation under the ENP should be based on the values of democracy, rule of law and respect of human rights (European Commission, 2024). Although the goals and objectives of the ENP sound very reasonable and hard to object to, the ENP has been criticised by various scholars. Some scholars argue that the ENP in itself is a somewhat neoliberal project aimed at promoting the economic hegemony of the EU (Browning et al., 2008). Other scholars see it as way to still promote the idea of Normative Power Europe without being able to actually enlarge as the targeted countries are not part of the European continent (Haukkala, 2008). However, there are also scholars who state that the ENP is an absolute necessity to guarantee the existence of the EU in a world filled with instability and insecurity. If enlargement is not a viable option, it is better to promote the values and keep threats as limited as possible (Browning et al, 2008).  [1:  Algeria, Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Palestine, Syria, Tunesia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine] 

However ambitious and uncontested the goals of the ENP might seem to be at the start, scholars have pointed out that the ENP comes with consequences as well. Scholars such as Dandashly and Noutcheva (2020) point out that the democratic support policies of the ENP (the promotion, instalment, and implementation of democratic elements of government) have multiple unintended consequences that might affect the domestic situation as well as the regional or international situation. An interesting consequence to point out when looking at Qatar and the Gulf States, is the strengthening of authoritarian regimes through economic support and security cooperation rather than developing democratic regimes, something that it is especially observed in the Southern states of the ENP (Dandashly & Noutcheva, 2020). Therefore, it can be concluded that the EU created a system where authoritarian regimes could flourish by means of a system that was designed to prevent the actual development of authoritarianism in the region. 
[bookmark: _Toc169873378]2.3 Crises and the EU-Qatar partnership
In essence, it can be concluded that the ENP is the foundation of the relationship between the EU and Qatar and the Gulf States. However, as stated above, questions can be raised about the nature of the relationship and how the relationship has developed. Moreover, what it interesting to investigate is to see how this relationship holds when it is confronted with crises and how each actor responds these crises. There are multiple strands of literature that deal with the effect of crises on (state) behaviour in (international) politics. One strand of literature that is worth mentioning is the rally round the flag effect. This term, which is often associated with foreign policy analysis, implies that external conflicts or effects lead to rising support for political authorities who respond to this external effect (Van der Meer et al., 2023). There are several explanations for why such a crisis would increase trust in political leadership. Baker and O’Neal (2001) come up with the idea of opinion leadership, which states that crises come along with a temporary reduction in criticism of the political leaders, leading to a perception that there is support for the leadership. Lambert et al. (2011), whose ideas are rooted in social identity theory, argue that people like to see the world as a safe place in which their life and consequences of their actions are predictable. As a result, people tend to lean towards and associate themselves more with political and cultural institutions that offer a sense of stability and security such as political leaders (Lambert et al, 2011). Although this idea is based on the American president, it does provide a useful explanation for why citizens tend to move more towards political leaders in times of crises. 
Another feature of the rally round the flag that is crucial when trying to explain growing support for the political authorities is the notion of an external threat. An external threat, namely, pulls a nation together to address this concern in order to defend its national security, leading to an increase in the trust in government (Chanley, 2002). This theoretical idea has been tested and contested by many scholars, including those who research the response of the EU towards external crises such as the Covid-19 pandemic and the Russian invasion in Ukraine. In both situations, scholar found that the rally round the flag effect did take place and that trust in the EU did grow (e.g. Van der Meer et al., 2019; Steiner et al., 2022). When wanting to connect this phenomenon to the case of Qatargate, it does raise the question to what extent Qatargate was unforeseen (so it is really an external, acute crisis?) and to what extent it actually is an external threat or a mere result of internal institutional misconstruction? In other words, does the EU have to deal with an unforeseen external threat or could this threat be foreseen as the EU is institutionally so complicated that a crisis was bound to happen?
An answer to the last question could lay in the more normative field of legitimacy. Since its founding in the 1950s, the EU has suffered from problems with its legitimacy. When speaking of legitimacy, there are many definitions and subfields that are extensively covered by multiple scholars. In the context of the EU, scholars often point to the idea that European integration has moved from a permissive consensus to a constraining dissensus. This implies that citizens have grown to be more critical of the integration process and are less likely to accept the results of the integration process (Hooghe & Marks, 2009). Consequently, levels of trust in the institutions of the EU have fallen and the EU has had to deal with extensive debates on its legitimacy (Sánchez-Cuenca, 2017). With the only democratically elected institution being the EP, the EU seems to be struggling with a so-called democratic deficit as well (Moravcsik, 2002). Qatargate could then be seen as a significant catalysator to this democratic deficit as it put the legitimacy and trustworthiness of the EP into questionable daylight. 
Moreover, another field of research has connected issues of legitimacy and accountability to reputation. Bovens (2007) identifies accountability as an essential part of legitimacy in which an actor has to explain and justify its choices and actions. Busuioc and Lodge (2016) connect this argument to reputation, stating that those who have to hold account for their actions take their reputation as a crucial element in their conduct. Therefore, a damaged reputation for those who have to hold account could increase the accountability deficit and must be limited in order to protect the legitimacy of the actor. When it comes to the rebuilding of (damaged) reputation, Weisiger and Yarhi-Milo (2015) put forward that only an actor who is consistent in carrying out promises, actions and threats to restore its reputation will be successful in doing so. In other words, to restore one’s reputation, one must be consistent and follow through in order to (re)establish its position in the international context. 
In conclusion, when reflecting on the literature and scholars discussed above, the views of how the EU can position itself as an international actor result in puzzling contradictions when these views are compared to how the EU positions itself in the relationship with Qatar and the Gulf States. As mentioned and discussed above, the relationship between the EU and Qatar before Qatargate was founded on the ENP. Mentioned in the introduction as well, the EU strengthened ties with Qatar and the Gulf States at the end of the 1980’s with the Cooperation Agreement (European Communities, 1989). This relationship was initially founded on the following principles and objectives (European External Action Service, 2021):
· Improve stability in ‘the strategically important region’
· Facilitate political and economic relations
· Stimulate further economic and technical cooperation
· Cooperate more deeply on sectors such as energy, trade, science, and environment 
Although the list of goals and intentions is vaguely formulated, it can be clearly seen that the EU tries to position itself both as a normative power as well as an economic power in the relation between Qatar. Stability and peace in the region should be upheld, but focus should also be laid on the facilitation of further economic development and cooperation. This combination of MPE and NPE is even more visible when looking at further cooperations and deals that were signed with Qatar and the Gulf States. Prominent evidence of this further cooperation is the Strategic Partnership that was published in May 2022 in which the foundations for further cooperation were established.
Meanwhile, controversies around the relationship with Qatar remained, especially in the light of the apparent harming of principles of human rights in Qatar. Based on the literature, it can be stated that the EU, as a result of the ENP, positioned itself as a combination of NPE and MPE in the relationship with Qatar. However, as mentioned above, the (unintended) consequences of ENP have led to a situation in which Qatar developed into a state that displays behaviour that is in sharp contrast to the beliefs and ideals of the EU. It is in this view that the theory of mutual neglect comes to rise, as the goal of promoting stability in the ‘strategically important region’, and by this end upholding the rules of the game seems to be the reason for the EU to neglect the behaviour of Qatar. 
In conclusion, the EU positions itself as a combination of NPE and MPE within the international context and sees its relationship with Qatar drifting towards mutual neglect as a result of the (unintended) consequences of the ENP. After Qatargate, the EU cut almost all ties with Qatar and the Gulf States. As stated in the introduction, plans for further and strengthened cooperation with the region were put on hold and most plans are not even brought back into the legislative and adoption procedure. The EU has positioned itself differently in the international context as well as in its relationship with Qatar. The following section will identify the causal mechanism that is expected to lay underneath this different position.
[bookmark: _Toc169873379]2.4 Causal mechanism and expectation
As stated in the introduction, this thesis will make use of theory testing process tracing. A more elaborate view on the method will be given in the next chapter, but for now it is important to mention that this thesis is intending to fill up the causal mechanism that lays underneath the existence and discovery of Qatargate and the response of the EU to this crisis. Based on the literature, it can be concluded that the EU is confronted with a crisis that has caused it to move into another position. Under this assumption, there are multiple steps that are expected to be there based on the literature. 
