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Abstract

Differentiated integration has become ubiquitous in the European Union today. However, the evaluation of differentiated
integration by the academic community is much contested: While some see it as a remedy to political gridlock, others
think of it as the beginning of the end of the EU (i.e., disintegration). Our article sheds light on the relationship between
differentiated integration and disintegration from the viewpoint of subnational members of Parliament. Assuming that at
least some scenarios of differentiated integration are related to disintegration, we report on data from a survey of seven
EU member states about subnational members of Parliament’s preferences regarding future scenarios for the EU. Our res-
ults find that a preference for a Europe with a singular focus on “nothing but the single market” is related to a functionalist
approach towards European integration and the perceived disintegration of the EU. This preference is especially preval-
ent among subnational MPs in the Czech Republic and Poland, both known for having opt-out solutions. While the Czech
Republic constantly shows high levels of Euroscepticism in public surveys, the reverse is true in Poland. Obviously, a gen-
eral commitment to the EU should not be equated with a shared common goal of further European integration. If such
differences become permanent, European integration may genuinely be endangered.
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1. Introduction ration is perceived as a “double-edged sword” (Chopin
& Lequesne, 2016) or as “poison or a panacea” (Lord,
2015) because differentiation can function as a driver
for deepening EU integration as well as its disintegra-

tion. Our article aims to investigate the relationship

Since the major rounds of enlargement of the European
Union in the 2000s and early 2010s, increasing hetero-
geneity among member states can be observed and, con-

sequently, the rise of differentiated integration (Leuffen,
Rittberger, & Schimmelfennig, 2022). The concept of dif-
ferentiated integration has been used to refer to the
diverse modes of integration within the EU (Géanzle
et al.,, 2020). However, the question arises as to how
many differences and how much differentiated integra-
tion a community or political project can bear (Hooghe
& Marks, 2022). For some authors, differentiated integ-

between differentiated integration and disintegration.
The EU future scenarios (European Commission, 2017)
are considered indicators of certain preferences for dif-
ferentiated (dis)integration (Leruth et al., 2019b). Until
now, these scenarios have been rarely used in studies
(Goldberg et al., 2021; Praprotnik & Perlot, 2021).
Differentiated integration concerns not only the
national level but also the sub-national level (Dyson &
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Sepos, 2010). In this contribution, we use data from a
novel survey among regional (subnational) members of
Parliament (MPs) from seven EU member states to ana-
lyse scenarios of differentiated (dis)integration. The sub-
national level can be affected by “multi-level differen-
tiation” (Fumasoli et al., 2015), which describes the
influence of differentiation on various levels in the EU.
In many EU member states, the sub-national level is
responsible for the legal implementation of EU law
in various policy fields (Borghetto & Franchino, 2010).
Regions still have limited influence in the EU multi-level
system. In the course of deepening EU integration,
regions have faced a loss of competence in the EU.
In return, they demanded enhanced rights in shaping
EU policy at both the domestic and EU levels (Abels &
Battke, 2019; Panara, 2015). In this context, regional par-
liaments can make use of different extra-state and intra-
state channels (Bauer & Borzel, 2011). The Lisbon Treaty
introduced a central measure for empowering (regional)
parliaments in 2009. Regional parliaments have been
given the opportunity to participate in the early warn-
ing system (EWS) for subsidiarity control (Bursens &
Hogenauer, 2017). Theoretically, the EWS can be used
by regional parliaments to set claims for differentiation
directly. However, participation in the EWS is only pos-
sible for regional parliaments with legislative competen-
cies and depends on national parliaments’ assessment
of whether regional parliaments should be consulted in
this process (Hogenauer, 2019). Tight time frames and
limited resources on the side of the regional parliaments
make the EWS a rather exclusive way of participation.
Beyond limited formal rights (domestic involvement in
EU affairs, Committee of the Regions, EWS), regional MPs
must rely on informal contacts and networks (Schneider
et al., 2014) to push their agenda.

Apart from regional parliaments’ involvement in EU
policy-making, the regional level can be a breeding
ground for discontent and support for European disin-
tegration. Dijkstra et al. (2020) found regional disparit-
ies to be a main driver for anti-EU voting. This result
also mitigates the objection that regional elections are
often considered second-order elections. Schakel and
Jeffery (2013) criticise the applicability of the second-
order election model with regard to regional elec-
tions and found out that regional elections are not
second-order elections per se. A more nuanced per-
spective on regional elections is called for, as studies on
regional elections acknowledge (Bolgherini et al., 2021;
Gougou, 2023; Lifieira, 2016; Linek & Skvriiak, 2022).
Moreover, regional-level coalition-building may serve as
an opportunity to test the fit of two or more coali-
tion partners before implementing any such coalition at
the national level. Coalition building among Eurosceptic
forces at the regional level should thus be observed
from an early stage. Additionally, the regional level
is often deemed “closer to citizens” (Piattoni, 2010),
which makes the investigation of regional politicians’
attitudes towards European integration particularly rel-

evant. To some extent, at least, regional MPs “mirror”
the attitudes of their constituencies since they are elec-
ted representatives. Conversely, (regional) politicians can
also act as top-down opinion leaders in their constituen-
cies regarding preference formation on the EU’s future
development (Telle, de Blok, et al., 2022a).

