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Abstract
This article examineswhat constitutional arrangements aremore likely to facilitate the transfer of effective decision‐making
power to the regional level.We show that certain constitutional arrangements can result in institutional commitment prob‐
lems between regional minority and national majority groups, which in turn influence levels of regional autonomy across
regions. Specifically, we examine how the depth and scope of decentralization depend on the presence of federal agree‐
ments and the availability of institutional guarantees that make the federal contracts credible. Analyzing regional‐level
data, we show that regions where identity minority groups are majoritarian enjoy more regional autonomy when the com‐
mitment problem has resulted in a satisfactory national accommodation. Our findings highlight two important scenarios.
The first occurs when the institutional commitment problem is solved, and regional minority groups are granted substan‐
tial levels of regional autonomy. The second scenario takes place when the commitment problem is not institutionally
accommodated, and hence regional minority groups have systematically lower levels of autonomy. This article illustrates
that both federal contracts and credible agreements are important tools to understand regional decision‐making powers.
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1. Introduction

The recent Catalan‐Spanish territorial crisis provides a
good example of how a lack of a credible territorial
agreement can lead to an escalation of political con‐
flict. As has been reported elsewhere (Casas et al., 2021;
Cuadras‐Morató, 2016), the conflict largely stems from
the Spanish Constitutional Court ruling in 2010 against
several articles of the new Catalan Statute, approved
both by the Catalan and the Spanish Parliament and by
citizens in a referendum. Many in Catalonia perceived
this ruling as a break‐up of the territorial agreement
between both parties. Consequently, the idea that ter‐

ritorial decentralization was no longer possible through
constitutional arrangements and that the only alterna‐
tive was secession started to gain hold.

The Catalan case is perhaps one of the most recent
illustrative examples, but a look all over theworld reveals
thatmany current democracies still struggle to find away
to properly accommodate different economic, social, cul‐
tural, linguistic, or national realities (Abizadeh, 2021;
Bednar, 2011; Beramendi & Rogers, 2020). Political con‐
flicts inside plurinational (or multi‐ethnic) states often
revolve around the distribution of effective policymaking
between central and regional governments. Departing
from this pattern, this article takes a fresh look at an
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old question and examines what types of constitutional
arrangements are more likely to facilitate the transfer
of effective decision‐making power to the regional level.
While the relationship between Catalonia and Spain is
one of conflict andmany Catalans still seek further auton‐
omy, others like Wales–UK have found a way to settle
on a degree of autonomy that satisfies an important part
of the electorate. In some other contexts, like in Quebec
(Canada), the Basque Country (Spain), or Northern Italy,
territorial decentralization has recently increased and, as
a result, the territorial demands have partially decreased
in intensity. Overall, why are some regions granted more
powers than others?

Against the backdrop of many existing explana‐
tions, essentially centered around identity‐related fac‐
tors (different language, culture, etc.) or the role of
the economy (economic crisis, etc.), we put forward
another explanation largely based on the credibility of
territorial agreements between regional identity minori‐
ties and national majority groups. The transfer of effec‐
tive decision‐making power to regions, we argue, is
contingent on the severity of the institutional commit‐
ment problem between the national majority group and
the minority identity groups in advanced democracies
(Abizadeh, 2021)—with the institutional commitment
problem understood as the lack of a stable and credi‐
ble institutional arrangement between the minority and
themajority group. More specifically, we propose that in
order to understand a region’s level of territorial auton‐
omy, onemust take into account not only the presence of
a federal agreement (decentralization), but also the cred‐
ibility of this institutional agreement. In a nutshell, we
argue that territorial decentralization should be higher
in regions that have reached a federal agreement and
where constitutional rigidity is sufficiently high as to
bestow the agreement with enough credibility.

In contexts where regional minorities exist, the
national majority group generally wants to reach an
agreement so that minorities’ territorial demands cease
or are kept at a minimum. The majority group may also
want to adopt a territorial model in which any poten‐
tial secessionist aspirations by the minority group are
avoided. In turn, the regional minority group wants to
deepen levels of territorial decentralization. Yet, it also
needs an important component largely neglected by pre‐
vious work: a credible agreement. Any decision regarding
the territorial organization of the state is likely to be imple‐
mented, even without the consent of national minorities.
Therefore, without a credible federal pact, decentraliza‐
tion tends to be lower. As the Catalan case illustrates,
the majority group can use its position and overturn
the degree of autonomy given to the minority group.
We posit that the credibility of a federal arrangement
is manifested through the rigidity of the constitution—
which essentially means the difficulty of reforming the
constitution at the will of the majority group.

Our argument is tested using a dataset that contains
information on the observed regional autonomy of differ‐

ent regions across different countries. The regional‐level
dataset, originally compiled by Sambanis and Milanovic
(2014), is combined with Lijphart’s dataset (Lijphart,
1999), which includes the degree of constitutional rigid‐
ity of different countries. The regional and cross‐country
information allows us to examine our theoretical intu‐
ition, that is, whether the degree of observed regional
autonomy depends on the existence of a federal agree‐
ment and the credibility of the agreement through con‐
stitutional rigidity.

