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ABSTRACT
Since the sudden end of the Cold War, the need for studies of 
ideational factors like norms and perceptions has grown stronger. 
Meanwhile, the European Union as a new type of international actor 
has launched its Common and Foreign Security Policy, creating new 
needs to understand norm diffusion and perception shaping of 
such a non-state actor. How to choose a representative sample 
and to generate reliable data could be challenging, owing not 
only to the fact that ideational factors often seem too intangible 
when compared to the material factors like the size or military 
power of a country, but also because norms, perceptions and 
identity are not static. This introductory article introduces the back
ground, research method and key findings that underpin the multi
national project ‘Renewal in Time of Global Disruption: Asia’s 
Expectations of the EU’, which is showcased in this special issue. It 
is designed to provide up-to-date perceptions of, and expectations 
towards the EU, found in Asia. The transparent explanation of 
research methods in this paper not only underscores the reliability 
of the empirical data but also facilitates how further studies by 
other researchers can be conducted.
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Introduction

Commencing in the 1950s, the founding members of the European integration project 
have attempted to build peace and prosperity in Europe. While war between member 
states of the European Union (EU) has become unthinkable, the Ukraine crisis since 2006 
escalated into a hot war between Ukraine and Russia in 2022. Meanwhile, a series of crises, 
namely the 2008 Global Financial Crisis and the Eurozone debt crisis which followed, the 
Middle East’s refugee crisis in 2015, the UK referendum to exit the EU in 2016, an 
intensification of the US-China competition since 2018, and the outbreak of Covid19 in 
2020, challenge not only internal solidarity but also the international competence of the 
EU. While global disruption has become a contemporary EU phenomenon and context, 
the EU’s Global Strategy (2016), Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific (2021), and 
Global Gateway (2021) have all sought to balance external expectations by redefining 
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strategic priorities, threats and principles. Yet, policies and reactions of the EU in foreign 
affairs do not always transcend its border. Existing research showed that the Union has 
often been seen by other major international actors as lacking both global presence and 
foreign policy capabilities (Lai, Bacon, and Holland 2023; Zhang 2016). This special issue 
extends this research and examines how the EU is perceived by key Asian powers, as well 
as what is expected from the EU during a time of global disruptions. It contributes to the 
knowledge gap of how the EU – as a non-state, unconventional international actor – fits 
into an evolving geopolitical world.

Since the Maastricht Treaty legally established the Common Security and Foreign 
Policy (CFSP), the growing presence and actions of the European Union in international 
politics have attracted considerable scholarly attention. While the inside-out approach 
dominated these initial studies (see for example O. Elgström and Smith 2006; Hill and 
Smith 2000; Manners and Whitman 2000), since the early 2000s an outside-in approach 
has pioneered research on the EU’s external perceptions (N. Elgström and Chaban 2006; 
Holland et al. 2005, 2007). This has led to a substantial growth in such studies which have 
produced a plethora of research snapshots of how the EU has been perceived in third 
countries. This research indicates that the visibility of the EU in Asia was not high and the 
EU was generally viewed as an economic power, but different Asian countries attached 
different levels of importance to the EU. For instance, at that time, China spoke highly of 
the EU and their bilateral relations. Have these changed over time? Given that the Union 
itself as well as its perception keep changing, identifying such external images needs to 
be constantly updated to remain valid and geopolitically useful. This special issue pre
sents the findings of an empirical research dataset, spanning 2020 to 2022, on how four 
important Asian powers perceive the EU.

Furthermore, this research explores how a changed (or unchanged) perception would 
impact the expectations towards the EU held by Asian countries. This outside-in approach 
helps in addressing controversial questions such as is the EU a normative power, should 
the EU seek greater strategic autonomy, what role is expected for the EU in the Indo- 
Pacific, and how can the EU be resilient amid a changing geopolitical world order?