Studies by Leuffen, Schuessler, and Gomez Diaz
(2022), Schuessler et al. (2022), and Telle, Badulescu,
et al. (2022) found that differentiated integration can
be linked to disintegration under certain conditions des-
pite its perception as being a political instrument for
dealing with heterogenous preferences (Adler-Nissen,
2011). Building on these contributions, our article aims
to investigate the potential consequences of EU future
scenarios and the relationship between differentiated
integration and disintegration more closely from the
viewpoint of regional MPs. Our research questions are
as follows:

¢ Are differentiated integration and disintegration
linked to each other from the viewpoint of regional
MPs, and if so, how?

e Which scenarios for differentiated integration
are associated with pro-European attitudes, and
which can be associated with attitudes opposing
further European integration?

Moreover, we concentrate on the Single Market Only
scenario, which represents the notion of “a la carte
Europe” (Stubb, 1996) because this scenario may trigger
disintegrative developments as recent scholarship indic-
ates (De Blok & de Vries, 2022; Telle, de Blok, et al., 2022).
Following this, our further research questions address
the following aspects:

e How prevalent are preferences for this scenario
(Single Market Only) among regional MPs?

¢ Which political strategies in EU affairs are linked to
this scenario at the regional level?

Our results find that at least some scenarios for a
future Europe are linked to disintegration from regional
MPs’ viewpoint. The analysis shows that a preference
for future scenarios focusing on economic integration
and “doing less more efficiently” is associated with
anti-European attitudes and a high perceived likelihood
of EU disintegration. The structure of this article is as fol-
lows: Section 2 provides an overview of both concepts,
differentiated integration and disintegration, argues for
possible linkages, and embeds our research questions
within a literature review. Next, Section 3 introduces the
methods and data used in our analysis. In Section 4, using
a novel survey among regional MPs in several EU mem-
ber states, we then explore the relationship between
differentiated integration and disintegration empirically.
Finally, in Section 5, we discuss our results and implica-
tions for future research.

Politics and Governance, 2023, Volume 11, Issue 3, Pages 45-58

46


https://www.cogitatiopress.com

S Cooitatio

2. Differentiated Integration: A Remedy or Harmful to
European Integration?

While processes of differentiation are an essential part
of a politically and socio-economically heterogeneous EU
(Ganzle et al., 2020), differentiated integration is, nev-
ertheless, contested. The European Commission (2017),
which describes various future scenarios in their White
Paper on the Future of Europe: Reflections and Scenarios
for the EU27 by 2025, notes that differentiation can
either be seen as part of the problem or part of
the solution. This contested perspective on differenti-
ation can also be found in scholarship on differentiated
(dis)integration. On the one hand, differentiated integra-
tion is perceived as a policy-making tool to avoid polit-
ical deadlock and accommodate the heterogeneity of
political preferences at the supranational EU level and
among member states. From this perspective, differen-
tiated integration can deepen the EU integration pro-
cess (Adler-Nissen, 2011; Dyson & Sepos, 2010; Kolliker,
2001; Schmidt, 2019). On the other hand, increasing
differentiation can also promote disintegrative develop-
ments, as Kelemen (2021, p. 679) suggests: “If taken
to an extreme, DI [differentiated integration] could con-
tribute to European disintegration through a process of
fragmentation and atrophy.” For a comprehensive under-
standing of differentiation which includes perspectives
on both integration and disintegration, we have followed
Leruth et al. (2022), who suggest using the term differ-
entiation as an “umbrella term referring to heterogen-
eous modes of integration and disintegration in the EU”
(Leruth et al., 2022, p. 10).

Differentiated integration is multifaceted and only
certain aspects of it have the potential to fuel disinteg-
ration. Schimmelfennig and Winzen (2020a, 2020b) fol-
low Stubb’s (1996) seminal typology by relabeling its cat-
egories as “multi-speed” (time), “multi-tier” (space), and
“multi-menu” (matter) differentiation. Schimmelfennig
et al. (2022) emphasise the importance of duration
when distinguishing between temporary and perman-
ent states of differentiated integration. One can eas-
ily imagine that these various forms of differentiation
have different consequences regarding deepening or
loosening European integration. While permanent dif-
ferentiation might lead to irreversible manifestations
of differentiation (perhaps even disintegration), tempor-
ary agreements can be taken back if they become use-
less, obsolete, or unnecessary. While in a “multi-speed”
Europe, differentiation might lead to uniformity in a
reasonable timeframe, a “multi-menu” Europe implies
no convergence towards uniformity (Schimmelfennig
et al.,, 2022, p. 4). The current main drivers of differ-
entiation are an instrumental- or capacity-driven logic
and a constitutional- or sovereignty-driven logic, accord-
ing to Schimmelfennig et al. (2022). Instrumental- or
capacity-driven differentiation refers to concerns about
distribution and efficiency in the context of EU enlarge-
ment (Schimmelfennig et al., 2022, p. 5): For “old” mem-