Our empirical results lend support to our theoreti‐
cal intuition and reveal two scenarios of particular inter‐
est: In the first one there is a federal contract and the
rigidity of the constitutional agreement is high. Under
this scenario, regions tend to have high regional auton‐
omy and, as a result of providing credibility to the system
through rigidity, the minority group is granted relatively
high levels of effective (fiscal) decision‐making. The sec‐
ond scenario occurs when there is a federal contract, but
constitutional rigidity is low, or when there is no federal
contract, but constitutional rigidity is high. In both cases,
the minority group is trapped in a situation in which it
is not able to expand its regional autonomy, making the
system unstable as themajority group can easily revert it.

2. Theory

The literature on territorial decentralization highlights
three main groups of arguments explaining differences
in levels of territorial autonomy across regions. A first
group of studies emphasizes the idea that the choice to
decentralize is a function of a country’s territorial cultural
heterogeneity. Thus, given the existence of a territorial
cleavage (Lipset & Rokkan, 1967), the institutional set‐up
is likely to reflect this reality. Needless to say, many coun‐
tries also engage in a strategy of nationalization, that is,
of adopting a single country’s culture and making it the
predominant one (Keating, 2014; Levene, 2000).

Since Lipset and Rokkan (1967), there has been
a lively intellectual discussion regarding what specific
institutional arrangements are most appropriate in soci‐
eties with centre‐periphery cleavages (plurinational soci‐
eties). For instance, in his famous work on consocia‐
tionalism, Lijphart (1999) defended that consociational
institutions were able to satisfy the preferences of both
the majority and the minority groups by having cab‐
inets with grand coalitions and segmental territorial
autonomy. Consocionalist theory has been debated and
scrutinized extensively in previous work (see Andeweg,
2000). However, Lijphart’s work has been hugely influ‐
ential in providing a way to think about how minor‐
ity and majority groups can coexist within a country.
Similarly, the works by Lijphart (1999) and Elazar (1987)
revolve around the idea that territorial decentralization,
in the form of a federal arrangement, may be a powerful
tool to appease the cultural demands made by minority
groups. Also, Riker (1964) long strived to establish a gen‐
eral theory of federalism organized around the attempt
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to explain both the stability of the federal system and
the accommodation of cultural groups. If we apply this
idea to the example introduced above, it suggests that
Catalonia was granted territorial autonomy as a way to
accommodate its distinct culture, language, history, etc.

A second group of studies have employed a politi‐
cal economy approach and have examined the implica‐
tions of political decentralization on economic outcomes.
In particular, these studies have explored the impact
of fiscal federalism on the distribution of governmental
revenues and expenditures (or vice versa) and whether
this distribution has an impact on various aspects of the
economy, such as growth. According to this theoretical
perspective, the degree of fiscal autonomy granted to
the regions is largely a function of economic consider‐
ations (for instance, the idea that spending should be
close to the region where it is executed). Importantly, a
growing literature on fiscal federalism has shown that
political federalism does not necessarily lead to fiscal
decentralization and that the two types of decentral‐
ization may have different consequences for economic
growth (Canaleta et al., 2004; Ezcurra & Rodríguez‐Pose,
2013; Lessmann, 2012; Rodríguez‐Pose & Ezcurra, 2011;
Thornton, 2007). Along similar lines, we argue that the
institutional provisions of political federalism affect the
levels of fiscal federalism.

Extant literature focuses mainly on the effects of
granting fiscal federalism on different outcomes, as well
as on why fiscal autonomy has been granted in the
first place. Rodden (2006) provides evidence that dif‐
ferences in countries’ experiences with subnational fis‐
cal discipline can in part be explained by differences
in federal institutions. Sorens (2015) shows that cen‐
tral governments facing secessionist challenges try to
hamstring regional tax collection. Applying this approach
to the Catalan case, this would imply that fiscal auton‐
omy was granted to the region due to economic con‐
siderations, such as increasing economic efficiency or
an expected increase in economic returns. A version of
the economic approximation has also tried to investi‐
gate whether territorial decentralization (or the demand
for it) increases in the presence of economic shocks.
However, this literature has not been conclusive (Bel
et al., 2019; Cuadras‐Morató & Rodon, 2019). Overall,
the economic approach has mainly studied what type
of economic factors explain variation in fiscal autonomy
granted to the regions or whether having more fiscal
autonomy improves (or not) economic outcomes.

A third group of studies highlights that the observed
differences in territorial decentralization across regions,
countries, and over time is a function of political dynam‐
ics and especially of party competition. Early on, Riker
(1964) suggested that the decentralization of political
parties tends to precede administrative and fiscal decen‐
tralization (see also Garman et al., 2001). Its basic idea is
that territorial decentralization is (at least partly) endoge‐
nous to the party competition dynamics triggered by the
territorial set‐up. For instance, somework shows that in a

multi‐layered territorial system, voters face difficulties in
attributing responsibilities. This may incentivize political
parties to increase their demands for further decentral‐
ization (or centralization).