To start off with the first step, Qatargate has been brought to light in December 2022. As a result, wide media coverage across the whole world caused increasing attention to the EU and the EP and the corruption that it apparently grew victim to. Such media coverage does not do good to the image of the EU, in the sense that critics can now argue that the policy cycle of the EU is severely harmed and the EU is now seriously hindered in creating and implementing effective policies. Although this aspect should be acknowledged as well, it does not hold enough to be the most important driver and the start of the causal mechanism for two reasons. Although the EP and its proper functioning can be questioned when it is proven to be prone to corruption, it has not been completely dismantled. Until February 2024, only four members of the European Parliament (MEP)’s have been charged as a result of Qatargate (Wax, 2024). This means that there are still 701 MEP’s left who can do the work that is required to ensure the continuation of the policy making process of the EU. Therefore, the EU does not necessarily lose the absolute power or ability to capacity to continue the policy making process. However, the media coverage and attention that the EU gains as a result of Qatargate does also harm the image of the EU, specifically that of the EP. The fact that it concerns the EP is especially relevant in the light of the idea that it is the only institution that is directly elected by the European population and already suffers from the so-called democratic deficit (Moravcsik, 2002). Therefore, the damage that it does to the outlook and the problems the EP has are expected to be far greater than the position the EP has within the EU legislative framework. It is, therefore, expected that this harm to the outlook of the EP (and inherently the EU on a whole as well) will be the most prominent and visible in media responses. 
The EU now sees a that one of its institutions faces a crisis that not only affects one of its institutions, but also affects the image of the organisation as a whole. Therefore, the EU has to respond swiftly and smoothly in order to restore this reputation. This expectation can be justified when looking back at the literature and the articles of Weisiger and Yarhi-Milo (2015), who state that an actor must be consistent and coherent when it aims to restore its reputation. In order to restore the reputation, it is, therefore, expected that multiple EU officials will respond to Qatargate. It is expected that EU officials of at least the EP and the EC will respond to Qatargate. The first official response will come from the EP as this is the targeted institution. 
However, an important distinction has to be made. Within the literature, it is often stated that the EP should be seen as an unitary actor that speaks with one voice in e.g. its fight for more legislative and executive power (Van der Veer & Otjes, 2021). In this process of parliamentarisation, it is indeed logical that MEP’s speak with one voice as this is likely to increase their power. However, the EP is constructed of different political groups that each strive to be the loudest voice in the EP. As the first targeted MEP’s of Qatargate belonged to the group of the social-democrats, it is expected that not only an official of the EP as a whole will publish a statement, but also opponents of the social-democrats such as the liberals and more (extreme) right-wing parties will publish reactions and statements in order to increase their own (relative) power in the Parliament. Consequently, a contradiction will exist between a statement from the EP official, who represents the Parliament on a whole, and the parties, who represent their own interest and see an opportunity to get more (relative) power at the expense of the social-democrats. 
Whereas in the previous paragraph Qatargate only seemed to be a problem for the image and reputation of the EP, it now starts to become a problem for the whole EU when the EP itself is divided and parties as well as formal representatives and officials start to bicker. Not only does the image of a divided and bickering institution hold a negative influence on the EU as a whole, but it also has the potential to become a problem for the continuation of the policy making process. Therefore, the EC will also respond to Qatargate when it sees that the EP is internally divided as explained above. Research has, namely, shown that the EC is very sensitive to how the general public evaluates the EU (Rauh, 2018). As the public evaluation of the EP is likely to decrease due to the negative attention of Qatargate and the internal division, the EC will feel that it has to step in and respond in order to prevent further deterioration of the general image of the EU and to prevent further misfunctioning of the policy making process. Furthermore, it is expected that in the responses issued by officials of the EC and the EP, that will probably come in the form of a press conference or a written statement, the officials will emphasise the idea of a crisis or external threat and the consequences this has for the EU as an independent actor and its internal structure. This expectation is based on the mentioned ideas by Chanley (2002), who stresses that such emphasis on the notion of a crisis is necessary in order to unite the public in their support for the political leadership (Lambert et al., 2011). 
Consequently, this expression will result into a rally round the flag effect, binding people together in their fear that the external threat and its possible consequences, leading to more institutional trust and support for the political leaders as previously identified by Van der Meer et al. (2023). It is especially relevant that it is the EC that publishes this statement as scholars generally agree that the EC is the most known to the public (Schmidt & Wonka, 2012). In other words, in order to indeed improve the general evaluation of the EU by the public, the most well-known institution should publish this statement. In conclusion, both EP-officials as well as EP-parties will respond to Qatargate, in which the former will focus on the EP and the policy making process as a whole and in which the latter will focus on increasing its relative power and position at the cost of the ‘victims’ of Qatargate. Because of this internally divided EP and the consequences it has for the image of the EU as a whole, an EC official will respond as well. In this response, the EC-official will highlight the idea of a crisis, which in turn will result into more institutional trust and support. 
With the growing internal support, it is expected that the EU now will respond to the occurrence of the crisis and come up with a plan to restore its credibility and reputation as again supported by Busuioc and Lodge (2016). Just like the previous step, a different strategy is expected from the EP and the EC. Both institutions will focus on the restoration of the institutional credibility and its reputation, but there is a difference regarding the level of focus. The EP is more likely to focus on its own reputation and position within the wider EU-framework in order to restore its legitimacy and position as the democratically elected body of the EU and reduce the democratic deficit (Moravcsik, 2022; Bovens, 2007). This is especially relevant in light to the idea expressed in the previous paragraph in which the EP is internally divided as well and different parties seek to grow more powerful at the cost of other parties. Therefore, it is expected that the President of the EP or another high official will propose plans to decrease the internal divisions by emphasising the need for a strong and united EP. 
The EC, in contrast to the EP, will focus more on the reputation of the EU as a whole as it is the executive body of the EU that is seen as the most prominent institution of the EU that is also responsible for the external relations (and thus perception) of the EU. This expectation is supported by Rauh (2018) and Schmidt and Wonka (2018), who states that the EC is especially sensitive to general evaluation of the EC and the EU as well as the best known and implicitly most powerful institution of the EU. In conclusion, the EP will propose a plan that focuses on internal restoration and reputation-building, whereas the EC will propose a plan that focuses on external reputation-building. In this plan, it will mention the need of the EP to reestablish and reunite as a key actor in the decision-making process. However, the restoration of the credibility and reputation of the EU also means that the core of the problem has to be solved: the involvement of Qatar in EU’s internal affairs. 
This external reputation-building automatically results into the next step. In this next phase, it is expected that the EP will move more to the background and that the relationship with Qatar starts to get to the spotlight more. As it is expected from the EC to propose a plan that focuses on external reputation-building, the EC will now have to deal with Qatar as well. As described in the literature (Waltz, 1959), it is expected that the EC will somehow mention that the balance of power is disrupted and that it needs to be restored, a proposition that is based on Mearsheimer (2021). In order for the balance of power to restore again, the EC needs to increase its power in relation to Qatar. As the nature of Qatargate and its effect deal with informal or normative perceptions of power rather than military power, it is expected that the EC will propose more economic or normative measures in order to restore its power rather than military measures. Examples of such measures are the suspension of past agreement based on normative concerns, the condemnation of actions of the Qatari government, and the limitation of trade with Qatar. It is expected that these measures will restore the balance of power.
With the balance of power restored, it is expected that the EU will seize this opportunity to alter the rules of the game. This final step will see the EU, more specifically the EC as the primary responsible actor for external relations, use the opportunity it now has as its power increases to change the rules of the game. As the strategy of mutual neglect has clearly been thrown overboard by Qatar as a result of Qatargate, the EC now has room to opt for a strategy that fits its growing power in relation to Qatar again (Håkansson, 2023). Therefore, the EC will reposition itself as an international actor, specifically moving towards more emphasis on NPE to establish the difference between Qatar and the EU and to show that it is still a credible and normative actor. This shift to NPE can be explained by the idea that the EC can now easily distance itself from normative questionable actions by the Qatari government and reestablish its position as a credible and normative actor in the international context. The game is, therefore, not a game in which the players ignore each other by means of the strategy of mutual neglect, but a game in which one actor tries to position itself as the (normatively) superior actor over the other actor. 