Having expectations of the EU as its core, the research presented here is anchored by 
the conceptual framework ‘Capability-Expectation Gap’ theorised by Hill (1993). From his 
observation of external actions of the EU in the early 1990s, Hill argued that the Union had 
talked up its capabilities and created inflated false expectations. He warned that the 
resultant gap between high expectation and low capability would lead to unrealistic 
policies from the EU as well as risk-taking actions from the supplicant states. While three 
papers of this special issue (Shao and Bacon 2025; Park and Chung 2025; Zhang et al.  
2025) asked if there is a high expectation or an expectation deficit, others assessed how 
the EU’s Asian partners form their perception of and expectations towards the EU (Kelly 
et al. 2024; Lai et al. 2025).

This special issue is not limited to the ‘Capability-Expectation Gap’ framework, and is 
informed by other popular conceptual frameworks, namely ‘Normative Power Europe’ 
introduced by Manners in 2002 (Sugiono and Haris 2025), or broader theoretical 
approaches such as social constructivism (Lai et al. 2025) which highlight the importance 
of identity as well as the intersubjectivity between actors in international politics. Manners 
(2002) argued that a unique quality of the EU, different from other pre-exiting political 
forms, was its ideational impact on defining norms in the international system. He 
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suggested that contagion, informational diffusion, procedural diffusion, transference, 
overt diffusion and cultural filters are mechanisms by how the EU shapes international 
norms. Social constructivism (Wendt 1992) argues that norms and identity of international 
actors inform their respective interests and thus actions. Accordingly, the EU and its 
partners in Asia shape and reshape their identities and norms via social interaction and 
intersubjectivity, which also contribute to the continuous evolution of the structure of the 
international realm.

The main challenges facing research on the external perception of and expectation 
towards the European Union include the identification of representative sources for data 
mining, the cost of collecting and analysing original empirical data, as well as the risk of 
detaching the quantitative findings from either the reality or the theoretical debates 
within EU studies. These challenges are addressed by the research team who collectively 
have over two decades of experience in tracing external images of the EU.1

This special issue combines knowledge from scholars of different nationalities and 
cultures. These multinational team members bring local native expertise on the EU’s 
relationship with their respective countries whilst examining the changes in perceptions 
and expectations of the EU.

The four cases studied in this research – China, Indonesia, Japan and South Korea – are 
all leading Asia-Pacific powers as well as influential international players. China and Japan 
have been the world’s second and third largest economies and active contributors to key 
international organisations such as the United Nations and World Trade Organisation. 
South Korea is considered the third largest economy in Asia and a leading global 
information and communications technology centre. The EU has established strategic 
partnerships with only ten countries – China, Japan and South Korea are among them. 
Indonesia, the largest Southeast Asian country and a key member of the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations, was also included in the research. It ranks fourth globally in 
population size (and has the world’s largest Muslim population) and tenth in terms of 
purchasing power parity. All four of our case-study countries are members of the G20, as is 
the EU (the only non-state full member). Within Asia, China and Japan are the actors who 
typically pay the highest attention to the EU (Holland et al. 2007; Lai, Holland, and Kelly  
2019; Zhang 2010). These four cases serve to highlight differences in their respective 
relations with Europe and in their political and social systems.

The research does not diminish the importance of other cases like India and Singapore 
which were included in some previous phases of the EU perceptions project.2 However, 
given the human and financial resources available, the focus of this phase was limited to 
four cases for a period of three years from 2020. This pragmatism balanced the repre
sentativeness of the sample as well as the depth of the research.

Following this introduction explaining the research background showcased in this 
special issue, the next section details the research methods employed to produce the 
unique and substantial primary data of the research. The third section presents the key 
findings from the data, and the insights drawn from the research in this special issue.

Research methods

This special issue is the result of a multinational research project funded by the European 
Commission Erasmus+ programme, Renewal in Time of Global Disruption: Asia’s 
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Expectations of the EU (EXPECT), for 2020–2023. This section explains the full research 
design of the project, from which each individual article of this special issue has chosen 
those aspects of the rich first-hand empirical data that best fit their specific research 
questions.

Analysis of traditional news media, analysis of social media and in-depth key-informant 
interviews are the three pillars of this empirical research. Triangulation of methods, 
employed here, increases the reliability and representativeness of the research findings. 
For data collection, media analysis is unobstructive and cheap to access, but at the same 
time may involve a huge dataset and is time and energy consuming. It can, hence, be 
balanced by in-depth interviews, whose strengths include a high-level of researcher’s 
control, provision of depth, strong focus and space for interviewees to feed in new ideas 
and information. Its downsides are the limitation to the sample size, obtrusiveness, 
difficulty in accessing suitable interviewees, and it is time-costly. It is usually more 
expensive than media analysis as it can cost time and money to travel to meet inter
viewees, to transcribe and translate the interviews.