Similarly, other work stresses that, in some contexts,
political parties have incentives to emphasize issues
on a second dimension of competition (the territorial
one instead of the traditional left–right dimension) in
order to garner political support. This results in a situ‐
ation in which political parties strategically invoke the
second dimension (the territorial dimension), express‐
ing different opinions regarding the (re)decentralization
dimension and trying to win votes by appealing to
voters’ preferences on this particular issue dimension
(Amat, 2012). Applied to Catalonia, this explanation
would imply that decentralization to the region was
largely granted as a result of political competition, that
is, because some regional parties had electoral incen‐
tives to demand further decentralization—and some
national parties to grant it. Overall, and regardless of the
mechanism suggested, the political competition idea is
expressed in different forms, but it eventually points to
the same outcome: that political competition is a cru‐
cial factor in shaping the territorial set‐up of a coun‐
try (Brancati, 2006, 2008; Massetti & Schakel, 2016;
Massetti & Toubeau, 2020; Meguid, 2015; Toubeau &
Wagner, 2015; Verge, 2013).

2.1. Institutional Commitment Problems and Regional
Autonomy

We complement the previous existing explanations and
suggest a novel way to understand differences in auton‐
omy across regions. Our argument is based on the
logic of the commitment problem between the national
majority group and the regional minority groups, and it
can be seen as a way of combining previous approaches
centered around the role of political competition and
institutions. Our intuition builds on the notion that some
form of territorial agreement (a combination of decen‐
tralization and recognition) explains differences in effec‐
tive regional decision‐making. Thus, we side with the
institutional explanations and base our argument on the
assumption that identity‐related factors are not suffi‐
cient to fully account for variation in levels of regional
autonomy, but that federal contracts are important tools
in explaining this variation. However, we propose that
the existence of a federal contract is not enough. In order
to properly understand differences in regional autonomy,
it is also crucial to take into account the credibility of ter‐
ritorial agreements.

In order to unpack this argument, we must consider
the original conditions of these agreements. Territorial
agreements (federal pacts) usually take place in a context
in which there is a majority group and a minority group
(or several minority groups). It is true that, in some con‐
texts, like in Belgium, groups have similar sizes. However,
the logic of our argument still applies to these contexts.
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These regional minority groups generally belong to dif‐
ferent ethno‐cultural groups than the majority, although
this is not necessarily the case: There aremany countries
with federal agreements and a low (or absent) degree of
national heterogeneity within the country. In any case,
this federal arrangement (the federal pact) represents a
foundational moment that grants decision‐making pow‐
ers to the region(s).

The territorial agreement, however, is clouded by
an important tension, we argue, stemming from a com‐
mitment problem. A commitment problem occurs when
actors cannot achieve their goals because of their inabil‐
ity to make promises or credible commitments. This
common conceptual tool in game theory has also been
most famously applied in the field of international rela‐
tions and comparative politics to understand violence
between two actors. Fearon (1995) argued that vio‐
lence in Yugoslavia erupted because political communi‐
ties found themselves without a third party that could
guarantee agreements between them. In other words,
and regardless of what the majority’s leaders agree to,
there is no solid guarantee that the leaders will not
renege in the future using their majority status.

Although the context of territorial decentralization in
Western democracies is a very different one, the com‐
mitment problem logic is still very much useful in order
to understand under what conditions decision‐making is
more likely to be granted to the regions. Walter (2006)
argues that ethnic groups are significantly more likely
to seek self‐determination if the government has acqui‐
esced to an earlier group of separatists, and if the gov‐
ernment is unlikely to encounter additional ethnic chal‐
lengers in the future. However, her study focuses on
scenarios of conflict, and therefore differs from ours.
Thus, although territorial conflicts in democracies in the
form of violence are also present—see for instance the
recent Catalan case (Rodon & Guinjoan, 2021)—these
are less common and beyond the scope of this article.

Let us imagine a federal agreement between the
majority and theminority group. Although an agreement
has been reached, the majority group’s first preference
is still to keep as much power as possible, and at the
same time avoid any potential destabilizing move from
theminority group, such as a secessionist threat. Indeed,
the majority group might fear that effective decision‐
making constitutes a slippery slope eventually leading to
an increase in secessionist demands. In turn, the minor‐
ity group oftentimes aspires to a certain degree of ter‐
ritorial decentralization. With no guarantee, the agree‐
ment constitutes an unstable one: The majority group
can easily use its majority status to overturn the agree‐
ment. The minority group knows it and will have incen‐
tives to renege from the agreement. Therefore, there is
a commitment problem.

Both the majority and the minority groups need a
credible agreement—a commitment device to bestow
credibility. That is, a guarantee that the federal agree‐
ment will not be overruled by the majority group in the

future and that the minority group will maneuver within
the system. The minority group seeks an institutional
tool that limits the tyranny of the majority (Abizadeh,
2021). The institutional enforcement of credible guaran‐
tees is the essence of the commitment problem. This
guarantee, we argue, is a crucial component of the fed‐
eral agreement. If no mechanisms are established, the
majority group may be tempted to impose a change
in the federal agreement at some point in the future.
In order to feel comfortable with the institutional set‐up,
the minority group needs a guarantee that the territo‐
rial agreement will not be overruled. If this condition is
present, effective decision‐making granted to the regions
is likely to be higher and hence the “sweet spot” that sat‐
isfies both the majority and the minority group is more
likely to be reached (Detterbeck & Hepburn, 2018).