In conclusion, the following steps must be visible:
· Qatargate is brought to light: the EU sees a loss of reputation as a result of wide media coverage
· EU officials respond to Qatargate, thereby increasing internal support
· EU institutions initiate a plan to restore credibility and reputation
· Based on the restoration plans, the EU alters the rules of game and constructs a new relationship with Qatar
In the next chapter, this causal mechanism will be operationalised. Furthermore, the research method will be further explained before heading into the empirical analysis. 


[bookmark: _Toc169873380]Chapter 3 Method & operationalisation
In order to be able to answer the research question How has Qatargate influenced the relationship between Qatar/the Gulf States and the European Union?, this thesis will make use of the method of process tracing. This chapter will first introduce the method of process tracing and discuss its benefits and potential downfalls when it comes to this study. After that, the earlier mentioned causal mechanism will be operationalised, and the data selection will be explained. This chapter will end with a reflection on the validity and reliability of this research and how this might affect the empirical analysis and possible conclusions. 
[bookmark: _Toc169873381]3.1 Methodology: benefits and limitations
Process tracing is a qualitative research methodology that allows for the investigation and understanding of causal mechanisms that lay underneath a correlation (Beach & Pedersen, 2013). The identification and understanding of causal mechanisms is relevant and useful in the sense that it allows for the opening of the black box. This is a metaphor that is used to describe the idea that a correlation between two variables works in a certain way that is difficult to empirically observe. Process tracing allows for the opening of this black box and makes visible how and in what sense properties and relations produce the observed outcome (Hedström & Ylikoski, 2010). The core idea of process tracing, therefore, revolves around the idea of causal mechanisms. Important to mention in this context is the concept of Coleman’s bathtub. This model, designed by Coleman, implies that a macro level action should be explained by the level underneath the observed action (Ramström, 2018). This leads to a model that looks like a bathtub, in which three mechanisms connect the original x to the original y. These mechanisms are the following (Hedström & Ylikoski, 2010):
· Situational mechanisms: the situation that shapes the actions, desires and beliefs
· Action-formation mechanisms: the actions are linked to desires and beliefs
· Transformational mechanism: the actions shape the observed outcomes
Although very individually oriented, the idea of Coleman’s bathtub is useful when applied to this study. It does provide a very systematic way of thinking when it comes to unravelling and understanding a causal mechanism. Furthermore, it adds to the further understanding of what a causal mechanism can look like and how it should be interpreted by scholars.
Process tracing, thus, seems to be a well-suited method to be able to answer the research question. However, as with every method, the method of process tracing comes with downfalls as well. It is important that the researcher is aware of these potential downfalls before the empirical analysis starts in order to prevent mistakes that potentially affect the credibility of the drawn conclusions. One of the largest issues with process tracing lies with its generalisation or external validity. Process tracing focuses on a single (historical) case. It aims to extensively investigate what happened and understand the causal mechanisms that lead to the observed outcomes. However, the choice for a single, unique case makes it difficult for its outcomes to be generalised to a broader, more generalised set of statements. The uniqueness and different contexts of a case make it almost impossible for a researcher to generalise the results to a broader context and make it less encouraging for a researcher to apply this method (Schimmelfennig, 2013). Although this sounds like an extensive problem for the researcher and this paper, Beach and Pedersen (2013) nuance this by stating that the application of other methods such as QCA allow for detection of other cases and make cross-case references possible. The chosen case might then still be not applicable to generalise to a wider extent, but QCA and cross-case references can prove it to be a least-likely case, which (partially) solves and accounts for the problem of external validity. However, as internal and external validity often come with a certain trade-off (Schimmelfennig, 2013), the internal validity of process tracing is rather high. Instead of going looking for evidence that might be supporting the hypothesis, process tracing aims at seeking evidence that enables the researcher to determine whether the predicted causal mechanism is indeed present. This, consequently, asks the researcher to be critical of its evidence at every stage of the analysis in order to ensure that the quality of the evidence remains high enough to support the causal mechanism. Such a critical reflection of the evidence is achieved by multiple tests (Bennett, 2009):
· Hoop tests: evidence is certain, but not unique. If a piece of evidence passes this test, it does not hugely increase the confidence in the claim that is supported by this piece of evidence. However, it can exclude alternative hypotheses.
· Smoking gun tests: evidence is unique, but not certain. If a piece of evidence passes this test, it strongly supports a hypothesis, but failure does not automatically imply the discard of the hypothesis
· Doubly decisive test: evidence is both unique and certain. A researcher ultimately wants a piece of evidence to pass this test
In conclusion, by critically and constantly reflecting at the gathered evidence, the internal validity of process tracing can be easily increased and remain at a high standard. 
A final issue that has to be discussed when it comes to the method of process tracing is the fact that it is an extensive and intensive research method. In an ordinary comparative analysis, a researcher often needs a couple of high-quality observations to work with, whereas process tracing requires many causal-process observations in order to make proper claims. As a result, the time and resources that are required to conduct proper process tracing are high compared to comparative analyses (Schimmelfennig, 2013). It is, therefore, crucial to accurately specify what data during what timespan can be chosen in order to limit the choice and make the process more comprehensive for the researcher. In the following section, the data selection will be explained before heading into the operationalisation of the hypotheses. 
[bookmark: _Toc169873382]3.2 Data selection and operationalisation
Before it is possible to establish what kind of evidence and data are useful and should be taken into account, it is necessary to determine the period of time that can be used to attract data from. Based on that, the operationalisation of the hypothesised causal mechanisms can start.
The first part of the empirical analysis will look at how the relationship between the EU and Qatar came about and how these actors behaved towards each other before Qatargate. This means that it should start at the year 1989: the year the European Communities signed a Cooperation Agreement with a group of states, including Qatar, and the formal cooperation between the EU and Qatar started. The ending point of that chapter is also clear: the point when Qatargate started, which was in December 2022. This means that the first part of the empirical analysis has to focus on a large timespan. However, as it will focus on the development of the relationship between the EU and Qatar, the focus of the data should be merely on official documents and statements from the EU and Qatar. These documents, namely, officially determine the steps and outcomes of the unfolding relationship, meaning that these documents are the only sources of evidence that possess a legal, political, and authoritative status that qualify them to be of enough value to make well substantiated claims. As the main focus of this thesis is on Qatargate and its consequences, this part will be relatively short. However, to see where the relationship between Qatar and the EU was built on initially provides a concrete starting point that is useful in the further development and understanding of the relationship between Qatar and the EU. 
The second part of the empirical analysis will start where the first part left of: the start of Qatargate in December 2022. The ending point of this part of the empirical analysis is harder to determine as Qatargate is formally still going on and MEPs are still being persecuted (Wax et al., 2023). However, the ending point of the chapter and the empirical analysis will be put at July 2023. It is at this point that the EP formally responded to Qatargate and proposed many legislative initiatives to prevent further corruption and protect the integrity of MEP’s (Wax & Weaton, 2023). The choice for this date can be explained when acknowledging that Qatargate started in the EP, meaning that it would be only logical to end an analysis of its consequences when the main target initiated its formal response. Furthermore, other institutions such as EC and the Council published responses to Qatargate in the meanwhile as well, meaning that the chosen period encompasses all EU institutions and their responses. This implies that the chosen time period reflects the position of ‘the whole EU’ (or not, depending on whether positions and tactics differ per institution), allowing for a more general statement. When looking at the possible data that can be used, there are roughly two categories of data. The first category encompasses formal documents, publications and statements published by the EU and its institutions. The choice for these types of documents can be justified by the same explanation as mentioned above: these documents are the only sources of evidence that possess a legal, political, and authoritative status that qualify them to be of enough value to make well substantiated claims about the EU’s formal position. However, as this part of the analysis also deals with the consequences of the scandal, it is likely that not all necessary information will be published in official statements as the EU likely wants to keep the scandal and its consequences as quiet as possible. Therefore, articles from news sources are of value as well, because they often display more behind-the-scenes information that is necessary to construct and explain the motives of the EU. However, as not every news source is as credible, this thesis will focus on news sources who are known for their credible journalism when it comes to the EU such as Politico, EU Observer, and EURactiv. 