Owing to constraints in human resources and time, not all three methods covered 
identical timeframes. The analysis of traditional and social media was based on data 
collected for four months (March, April, May and June) of 2020 and 2021, while the in- 
depth interviews were conducted in 2022.

In January 2020, researchers from all four locations gathered to receive identical 
training on data collection as well as news item and social media post coding. In this 
first training workshop, the team also selected the representative news outlets and social 
media accounts to be monitored. For traditional media, each country monitored the most 
widely circulated and prestigious daily, the most influential business daily, the most 
prominent English-language daily as well as a periodical (either a weekly or a monthly). 
In the cases of Indonesia and Japan, one more popular daily was added to reflect 
additional religious and political perspectives respectively. All these printed media are 
national-wide publications. When put into practice, in Indonesia its 2020 sample did not 
include any English-language daily or any weekly. However, in the 2021 period, the 
Indonesian team managed to meet the full research design and included two popular 
dailies, one business-daily, one English-language daily and a weekly. The full list of 
monitored newspapers is shown in Table 1, 17 outlets in 2020 and 18 in the 2021 period.

From March 2020 onwards, the trained researchers started collecting and coding 
the EU-related news items. Researchers subscribed to either the official electronic 
database of the respective news outlets or to news databases available from their 

Table 1. Newspapers monitored for EXPECT.
China Indonesia Japan South Korea

Popular Daily People’s Daily Kompas Yomiuri Shimbun Chosun Ilbo
Republika
Tempo (2020) Asahi Shimbun

Business Daily Economic Daily Bisnis Indonesia Nihon Keizai Shimbun Maeil Kyungje Shinmun
English-language Daily China Daily Jakarta Post (2021) Japan News Korea Herald
Periodicals Liao Wang Tempo Weekly 

(2021)
Sekai (monthly) Weekly Donga

These newspapers were monitored in both 2020 and 2021 unless otherwise stated as in the Indonesian case.
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university libraries. They then searched for news articles that mentioned at least one 
of the chosen keywords. The keywords included the European Union, its major 
institutions (Council of the EU, European Central Bank, European Commission, 
European Council, European Court of Justice, European Parliament), Eurozone, 
Brexit and their abbreviations. The unit of analysis of the traditional media analysis 
was a news article. For March–June 2020, from the 17 media outlets, a total of 2,194 
news items were collected. For March–June 2021, from the 18 media outlets, a total 
of 3,240 news items were collected. Together they formed a dataset of 5,434 pieces 
of news.

All these collected EU-related news items were double-coded by two different coders, 
one of which at least was a native-speaker of the respective country. The intercoder 
reliability was continuously monitored to guarantee the quality of the coding. There were 
four aspects of coding undertaken for each news article – general information about the 
news item, details on the reported actions of the EU, details on any expectation expressed 
towards the EU, and information about any visual support.

General information of a news item included from title, publication date, authorship, 
length, placement, to a summary of the whole news story and the domesticity of the news 
story. Then, coders moved to focus solely on the reportage featuring the EU, particularly 
on the reported action and expectation. Coders first analysed if the EU played a major, 
secondary or minor role in the news story. If the centrality of the EU was minor, the coding 
process would jump to consider just the visual support. The coders noted down if there 
was any visual image, namely a photo, a cartoon, a map or a table of statistics, and if so, 
how it was related to the EU.