We suggest that the credibility of the federal
contract—the commitment device—is mainly expressed
through the rigidity of the constitutional system. Using
the classical definition of Hirschman (1970), one could
say that the majority group wants to exercise the voice,
strengthen everyone’s loyalty, and avoid any poten‐
tial exit. Conversely, the minority group may be torn
between loyalty and exit, but only if certain guarantees
are met. The rigidity of the constitution has been shown
to be an important factor constraining actors’ behavior,
and lending stability to the system (Lutz, 1994; Tsebelis,
2002). As explained by Sánchez‐Cuenca (2010), the rigid‐
ity of a constitution enhances the credibility of the orig‐
inal (territorial) agreement. We argue that the same
logic applies to the territorial set‐up. When the territo‐
rial pact guarantees that the majority group will have
its “hands tied” and will not reverse the territorial agree‐
ment unilaterally, the federal contract will be viewed as
more credible. Therefore, we will observe higher levels
of regional autonomy.

It is important to highlight that this process is
based on the idea that any decentralization/autonomy
is embedded in a constitutional rather than in a legisla‐
tive framework. Although it is true that legislation can
be changed more easily than constitutional (and territo‐
rial) agreements, the constitution ultimately determines
the model of territorial decentralization. For instance,
in the Catalan case, basic legislation can transfer (take
back) competences to (from) regions, but the Spanish
Constitution ultimately determines what type of compe‐
tences can be transferred to regions, and the Spanish
Constitutional Court interprets the legislation.

All in all, we argue that the credibility of the system—
expressed through constitutional rigidity—will enhance
the loyalty between the majority and the minority
groups. If territorial decentralization is coupled with
rigidity providing institutional guarantees, we will tend
to observe higher levels of regional autonomy. Yet, if the
territorial decentralization is not coupled with rigidity,
or the system is rigid without territorial decentralization,
the regional autonomy will tend to be lower. Thus, our
expectations are the following:
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Hypothesis 1: Regions where a minority group is
majoritarian will have greater observed regional
autonomy when the commitment problem is institu‐
tionally channeled with a federal contract and credi‐
ble institutional guarantees.

Hypothesis 2: Regions in which the minority group’
political demands for greater sovereignty are active
will have greater regional autonomy when the com‐
mitment problem is institutionally sealed with a fed‐
eral contract and credible institutional guarantees.

3. Research Design

In order to test our theoretical expectations, we employ
a regional‐level dataset that includes different regions
across different democratic countries. The dataset cap‐
tures differences in the levels of territorial decentraliza‐
tion, as well as in the degree of constitutional rigidity
and the relative strength of national minorities. More
concretely our database is a combination of the dataset
created by Sambanis and Milanovic (2014) and that of
Lijphart (1999). While the first one uses primary adminis‐
trative sub‐divisions (provinces, states, republics, depart‐
ments) of decentralized countries as units of analysis,
the second one captures different institutional charac‐
teristics at the country level. This set‐up is appropriate
for our empirical analysis, as it allows us to capture the
dynamics of decentralization at the sub‐national region
as a function of country‐wide institutional characteristics.
In other words, if we had limited the analysis to country‐
level data, as much research in the field still does, we
would be losing variation and even face the risk of not
detecting meaningful empirical regularities.

Our outcome of interest measures the share of
regional expenditure that can be financed out of regional
revenues. The indicator comes from Sambanis and
Milanovic (2014) and can be understood as a proxy
for fiscal autonomy/independence. More specifically, it
measures the percentage of revenues generated by
regional political jurisdictions. Although other measures
of regional autonomy are employed in the literature,
such as the Regional Authority Index (Hooghe et al.,
2016), we believe that the indicator created by Sambanis
and Milanovic (2014) provides the best option for our
empirical exercise, for several reasons.

First, other measures—most notably, the Regional
Authority Index—are constructed by quantifying the
degree of autonomy established in the articles on decen‐
tralization dictated by the laws—mainly constitutions or
basic/general laws. Although this approach has advan‐
tages, it overlooks other important dynamics, such as
the fact that other laws may provide a different view
and change (often to undermine) the level of territo‐
rial decentralization. For instance, if one examines arti‐
cles on decentralization in the 1978 Spanish Constitution,
one might conclude that education is solely at the hands
of the regions. However, any Spanish observer would

quickly realize that this is far from the truth, as the cen‐
tral institutions, via other articles in the Constitution or
general laws, have taken back some of the powers or
have simply not transferred the competences. Instead,
the indicator of the share of regional expenditure that
can be financed out of regional revenues shows the
degree of economic independence from the center, and
thereby the degree of effective policymaking. Political
autonomy is more meaningful if regions can finance
expenditures out of their own revenues. In contrast,
regions that spend a lot out of central government trans‐
fers are less independent from the central institutions.
After all, the centermight adjust the transfer amount and
subsequently curtail regional autonomy. For a discussion,
see Sorens (2015).

Second, the degree of observed regional autonomy
(Sambanis & Milanovic, 2014) is a more accurate indi‐
cator to test our theoretical expectations. Other indi‐
cators based on laws or constitutions generally show
less variation over time. This is mainly due to the fact
that, in many contexts, decentralization only translates
into constitutional or legislative changes after a period
of time. Instead, and since finances—and the financial
transfers between the state and the regions and vice
versa—are more malleable to the contextual situation,
they are overall a good indicator of effective decision‐
making power, that is, of the degree of observed regional
autonomy. Finally, economic and political measures of
decentralization tend to be highly correlated. Table 1
shows the summary statistics of the different variables
employed in our models.

