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Abstract 

The literature on the relationship between European Union (EU) integration and regional 

power has produced two opposing theoretical models. Depending on the model, EU 

integration leads to either an increase or decrease in regional power. Evidence for both, 

however, has been largely inconclusive, and mostly derived from qualitative case studies. 

This paper, on the other hand, offers a quantitative, large-N analysis, using data from fifty-

six countries between 1960 and 2010. Its random effects model shows that EU membership 
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considerably increases regional authority within member states over time; and its comparison 

with another international organization suggests that the effect is not idiosyncratic. 

Additionally, this paper finds support for two possible mechanisms: the establishment of the 

subsidiarity principle, and the Commission’s requirement to create regional government 

structures.  

 

Keywords   European integration • regional power • self-rule • shared rule.  

 

Introduction 

To what extend does European integration affect regional power? It is a popular question in 

European studies that has, to date, produced two major opposing theoretical models: the 

multi-level governance model (see Marks 1993; Caporaso and Keeler 1993; Hooghe and 

Marks 2001; Marks and Hooghe 2004; Stephenson 2013) and the state-centric governance 

model (see Hoffmann 1966, 1982; Taylor 1983; Moravcsik 1991, 1993; Garrett and Weingast 

1991; Garrett 1992; Milward 1992; Caporaso and Keeler 1993; Streeck 1996; Marks et al. 

1996). The former argues that, in the course of European Union (EU) integration, nation-

states are weakened by the transfer of their powers to the supra-national and sub-national 

levels. In other words, it views EU governance as one of intertwined political arenas with 

shared competences. The latter, on the other hand, submits that nation-states are still the most 

powerful actors – unsurpassed by the supra-national and sub-national levels. 

 

While there is substantial evidential support for both models, it mostly derives from 

qualitative case studies that use one or multiple EU countries; as well as from (mostly) 

normative descriptions of extra-state channels of sub-national influence (see Jeffery 1997; 



Tatham 2018; Huwyler et al. 2018). This paper, however, offers a quantitative approach that 

may serve to expand the external validity of such work. It does not focus on any specific, 

potentially-varying access points available to regions, but instead adopts a more holistic 

approach. It looks directly at regional competency gains during EU integration; makes the 

first attempt at uncovering the causal mechanisms that link EU integration to regional power; 

and – because the EU’s effect on regional power is expected to be idiosyncratic – it compares 

its effect to that of a comparable international organization.  

 

Concretely, this paper expects EU membership to be positively related to regional 

authority, and for the two dimensions of power herein considered (i.e., self-rule and shared 

rule) to expand with increasing integration. It also expects EU integration and regional power 

to be linked through the following mechanisms: the establishment of the principle of 

subsidiarity and the requirement for accession candidates to create regional structures. In 

order to empirically test these expectations, this paper relies on a large-N statistical analysis. 

The sample includes panel data on international organization membership from twenty-three 

EU countries and thirty-three non-EU countries between 1960 and 2010, as well as 

decentralization data from the Regional Authority Index (Hooghe et al. 2016). Furthermore, 

it relies on a random effects model to test if regional authority is affected by the length of EU 

membership, while controlling for other causes of decentralization previously considered in 

the literature. 

 

Literature Review 

To start, it is essential to define what we understand by decentralization. Because it tends to 

be characterized based on the distribution of power in multi-level systems, this paper relies 



on a combination of two concepts. The first is Elazar’s (1987) concept of self-rule and shared 

rule.1 Simply put, the former refers to a sub-national unit’s power to make decisions, as well 

as to finance and implement policies that concern its own territory; and the latter refers to the 

extent to which a sub-national unit is entitled to co-determine policies that have effects 

beyond its borders. The second is Brancati’s (2006: 654) description of political 

decentralization as ‘a system of government in which there is a vertical division of power 

among multiple levels of government that have independent decision-making power over at 

least one issue area’. 

 

It is also important to identify the causes of decentralization. Traditional explanations 

argue that cleavages – e.g., regional socio-economic differences (Panizza 1999; Wu and 

Wand 2013), as well as ethnic, linguistic, and religious fragmentation in multi-national states 

– tend to generate demands for regional self-rule (Jeffrey 1997; Panizza 1999; Amat et al. 