For news items which featured the EU as either a main or secondary actor, coding 
extended to the complete action frame, evaluation of the EU action, whether the EU was 
acting in an intra-EU or extra-EU context, and whether the EU was dealing bilaterally with 
the respective country. In order to correlate with the priorities of the then 2019–2024 von 
der Leyen Commission, its six priorities were used as the action frames in this media 
analysis. The von der Leyen Commission listed the six priorities according to the impor
tance attributed to each of them, accordingly the first was ‘European Green Deal’, 
followed by ‘A Europe Fit for the Digital Age’, ‘An Economy that Works for the People’, 
‘Promoting our European Way of Life’, ‘A Stronger Europe in the World’, and ‘A New Push 
for European Democracy’.3 The portfolios of the Commissioners, namely the 
Commissioner for Climate Action, the Commissioner for Energy and the Commissioner 
for Internal Market, were adopted as sub-frames in coding of the EU’s action. However, in 
the actual EU-related news items collected, there were reports that focused solely on 
European integration relevant to all the Commissioners and not exclusive to a specific 
portfolio. To accommodate this reality, this research added a seventh frame ‘European 
integration’.

For news stories with the EU playing a major or secondary role, coders also recorded 
the expectations targeted at the EU. They counted the number of expectations found in 
that news item, recorded whom it was from and which part of the EU it was targeted at 
(a common institution, a certain group of member states, etc.), as well as the content, 
which was further divided into ‘expected action’ and ‘expected role’. Finally, the coders 
concluded the intensity of the expectation in that news item, from the options of high, 
medium and low.
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This media dataset of 5,434 pieces of news and 23 categorisations is substantial and 
robust. It provides rich primary data for both qualitative and quantitative analysis. 
Similarly, the social media dataset of 3,456 posts also allows for both qualitative and 
quantitative analysis.

For social media, the selection of the accounts to be monitored was more complicated 
than for the traditional media. First, it was well noted that each of the four Asian countries 
had their own preferred social media platform; Weibo was identified as the most popular 
social media platform in China, while Twitter was preferred in Indonesia and Japan. In 
South Korea, Facebook was found to be the most popular. Consequently, the Weibo 
account of the EU Delegation to China, the Twitter accounts of the EU Delegation to 
Indonesia and the EU Delegation to Japan, as well as the Facebook account of the EU 
Delegation to South Korea were chosen to be monitored. In 2021, the research team 
found that the EU Delegation to China had contracted a private company to help with its 
online diplomacy and launched a new Weibo account ‘Keys to Europe’. Consequently, this 
account was also monitored, but only for the 2021 period. In addition, the Twitter account 
of the EU Delegation to ASEAN and the Facebook account of the European Chamber of 
Commerce in Korea (ECCK) were included. As mirrors to the EU Delegations’ accounts, 
social media accounts of the diplomatic representations of the four Asian countries in 
Brussels were targeted. However, the Mission of China to the EU did not run a Weibo 
account, so that this research instead monitored the Weibo account of the Department of 
European Affairs of China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MoFA). Table 2 lists the nine 
accounts which were studied in both 2020 and 2021, as well as the two accounts which 
were added for the 2021 period.

The unit of analysis for the social media analysis was a social media post. All posts of 
the selected accounts were collected, even if the name of the EU was not mentioned. For 
the March–June 2020 period, from the 9 accounts, a total of 1,397 posts were collected. 
For the March–June 2021 period, from the 11 accounts, a total of 2,059 posts were 
collected. Together they formed a dataset of 3,456 posts.

Similar to the traditional media analysis, all the collected social media posts were 
double-coded by two individual coders, of whom one at least was a native-speaker of 
the respective country. The same four aspects of coding – general information about that 
post, information about any visual support, details on the reported actions of the EU, and 
details on any expectation expressed towards the EU – were applied.

General information of a social media post included date, URL (Uniform Resource 
Locator), authorship, key theme, domesticity, hashtag used and responses received 

Table 2. Social media accounts monitored for EXPECT.
China Indonesia Japan South Korea

1 EU Delegation to China’s Weibo 
(EUinChina)

EU Delegation to 
Indonesia’s Twitter 
(EUinIndonesia)

EU Delegation to 
Japan’s Twitter 
(EUinJapan)

EU Delegation to Korea’s 
Facebook 
(EUinKorea)

2 Weibo of Department of 
European Affairs of China’s 
MoFA

Twitter of Embassy of 
Indonesia in Brussels 
(2021 only)