We also employ several additional indicators—taken
from the Sambanis and Milanovic (2014) dataset. First,
a binary indicator identifying whether the region has a
minority group (1) or not (0). This is based on the differ‐
ence between the population living in a particular region
vis‐à‐vis the other regions in the country. In other words,
a region is considered to host an identity minority group
if a national minority makes up more than 50% of the
regional population. Second, a continuous indicator cap‐
turing the percentage of the largest identity group in
the region that does not belong to the largest majority
group in the country. And third, we use a binary indi‐
cator distinguishing regions where there is a political
movement with active sovereignty demands (1) or oth‐
erwise (0). Thus, while the first two measures mainly
capture the structural conditions of a region in a given
country, the third one tackles the political dimension.
Decentralization, and its political articulation, may exist
due to the sheer existence of nationalminorities (proxied
by the first two indicators) or to political dynamics (third
one). The results section will examine all of them.

The degree of constitutional rigidity comes from
Lijphart (1999). According to Lijphart, constitutional rigid‐
ity is seen as a central explanatory constitutional vari‐
able. In his view, rigidity is seen as an anti‐majoritarian
instrument while non‐rigid constitutions without judi‐
cial review often lead to unrestricted majority rule.
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Table 1. Summary statistics.

Statistic Mean St. Dev. Min Max

Observed regional autonomy 0.61 0.31 0.00 1.34
Lijphart’s index of constitutional rigidity 3.08 0.95 1 4
Lijphart’s index of federalism 0.58 0.49 1 5
National minority over 50% 0.14 0.35 0 1
% not belonging to majority group 0.22 0.27 0 1
Movement for greater sovereignty 0.27 0.44 0 1
Regional income vs. country’s income 0.93 0.32 0.08 2.80
Relative regional population 0.09 0.21 0.00 1
Regional Gini index 38.01 10.49 18.5 69.4

The indicator captures the array of amendment provi‐
sions on a four‐point scale of rigidity, which ranges from
1 (amendment provisions are amended by an ordinary
majority) to 4 (amendment proposals need more than
a two‐thirds majority or a two‐thirds majority combined
with other requirements, such as the approval by state
legislatures).

On the other hand, the existence of a federal con‐
tract is also taken from Lijphart (1999). Specifically, we
exploit Lijphart’s index of political federalism 1945–2010.
Although originally constructed as a continuous indica‐
tor, we have made it dichotomous to ease the interpre‐
tation of the results. The Supplementary File shows the
results with the original indicator in its continuous form.
The original index developed by Lijphart ranges between
1 and 5, but we have coded the “Federalism” variable as
a dummy variable that takes on the value 1 if the original
Lijphart’s index of political federalism is equal or greater
than 4 and 0 otherwise. We do so because the original
formulation of the Lijphart’s federalism index is the fol‐
lowing one: 1 for unitary and centralized nation‐states,
2 for unitary but decentralized nation‐states, 3 for quasi‐
federal nation‐states, 4 for federal but unitary states, and
5 for federal and decentralized states. In this original
scale by Lijphart (1999), Spain receives the value 3.

All in all, our dataset uses regions as our units of
observation. These regions are clustered in different
countries and therefore we exploit cross‐regional vari‐
ation in observed regional autonomy as a function of a
country’s characteristics. This implies that we exploit
only cross‐regional variation and not temporal varia‐
tion. The dataset therefore includes one observation
per region for the period from the mid‐1990s to the
early 2000s. The countries (and its regions) included in
the analysis are: Argentina, Australia, Austria, Canada,
France, Germany, India, Malaysia, Spain, Sweden,
Switzerland, US, and the UK—those that are part of
Lijphart’s dataset. Although the number is small, there
is enough variation both within and across countries in
our variables of interest. More concretely, our empirical
specification is based on the following form:

Yij = 𝛽1Minorityi + 𝛽2Minorityi × Federalismj

+ 𝛽3Minorityi × ConstRigidityj + 𝛽4Minorityi
× Federalismj × ConstRigidityj + 𝛿Xi
+ 𝛾CountryFEsj + 𝜀ij

We estimate several models in which we regress
observed regional autonomy at the regional level on the
key institutional dimensions that determine the severity
of the commitment problem. Most of our estimations
include country Fixed Effects (FE). The inclusion of coun‐
try FEs is important to control for unobserved country‐
specific characteristics that might also affect regional
autonomy. The main quantity of interest is the inter‐
action term between the proxy for the existence of a
minority group at the regional level and the two key
dimensions of the commitment problem: the presence
of a federal contract and constitutional rigidity. The esti‐
mations also include standard regional‐level controls:
regional per capita income relative to the country‐wide
income mean and the relative regional population as a
share of the total country’s population. Some models
also include a measure of interpersonal inequality for
each region. Finally, we adjust for the fact that some
countries havemore regions than others, and hence they
could disproportionately influence the results, by using
weights that are equal to the inverse of the number of
regions in each country. The standard errors are clus‐
tered at the country level in all models.