ber states, these tend to be concerns about redistri-
bution of funds and cost distribution, which arise in
the process of enlargement; for “new” member states,
these tend to be concerns about market and regulat-
ory processes on domestic products. By contrast, con-
stitutional differentiation captures the heterogeneity of
preferences regarding a deepening of European integ-
ration among member states (Schimmelfennig et al.,
2022). While instrumental- or capacity-driven differ-
entiation is typical in a multi-speed Europe, constitu-
tional differentiation is likely to become durable and
relates to multi-menu differentiation (Schimmelfennig
et al,, 2022, p. 5). Constitutional differentiation refers
to the concerns of member states and governments
about shifting competencies to the supranational EU
level and relates them to the idea of protection of
national sovereignty and identities. These motives are
currently dominant in member states with strong (exclus-
ive) national identities. Concerns about sovereignty and
increasing national pride provide a fruitful ground for a
constitutional-driven logic, as we can currently observe
in some Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) countries.
De Blok and de Vries (2022) and Leuffen, Schuessler, and
Gomez Diaz (2022) find that Eurosceptic citizens more
commonly support opt-outs, whereas pro-European cit-
izens tend to be more indifferent towards differenti-
ated integration. Pro-European citizens are more sup-
portive of a multi-speed Europe to overcome political
deadlocks, while Eurosceptic citizens are most support-
ive of opt-outs, mainly driven by national sovereignty
concerns. As previously pointed out, permanent differen-
tiation, especially a “multi-menu” Europe scenario and
a constitutional- or sovereignty-driven logic, can evoke
disintegrative developments. This allows a connection to
research in EU disintegration.

In contrast to the scholarship on differentiated integ-
ration, the scholarship on EU disintegration is com-
parably young and has only in the last decade attrac-
ted increasing attention, mainly due to Brexit (Eppler
et al., 2016; Grimmel, 2020; Leruth et al., 2022; Vollaard,
2014, 2018; Webber, 2019). As discussed below, mem-
ber states’ sovereignty-based concerns are important in
understanding EU disintegration. Webber (2019) concep-
tualises disintegration as a three-dimensional construct.
Sectoral disintegration refers to a reduction in the num-
ber of policy fields in which the EU exercises exclus-
ive or shared competencies. Vertical disintegration is
the reduction of treaty-based responsibilities. Horizontal
disintegration means a decline in EU members. In this
understanding, disintegration is a possible consequence
of the renationalisation of EU competencies. Moreover,
Vollaard (2014, 2018) provides a complex framework
for polity formation and conceptualises two dimensions
of disintegration, an actor-level and a systemic level.
He defines dis(integration) as follows: “Integration con-
cerns the making of a system of authoritative alloca-
tions from other systems of authoritative allocations,
whereas disintegration is the unmaking of such a system”
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(Vollaard, 2018, p. 5). Missing options for “full exit” and
“effective voice” can lead to disintegrative developments
since member states seek to call for more opt-outs and
the renationalisation of competencies. Against this back-
ground, Vollaard (2018, p. 7) assumes: “The EU will thus
be limping ahead with many rather grudgingly accept-
ing it as the least unattractive option.” Since regional
actors lack opportunities to raise their “voice” in the
EU’s multi-level system efficiently, they can be a specific
source of discontent in the current system.

EU disintegration can have different manifestations
and should be perceived as a process. This evalu-
ation is also shared by Leruth et al. (2019a, p. 1391),
who agree that a full rupture involving cutting all
ties without making provisions on handling future rela-
tions by (legal) agreements would be nearly impossible
due to global interdependencies. Schimmelfennig (2018,
p. 1154) describes this process using the term “differen-
tiated disintegration,” which implies a “selective reduc-
tion of a state’s level and scope of integration.” Leruth
et al. (2019b, p. 1015) point to the multidimensional-
ity of such differentiated disintegration: “as the general
mode of strategies and processes under which (a) mem-
ber state(s) withdraw(s) from participation in the pro-
cess of European integration (horizontal disintegration)
or under which EU policies are transferred back to mem-
ber states (vertical disintegration).” Here, in addition
to the re-transfer of competencies from supranational
to the member-state level, aspects of reduced cooper-
ation between political actors and EU actors in shap-
ing EU policy are also included. Moreover, Leruth et al.
(2019b, pp. 1023-1025) make a case for there being
three major scenarios of European (dis)integration which
theoretically acknowledge the spectrum of possibilities:
(a) “breaking down,” in which the EU fails completely
due to a lack of willingness or ability of EU member
states to deal collectively with challenges; (b) “muddling
through,” which describes the reliance on existing insti-
tutional structures to maintain the status quo; (c) “head-
ing forward,” in which crises such as Brexit may elicit a
deepening of cooperation. At least some forms of differ-
entiated integration, that is to say, those centring around
an increase of national sovereignty while at the same
time lowering commitment towards European integra-
tion, are important in this respect.

To summarise, the following can be concluded from
the brief review of the relationship between differenti-
ated integration and disintegration. Three characterist-
ics of differentiated integration seem to be crucial in this
relationship. First, a temporal dimension distinguishes
between permanent and temporary differentiated integ-
ration; second, the existence of a common goal regard-
ing European integration versus fears about protecting
member states’ sovereignty; and third, the processuality
of differentiated (dis)integration. Based on our research
guestions, we expect that differentiated integration and
disintegration are linked to each other and that certain
EU future scenarios are associated with pro- and contra-

Europeanness. The following hypotheses structure our
data analysis:

e H1: Regional MPs’ preferences for scenarios
involving less cooperation are linked to the percep-
tion that the EU might face disintegration in the
future.

e H2: Regional MPs preferring scenarios such as
“Single Market Only” and “Doing Less More
Efficiently” state more often that European integ-
ration has already gone too far.

e H3: Preferences for a Single Market Only scenario
(multi-menu differentiation) are more likely in CEE
countries due to sovereignty-based concerns.