2009; Letelier 2016). Other explanations point to the presence of ethno-regional parties 

(Rokkan and Urwin, 1982); parties with highly decentralized structures (Willis, Garman, and 

Haggard 1999); democratization processes (Bird and Vaillancourt 1999; Hooghe et al. 2010); 

large population and area size (Oates 1972; Bahl and Nath 1986; Panizza 1999); as well as 

functional pressures such as defense and security policies and economic incentives (Besley 

and Coate 2003; Stegarescu 2009; Hooghe et al. 2010). These explanations, however, mostly 

refer to internal – and relatively stable – factors within a given country and ignore the 

considerable variation of regional authority over time (both within and across countries) 

                                                           
1 In this case, he writes about federalism. However, his concepts of self- and shared rule describe a system of 
vertical distribution of power (as is political decentralization). See also Hooghe et al. (2016).  



(Hooghe et al. 2016). It is why some authors link decentralization to external factors,2 which 

center around two major opposing theories: the multi-level and state-centric governance 

models. 

 

The Multi-Level Governance Model 

The multi-level governance model describes how the supra-national, national, and sub-

national levels co-exist in a structure of multiple shared competences (see Marks 1993; Marks 

et al. 1996; Hooghe and Marks 2001; Marks and Hooghe 2004; Stephenson 2013). In this 

view, nation-states remain powerful, but are nonetheless weakened by EU integration. 

Simply put, it considers nation-states to no longer have a monopoly over interactions with 

EU institutions and policy-making structures, because sub-national units are empowered to 

bypass nation-states and operate directly at the supra-national level (see Keating et al. 2015). 

The model also argues that regions benefit greatly from the breakdown of nation-state 

boundaries and the creation of new arenas for political, social, and economic processes 

(Hooghe and Marks 2001). The reason is that the new channels for political participation 

provide regions access to more sources of information, financial resources,3 and political 

legitimacy – not to mention opportunities to increase their levels of expertise and improve 

their organizational capabilities (Marks et al. 1996). 

 

In terms of evidence, some authors argue that the framework for an EU political order 

in which competences and sovereignty are shared derive from the Treaty of Maastricht itself 

                                                           
2 For example, the influence of international organizations. 
3 Access to the EU’s single market and the expectation of continued membership may reduce the perceived 
benefits of belonging to the national state (or, put differently, reduce the cost of demanding additional autonomy 
or secession) (see Hooghe and Marks 2001, 2016; Alesina et al. 2005). 



(Bullmann 1997); and that its principles of solidarity, conferred powers, partnerships, 

subsidiarity4, and additionality, actually strengthen regional actors (Hooghe and Keating 

1994; Moreno 2001; Margedant 2006; Sturm 2009). Others add that the relationship amongst 

the Commission, nation-states, and sub-national authorities is not one of hierarchy, but of 

partnership, as is reflected by their cooperation in the allocation of structural funds (Hooghe 

and Marks 2001). Another example is the creative margin that regions have in the 

implementation of EU directives (Margedant 2006; Elias 2008; Sturm 2009). Additional 

evidence includes the fact that various centralized member states (e.g., in Eastern Europe) 

created regional political institutions in order to qualify for structural funds (Hooghe et al. 

2010; Sturm and Bauer 2010; Saarts 2019); and that EU integration led to the establishment 

of intra- and extra-state channels that by-pass nation-states and decrease their control over 

domestic interests (Jeffery 1997). 

 

 In a different vein, the Council of Ministers requires unanimous voting in order to 

ratify treaties (Hooghe and Marks 2001), but sub-national actors have the power to affect 

these processes and cannot be overruled by nation-states or the EU (see Tatham 2018). 

Integration has also led to regions developing their own foreign policy competences, and has 

allowed them to increase their political legitimacy by behaving like states on the world stage 

(Keating 1993; Dieringer 2010). Additionally, regional access to the supra-national level 

offers them a place to express their ethno-national complaints, nationalist aspirations, and 

cultural grievances (Keating 1998; Urwin 1998; van Houten 2003). In fact, regional secession 

                                                           
4 Sharpe (1993) argues that the legislative expansion of the EU undermines national autonomy, and that 
principle of subsidiarity makes the national level obsolete 



movements often view the EU as an attractive, viable alternative to the nation-state 

(Bookman 1993; van Houten 2003; Jolly 2015).5 

 

To our knowledge, the only quantitative studies that pertain to our issue of interest 

are Schakel’s (2009), Hooghe et al.’s (2016b), and Chacha’s (2020). The first, however, 

suffers from at least two important limitations. First, it does not focus on EU integration as 

the key explanatory variable; and second, it uses a binary EU membership variable to show 

that it actually strengthens regional power. This binary coding of EU membership obscures 

the assessment of the proposed relationship. The second study uses an aggregate variable for 

supra-national governance; it does not focus on the EU; it does not contrast the EU with 

another international or territorial organization; and it does not test for possible mechanisms 

in order to analyze how EU membership is connected to a rise in regional power. And the 

third takes a different theoretical and argumentative approach; it also relies on a binary 

variable of EU membership; it does not believe that the EU is comparable to other 

organizations; and it does not test for the mechanisms considered herein. Therefore, based 

on the multi-level governance model and the idea of a centrifugal redistribution of power 

(Jeffery 2000; Hiscox 2003; Kahler and Lake 2003), we hypothesize the following: 

 

H1: EU integration leads to the decentralization of power in member states.  