4. Results

The results section presents the different sets of results in
different steps. The first two tables employ two indicators
tapping into the structural characteristics of the national
minority groups. The third and final table focuses instead
on the political side of the story, capturing the pres‐
ence of political parties demanding sovereignty at the
regional level. Table 2 presents our first results. The coeffi‐
cient of interest comes from the interaction between the
index of constitutional rigidity, the existence of a federal
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Table 2. Regional Autonomy, Commitment Problem, and Minority Dummy.

(1) (2) (3)
Observed Regional Observed Regional Observed Regional

Autonomy Autonomy Autonomy

Minority Dummy −0.42*** −0.31** −0.21
(0.10) (0.10) (0.23)

Constitutional Rigidity
X Minority Dummy 0.07 0.01 −0.03

(0.06) (0.07) (0.12)
Federalism X
Minority Dummy −1.82** −1.03** −1.12*

(0.81) (0.40) (0.51)
Constitutional Rigidity
X Federalism X
Minority Dummy 0.48* 0.33** 0.36*

(0.23) (0.14) (0.18)
Regional Controls No Yes Yes
Extended Regional Controls No No Yes
Country FEs No No No
Mean Dep. Var 0.68 0.67 0.67
R2 0.21 0.32 0.32
N 207 185 184
Number of countries 11 10 10
Notes: Standard errors clustered at the country level in parentheses; Regional Controls: regional income, relative regional population;
Extended Regional Controls: Gini; Main components of Federalism, Constitutional Rigidity, and Interaction included but not shown;
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

contract, and a minority group—the last two expressed
as binary variables. As can be seen, the coefficient is pos‐
itive and statistically significant. This means that the level
of regional fiscal autonomy is positively related to the
existence of high levels of constitutional rigidity and a fed‐
eral agreement. Note, however, that this first approxima‐
tion does not include country FEs.

Figure 1 eases the interpretation by visually dis‐
playing the different relationships of interest (based on
Model 3). As advanced in our theoretical section, and
looking at the right‐hand panel, results show that the
autonomy of a region is relatively high when there is a
federal contract, high levels of constitutional rigidity, and
the minority group is the majority in the region. Thus,
given the presence of a minority group, regional auton‐
omy tends to be larger when there is a federal agree‐
ment and high constitutional rigidity. Conversely, if there
is a federal agreement and the credibility of the fed‐
eral pact is low (low constitutional rigidity), a region’s
regional autonomy is significantly lower. The slope of the
results in the right‐hand panel in Figure 1 clearly indi‐
cates, as advanced in our theoretical discussion, that two
conditions are needed in order to observe high levels of
regional autonomy: high levels of constitutional rigidity
and a federal contract.

Note that this also implies one striking and important
initial finding: For minority regions, political federalism
reduces fiscal federalism—at least in terms of local rev‐
enues generated by regional jurisdictions—and constitu‐

tional rigidity makes the effect of political federalism in
minority regions less negative. This finding is coherent
with the theoreticalmechanismwepropose—the institu‐
tional commitment problem. Under political federalism,
constitutional rigidity seems to provide the institutional
guarantees under which minority groups enhance their
levels of fiscal autonomy.

Interestingly, if we look at the left‐hand panel in
Figure 1, the story is the opposite. When a federal con‐
tract is not present and a minority group is the major‐
ity in the region, this results in the minority group being
trapped in a situation in which there are relatively low
levels of regional autonomy. Under this scenario, the sys‐
tem is rigid and hence it is more difficult that the prefer‐
ences of theminority group are properly accommodated.
As a consequence, minority groups systematically enjoy
less regional fiscal autonomy and this is exacerbatedwith
greater constitutional rigidity.

In order to corroborate the theoretical expectations,
we next run similar models, but in this occasion, we
employ the minority size variable. Recall that the minor‐
ity size variable takes into account the percentage of
the largest group in the region that does not belong to
the majority national group. While the previous indica‐
tor only considered the presence of a minority group
(or not), this one adds more nuance and captures the
potential “influence” the minority group has in each
region. Also importantly, from now onward we include
country‐fixed effects to account for omitted institutional
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Figure 1. Predicted regional autonomy for minority groups, constitutional rigidity on the horizontal axis.

characteristics. Table 3 shows the results. As can be seen,
the coefficient of interest, which is again the coefficient
for the interaction term between constitutional rigid‐
ity, the federalism dummy, and minority size, is once

again positive and statistically significant, very similar to
the previous models. This implies that bigger regional
minority groups only have access to higher levels of fis‐
cal autonomywhen two conditions are satisfied: political

Table 3. Regional Autonomy, Commitment Problem and Minority Size.

(1) (2) (3)
Observed Regional Observed Regional Observed Regional

Autonomy Autonomy Autonomy

Minority Size 0.65*** −0.97** −0.42
(0.00) (0.39) (0.91)

Constitutional Rigidity
X Minority Size −0.22*** 0.18*** 0.03

(0.00) (0.05) (0.23)
Federalism X
Minority Size −1.95*** −1.11*** −1.46*

(0.39) (0.14) (0.67)
Constitutional Rigidity
X Federalism X
Minority Size 0.48*** 0.33*** 0.43**

(0.13) (0.07) (0.18)
Regional Controls No Yes Yes
Extended Regional Controls No No Yes
Country FEs Yes Yes Yes
Mean Dep. Var 0.67 0.66 0.66
R2 0.71 0.75 0.76
N 188 166 164
Number of countries 9 8 8
Notes: Standard errors clustered at the country level in parentheses; Regional Controls: Regional income, Relative Regional Population;
Extended Regional Controls: Gini; * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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federalism is coupled with enough constitutional rigidity
to provide guarantees for such minority groups.