® H4: Preferences for a Single Market Only scenario
are not only related to lower support for further
European integration (H2) but also to preferences
for more competition and less cooperation at the
regional level in the EU.

Since the future scenarios used in this article are indicat-
ors for political (dis)integration, we are only able to con-
centrate on the political dimension of EU (dis)integration
(Eppler et al., 2016). As the review on differentiated
(dis)integration has shown, differentiated integration,
despite its usefulness as an instrument for deepen-
ing integration (Adler-Nissen, 2011; Schmidt, 2019), can
evoke disintegrative developments if certain conditions
apply. Certain forms of differentiated integration, such
as the “multi-menu” Europe, have the potential to fuel
disintegrative processes, as Schuessler et al. (2022) and
Telle, Badulescu, et al. (2022) discuss. Sovereignty-based
concerns, in particular, have been found to be drivers of
EU disintegration.

3. Methods and Data

Empirical research on differentiated integration and dis-
integration has, until now, mainly focused on two scen-
arios: “multi-speed Europe” and, referring to multiple
preferences for opt-outs, “multi-end Europe” (De Blok
& de Vries, 2022; Moland, 2022; Telle, Badulescu, et al.,
2022; Telle, de Blok, et al., 2022). Nevertheless, Borzel
(2018), Leruth et al. (2019b), and Schuessler et al. (2022)
criticise the use of such a simplified scale and strongly
argue for the use of more sophisticated approaches
to measuring European (dis)integration. These authors
argue that measurements should refer to the full con-
tinuum of European (dis)integration, from “heading
forward” to “breaking down” (Leruth et al., 2019b).
Applying such kinds of measurement, we argue, is not
only a more valid measure of theoretical assumptions
but also necessary in presenting symmetric item batter-
ies, including positive, neutral and negative scenarios to
survey respondents. To this end, we included two item
batteries in our questionnaire, the first focusing on vari-
ous states of differentiated integration and the second
which also addresses scenarios of disintegration.
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The firstitem battery includes future scenarios about
the EU, as introduced by Jean-Claude Juncker in the
White Paper on the Future of Europe: Reflections and
Scenarios for the EU27 by 2025 (European Commission,
2017). The White Paper presents five different scenarios
about the future development of the EU, ranging from
Carrying On (i.e., the status quo) to scenarios in which
thereis less integration (“Nothing but Single Market” and
“Doing Less More Efficiently”) to scenarios of (differenti-
ated) integration (“Those Who Want More Do More” and
“Doing Much More Together”). Although these scenarios
do not directly refer to the term differentiated integ-
ration, Leruth et al. (2019b, p. 1014) find them to be
valid measures for differentiated (dis)integration, since
the concept is at least implicitly inherent in the scenarios,
particularly Scenario Three (Those Who Want More Do
More): “However, while the document avoids referring
to the term of differentiated integration expressis ver-
bis, the concept is implicitly present in the third scen-
ario” (Leruth et al., 2019b, p. 1014). Furthermore, Leruth
et al. (2019b) argue that Scenario Two (Nothing but
Single Market), as well as Scenario Four (Doing Less More
Efficiently), can be understood in terms of differentiated
disintegration. Considering the political relevance and
the spectrum addressed by the future scenarios in the
White Paper, it is surprising that they have rarely been
used in empirical studies until now (Goldberg et al., 2021;
Praprotnik & Perlot, 2021). Our survey respondents were
asked to state whether these future scenarios are good
or bad options on a scale from 1 (very good option) to 4
(very bad option).

We addressed disintegration even more concretely
in our second item battery, where we followed Leruth
et al. (2019b, pp. 1023-1025) in considering “break-
ing down,” “muddling through,” and “heading forward”
as possible scenarios. Thus, four major scenarios were
included in the second item battery in which: (a) the
EU Fails Completely, (b) More Countries Leave the EU,
(c) Cooperation Continues as Before, and (d) Cooperation
Between Member States Deepens. Respondents were
asked to rate the likelihood of these options on a four-
point scale (1 = very likely, 4 = very unlikely). Once again,
we aimed to offer a symmetric item battery including
a continuum of possible scenarios from the dissolution

Table 1. Selection of countries.

of the EU to a deepening of integration. Section 4.2
examines the relationship between our two item batter-
ies (future scenarios and item battery on disintegration)
more closely.

Our data was collected by an online survey under-
taken between autumn 2020 and winter 2021. The sur-
vey was part of the REGIOPARL project, which aimed to
investigate the activities of regional parliaments in EU
affairs and the perception of European integration from
the viewpoint of regional deputies. Our research was
conducted in seven member states: Austria, Germany,
Italy, Spain, France, the Czech Republic, and Poland. This
country selection was guided by considerations of geo-
graphical scope and with a view to representing “old”
and “new” member states, federal and centralised polit-
ical systems, and “strong” and “weak” regional parlia-
ments with respect to their competencies (cf. Table 1).
We used the Regional Authority Index (RAI; Hooghe
et al., 2016; Schakel, 2023) to take regional “power”
in the domestic context into account. The RAI meas-
ures the authority in self-rule and shared rule exercised
by regional governments on 10 indicators and ranges
from 0 to 30. When comparing the selected countries,
it becomes obvious that three can be described as cent-
ralised states whose regional parliaments have no legis-
lative power, as reflected by their comparatively low
RAI values. Especially in Poland and the Czech Republic,
regional authorities only exert weak power over their
national counterparts. We are going to take these differ-
ences into account when interpreting our empirical find-
ings later on.