Now that it is established what data is available, it is necessary to operationalise the causal mechanisms and hypotheses. In order to make sure that the causal mechanisms are measurable and observable, it is necessary to establish to what extent certain empirical elements should be present in order to determine whether the causal mechanism is present. Beach and Pedersen (2013) highlight this, emphasising that it is important to formulate case-specific predictions per part of the causal mechanism. This evidence then, in line with what is mentioned above, should be found in the case if the hypothesised causal mechanism is indeed present. However, this is not enough to perform a successful operationalisation. Beach and Pedersen (2013) mention that the type of evidence plays a role in the operationalisation as well. This categorisation of evidence provides a useful tool for the researcher to make the operationalisation more insightful. The naming of evidence, namely, establishes some kind of checklist that can be followed. If a vast majority of the elements of the hypothesised causal mechanism are indeed found present, we can claim that the hypothesis is true. This implies for the causal framework in this study that it is necessary to formulate specific expectations per mechanism or step and to determine what type of evidence is needed and must be observed in order to claim that the mechanism is present. This will be done in the following section per causal mechanism. 
The first step of the causal framework deals with the occurrence of Qatargate and the loss of reputation that the EU is confronted with as a result of the wide media attention. It is hypothesised that the EP will be displayed in the media as an institution that sees a loss of reputation. Therefore, it is necessary to see direct notions of a fall in trust or faith in the EP. The quality of legislation or work of the EP can be mentioned as well, but this does have to be directly linked to a perception of loss of legitimacy or the democratic deficit in order for it to account as sequence or trace evidence for a loss of reputation. This data should be found in news articles and other outlets that are not official publications of the EU as this part deals with the perceived loss of reputation by external actors (so actors that are not part of or directly involved within the EU).
The second step deals with the response to Qatargate and the increase in support as a result of this response. This step has to be divided into several expectations:
1. EP-officials will issue a statement in which they highlight the stability of the EP and the policy-making process on a whole
2. EP-parties will issue a statement in which they put emphasis on the corruption of the ‘victims’ 
3. EC-officials see a divided EP and issue a statement in which they highlight the idea of a crisis in order to unite the EU
4. The EU sees a rise in internal support as a result of the notion of a crisis
Both the first and the second expectation deal with a statement issued by the EP. The first expectation deals with an EP-official. This means that merely statements by the official outlet of the EP or personal accounts of high officials such as presidents of the Parliament can account as trace or sequence evidence in this light. Furthermore, in these statements there should be clear signals of the stability of the EP and the consequences of Qatargate on this stability. This is different from the second expectation that deals with EP-parties in the idea that it is expected that they focus on the corruption on the victims. It is necessary to see some type of acknowledgement of the idea that parties see a potential to win at the cost of the victims of Qatargate. Evidence of this light should be found in official statements issued by parties or party groups or statements fraction leaders make in news outlets. The third expectation is similar compared to the first expectation, only differing in the fact that is the EC this time that publishes a statement and will, therefore, see EC-outlets and EC-officials instead of EP-outlets and EP-officials. Furthermore, there should be a clear notion of a crisis and the idea that unity is necessary in order to face this crisis. This clear is notion is necessary for two reasons. Firstly, it confirms the idea that it is the fear of a loss of reputation is indeed the driving force behind EU-officials taking action. Secondly, it sets the scene for the start of a rally round the flag effect, an effect that is expected to take place as a result of the discussed literature in the previous chapter. The last expectation can be operationalised and measured using pattern evidence. Eurostat and Eurobarometer provide statistical data that allow for a cross-time comparison of levels in trust in both the EU as a whole as well as its institutions. In this case, it is mostly necessary to look at the numbers of the EP and the EC as these are the institutions that are dealt with the most. The numbers of the EU as a whole can then serve as a confirmatory measure. 
The third step deals with the initiation of plans by the different institutions in order to tackle the crisis and restore credibility and reputation. Just like the previous step, this step should also be divided into different expectations:
1. The EP-officials present a plan that aims at decreasing internal divisions and strengthening the EP: the internal restoration and reputation-building
2. The EC-officials present a plan that focuses on external reputation-building and how it will respond to Qatar
For both predictions, it is necessary to see how reputation should be operationalised. As mentioned in the previous chapter, reputation should be seen as a two-folded concept. On the one hand, reputation is at risk when an actor is involved in a crisis and, therefore, its credibility and legitimacy are at risk of getting harmed. On the other hand, reputation can be restored when an actor acknowledges that it is dealing with a crisis and, therefore, proposes concrete and swift measures to deal with the crisis. Both expectations deal with the restoration of reputation. This implies that it is necessary to see both institutions proposing clear measures and following these measures by means of evaluations in order to maintain swift and concrete implementation of measures. Therefore, in the first instance trace evidence of introducing concrete measures should be seen, which should be followed by sequence evidence of constant evaluation and reflection of the measures and (if necessary) adaptation. The first expectation should then focus more on the EP and internal procedures of the EP and whether and how these are followed through, whereas the second expectation should then focus on the EC and what measures it proposes to restore its reputation in relation to Qatar. 
The fourth and final step deals with the alteration of the rule of the game by the EU.  It is expected that the EU implements and introduces policies and plans that clearly alter the balance of power and make it tilt more towards the EU. As a result, the relationship with Qatar is changed and that the EU repositions itself as a more NPE-oriented actor towards Qatar. This implies that the EU puts its positions on (Western) norms and values central in its conduct with Qatar. Therefore, it is expected that the EU will highlight values such as the rule of the law, liberal democracy, and human rights in establishing the new relationship with Qatar to show that it holds a certain normative power against Qatar. Such trace evidence should then be found in concrete policy responses of the EU in which the EU indeed formulates its response and stipulates its actions. Furthermore, media outlet and articles can be used as some sort of backup and further elucidation of the statements of the EU. In these statements, it is necessary to see measures that directly make the EU more powerful at the cost of Qatar. The EU getting more powerful without a decrease in power for Qatar is not viable evidence in this part as it does not say something about the alteration of the balance of power. Furthermore, notions of NPE-oriented behaviour should be visible as well. The EU should clearly express norms and values that it adheres and sticks to in its conduct with Qatar.  
[bookmark: _Toc169873383]3.3 Validity and reliability: a short reflection
With the operationalisation now finished, the empirical analysis can start after a short reflection on validity and reliability of this method and its outcome. The validity of this research and this research method has already been discussed at the beginning of this chapter. As stated there, the internal validity of this study is rather high due to the rich and detailed amount of evidence. However, this comes at the expense of the external validity as we deal with a single, unique case, which results in trouble with generalisation. However, as the goal of this thesis is to contribute to predictability of states and organisations like the EU by understanding underlying causal mechanisms, the further understanding and outcome of this case help to gain more understanding towards this bigger goal. In that sense, it possible to speak of a more generalising effect, which in turn increases the external validity of this study. Reliability, a non-systematic error that comes to light when repeating the research (Beach & Pedersen, 2013), can also be an issue with process tracing as the interpretation of events and corresponding evidence can sharply differ between researchers. However, in order to solve this problem, this thesis makes use of a very specific operationalisation and data selection that leave little room for interpretation. In that way, similar results and outcomes can be achieved when this research is repeated.  


[bookmark: _Toc169873384]Chapter 4: Empirical analysis
The empirical analysis will be, as mentioned before, divided into two parts. The first part will provide a short overview of the development of the relationship between Qatar and the EU before Qatargate. This will serve as a foundation for the second part of the empirical analysis, in which the actual causal mechanism will be tested. This will take up most of the chapter and is in light of the thesis the most relevant part. However, to understand how the relationship between Qatar and the EU changed, it is first important to know how this relationship came to be. The next short section will focus on this development. 