Twitter of Mission 
of Japan to EU

Facebook of Embassy of 
South Korea in Brussels

3 Weibo of KeysToEurope (2021 
only)

Twitter of EU Delegation 
to ASEAN

– Facebook of ECCK

These accounts were monitored in both 2020 and 2021 unless otherwise stated.
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(such as number of likes and number of reposts). Regarding visual support, the coders 
recorded if there was any picture and/or video, and if so what they were about. Coding for 
reported actions and expectations of the EU were identical to those in the traditional 
media analysis, as explained above. The only exception was that for centrality there were 
some posts without any presence of the EU, which would mean ‘Nil’ in terms of the role 
played by the Union. Only when the EU was either a major or secondary actor in the posts 
did the coders continue to fill in all categories. Additionally, for the posts from the EU 
Delegations, two more categorisations were added to show if the EU had attempted to 
project any image via the post and how hard such an attempt was (high, medium or low 
intensity).

The third pillar of data collection was in-depth elite interviews. In late 2021, all 
researchers of EXPECT gathered for training on conducting in-depth interviews and 
designing of the questionnaire. The agreed format was semi-structured interviews with 
an identical questionnaire of 23 questions, which were then translated into Chinese, 
Bahasa, Japanese and Korean.

Starting from January 2022, teams from each of the four Asian countries reached out to 
key-informants on the EU’s relation with their respective country for interviews. To avoid 
bias, the researchers tried to balance the representation from four cohorts – politics, 
business, civil society and media. For the news makers, three more questions were added 
to supplement the link between the media analysis research and the interviews. A total of 
80 interviews were conducted, 20 per country. Owing to the Covid19 pandemic, 
a majority of the respondents were interviewed online, with the exception of South 
Korea where the interviewees filled in the questionnaire in writing via emails. 
Interviewees were offered the option of anonymity.

The informative responses from these in-depth interviews were transcribed and then 
translated into English by each of the national teams. Consequently, this rich dataset of 
elites’ attitudes, views and expectations of the EU provided substantial content for 
qualitative analysis.

Altogether, this multi-faceted, multi-national, and multi-year dataset enables researchers to 
assess the perception and expectation of the EU in Asia from different angles. Four papers in 
this special issue (Lai et al. 2025; Sugiono and Haris 2025; Shao and Bacon 2025; Park and 
Chung 2025) each present a single-nation case that deeply examines a sub-set of EXPECT’s 
traditional media analysis, social media analysis and elite interview data. This rich dataset also 
facilitates comparative studies. Based on cross-country news media analysis, Zhang et al. (2025) 
explore the expectations of the EU’s role from China, Japan, South Korea, and Indonesia, and 
Kelly et al. (2024) assess the perceived actorness of the EU in these four countries.

Key findings

Among the four monitored countries, Japan has always devoted relatively more attention 
to the EU, followed by China and then South Korea, while Indonesia has always been 
found to be the least interested in the EU. This higher level of interest in the EU found 
among the Northeast Asian countries than their Southeast Asian counterparts is 
a persistent divergence between the two sub-regions (Chaban, Holland, and Ryan 2009; 
Holland et al. 2005, 2007).
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From a longitudinal perspective, the visibility and hence presence of the EU has 
strengthened from 2020 to 2022, except in the case of China. Nevertheless, the Chinese 
press appears to be the most favourable in tone when reporting the EU, while compara
tively the Korean press is the most critical. These findings are different from previous 
research (Ibid.; Yoon and Lai 2015; Zhang 2010) in which the majority of EU-related 
reportage in the Northeast Asian press was factual without any tone.

Social media is not only a new platform for communication, but also new as a source of 
data in research on EU perceptions. In all four locations, the EU Delegations, including the 
EU Delegation to the ASEAN based in Jakarta, make efforts to convey positive images and 
highlight achievements of the Union. On the contrary, the Asian MoFA accounts do not 
display a high interest in the EU. Reactions received by the EU Delegations in their social 
media accounts are also far from enthusiastic. Many of its posts receive only single-digit 
likes or reposts in the Indonesian and South Korean cases, as well as in the account of the 
EU Delegation to ASEAN. The numbers in the Chinese case look more impressive with 
hundreds of likes and reposts, but it has to be noted that Weibo is a huge platform with 
billions of users.

