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Abstract: Why has European integration affected some of Europe’s defence firms more 
than others? Specifically, what explains the co-existence of national, transnational and 
European champions in this industry? This article develops answers to this question from 
two complementary angles. First, through examining the business models and turnover of 
the four largest companies in Europe (BAe Systems, Airbus, Thales, and Leonardo), it shows 
that firms who mostly produce military goods are less likely to undergo strong European 
integration. Second, using an original database on the social backgrounds of these firms’ 
board members, two further hypotheses are tested. Using data on higher education and 
careers, on the one hand we show that the relationship of board members to their respective 
state varies from close (Thales and to some extent Airbus) to distant (BAe Systems and 
Leonardo). On the other, our data reveals that when the careers of these actors are frequently 
internationalised, this correlates to either strong European integration at the level of the firm 
(Airbus and Thales) or, alternatively, strong Transatlanticism (BAe Systems or Leonardo). 
The article as a whole thus both opens up new avenues for research on the defence industry, 
whilst adding political economy and sociological dimensions to existing scholarship on 
differentiated European integration.
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Introduction

Twenty years after the restructuring upheavals experienced by the defence industry 
in the 1990s, the homogenisation of the process of integration of European firms 
predicted at the time has clearly not happened. Such a process would have entailed a 
shift in practices by major defence companies based in Europe to regularly cooperate 
with other European defence firms (e.g. to undertake common projects leading to the 
production of ‘European defence material’). More fundamentally, as Fligstein sets 
out, the process of integration of European firms is not just about co-operation. It is 
also about the harmonisation of markets at the scale of the European Union (EU) 
that would ‘contain firms who can freely trade and invest with each other under a 
single system of rules that define property rights, sanction legal and illegal forms 
of competition and cooperation between firms and workers, and produce rules to 
govern economic transactions between buyers and sellers’ (Fligstein, 2008: 68, see 
also Fligstein, 2011: 101–103). To put this in more conceptual terms, the European 
integration of firms can be defined as a ‘creation of new interdependencies and new 
social networks on a European scale, around specific issues’ (Rayroux, 2017: 23). 

From this perspective, the defence industry provides a highly interesting case 
study, and this not just because of its economic ‘size’.1 Firstly, as table 1 highlights, 
‘national champions’ such as Leonardo, Rolls-Royce, Naval Group or Safran have 
undergone only a weak level of integration. If their business activities have certainly 
internationalised further, their capital is still dominated by the national scale. Indeed, 
a recent study has underlined that nearly 80% of arms programmes in Europe are 
still autarkical in the sense that they entail no co-operation between national firms 
and those located in other countries (De la Brosse, 2017: 2). Meanwhile, of course, 
other companies have engaged in types of co-operation, and in some cases even 
institutionalised integration, that can be characterised as ‘intermediate’, and this 
because their governance has become multinational (e.g. Thales or MBDA). As 
for Airbus which, in 2015, became the first ‘European company’2 in this field, it 
clearly incarnates the highest level of European integration in comparison to all other 
defence-related European firms.

1  As a recent study has analysed in detail, today this industry has a total annual turnover of 100 billion euros 
and, directly or indirectly, employs 1.4 million persons (of which 400,000 live in France) (Dumas, Straumann, 
2019: 53). 

2  A ‘European company’ is one which can carry out its activities in all the EU’s member states using a single 
legal status recognised throughout the Union and defined in its law. For example, Allianz, BASF, LVMH or 
Schneider Electric are all European companies. 
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Table 1. The level of European integration of leading defence companies3

Firms Level of European integration

BAe Systems
Leonardo

Rolls-Royce
Naval Group
Rheinmetall

Babcock International 
Group Safran

Saab
CEA

Dassault Aviation

Weak

Thales
MBDA Intermediate

Airbus Strong

A consequence of these differences is that the notion of a Defence Industrial and 
Technological Base (DITB) no longer encompasses a set of exclusively national 
companies (which would have constituted no change), or the harmonisation of 
supply at the European scale (which would have constituted radical change) – two 
vague ideas which are frequently evoked within the defence world itself. Instead, 
in keeping with the other contributions to this special issue, in Europe the defence 
industry as a whole at the end of the 2010s is best characterised by ‘variations’ in 
its ‘institutional architecture’ (Fligstein, 2001). We mean by ‘variations’ that this 
industry comprises ‘champions’ that remain national while also being transnational 
and European. If this social fact is relatively evident, the following question has yet 
to be addressed by political science through the generation of relevant empirical data: 
why has European integration affected some firms more than others? In other words, 
what explains the co-existence of national, transnational and European champions? 

We tackle this enigma using three lines of questioning which stem from two 
quite different literatures. Theoretical support from economic sociology first enables 
research to clarify what structures the defence industry as a whole by testing the firm’s 
dominant type of product (civil vs. military) as an explanatory variable (Fligstein, 
2001, 2006, 2008). Subsequently, by drawing upon the sociology of economic elites 
(Dudouet, Grémont, 2010; Dezalay, 2015; Bonelli, Jeanpierre, 2017) the focus will 
then be narrowed to target the corporate governance of each firm. Specifically, using 
data generated upon the sociological profiles of company board members, two other 
lines of questioning will be tested, one regarding their relationship to their respective 
state and the other their degree of ‘internationalisation’.

For all these reasons, the article is centred upon the analysis of the four largest 
global companies located in Europe: BAe Systems (4th globally), Airbus (7th), Thales 
(8th) and Leonardo (9th) (Fleurant et al., 2018: 9). The selection of these four cases has 
two methodological justifications. Firstly, as we want to explain variation within our 
dependent variable (degrees of differentiated European integration between defence 
firms), choosing the ‘most similar’ cases was necessary. Indeed, all four are 1) large 
companies, 2) based in Europe, and 3) all produce equipment and services for the 
defence industry. Secondly, given that we have invested here in a line of questioning 
that has been virtually unexplored from the angle of political sociology, studying the 
largest companies is probably the most heuristically valuable place to start.  

3  The firms cited in this table are all based in Europe and feature in the top 50 of SIPRI’s worldwide analysis of 
arms companies: Aude-Emmanuel Fleurant et al., “The SIPRI Top 100 Arms-Producing and Military Services 
Companies, 2017,” SIPRI Fact Sheet (Stockholm: SIPRI, December 2018), 9-10.
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