[bookmark: _Toc169873385]4.1 The start and the end of the relationship
In 1989, the European Communities (the preamble of the European Union that existed until the signing of the Maastricht Treaty in 1992) signed a cooperation agreement with the Charter of the Cooperation Council for the Arab States of the Gulf. Specifically, it was the European Economic Community (EEC) that signed this deals with the Cooperation Council, a body that existed of the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Oman, Qatar and Kuwait (European Communities, 1989). The goal of the cooperation agreement is clearly stated at the start of the document: economic cooperation and the strengthening of economic and technical cooperation. The rest of the agreement includes specific clauses that determine per field what the cooperation will look like and how each part of the cooperation is to benefit the EEC and the Cooperation Council. After the signature of this cooperation agreement, there is no further official document signed until 2018. This gap is remarkably long and explanations for why the signature of a new formal expression or strengthening of the cooperation took almost 30 years are difficult to find. An explanation can be found in the introductory text of the Cooperation Arrangement. This document was signed in 2018 by the EEAS and the ministry of foreign affairs of Qatar. In this document, both parties state that they want to “enhance the dialogue in order to achieve common goals and objectives in areas of mutual interest” (EEAS, 2018). Therefore, it can be concluded that this Arrangement is there to formalise already existing extensive dialogue. Without looking at content, it has to be noticed that this document is not signed by all the parties of the Cooperation Council, but that it only includes the Qatari government. This means that the EU has chosen to focus specifically on Qatar. The question why and how this focus should be seen can be answered when looking at the Arrangement. The Arrangement states that the document should serve as a build-up to a specific EU-Qatar Framework Agreement as a complementary document to the Cooperation Agreement of 1989 (EEAS, 2018). This complementary aspect should then be seen, according to the Arrangement, in increasing understanding and cooperation on political and security issues (EEAS, 2018). This constitutes an interesting enrichment when compared to the Cooperation Agreement of 1989 in which the focus was only on economic cooperation and the strengthening of the economic and technological sectors of both partners. However, the implementation of this Arrangement means that political and security issues are on the table as well. What is exactly meant by political and security issues is not mentioned in the Arrangement. However, the EEAS does make a comment on its website that seems to provide an answer to this unanswered question. It namely states that Qatar played “an instrumental role” in the crisis in Afghanistan in 2021 when the Taliban took power after the United States withdrew their military staff. This role includes the evacuation of EU citizens as well as facilitating the international community in the effort to find a peaceful solution for Afghanistan (EEAS, 2021). 
The importance of Qatar as a partner to the EU is even more expressed by the signing of the Strategic Partnership in May 2022. In its introductory text, the EC speaks of a region whose stability and security entails direct consequences for the EU. However, the benefits are reciprocal: the EU’s single market and its role as promoter of values such as democracy are of benefit to Qatar as well (European Commission, 2022). The goal of this Partnership is to increase cooperation on multiple policy areas and deliver results. The range of these policy areas is wide and includes topics such as prosperity, energy transition and security, regional stability and global security, and humanitarian cooperation (European Commission, 2022). In the conclusion of the document, the EC clearly stipulates that it will apply all methods it has to ensure a proper implementation of the Partnership, including critical conversations on topics such as the rule of law and human rights (European Commission, 2022). However, the implementation of this Partnership lasted a little more than six months since Qatargate gained media attention in December 2022. 
In conclusion, it can be seen that the relationship between the EU and Qatar was founded on economic principles. The strengthening of economic cooperation stood at the centre of the cooperation and other political issues such as normative or security concerns were not on the table. This changed over the years and came to a formal conclusion with the signature of the Arrangement in 2018 and the Partnership in 2022, in which security issues came to rise as well. Although normative issues were mentioned in clauses of the Partnership, it has to be concluded that economic and security issues were at heart of the relationship. In other words, the strategy of mutual neglect can be confirmed when looking at the contents of the several official documents signed. The importance of Qatar in terms of economic and security cooperation were too large to give up in relation to normative concerns. However, Qatargate marked an end to the foundation of this relationship and the next part will focus on how Qatargate did change this relationship.
[bookmark: _Toc169873386]4.2 The discovery of Qatargate: reactions and responses
It is 9 December 2022 and what will turn out to become the biggest corruption scandal in the history of the European Parliament and the European Union is about to start. It is at this day that the Belgian police searched over fifteen houses and detained four people at the suspicion of taking part in a criminal organisation, corruption, and money laundering (Wheaton et al., 2022). Although the police could not tell much at that time, Belgian newspaper were quick to tell that the suspects were accused of receiving favours from Qatar (Matriche et al., 2022). Despite wanting to keep things safe and confidential, names were quickly thrown out on the streets, of which at least one caused an incredible uproar: Eva Kaili. 
Eva Kaili, at that time, was a well-known and influential MEP. She was chosen in 2014 as a member of the EP as a part of the social-democratic party group (S&D) and became one of the vice-presidents of the EP in 2019. She got arrested and when the police went through her house, they found cash money with a value of a little under a million euros that Kaili got as a reward for improving the image of Qatar on topics such as human rights (Van Drope et al, 2024). Other names that became public later on all turned out be MEP’s or at least involved with MEP’s of the S&D. The S&D could, therefore, not wait and released an official statement that same day. In that statement, the S&D declared zero tolerance for corruption and that they would do everything to cooperate with the responsible authorities to investigate the matter (S&D, 2022). 
It is interesting to note that reputation does not appear to be important for the whole EU or the whole EP, but also for EP party groups. This, however, could be logically explained when referring back to Bovens (2007), who referred to the idea that accountability and legitimacy are closely related. Therefore, in order to hold a good reputation and remain to be perceived as a legitimate actor, it is crucial to hold yourself accountable as well, something that the S&D did by putting out a statement that aimed at protecting or (perhaps already) restoring their reputation.
On 9 December 2022, Qatargate thus officially started and political leaders and figures were quick to respond to this issue. However, for the first part of the causal mechanism it is necessary to look at the media and see whether there is indeed a fall of trust in the EP. Almost all news outlets speak of a scandal or a ‘gate’. POLITICO speaks of a ‘corruption scandal’ (Wheaton et al., 2022), the BBC talks about ‘alleged bribery’ (Maishman. 2022), and CNN keeps it to a ‘corruption probe’ (Kennedy et al., 2022).  The fact that a new word was formed to refer to this affair does indicate that there is a certain urgency when it comes to these allegations. However, almost none of the news outlets connect Qatargate to a loss of reputation or a legitimacy risk for the EP. Most news outlets, including the ones discussed above, present a factual oversight of what happened and what was known at the time. It is only that after a couple of days news outlets start to publish analyses of what exactly happened, how it could happen and what consequences Qatargate had for the EP. A good example of such an article is an analysis published by POLITICO on 17 December 2022, in which an independent news outlet starts to talk about the democratic integrity of the EU and the destabilising effects of Qatargate for the first time (Lynch, 2022). 
It is remarkable to see that little to almost no attention is spend on the effects of Qatargate on the European democracy or the reputation of the EP as the democratically elected institution. It is outside of the scope of this thesis to reflect on why there would be little to no media attention to this side of the topic. However, the observation can be made that little information was known to the media and the public at that time. Therefore, it is plausible that the media spent more time on finding out what actually happened and who were involved rather than focusing on side-effects of Qatargate. Thus, despite the media naming it as a scandal, probe or allegation, the hypothesised mechanism that the media gave explicit attention to the loss of reputation is not confirmed. 
With the discovery of Qatargate taking place on a Friday, EU-officials could take some time to prepare a statement. The first leader that published a statement on Qatargate was Roberta Metsola, the president of the EP. In a plenary session on December 12, Metsola took the word right from the start and she was clear from the start. It is not necessary to cite the whole speech[footnoteRef:2] of Metsola, but some passages are worth mentioning. After declaring that she felt angry and tired, Metsola immediately made clear how she, as president of the EP, felt about the discovery of a corruption scandal in her Parliament. She gave the following opening statement (Metsola, 2022): [2:  The whole speech of Metsola can be read and watched on the website of the EP. The link will be included in the list of references.] 

Make no mistake: the European Parliament, dear colleagues, is under attack. European democracy is under attack. And our way of open, free democratic societies are under attack. The enemies of democracy for whom the very existence of this Parliament is a threat, will stop at nothing. These malign actors linked to autocratic third countries have allegedly weaponised NGOs, unions, individuals, assistants and Members of the European Parliament in an effort to subdue our processes. Their malicious plans failed. 