In early 2020, the Covid19 pandemic began to break out and Italy became the first epicentre 
in Europe by March 2020. In the data collected between March to June 2020, Covid19 
dominates the EU-related reportage as well as social media posts of the EU Delegations and 
continues to be strongly visible in the March–June 2021 data, although eventually less so in the 
2022 in-depth interviews. One result is that actions in health care and border control have 
become dominant actions of the EU, while previous research featured the EU mostly in terms 
of economic and political actions. Relatedly, disunity among the EU member states in reacting 
to the pandemic as well as economic and social disruptions from the restriction measures 
contribute to more negativity in the media coverage of the EU.

Perhaps surprisingly, Brexit appears to be far less of a concern for Asia. An exception 
was Japan, who began preparing negotiations of a free trade agreement with the UK in 
the early 2020s, so understandably relatively more attention was paid to the development 
of the post-Brexit UK. Overall, the EU is presented as less occupied with troubles at home 
from 2020 to 2022, in 2020 it was more occupied internally by Covid19 and Brexit (to 
a much lesser extent). Thereafter, it is featured much more as an outward-looking political 
actor, which is active in international diplomacy (and even the security realm).

The individual research papers in this special issue present more detailed findings. Two 
comparative studies explore, respectively, the expectations of the EU role at the national, 
regional, and global levels (from China, Japan, South Korea and Indonesia), and the 
external actorness of the EU as reported in the popular dailies of the four Asian countries. 
They are then followed by four single-country focused articles that examine the external 
perceptions of the EU in China, Indonesia, Japan and South Korea respectively, as well as 
how these perceptions influence Asian expectations towards the Union.

Turning first to the contribution, ‘Asian expectations of the EU at a time of global disruption: 
a cross-country comparative study’ (Zhang et al. 2025) adopts the theoretical approach of the 
‘Capability-Expectation Gap’ to explore the expectations from China, Japan, South Korea and 
Indonesia of the EU role at the national, regional and global levels. It finds that these four Asian 
countries all expect the EU to play a leading role in global economic recovery and global 
governance. China expresses the most and strongest expectations of the EU as a power with 
strategic autonomy; Japan’s expectations of the EU focus more on science and technology 
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issues; Indonesia calls on the EU to resolve the refugee issue sooner and better; and South 
Korea displays the least expectations of the EU. The study indicates that expectations, as 
a communication narrative, construct the role of the EU in the eyes of Asia. It shows that the 
Capability-Expectation Gap has increased and the findings shed light on the implementation 
of the EU’s Indo-Pacific strategy.

‘Examining EU action and actorness through external perceptions: a comparative study of 
Asian media coverage’ (Kelly et al. 2024) focuses on one of the six themes of the von der Leyen 
Commission ‘A stronger Europe in the World’. This systematic analysis of the most popular 
daily newspapers in China, Indonesia, Japan and South Korea demonstrates how external 
actions of the EU have been received by key international players in the Indo-Pacific. It finds 
that apart from the consistently higher attention given to the EU in general, the Japanese 
media emerges also as the most interested in the EU’s external presence as well as actions, 
especially regarding the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy. Meanwhile, the South 
Korean daily demonstrates an upward trend in covering the EU’s external action. The authors 
argue that these two countries’ interests in the EU’s external actorness have been aligned with 
their status as ‘like-minded partners’ of the EU. On the contrary, the Chinese media has been 
reserved about the development of geopolitical actorness of the EU.

‘Resilient Partnership? EU perception and expectation from China’ (Lai et al. 2025) 
traces how China’s narrative of the relationship and relative power balance between 
the EU and China has evolved between 2020 and 2023. This analysis combines data from 
traditional media as well as elite attitudes to provide the most up-to-date evidence of an 
increasingly confident China seeking a resilient partnership with the EU. It shows that the 
EU remains a strong but declining international player in the eyes of China. With China 
becoming increasingly self-centric, it has been interested mainly in those EU actions with 
‘local hooks’ and expects the EU to act as its cooperation partner and a positive force 
supporting further Chinese development.