Figure 2 displays the marginal effects of the minority
size indicator as a function of constitutional rigidity and
the existence of a federal agreement. As can be seen, the
positive slope once again confirms our intuition. When
there is a minority group, a federal contract, and the
level of constitutional rigidity is low, we tend to observe
low levels of regional autonomy. In contrast, the auton‐
omy granted to a region tends to be higher when both
things are present—a federal arrangement and the cred‐
ibility of the arrangement through constitutional rigidity.
Overall, the last set of results confirm Hypothesis 1. Note
that Figure 2 confirms the striking result that we have dis‐
cussed before: Regional identity minority groups system‐
atically enjoy lower levels of fiscal autonomy under polit‐
ical federalism unless constitutional rigidity ameliorates
the institutional commitment problem.

The final analysis goes a step further and aims to
capture the effect of political demands for decentraliza‐
tion on the observed regional autonomy. While the first
two indicators captured the structural characteristics of
the majority–minority groups, onemay wonder whether
these characteristics may not be enough. In other words,
the sheer presence of national minorities may not auto‐
matically imply that there should be demands for ter‐
ritorial decentralization. There needs to be, one could
argue, political actors that bring the territorial demands
to the fore. Many culturally distinct regions nowadays
do not necessarily have regional parties pushing forward
demands for decentralization.

With such a logic in mind, Table 4 replicates the
analysis, but using a variable capturing the presence, or

not, of a political actor with active sovereignty demands.
The effect of the three‐way interaction between constitu‐
tional rigidity, the existence of a federal contract, and the
presence of an active sovereignty demand is again posi‐
tive and statistically significant. Again, we encounter the
same logic: Under political federalism, regional minority
groups with sovereignty demands are constrained and
more likely to have less fiscal autonomy unless constitu‐
tional rigidity is also present.

4.1. Empirical Regularities and Implications for the
Catalan Case

To illustrate and summarize the main findings, Figure 3
presents the results. More specifically, Figure 3 shows
the marginal effects of having political actors at the
regional level actively demanding greater sovereignty
on observed regional autonomy as a function of con‐
stitutional rigidity and the existence of a federal agree‐
ment. Looking at the right‐hand panel in Figure 3, we
see a clear upward slope. This means that, under a fed‐
eral contract, politically active demands for sovereignty
result in greater regional autonomy at the regional level
(or at least not lower levels) as long as there is high
constitutional rigidity. This is coherent with all the pre‐
vious results: When regional actors demand greater
sovereignty, constitutional rigidity facilitates regional
autonomy if there is a federal contract. Interestingly,
however, the slope reverses in the left‐hand panel of
Figure 3 when there is no federal agreement. When a
federal contract is absent, sovereignty demands coupled
with constitutional rigidity are systematically associated
with lower levels of regional autonomy. It is remarkable
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Figure 2.Marginal effects ofminority size on regional autonomy as a function of federal contract and constitutional rigidity.
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Table 4. Regional Autonomy, Commitment Problem, and Sovereignty Demands.

(1) (2) (3)
Observed Regional Observed Regional Observed Regional

Autonomy Autonomy Autonomy

Sovereignty Demands −0.03 0.17 0.17
(0.03) (0.13) (0.13)

Constitutional Rigidity
X Sovereignty Demands 0.01 −0.07 −0.07

(0.01) (0.06) (0.05)
Federalism X
Sovereignty Demands −1.14*** −1.05*** −1.01***

(0.35) (0.20) (0.20)
Constitutional Rigidity
X Federalism X
Sovereignty Demands 0.31** 0.30*** 0.29***

(0.11) (0.07) (0.07)
Regional Controls No Yes Yes
Extended Regional Controls No No Yes
Country FEs Yes Yes Yes
Mean Dep. Var 0.71 0.70 0.70
R2 0.72 0.73 0.74
N 247 222 220
Number of countries 13 12 12
Notes: Standard errors clustered at the country level in parentheses; Regional Controls: Regional income, Relative regional population;
Extended Regional Controls: Gini; * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

to observe that the marginal effect of sovereignty
demands on regional autonomy becomes negative when
constitutional rigidity is high and there is no federal con‐
tact. It implies that regional minority groups are trapped
in a scenario in which decentralization is low and rigid‐
ity is high, and, therefore, reforming the system is rather
difficult for the regional minority group. The reversal of
the slopes of the marginal effect of our binary indica‐
tor of sovereignty demands on observed regional auton‐
omy are very much in line with the theoretical expec‐
tations based on the logic of the territorial commit‐
ment problem.