After this clear and tough opening of Metsola, she continued by expressing her full commitment to cooperating with the official investigation. Furthermore, she introduced the suspension of the vice-president (it was not officially known that it was Kaili at that time); a measure she saw necessary in “effort to protect the integrity of the House” (Metsola, 2022). Moreover, she then turned her attention directly to all MEP’s by stating the following (Metsola, 2022):
And I must be clear: the allegations are not about left or right or north or south. This is about right and wrong. And I would appeal to you to resist the temptation to exploit this moment for political gain. Do not cheapen the threat that we are facing.
It is especially this statement that is relevant for the hypothesised causal mechanism. Metsola directly calls out all MEP’s to not make politics over Qatargate. Moreover, she does so by expressing unity and making it a moral question or dilemma of being good or being wrong. This question for unity is expressed multiple times in the further parts of her speech. For example, she expresses that she needs every MEP to help her turn over every stone and that only cooperation can get the EP get stronger out of the situation (Metsola, 2022). Although not explicitly, Metsola does refer to the stability of the EP. She does so by referring to the fact that Qatargate is not a political issue. Furthermore, by emphasising that every single MEP is needed in order to solve the issue and get through it, she does incite a certain feeling of threat that implies that the continuation and, thus, stability of the EP is at stake. Therefore, although not directly hinting at stability and the policy-making process, it remains still very plausible to confirm this part of the causal mechanism. 
Linking this back to the discussed theory, it is clear that the words of Metsola can be identified in two ways. The first idea deals with rally round the flag effect. By emphasising the need for a united and strong EP that does not quarrel over the political side of the conflict, she highlights the idea expressed by Chanley (2002) that a united political entity is needed to confront the external threat that is posed to this exact entity. Moreover, Metsola automatically makes the connection to the legitimacy and the reputation of the institution. She does so by connecting the idea of the external threat to the dangers this threat may cause for the future of the EP. She does so by using many hyperboles and drawing a bigger, more dramatic picture such as that societies are under attack. However, it does tie into the idea expressed by Busuioc and Lodge (2016) that actors who have to hold account for their actions hold their reputation as a crucial element in their conduct. Metsola does this as well by connecting her initial response to the idea that she is responsible for the reputation of the EP as well. Therefore, she implicitly hints at the stability of the EP by connecting it implicitly to reputation and the posed threat to the policy-making process, making it very plausible to confirm the first part of the causal mechanism. 
As stated in her speech, Metsola urged party leaders to not make party politics out of Qatargate. After her speech, she gave the floor to the leaders of the different party families to give a statement to the EP. Not surprisingly, the leaders followed the example set by Metsola and did not refer to party politics, but instead referred to the feeling of disbelief and solidarity that were necessary to solve this problem (European Parliament, 2022). However, despite the good example set in the plenary session of the EP on December 12, it was only a couple of days later that the first party political rift took place. 
On December 15, only three days after the leaders claimed solidarity in the EP, the centre-right group of Christian-democrats (EPP) launched an attack at the S&D. On different social media platforms, the EPP blamed the S&D that they were being hypocritical about Qatargate and adhered to a “holier-than-thou” attitude that was not fit for them to adhere to in light of the discovery (EPP, 2022). Moreover, the EPP declared that it was time for the S&D to be held accountable (EPP, 2022). A poster that was published on Twitter (currently renamed to X) stated that it was not just Qatargate, but an S&D scandal (EPP, 2022). This line was followed by other groups on the right side of the EP. Members of the conservative group (ECR) and the more radical-right group (I&D) condemned the fact that it was the S&D that was involved in this scandal. 
In general, the sentiment expressed was that the discovery of Qatargate merely supported the double standards that the left side of the EP uses to have when condemning behaviour of others while failing to stick to clean behaviour (Vinocur, 2022). Moreover, even on the left side of the EP multiple individuals made comments about Qatargate. Left-wing members of the EP declared that the allegations of Qatargate and the impact they have on the S&D fraction could place the left in the same position as the right when it comes to allegations of corruption, something that should be avoided at all cost (Vinocur, 2022). 
In conclusion, we can see that all parties accuse the S&D for the occurrence of Qatargate and blame them for the position the EP has found itself in after the discovery of Qatargate. As a result, there is bickering amongst the parties. Furthermore, this bickering and finger pointing does indicate that parties want to position themselves as better or morally superior to the S&D. A proper example of this is the tweet and the poster posted by the EPP on Twitter in which they clearly blame the S&D for Qatargate and place themselves directly above the S&D. Given the combination of the above mentioned evidence, the second part of the causal mechanism can be confirmed as well. 
Although it being instinctively logical that the party groups bicker amongst themselves and try to blame the opposition, it would be interesting to further investigate what theoretical background this has. Based on the idea by Bovens (2007) and Lambert et al. (2011), it would be logical for the EP to remain united as this would only increase the support for the EP instead of a bickering image that could further deteriorate the image of the EP. Furthermore, the elections for the EP were at that time one and a half year away, which implies that electoral opportunism or campaigning also seems to be illogical. Therefore, it would be interesting to investigate this further, something that is not in the current scope of this thesis. 
The only actor that has not been discussed yet is the European Commission. Although the issue involved the EP at the start, the EC did not wait with a response. On December 12, the same day that Metsola issued her statement at the plenary session of the EP, Joseph Borrell made a statement as well. Why it was not the EC president Ursula von der Leyen who made the statement is not clear. However, Borrell is a former president of the EP, which implies that he has a proper understanding of the impact of such a scandal on the EP (European Commission, 2024). Moreover, Borrell is the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and vice-president of the EC, making him the most important member of the EC next to Von der Leyen. Borrell, who was precautious as he did not want to disturb the judicial process, called the developments “very, very worrisome” (Prüssen, 2022). The response from Von der Leyen initially resembled the response from Borrell. She called the news and developments very concerning, and she even raised questions about the public confidence and trust in EU institutions (Rankin, 2022). However, in a press conference later on December 12, she refused to answer questions from the press about the alleged involvement of one of her Commissioners in the scandal, leaving the press in fury (Lynch et al, 2022). However, Von der Leyen did emphasise the idea that trust must be rebuild within the EU institutions (Alemanno, 2023). Very quickly, Von der Leyen moved into proposing solutions in order to prevent scandals such as Qatargate. However, the actual response will be discussed somewhere else in this chapter. 
When looking at the responses of Von der Leyen and Borrell, it can be stated that the responses were very minimal. Despite saying that it is an alarming event for the EP, the EU and all of its institutions, the EC-officials did not give any substantive comment. This is striking as this directly contradicts the idea introduced by Rauh (2018), who implies that it would be only logical for the EC to issue a statement and response as it is very sensitive to the general, public evaluation of the EU, an evaluation that is clearly negatively influenced by all the media attention on Qatargate. It goes beyond the purpose of this empirical analysis to speculate extensively on why these responses are minimal, but an answer could lay in the idea that it is not their institution that is primarily attacked, but the EP. Therefore, to avoid further involvement and a potential negative image, the EC-officials might have deliberately chosen to keep their (institutional) involvement as low as possible. However, with the possible involvement of a Commissioner within Qatargate, Von der Leyen had no choice other than to respond as it was now her institution that got involved as well. Therefore, the hypothesis that EC-officials responded due to the fact that they saw a quarrelling EP cannot be confirmed. 
Instead, EC-officials chose to avoid the blame until they could no longer stick to that tactic as their institution got involved as well. As the EC-officials did not announce a crisis in order to unite the EU, but rather tried to keep their involvement as low as possible, the question remains whether the fourth part of this step of the causal mechanism holds about the rise of support. There is, namely, no clear notion of a crisis, meaning that there is probably no increase or decrease in support rates. To see whether there is a change in the support rates, the Eurobarometer provides the following graph:
[image: The trend line shows that 47% of the EU population tend to trust the EU while 32% tend to trust national governments. 45% tend not to trust the EU.]Figure 1: Trust in the European Union (Eurobarometer Spring 2022)
As is clearly visible from the graph, the support rate for the EU has been a constant 47% for 2022 and the first half of 2023. Consequently, there is no clear rise in support the EU which means that the final part of this hypothesised causal mechanism cannot be accepted as well. This does raise questions about the position of the rally round the flag effect and whether it holds in this case. It can be concluded that the emphasising of an external threat that is part of the rally round the flag effect certainly did take place, but it did not lead to a united entity and a united response. This holds especially for the EP, in which Metsola highlighted unity and the need for a united response, but that was undermined by her own MEP’s. For the EC, the rally round the flag effect seems to be totally absent, which is contradictory in light of the ideas of Rauh (2018) and the ideas of legitimacy and reputation. It would, therefore, be interesting to further investigate this in another research.