Our standardised questionnaire included 28 ques-
tions about regional MPs’ general attitudes to European
integration, their professional activities, and political
strategies, and questions on their networks in the EU’s
multi-level system. The survey was conducted using
the program Lime Survey. We translated questionnaires
into the respective languages of each country and
used a multi-step procedure for contacting regional
MPs (by email, post, and telephone). Additionally, we
asked regional parliaments’ head offices to support our
research and sought multiplicators, such as universit-
ies, in the respective countries. We have contacted all
regional parliaments and their deputies in the respective

Geographic position

EU membership

Austria Central Europe 1995
Germany Western Europe Founding member
Italy Southern Europe Founding member
Spain Southern Europe 1986
France Western Europe Founding member

Czech Republic  Central Eastern Europe 2004
Poland Eastern Europe 2004

Legislative RAI

Political structure power (Schakel, 2018)
Symmetric federalism Yes 23
Symmetric federalism Yes 27
Asymmetric federalism Yes 18.12
Asymmetric federalism Yes 23.65
Centralised state No 10
Centralised state No 9.12
Centralised state No 8
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countries. We yielded satisfying though varying response
rates for the total sample compared to similar stud-
ies targeting (regional) deputies as a group of interest
(Table 2). The total average response rate of our sur-
vey across all countries was 29.8%, in line with sim-
ilar surveys of Wonka (2017), who conducted a survey
in the German Bundestag, yielding a response rate of
16%, and Schneider et al. (2014), who report on a sur-
vey among German regional MPs that had a response
rate of 28.5%. Nevertheless, despite the same proced-
ure for conducting fieldwork being used uniformly, coun-
try samples vary. While we were able to reach a rep-
resentative spectrum of political parties in Germany and
Austria, respondents in France and Italy were less likely
to participate in the survey. Response rates in regions of
the two CEE countries, the Czech Republic and Poland
were quite satisfactory. The PiS party is clearly under-
represented in the Polish sample, although not com-
pletely absent. We can report no major deviations con-
cerning gender compared to actual distributions in the
regional parliaments at the time of the survey. We can
also report a fairly even participation rate across indi-
vidual regions for each country surveyed. Our sample
can be described as fairly pro-European for all coun-
tries since Eurosceptic MPs and parties were harder to
reach than their pro-European counterparts. These lim-
itations should be kept in mind by readers when turning
to our results in the next sections. Regional MPs are, like
all politicians, a hard-to-reach population and have not
been surveyed that often. This makes our data set innov-
ative, and our results give a relevant first insight into their
attitude patterns on European (dis)integration.

4. Empirical Analyses and Findings

Our analysis investigates our theoretical assumptions as
follows: First, we present univariate distributions of gen-
eral attitudes towards European integration and the per-
ceived advantages for each region of being in the EU
from the viewpoint of regional MPs; second, we exam-
ine bivariate correlations of scenarios of differentiated
integration and disintegration; third, we examine the

Table 2. Sample and response rates.

relationship of these scenarios with perceived advant-
ages for each region being in the EU; fourth, we con-
duct a multiple linear regression analysis to investig-
ate which scenarios are linked to attitudes that are pro-
European integration and which are linked to the per-
ception that European integration has already gone too
far. In the fifth and final step, we focus on one scenario,
multi-menu differentiation (i.e., the Single Market Only
scenario) and ask for its prevalence and its association
with political strategies at the regional level. The exact
wording of the survey questions can be found in the
Supplementary File.

4.1. European Integration, Differentiated Integration,
and Disintegration From the Viewpoint of Regional
Members of Parliament

We asked regional MPs to rate the level of European
integration by asking a question commonly used in
large-scale surveys:

Some say that European integration should be
pushed further. Others say it has already gone too far.
What is your opinion regarding this topic? Zero means
that European integration has already gone too far,
and 10 means that European integration should be
pushed further. Five is equivalent to the opinion that
European integration has reached a satisfactory level.

Figure 1 shows boxplots of the answers to this question,
revealing Spanish regional MPs to be very much in favour
of European integration, while Czech and French regional
MPs are comparatively sceptical about further integra-
tion. The mean values of the Czech and French regional
MPs are somewhat low, while we find an upper quart-
ile of German, Spanish, and Italian regional MPs who
state that European integration should be pushed even
further. We analysed country differences also regarding
party profiles. In all countries except France members
of right-wing parties in our sample agree that European
integration has already gone too far. As already stated in
the description of our sample, members of Eurosceptic

Total number of MPs in
regional parliaments

Total number of participants in

the REGIOPARL survey Response rate (%)

Austria 440
Germany 1,860
Spain 1,208
Poland 552
France 1,711
Italy 893
Czech Republic 735
TOTAL 7,399

315 71.6
398 214
255 211
156 28.3
312 18.3
157 17.6
224 30.5
1,817 29.8
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Figure 1. Attitudes towards European integration: Boxplots.

parties were hard to reach in all participating coun-
tries, which makes our sample in all countries more pro-
European. Additionally, MPs have been sceptic about
providing personal information in our survey due to con-
cerns about anonymity, which leads to a considerable
decrease in sample sizes on these questions.