 

Moreover, because there is still uncertainty about the mechanisms that actually link 

EU integration to the increase in regional power, we also hypothesize the following:  

                                                           
5 In part, the EU is perceived as a good alternative because it provides a safety net that includes access to 
financial resources, a bigger market, and an inter-governmental system with established institutions. 



 

H2: EU integration increases regional power through the establishment of the 

subsidiary principle and the Commission’s requirement that accession candidates create 

regional structures. 

 

The State-Centric Governance Model 

 In contrast with the multi-level governance model, the state-centric model views 

member-states as the central and ultimate decision-makers in the EU (Marks et al. 1996). 

According to the model, they are the only actors to engage with the supra-national level and 

concede only limited competences. Supra-national institutions are seen to be controlled by 

state executives and serve to reach specific policy goals determined by intra-state political 

bargaining (Marks et al. 1996). Similarly, local actors can only exert influence through 

traditional channels and cannot – or tend to not – bypass nation-states (see Tatham 2008, 

2010).  

 

 In terms of evidence, some authors point to the fact that sub-national units go 

unmentioned in EU treaties as proof that the EU is blind to their interests; and that whatever 

initial regionalist trend that arose from the Treaty of Maastricht has nonetheless declined 

considerably (Jeffrey 1997). Others question the apparent alliance between supra-national 

and sub-national actors, since the Commission only offers careful, unofficial declarations 

about regional governance (Brusis 2002; Keating 2004). There is also skepticism about the 

Committee of the Regions, since nation-states select its delegates; it has no hierarchical 

structure; and it is politically, judicially, and financially weak (Bullmann 1997; Loughlin 

1997; Hooghe and Marks 2001; Dieringer 2010; Nagel 2010). Moreover, there are arguments 



against the effectiveness of trans-regional networks, which are not generally involved in 

long-term projects and lack societal and economic participation (Weyand 1997). At best, the 

state-centric model thinks of these access points as mere efforts at mobilization, and not 

palpable influence (Hooghe and Keating 1994; Jeffrey 1997, 2000; Kohler-Koch 1998; 

Sturm 2009). In fact, more recent studies find that even ‘highly autonomous regions’ exhibit 

‘little evidence of bypassing behaviour’ (Beyers and Donas,2014).6 

 

In order to test these arguments, we do not only look at regional authority as such, 

but at the two different dimensions of power: shared rule and self-rule.7 If we follow state-

centric arguments, shared rule should remain stable (or even increase slightly) with EU 

integration – but self-rule should decrease. To the point, because we are skeptical of state-

centrist arguments, we present the following hypothesis:  

 

H3: Both self-rule and shared rule increase with EU integration. 

 

Ultimately, there has not been any definitive evidence for either model. Some, in fact, 

argue that whether regions use the EU as a source of political and economic support depends 

on economic, administrative, societal, and constitutional strength, as well as on varying 

regional identities and sizes (see Hooghe and Keating 1994; Amin and Tomaney 1995; 

Keating 1998; Kohler-Koch 1998; Jeffery 2000; Brusis 2002; van Houten 2003; Tatham 

2015). In other words, they argue that the influence of EU integration is differential, and not 

uniform. 

                                                           
6 See also Tatham (2008, 2010).  
7 See Chacha (2020) for a similar approach.  



 

The Influence of International Organizations  

So far, we have reviewed the literature that pertains to the EU. However, one could wonder 

if there is a general trend towards decentralization; if the effect of the EU is idiosyncratic; or 

if comparable international organizations have a similar effect on decentralization. 

Fortunately, there is some literature on the effects that international organizations have on 

decentralization.8 Large international cooperation institutions, for example, often push for 

the creation of regional levels of governance in poorer countries as a condition for 

development (see Jordana 2001). They argue that decentralization improves the provision of 

public goods and services to large populations; that it reduces the arbitrariness of the central 

state; that it fuels economic development; and that it reduces poverty (Jordana,2001; 

Shah2004; World Bank 2004). To this end, they often fund projects with decentralization 

strategies; they lend money directly to sub-national governments; and offer seminars and 

workshops on decentralization to pertinent experts and fiscal authorities (Litvack, Ahmad, 

and Bird 1999; La Cruz et al. 2010; Brosio 2012). Nevertheless, there is also conflicting 

evidence. The World Bank, for instance, can simultaneously demand decentralization and 

centralized economic strategies (Brosio 2012). Therefore, the effects of these types of 

international organizations require additional testing. 