[bookmark: _Toc169873387]4.3 Consequences of Qatargate: plans and actions
The previous section dealt with the initial discovery and responses to Qatargate. This section will dive into how the EU and its institutions responded and which actual effect these responses had on the relationship with Qatar. The first part of this section will dive into the plans of actions proposed by the different EU institutions and their content. The second part of this section will dive into the consequences of these plans for the relation with Qatar and whether and how this has altered the relation with Qatar and the rules of the game. 
To start with the responses and the plans of the EU-institutions, the EP took up the challenge in January 2023. Metsola, who was clear about her commitment to solve the issue and prevent further damage in December 2022, presented a fourteen-point-plan in January to the EP. Metsola introduced the plans as part of a bigger picture to reform and improve the EP, but the focus is on anticorruption rules and the strengthening of credibility of the EP (Rasmi, 2024). The fourteen-point-plan, officially called “Strengthening Integrity, Independence and Accountability[footnoteRef:3]”, encompasses fourteen points that most notably focus on stronger rules in terms of transparency for lobbying; more transparency on financial interests and incomes of MEP’s; and a broad strengthening of the integrity of the EP by e.g. strengthening the code of conduct (European Parliament, 2023; Nielsen, 2023). The Metsola fourteen-point-plan, thus, seems to be a concrete and coherent step to restore the image of the EP as a trustworthy institution by imposing concrete measures in order to improve the credibility of the EP. The introduction of this plan does correspond with the idea introduced by Weisiger and Yarhi-Milo (2015), who state that successful restoration of reputation can only happen when an actor proposes swift and concrete responses. Therefore, it does correspond with the earlier-mentioned idea that the EP (at least its officials such as Meloni) is very aware of its loss of reputation and wants to restore it.  [3:  The whole plan and the status of its implementation can be read on the website of the European Parliament. The link will be included in the list of references.] 

However, the plan was not met with mere praise by MEP’s. Although the plan was initially supported and endorsed by all EP party group leaders (European Parliament, 2023), differences arose quickly about the intensity and the width of the measures. Groups on the left such as the Greens, the S&D and the Left declared that the proposals went not far enough. Left co-leader Aubry even stated that the plan was just “paper over the cracks” (Wax, 2023). Fingers were easily pointed at more right-wing party groups such as Renew and EPP, who were accuses of blocking the plans or using the plans to further discredit NGO’s and making their work more difficult (Wax, 2023). However, despite rows and continuation of quarrelling that started since the discovery of Qatargate, the plan got adopted in July 2023 with 441 MEP’s voting in favour, 70 MEP’s voting against, and 71 abstentions (European Parliament, 2023). Therefore, it can be concluded that the factual actions of the EP are in line with the hypothesised expectation. The plan did aim at uniting the EP and improving its credibility and reputation by altering its internal integrity as discussed above and by Weisiger and Yarhi-Milo (2015) and Busuioc and Lodge (2016), and it eventually succeeded in that by adopting the plan with a confident majority of the votes. 
Whereas the EP took swift and immediate action regarding Qatargate, the EC did not move at that high pace. As mentioned before, EC-president Von der Leyen did propose a plan at a press conference on December 12. At this press conference, she repeated that an interinstitutional, independent ethics body was needed to prevent “exemptions” for every EU institution (Bennett, 2022). This plan was presented to all EU-institutions in June 2023 by means of an official communication from the EC. The core of the plan was the creation and installation of an interinstitutional ethics body that would develop common ethical minimum standards for members of the institutions and bodies of the EU (European Commission, 2023). 
Despite the plan being very ambitious and it being a breach with past developments, the EP was not satisfied with the proposal. In a resolution drafted by The Left, Renew, The Greens, and S&D, the EP called the plan “unsatisfactory and not ambitious enough” (European Parliament, 2023). The resolution got accepted by a slim majority (365 vs 270) (European Parliament, 2023), and so the EC had to go back to the drawing board again. Eventually, after almost a year, a new Body for Ethical Standards has been endorsed and set up (ECoR, 2024). However, this body does not encompass all EU institutions, meaning that it is a serious downgrade compared to the initial proposal by Von der Leyen. Furthermore, it aims more at internal reputation building than at external reputation building, something that also contradicts the proposed causal mechanism. 
When looking at the external policy of the EC in relation to Qatar, it is important to notice that the first steps were actually taken by the EP. In December 2022, just after the discovery of Qatargate, it was the EP who voted to suspend working on any policy or piece of legislation that was somehow related to Qatar. Furthermore, Qatari representatives were also banned from entering EU-buildings (Posaner et al., 2022). Qatar responded furiously. In a statement that was published a week after the discovery of Qatargate, Qatari diplomats called the restrictions discriminatory. Moreover, the diplomats threatened that the measures taken by the EP would negatively affect regional and global security cooperation, as well as global energy security (Reuters, 2022). 
Despite these threats, the EC did not seem impressed. In fact, the EC hardly responded at all. This could be partially explained by the fact that the EP stopped all legislative procedures and initiatives. As a result of this halt, the EC could not continue to implement rules and regulations, resulting in an unavoidable gridlock for the EC. However, there are alternative empirical facts that shed another light on the passive attitude of the EC. The emir of Qatar, the highest and most powerful leader of Qatar who is primarily responsible for foreign relations (Amiri Diwan, n.d.), has been visiting multiple European leaders since the start of 2023. For example, he visited the president of Italy Sergio Mattarella on February 13 (Quirinale, 2023). Furthermore, he visited the French president Emmanuel Macron on February 15 (Leali et al, 2023). During his visit, the emir and Macron planned on discussing “strengthening the partnership between the countries to face regional and world challenges” (Leali et al., 2023). It, therefore, appears that European leaders are busier with Qatar and the relationship they have with Qatar rather than the EU and the EC. This image is confirmed when looking at official press releases or statements made by the EC. Besides the statements made on the investigation as a result of the alleged involvement of a Commissioner within Qatargate and the proposal to set up an interinstitutional ethics body, the EC has been rather silent on the topic of Qatargate. Therefore, this part of the causal mechanism cannot be confirmed. 
The final step of the causal mechanism deals with the altered rules of the game and the newly constructed relationship between the EU and Qatar. As seen in the previous paragraph, the EC did not propose a concrete plan that directly altered the relationship between Qatar and the EU. In fact, it was the EP that changed the relationship by putting a halt to any legislation that dealt with Qatar, putting the EC automatically on standby when it comes to policies and proposing plans for the future of Qatar. Furthermore, member states themselves seemed to have less trouble with Qatar than the EU itself. For example, in the summer of 2023 multiple EU countries signed deals with Qatar that allowed Qatar to export its gas to EU-countries. Countries like the Netherlands (Reuters, 2023) and Germany (Kurmayer, 2022) signed lucrative agreements in order to guarantee energy for their population. The European Council reiterates the importance of gas and the dependence on Qatar when it comes to gas and energy security for their inhabitants (European Council, 2024). 
However, these developments must be seen in a broader, geopolitical perspective. The Russian invasion of Ukraine has meant that both EU-countries and Russia have cut the energy supply, meaning that the EU became rapidly dependent on other countries such as Qatar to uphold the level of energy security. The same geopolitical perspective offers an explanation for another empirical phenomenon. Since the start of the war between Israel and Hamas, Qatar has been recognised by the EU as an important actor in solving the conflict. For example, Von der Leyen has been open about the fact that she holds close contact with the emir of Qatar in providing aid to Qatar and Gaza (Von der Leyen, 2024). She does not only express these feelings on social media, but she also expressed feelings of content and gratitude for the Qatari government for “their tireless diplomatic efforts” in reaching a deal between Israel and Hamas (European Commission, 2024). Therefore, it can be concluded that there are no signs of a more NPE-oriented attitude of the EU towards Qatar. Instead, the strategy of mutual neglect introduced by Schunz et al. (2018) and Schumacher seems to be more applicable. The EU has not shifted towards more NPE or towards an expression of moral superiority over Qatar. Instead, it seems that it has become more dependent on mutual neglect and even more shifting towards a more realist attitude. The EU, namely, seems to look at introducing alliances in order to uphold the balance of power in the complex international order (Waltz, 1959; Lebow, 2021).  Therefore, it could be concluded that the EU did not alter the rules of the game, but that the game itself has been altered due to recent geopolitical developments. In this developing game, it can be argued that it is too dangerous to change alliances and that these alliances are needed to remain a strong actor. Therefore, the EU did not alter the rules of the game in relation to Qatar as it is too dependent on Qatar in the newly developed game. 