As well as asking regional MPs about their attitudes
towards European integration, we were interested in
opinions on the perceived advantages and disadvantages
of aregioninthe EU. Being in the EU is rated as an advant-
age by the majority of regional MPs in all participating
countries surveyed (Table 3). Regional MPs in Poland
especially rate their country’s membership in the EU very
positively (47.4% of Polish MPs surveyed are convinced
that being in the EU is advantageous to the region).
Once again, by contrast, French and Czech regional MPs
are less enthusiastic about being in the EU. Taking the
eta-squared value as a measure of association between
nominal and interval data suggests a slightly significant
and positive association between country and perceived
advantages for the region being in the EU (eta’ = 0.246;
p =0.001).

In the next step of our analysis, we ask how scen-
arios of differentiated integration and disintegration are
related to each other and which are related to perceived
advantages for a region of being in the EU (Table 4).
We find that all scenarios with less integration or disin-
tegration are related to each other and negatively cor-
relate with scenarios representing the status quo or

a deepening of integration. Thus, Nothing but Single
Market, Doing Less More Efficiently, Doing Much More
Together (negative correlation), EU Fails Completely and
Is Dissolved, and Advantages for a Region of Being in the
EU build one cluster of attitudes, which can be described
as an instrumental approach towards European integra-
tion. Perceived advantages for the region of being in the
EU seem to be influenced by economic concerns and a
rejection of further and deeper integration. We will ana-
lyse this instrumental approach towards European integ-
ration and its relationship with the political strategies
of regions in more detail in the last part of our res-
ults section.

4.2. Scenarios Representing Differentiated
(Dis)integration: Pro or Contra European Integration?

In this section, we aim to show how different scenarios of
differentiated (dis)integration relate to attitudes toward
European integration in general. To this end, we use our
general question on European integration, with answers
ranging from 0 to 10, as a dependent variable for mul-
tiple linear regression analysis. Various scenarios on dif-
ferentiated (dis)integration serve as independent vari-
ables. We excluded scenarios that have either proven
to be highly correlated or address similar aspects of
European integration (cf. Section 4.1). All independent
variables have been dichotomised to ease interpretation
and to provide a parsimonious model. Four scenarios are

Table 3. Perceived advantages and disadvantages for a region of being in the EU (%).

Germany Austria Poland Spain Czech Republic Italy France

(n=331) (n=278) (n=97) (n=195) (n=141) (n=282) (n=172)
Only advantages 10.9 9.7 47.4 18.5 9.2 13.4 5.2
Some advantages 66.2 68.7 38.1 60 53.9 45.1 53.5
Neither/nor 10.9 15.8 10.3 11.3 24.8 19.5 22.7
Some disadvantages 10.0 5.0 4.1 8.2 11.3 14.6 16.9
Only disadvantages 2.1 0.7 0 2.1 0.7 7.3 1.7

100 100 100 100 100 100 100
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Table 4. Bivariate correlations of differentiated integration, disintegration, and perceived advantages for a region of being in the EU.

Those Political Cooperation
Nothing Who Doing Doing EU Fails More Cooperation Between EU Advantages
but Want Less Much Completely Countries in the EU Member for Region
Carrying Single More Do More More and Is Leave Continues States of Being
On Market More Efficiently Together Dissolved the EU as Before Deepens in the EU

Carrying On —
Nothing but Single -0.016 —
Market
Those Who Want 0.102** 0.075** —
More Do More
Doing Less More -0.177** 0.658** 0.098** —
Efficiently
Doing Much More 0.200** —0.473%* 0.008 —0.534%* —
Together
EU Fails Completely —0.202** 0.364%** —0.058* 0.280** —0.243** -
and Is Dissolved
More Countries —0.265** 0.268** 0.002 0.292%** —0.248** 0.563** —
Leave the EU
Political Cooperation 0.184** —-0.138** 0.034 —-0.138** 0.151%** —0.257** —-0.317** —
in the EU Continues
as Before
Cooperation 0.302%** —0.113** 0.115** -0.161** 0.212%** —0.285** —0.295** 0.106** —
Between EU
Member States
Deepens
Advantages for —0.268** 0.358%** -0.037 0.406** —0.374** 0.330** 0.362** —0.174%** —0.246** —
Region of Being
in EU
Notes: Spearman correlations; N = 1,270; *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.
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clearly negatively linked to European integration, namely
Nothing but Single Market, Doing Less More Efficiently,
EU Fails Completely and Is Dissolved, and More Countries
Leave the EU (Table 5). Therefore, we can conclude that a
preference for these scenarios not only reflects aspects
of differentiated (dis)integration but is explicitly associ-
ated with the perception of disintegration. Four scen-
arios representing the status quo or a deepening of integ-
ration are positively linked to a general attitude toward
European integration, although the coefficients are com-
paratively small. Our analysis yields a satisfactory adjus-
ted R? value of 0.433 which can be mainly attributed to
the explanatory power of the four variables addressing
differentiated disintegration.