 

In all, this paper expects the effect of EU integration on decentralization to be an 

idiosyncratic phenomenon (i.e., that the EU has a particular effect on decentralization that 

other international organizations lack). In other words, it expects the impact of EU integration 

                                                           
8 Especially when it comes to the World Bank, the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), and the United 
Nations’ Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC). 



on regional power to not be part of a general, world-wide trend towards decentralization, or 

to exist due to the mere presence of an international organization. For this reason, we also 

introduce an indicator for World Bank membership in our analysis, as a placebo test. 

Evidently, the EU is not the same type of international organization as the World Bank, but 

they are both ‘[bodies that promote] voluntary cooperation and coordination between or 

among its members’ (McCormick 1999).9 In this sense, the EU is an international 

organization that falls on both inter-governmental and supra-national categories. For this 

reason, and considering the nature of this paper, we believe that the EU and the World Bank 

can be adequately compared. 

 

To sum up, the literature shows that, to date, decentralization has been mostly linked 

to internal country factors, such as heterogeneity, size, and democratization. Additionally, it 

offers various analyses about the impact that international organizations and EU integration 

have on the empowerment of the sub-national level; and it describes the mobilization of the 

sub-national level via extra-state access points, ignoring the consequences of EU integration 

on regional authority. But perhaps most importantly, it shows that the two main models (i.e., 

the multi-level governance and state-centric models) have been arduously, yet inconclusively 

defended using mostly qualitative approaches. The only quantitative exceptions either 

present important shortcomings or use a different conceptual framework. Herein lies our 

contribution.  

 

Data 

                                                           
9 Admittedly, it is but one definition, but there is also no consensus on the matter. 



In order to examine the impact of EU integration on decentralization, we use a large-N 

statistical analysis. It includes data from longitudinal international organization membership; 

data on decentralization from the Regional Authority Index (Hooghe et al. 2016); democracy 

levels from the Polity IV index (Marshall et al. 2018); data on heterogeneity from the Alesina 

et al. (2003) index; scores on party system nationalization from the Constituency-Level 

Elections Archive (CLEA); and other country-specific data from World Bank sources. In all, 

our dataset includes fifty-six countries and a total of 1,926 observations10 from 1960 to 2010.  

 

Dependent Variables  

Decentralization has been measured in different ways (see Harguindéguy et al. 2019), but we 

use the Regional Authority Index (Hooghe et al. 2016). It contains detailed information on 

decentralization in the form of different self-rule and shared rule dimensions from eighty-

one democratic or quasi-democratic countries between 1950 and 2010. As mentioned earlier, 

the variables shared rule and self-rule reflect the different dimensions of regional power.  

 

Shared rule is coded as an additive scale that ranges from 0 to 12. Its individual values 

determine the extent to which regional representatives co-determine national legislation; how 

far regional governments co-determine national policy in intergovernmental meetings; the 

extent to which regional representatives co-determine the distribution of national tax 

revenues; how much regional governments co-determine sub-national and national 

borrowing constraints; as well as the power regional representatives have to co-determine 

constitutional change (Hooghe et al. 2016). Self-rule, on the other hand, ranges from 0 to 18. 

                                                           
10 Originally, the dataset included eighty-one countries, but it was reduced to fifty-six after eliminating those 
with missing values on relevant variables. 



It includes the depth of administrative institutions in sub-national units; the range of policies 

for which a regional government is responsible; the extent to which regional government can 

independently tax its population; how much regional governments can borrow; as well as 

how independent are regional executives and legislatures (Hooghe et al. 2016). 

 

Finally, regional authority is a continuous variable that is an additive index of shared 

rule and self-rule, with higher scores meaning more decentralization (per country, by year). 

Depending on the hypothesis, in one instance we use self-rule and shared rule separately, and 

in another we use regional authority as an aggregate index. 

 

Independent Variables 

 Our key independent variable is EU Membership. It indicates whether, and for how 

long a state has been a member of the EU. It is coded 0 when a country is not (yet) an EU 

member; 1 for the accession year; and then takes the number of every year that followed 

afterwards. This continuous variable – as opposed to the binary variable used by Schakel 

(2009) and Chacha (2020) – models the effect of having been an EU member for years against 

new members. Ultimately, the sample includes twenty-three member states and thirty-three 

non-member states.11 In order to compare the effect of EU integration on decentralization to 

that of another international organization, we include a variable that accounts for World Bank 

membership. As with EU Membership, it is a continuous variable indicating the number of 

years. The sample includes countries that are targeted by the two development funds of the 

                                                           
11 The treatment group has 772 observations.  



World Bank: the International Development Association and the International Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development. 