[bookmark: _Toc169873388]Chapter 5 Conclusion and discussion
[bookmark: _Toc169873389]5.1 Conclusion of this thesis
This thesis tried to answer the following research question:
How has Qatargate influenced the relationship between Qatar/the Gulf States and the European Union?  
In order to answer this question, this thesis drew up a causal model that consists of the following steps:
· Qatargate is brought to light: the EU sees a loss of reputation as a result of wide media coverage
· EU officials respond to Qatargate, thereby increasing internal support
· EU institutions initiate a plan to restore credibility and reputation
· Based on the restoration plans, the EU alters the rules of game and constructs a new relationship with Qatar
By means of the method of process tracing, this thesis tried to find evidence to support this mechanism and see whether the relationship between the EU and Qatar did indeed change according to the prediction and the studied literature. Following the analysis, it can be concluded that the relationship between Qatar and the EU did change, but not in the way that was expected and not as severely as expected. Qatargate caused an incredible amount of media attention and as expected the EU-institutions did respond to this crisis. The EU did receive a lot of media attention in which the vast majority of attention was devoted to finding out what exactly happened. However, this was often connected to a certain loss of credibility in the European democratic institution. As a result, the EU-institutions had to respond. The European Parliament did so by a swift and clear response that was initially announced in a speech by Parliament president Roberta Metsola. Following her speech, the EP proposed a fourteen-point-plan to restore the credibility and reputation of the institution. This has so far been successful with the implementation of the plan still going on. Furthermore, it (has up till now) paused all legislation regarding Qatar, making Qatar powerless in regard to the EP. For the EP, therefore, it can be concluded that the hypothesised causal mechanism is correct.
However, a different story has to be told about the European Commission. The EC did not respond to Qatargate at all. In fact, it tried to abstain from involvement as much as possible until it no longer could due to alleged involvement of a Commissioner, something that the EC tried to keep as quiet as possible. However, due to the fact that the EP paused legislation regarding Qatar, the EC could not propose nor continue any legislation regarding Qatar. Besides the proposal for an interinstitutional ethics body, the EC has not proposed any legislation to deal with the consequences of Qatargate, especially not in the area of the international relations. Therefore, the rules of the game have not been altered that much. In fact, it could even be argued that the strategy of mutual neglect has been put back into place given the developments in geopolitics. The Russian invasion in Ukraine and the dependency on Qatari energy supplies and the role that Qatar plays in providing aid and negotiating in the ongoing war between Israel and Hamas have made the EU more dependent on Qatar. However, given e.g. Qatargate and the ongoing violation of principles of human rights, it is likely that the EU has chosen to stick to the strategy of mutual neglect again as the role of Qatar in the complex, geopolitical world of today is of too much importance. 
Therefore, when trying to answer the question how Qatargate has actually influenced the relationship between Qatar and the EU, the answer is two-folded. Qatargate has stopped the process of closing interactions between the EU and Qatar and has caused for more precautionary measures, especially at the side of the EP. On the other hand, the relationship has not changed that much as the complex geopolitical world of today has caused the role and importance of Qatar to the EU to grow, meaning that the EU is forced to cooperate with Qatar. In that sense, it can be concluded that the strategy of mutual neglect has never been completely thrown overboard as the EU is too dependent on Qatar, especially in the light of the instable political reality of today. As stated before, the rules of the game have not necessarily been altered, but the game itself (in other words, the current international political environment) has changed so much that it appears that it makes more sense to stick to known partners and allies instead of changing the partners you want to play the game with.
[bookmark: _Toc169873390]5.2 Discussion and suggestions
With the answer to the research question, it is now necessary to look at the relevance of the results and the relevance of the conclusion. To start off with the results, they are relevant in the sense that they add to the literature on reputation. Especially the parts about the EP are in line with the literature. Moreover, this thesis adds the idea that reputation is important for a democratically chosen institution, especially when that institution is already confronted with issues regarding its legitimacy. Furthermore, the results add to the marginal field of the strategy of mutual neglect by reaffirming its explanatory power in trying to explain the foundation underneath the relationship between Qatar and the EU. 
When looking at the relevance of the conclusion, it can be stated that this thesis confirms the idea that international relations is very unpredictable. As this thesis shows, theories have a certain limited explanatory power. The explanatory power decreases even further when the context of the case is so sensitive to geopolitical developments. However, this thesis also reaffirms the idea that international relations and behaviour by actors within these international relations are not random or irrational. In fact, this thesis shows that even complex, multi-level actors like the EU adhere to a certain rationality in times of crises that can be expressed by theories such as mutual neglect or reputation theories. However, when looking back at the discussed scientific relevance of this thesis in chapter 1, it can be concluded that this thesis did provide answers to why the relationship changed in the way it did. It was capable of showing that ideas of reputation and accountability (Bovens, 2007; Busuioc and Lodge, 2016) are dominant factors that drive behaviour of EU institutions, factors that are often neglected or not given considerable attention when looking at the field of international relations.
When looking at the results and the conclusion in the light of social relevance of this thesis, it can be safely concluded that the result that reputation is a driver behind actions of democratically elected institutions in the EU and that, therefore, reputation must be taken into account when dealing with e.g. the EP. It, thus, adds to the predictability of the EP. Furthermore, the conclusion that the game has altered instead of the rules of the game is also of societal relevance as it adds a new perspective on the current political situation. It, namely, implies that actors have to understand the rules of the current game before they even think of altering the game. This is shown in this thesis by the fact that the EU chose to stick to the strategy of mutual neglect instead of altering its position to a more NPE-oriented attitude. In conclusion, states and other societal actors have a deeper insight into the complexities of the current international system, making it (a bit) easier to develop a strategy to adopt in this insecure world. 
However, this study also has its limitations. As it is a master thesis, there is limited time and resources to fully dive into the data and make a more detailed description of motives and motivations by every actor. Furthermore, data collection is also restricted for this thesis as actors are not likely to give away their exact considerations and motives. This implies that this thesis is mostly reliant on secondary data such as reconstructions by media. Consequently, data and events have already been interpreted and processed by an actor, making it less reliable than when the primary data could be used for research.  A final limitation that has to be mentioned is the fact that the chosen case still remains a very unique case. Although this has been discussed in the methodology section as well, the results still confirm that the case is so unique that it remains difficult to draw general conclusions about the case and observed phenomena. 
With the study having its limitations, it also means that there are suggestions for future research. These suggestions have already been mentioned throughout the empirical analysis, but they will be mentioned and explained shortly here again. A first suggestion for further research would be the reason behind the bickering of the EP party groups after the discovery of Qatargate. As stated before, it is strange to notice that the party groups are bickering when unity would merely benefit their cause (Bovens, 2007: Busuioc and Lodge, 2016). Furthermore, elections are far away so electoral opportunism seems to be an illogical reason as well. Therefore, it would be interesting to investigate what drives this bickering.
Another suggestion for further research would be the further investigation of the rally round the flag effect. For the EP, it seems that the rally round the flag effect is partially present, whereas it seems to be completely absent in the EC. Therefore, it would be interesting to investigate how the rally round the flag effect further works in the context of the EU, especially within the different institutions and how these institutions relate to each other. In that light, it would also be interesting to devote more time and attention to how the EC works and responds in times of crises, especially when the crises concerns the position of the EC and other institutions. Theories are, as this thesis has shown, not capable of rationally explaining why the EC acted in the way it did and abstained from a response. Therefore, it would be interesting to dive deeper into the dynamics of the EC and see how the institution works in times of such crises. 
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