4.3. Preferences for Multi-Menu Differentiation,
Preferred Regional Strategies in European Union Affairs,
and Prevalence of Scenarios Across Countries

A prominent scenario on differentiated European integ-
ration is the Single Market Only scenario which aims to
shift competencies towards the member states and con-
strain EU action to the single market only. This scen-
ario indicates a preference for economic integration and
represents multi-menu differentiation or a “Europe a
la carte” In the last section of our data analysis, we
turn from a more general analysis of attitude patterns
in the broad context of European integration back to a
more detailed regional perspective. We aim to investig-
ate which political strategies at the regional level can
be associated with a preference for the Single Market
Only scenario. To this end, we use two metric indices
as independent variables measuring a preference for
either “regional competition” or “transregional cooper-
ation” in EU affairs. These indices have been developed

Table 5. Attitude towards European integration.

using exploratory factor analysis (cf. Donat & Lenhart,
2023) applied to an item battery on regional strategies
in EU affairs in our survey. We asked regional MPs which
strategies and goals they pursue in EU affairs for their
region. The “regional competition” strategy includes two
items: (a) “Achieve as many advantages as possible for
my region” and (b) “raise as many funds as possible for
my region.” The “regional cooperation” strategy includes
three items: (a) “Make EU’s achievements more vis-
ible in my region,” (b) “deepen cooperation with other
European regions,” and (c) “pay greater attention to
the European perspective in my decision-making.” Both
indices range from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly dis-
agree). We dichotomised answer choices of our depend-
ent variable “preference for the single market scenario
only” and computed a binary logistic regression. Model 1
(M1, Table 6) illustrates that. Regional MPs who prefer
the “regional competition” strategy are more likeable
to prefer a Single Market Only scenario for European
integration. The model fit improves considerably when
adding country dummies to our model (M2, Table 6).
The results of M2 indicate a strong preference for the
Single Market Only scenario in Poland and the Czech
Republic. Regional MPs in Poland have a 4.216 higher
probability and regional MPs in the Czech Republic have
a 5.417 higher probability of preferring this scenario
than the reference group of regional MPs in Germany.
Regional MPs in France and Austria also show a higher
probability of preferring this scenario than the reference
group but comparatively lower than their colleagues in
Eastern Europe. The effect for regional MPs in Italy is
only significant at p = 0.05 and should be treated with
caution due to the small sample size in Italy. We also
find significant effects for the two indices, although the
“regional cooperation” effect is again very low. Regional

Variable B SE
Carrying On 0.152 0.134
Nothing but Single Market -1.355%** 0.177
Those Who Want More Do More -0.045 0.174
Doing Less More Efficiently -1.840*** 0.162
EU Fails Completely and Is Dissolved -1.298%** 0.225
More Countries Leave the EU -0.906*** 0.146
Political Cooperation in the EU Continues As Before 0.456** 0.153
Cooperation Between EU Member States Deepens 0.432%* 0.137
Constant 0.233
R? 0.436

Adjusted R? 0.433

N=1,240

Notes: Unstandardised coefficients (B), standard error (SE), and measures of fit from multiple linear regression; dependent metric vari-
able from O (European integration has already gone too far) to 10 (European integration should be pushed further); *** p < 0.001,

**p<0.01, * p<0.05.
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Table 6. The EU concentrates exclusively on the single market and transfers all other competencies to the member states.

M1 M2
Variable OR SE OR SE
Regional competition 1.976** 0.099 1.748** 0.104
Regional cooperation 0.386** 0.095 0.371%* 0.099
Country
(Reference: Germany)
Austria — — 2.000** 0.240
Poland — — 4.216** 0.319
Spain — — 0.770 0.311
Czech Republic — — 5.417** 0.282
Italy — — 2.120% 0.351
France — — 2.288%** 0.292
Constant 0.811 0.504 0.828 0.536
McFadden’s pseudo-R? value 0.144 0.197
Cox and Snell 0.162 0.215
Nagelkerke (Cragg and Uhler) 0.230 0.304

N =972

Notes: Odds ratio (OR), standard error (SE), and measures of fit from logistic regression; dependent variable of 1 (very likely or somewhat

likely) or O (very unlikely or somewhat unlikely); *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p <0.05.

MPs favouring a regional competition strategy have a
1.748 higher probability of preferring a Single Market
Only scenario compared to MPs who do not.

In sum, our analysis indicates some country-specific
differences. While regional MPs from Poland rate
European integration and the advantages for its regions
from being in the EU quite positively, they clearly tend
to prefer economic integration. This is even more true
for regional MPs from the Czech Republic, who are com-
paratively sceptical about European integration and the
perceived advantages for the region, having the strongest
preference for the Single Market Only scenario. Turning
to our hypotheses in Section 1, we find evidence for H1,
H2, and H4. In H3, we assumed a preference for the Single
Market Only scenario, especially in our CEE countries,
Poland and the Czech Republic. Additionally, our compar-
ison also indicates a remarkable preference for this scen-
ario in France, which leads us to discuss possible explan-
ations for this effect in the final section of our article.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