‘The normative power of Europe? Indonesian perspective of the EU’ (Sugiono and Haris  
2025) challenges the normative power role of the EU in EU-Indonesia relations. They focus 
on the in-depth interview data with 20 Indonesian elites conducted in 2022. Despite the 
normative power of the EU that had worked very well during the period following political 
transformation in Indonesia in the 1990s and 2000s, it is no longer the case at present. The 
Indonesian elites tend to perceive the EU as self-serving, inconsistent, and hypocritical. 
They perceive the EU as failing to consistently align its actions with its professed values. 
Trade disputes, namely on Indonesian palm oil export as well as the difficulty in conclud
ing the negotiation of the Indonesia-EU Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
Agreement, have contributed to growing negative sentiments against the EU.

‘Narrowing the “expectations deficit”? Evolving Japanese expectations of the EU as an 
Indo-Pacific security actor (2020–2022)’ (Shao and Bacon 2025) uses content and dis
course analyses of Japanese print media, social media, and expert interviews during 
2020–2022. It demonstrates that under the influence of a turbulent global environment, 
Japan has made concerted efforts to foster bilateral security cooperation with the EU. 
Meanwhile, the expectations deficit regarding the EU has narrowed and been replaced by 
a ‘Capability-Expectation Gap’ while expectation from the Japanese side has risen espe
cially in the context of the EU’s security action in the Indo-Pacific.

‘The global actorness of the EU seen from the Korean media and elites: a capability- 
expectation gap or an expectations deficit?’ (Park and Chung 2025) explores how the EU’s 
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capability stands in relation to the expectations held by Korean society. From the EXPECT 
data, the traditional media analysis and elite interviews are used in this research. It shows 
that in relations with the EU, South Korea records simultaneously expectation deficit and 
‘Capability-Expectation Matching’ (CEM). The CEM has been discovered in one aspect of 
the EU’s global actorness, namely the EU as an economic and trade actor. A strengthened 
perception and expectation of the EU as a norm promoter, identified by this research, 
serves as another potential area of CEM. Meanwhile, this paper shows expectation deficits 
in the EU’s security actorness and humanitarian provision.

As argued above, research into perceptions cannot remain static; a consistent longitudinal 
approach is demanded and the EXPECT findings presented here form part of that process. On 
the one hand, it confirms past characteristics, namely Japan has always devoted higher 
attention to the EU than other Asian countries as well as the relatively more critical attitude 
towards the EU in South Korea. On the other hand, it yields new findings, for instance, the 
Chinese media and elites have shown decreasing interest in the EU over the past decade while 
the importance of the EU has deemed to be increasing in the other Asian countries.

EXPECT extends the existing EU perception research boundaries further not only in 
terms of timeframe and adding the analysis of social media, but also by expanding the 
examination to how perceptions would impact expectations towards the EU held by its 
Asian partners. It demonstrates how the ‘Capability-Expectation Gap’ and ‘Normative 
Power Europe’ change over time in the EU’s Asian partners, namely the expectation deficit 
in Japan has been closed as a result of Japan increasingly perceiving the EU as a like- 
minded partner, sharing common values, identities, and threats in the current turbulent 
global environment. The reflexive expectation (Zhang 2016) of China to the EU has once 
again been confirmed with the complexity of EU-China relations in the time of global 
disruption. Conversely, in the Indonesian case, a growing negative perception has under
mined the EU’s self-projected image as a normative power.

The findings of this special issue contribute to the building of the new field of study, 
the study of EU external perceptions which bridges studies of the EU’s actions and 
capabilities in the field of foreign policy and the EU’s international and foreign-policy 
identity. Still, as the world as well as the EU keep changing, continuous assessment of such 
external perceptions and expectations is always in demand.

Notes

1. See examples of extensive body of longitudinal research on perceptions and expectations 
from the team in Holland et al. (2007); Chaban, Holland, and Ryan (2009); Chaban and Holland 
(2015); Bacon and Holland (2015); Zhang (2016); Bacon and Nakamura (2021); Lai, Bacon, and 
Holland (2023)

2. See Holland et al. (2007); Chaban, Holland, and Ryan (2009); Holland and Chaban (2015).
3. See European Commission official website https://commissioners.ec.europa.eu/index_en#par 

agraph_509, accessed on 25 September 2023.
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