Finally, Figure 4 focuses on the role of having
sovereignty demands by showing the overall predicted
levels of regional autonomy as a function of having a
federal contract (or not) and the degree of constitu‐
tional rigidity (horizontal axis). Crucially, we observe in
both panels of Figure 4 that, when there are no active
demands for sovereignty, the level of institutional rigid‐
ity or the existence of a federal agreement have a negligi‐
ble effect on the degree of regional autonomy. Yet, when
these demands are present, the institutional configura‐
tion of the federal arrangement is key in granting (or not)
autonomy to the regions. Results in Figure 4 are also
aligned with our theoretical intuition, hypothesized in
Hypothesis 2. If a federal political contract is present and
constitutional rigidity is high, the presence of sovereignty
claims at the regional level results in relatively high levels
of regional autonomy. In contrast, under a federal con‐

tract and low rigidity, the regional autonomy tends to be
lower. On the left‐hand panel of Figure 4 we also observe
that the lack of a federal contract, coupled with rigidity,
tends to result in low regional autonomy. In other words,
regional political claims are associated with lower levels
of regional autonomy when there is no federal agree‐
ment in place and constitutional rigidity is high.

We believe these findings have important implica‐
tions, as the Catalan case illustrates. Spain was coded by
Lijphart (1999) as a quasi‐federal state and at the same
time it is a country with relatively high levels of consti‐
tutional rigidity. According to the comparative empirical
evidencewe have presented, this puts the Catalanminor‐
ity group in a position likely to have low levels of regional
fiscal autonomy—as compared to alternative scenarios
with a more complete federal deal coupled with insti‐
tutional guarantees. As such, the institutional territorial
commitment problem in Spain, which has, in line with
current events, not been properly addressed, might be
regarded as one of the key structural reasons behind
the rise of secessionism in Catalonia (Casas et al., 2021).
In this article, we have shown that the lack of a credible
federal political contract makes regional minority groups
less likely to enjoy fiscal autonomy. Very much in line
with the argument in here, other recent research has
underscored the role of information about the institu‐
tional design of inter‐regional redistribution in shaping
preferences for secession in the Catalan case (Hierro &
Queralt, 2021).
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5. Conclusions

This article has advanced our understanding of what
explains variation in political decentralization in several
importantways. First, we have argued that existing expla‐
nations miss an important factor necessary to under‐
stand cross‐regional variation in regional autonomy: the
credibility of territorial agreements. A federal contract is
not enough to guarantee a certain degree of decentral‐
ization. Themajority and theminority group need to give
credibility to the system and they do so through constitu‐
tional rigidity. Once both components are present, both
the minority and the majority group are loyal to each
other, exercise “voice” within the confines of the system
and the probability of “exit” diminishes.

Second, we have shown that the logic behind insti‐
tutional commitment problems is empirically correct
and has important economic and political consequences.
By exploiting a dataset that captures the degree of
regional autonomy, as well as the status of the national
minority and the rigidity of the constitutional text, we
show that both are key factors in understanding the
dynamics of the decentralization. Third, to be more spe‐
cific, our results show that when there exists a fed‐
eral agreement and the degree of constitutional rigid‐
ity is high, the level of regional autonomy tends to be
higher. In contrast, a federal contract without constitu‐
tional rigidity, or constitutional rigidity without a federal
contract, tend to lead to lower regional autonomy.

Overall, our results highlight two types of situations.
The first scenario occurs when there is a federal con‐
tract and both the minority and the majority group have
given credibility to the system via constitutional rigidity.
In such a scenario, regional autonomy is high and the
degree of decentralization is high. This scenario is one
that can be observed in many federal countries nowa‐
days, such as Germany or Switzerland. Scenarios inwhich
the degree of decentralization is high (federal contract),
the majority has its hands tied when it comes to unilat‐
erally reforming the system, and the minority feels com‐
fortable within the system as it enjoys a high degree of
autonomy and the tyranny of the majority does not pre‐
vail (Abizadeh, 2021). This scenario should be associated
with fewer territorial demands and fewer secessionist
claims (Gibilisco, 2021).

The second model has different versions, but they
share the important characteristic that they result in
lower decision‐making for the regions. They occur when
there is a federal contract, but the constitutional rigid‐
ity is low; or when the constitutional rigidity is high,
but the federal contract is absent. In such situations,
the observed outcome is the same: Regional autonomy
is low. Most importantly, the minority and the major‐
ity group are trapped in a scenario in which territorial
demands are likely to persist. For instance, if there is no
federal contract and high constitutional rigidity, some
sub‐state regions may demand higher autonomy, but
the prospects of obtaining it are low since the majority

group will tend to block it. This is, for instance, the case
of Catalonia in Spain, where any territorial agreement
needs the consent of the majority group and where the
majority group can overturn important arrangements.
In this situation we should expect a much greater preva‐
lence of territorial demands.

We believe our results are important for our under‐
standing of the dynamics of territorial decentraliza‐
tion and secessionist claims. Much previous work has
addressed the issue by examining levels of decentral‐
ization. However, we have argued, and shown, that the
credibility bestowed to the system is an important com‐
ponent to be taken into account. In other words, the ter‐
ritorial conflict cannot solely be addressed via decentral‐
izationmeasures, but throughmechanisms that enhance
the credibility of the institutional agreements and make
it easier for both the majority and the minority group
to coexist in the future. The lack of institutional guaran‐
tees, or the perception of its absence by regional minor‐
ity groups, can explain the oftentimes puzzling non‐linear
relationship that we observe between decentralization
and the emergence of territorial demands.
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