Our analysis aimed to elaborate on the relationship
between differentiated integration and disintegration
from the viewpoint of regional MPs. We offered our
respondents scenarios representing differentiated integ-
ration and disintegration, providing a symmetric meas-
urement of these two phenomena. Concerning our main
research question on the relationship between differ-
entiated integration and disintegration, we find at least
certain scenarios associated with disintegration under

certain circumstances. The Single Market Only scenario
explicitly assumes a reversion of competencies from the
EU to the national level; a preference for this scenario
can serve to breed ideas which assume disintegration.
“Pick and choose” or opt-outs lead to the avoidance
of uncomfortable policies in the European Community
(Schuessler et al., 2022). It is especially this “Europe a
la carte” which leads De Blok and de Vries (2022) to
doubt whether differentiated integration will decrease
heterogeneity within the EU. Additionally, Telle, de Blok,
et al. (2022) assess that this scenario bears the poten-
tial for permanent differentiated integration. While tem-
porary differentiated integration can help overcome grid-
lock, permanent differentiated integration can lead to
irreversible forms of disintegration. Whether disintegra-
tion becomes dangerous for a political system’s stabil-
ity depends on the system’s ability to balance integrat-
ive and disintegrative elements. Vollaard (2018) argues
that integrative and disintegrative elements, or centri-
petal and centrifugal powers, can exist in political sys-
tems at the same time. The more political communit-
ies grow, the more interests they have to integrate. This
“natural” differentiation leads to different competencies
and responsibilities among the single units, as observed
in many asymmetric federal systems, which is also the
case in some of our sampled countries. Political sys-
tems can handle this divergence if subunits are loyal
while also having the opportunity to voice their concerns
(Vollaard, 2018).

Additionally, we find evidence that a Single Market
Only scenario, which is associated with strategies of
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competition at the regional level, is much more likely to
be preferred in Poland and the Czech Republic. Cianciara
(2022, p. 538) describes Poland as the “champion of
internal differentiation in post-Brexit Europe.” Although
very pro-European in public opinion surveys, Poland cur-
rently refuses to go beyond traditional areas of integra-
tion such as the single market. Its alternative vision of
a “Europe of nation-states” is clearly undermining fur-
ther European integration (Gagatek et al., 2022, p. 13).
Similar assessments can be found for the Czech Republic,
which, together with Sweden, joined even more differ-
entiation projects than Poland before 2018 (Cianciara,
2022, p. 540). Contrary to Poland, public surveys show
a consistently high rate of Euroscepticism among the
Czechs (Smekal & Havlik, 2022). Havlik and Havlik (2018)
have analysed the great interest of the Czech Republic
in accessing funds. Returning to our research question,
we find preferences for multi-menu differentiation, espe-
cially where the ideological environment is already con-
ducive to disintegration. Additionally, differing goals for
European integration might also be grounded in the fact
that regional actors in Poland, the Czech Republic, and
France lack a “voice.” Vollaard (2018) assumes that lim-
ited opportunities to have a “voice” in the EU lead to
opt-outs. Regional actors in these three countries are
embedded in centralised systems and have no legis-
lative powers (cf. Table 1). These characteristics might
also be responsible for a functionalist or instrumental
approach towards European Integration, with a focus
on economic instead of political integration. Further
research should investigate the origin of this attitude pat-
tern (preference for the single-market scenario) more in-
depth, comparing regional and national attitudes. If this
pattern is caused by limited opportunities for regions
to raise their “voices,” we should find different patterns
at the national level, which is much more powerful in
the EU’s multilevel system. If such attitudes are groun-
ded in ideological roots, they might also prevail at the
national level. The “skewness” of our sample regarding
its “pro-Europeaness” limits the possibility for investig-
ating these aspects more closely. Additionally, includ-
ing Nordic countries in our analysis could increase our
sample’s empirical basis for centralised states.

Our analysis focused on a specific dimension of
European Integration: political integration. Spillover
effects towards other dimensions, such as social, cultural
or economic integration, do not necessarily occur but
are at least to some extent influenced by the framework
political actors and systems provide (Eppler et al., 2016).
Our research follows the design of a cross-sectoral ana-
lysis and provides some initial insight into the relation-
ship between differentiation and disintegration. Crises
can exert a major influence on the process of integration
and disintegration (Vollaard, 2018). Currently, we per-
ceive a great fear of history repeating itself in many CEE
countries, given the Russian invasion of Ukraine. It seems
that, at least in some respects, countries such as Poland
have widened their interest in European integration bey-

ond merely economic aspects. Yet we cannot anticipate
how long this attitude change will endure or how deep it
will be. Leruth et al. (2019b) emphasise the potential of
crises to lead to windows of opportunity for more integ-
ration. Given the currently volatile political situation in
the EU and beyond, we agree with Borzel (2018) in
arguing strongly for longitudinal studies on disintegra-
tion to better understand its causes and consequences.

Our findings empirically illustrate the complex rela-
tionship between differentiation and disintegration and
its association with political strategies at the regional
level. Formal ways of engaging in EU affairs, such as par-
ticipation in the EWS, are limited for regional MPs, as
described at the beginning of our article. Hence informal
ways such as networking or lobbying are an import-
ant resource for receiving and spreading information
or attempting to set claims in the EU. Whichever path
regional MPs choose, attitudes—for example, about the
EU’s future—are an important pre-determinant of their
EU engagement. On the other hand, it becomes clear that
a lack of say leads to ignorance and withdrawal in the
long run. Our research contributes to the rare empirical
studies in this field, which until now have mainly focused
on population surveys. Complementary surveys among
politicians can widen our understanding of preferences
and perceptions in the context of European integration,
in which the regional level is one player among many.
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