 

Control Variables 

In order to avoid biased results, we include other causes of decentralization previously 

identified in the literature. Social heterogeneity is one of the most popular explanations of 

decentralization. It is why ethnic, linguistic, and religious fractionalization is also included 

in the analysis.12 Concretely, we use the widely accepted measure offered by Alesina et al. 

(2003), which computes the probability that two randomly-drawn individuals from a given 

country are not from the same ethnic, linguistic, or religious group. The values for this 

continuous variable fall between 1 for full ethnic fragmentation, and 0 for no ethnic 

fragmentation. However, we multiply the three aforementioned scores in order to obtain an 

aggregated index of heterogeneity.13  

 

Furthermore, because a highly-nationalized party system is supposed to decrease 

decentralization, we include a measure of party system nationalization (i.e., the extent to 

which parties receive similar support across the national territory) (Jones and Mainwaring, 

2003). The score is based on the Gini coefficient of inequality in vote shares across 

constituencies14; and the data we use is from the CLEA dataset. We expect this variable to 

                                                           
12 Brancati (2008) shows that these three categories are likely to cause decentralization if they are geographically 
concentrated. 
13 An alternative is Brancati’s (2008) ethno-linguistic concentration index. Nevertheless, it only considers ethnic 
and linguistic groups – and not, for example, religious ones. Also, the amount of data is limited, as it includes 
observations until 2000 (and only for at-risk minorities). 
14 The measure was originally introduced by Jones and Mainwaring (2003), but we follow Bochsler’s (2010) 
adjustment. It weighs according to the size of a country’s territorial units, and considers a different amount of 
territorial units across countries. 



account for the decentralizing impact of strong non-state-wide parties. Moreover, we include 

democracy because its levels are said to influence decentralization; it is an EU requirement 

for accession; and it is likely to affect both the dependent and independent variables. In terms 

of its operationalization, we use data from Polity IV (Marshall et al. 2018).15 We also control 

for GDP per capita, population size, and surface area, which may affect decentralization, 

using data from the World Bank.16 

 

For the possible mechanisms, we include a binary measure for the Subsidiarity 

Principle. It is 1 for EU member countries from 1993 onwards (the year the principle was 

included), and 0 for non-EU countries and the years prior to the Treaty of Maastricht. We 

also include a dummy variable for the Commission’s requirement for accession candidates 

to create a sub-national level of government. It is coded 1 for the countries that acceded 

during 2004 and 200717, albeit under a single variable.18 It also covers the period from 1995 

and 1997 onwards, which is when negotiations began, respectively. This is because we expect 

candidate countries to have begun their decentralization processes before their actual 

accession, in order to meet the Commission’s requirements. Alternatively, the variable is 

coded 0 for countries that were already member states.19 

 

                                                           
15 It is computed by subtracting the autocracy score from the democracy score. An alternative is to use 
democracy age instead of democracy level. However, it would probably be highly collinear with the key 
independent variable, which is also measured in years. 
16 For the sake of simplicity, we divide population by 100,000 and area size by 10,000. 
17 During these Eastern Enlargements, the Commission demanded sub-national structures from accession 
candidates. 
18 The reason is that the 2007 enlargement only included two countries, which would yield little statistical power 
on its own. 
19 Non-member states are not included in the sample. This will be further explained in the methodology section. 



Method 

This paper uses a longitudinal analysis for both time-specific and country-specific reasons. 

A simple difference-in-difference comparison amongst member and non-member states 

would misrepresent the relationship, because EU accession is not expected to have an 

immediate impact on the internal power structures of member states. It may, however, have 

an impact in the long-run, which is why we use panel data in a times-series cross-sectional 

design (TSCS). Moreover, regression coefficients can only be given a causal interpretation 

when the error term of the structural model is independent of the causal variable of interest. 

A TSCS design allows us to relax the homogeneity and temporal stability assumption, and 

offers a reliable basis for causal inference. 

 

Amongst TSCS designs, we argue that a random effects (RE) model is the most 

appropriate in this case. RE allows us to estimate the effect of both time-variant and time-

invariant independent variables, as opposed to a fixed effects (FE) model.20 The RE model 

also adjusts standard errors amongst the multiple observations for each unit, which is 

important to reduce bias. To the point, the models that test H1 and H3 are run on the full 

sample, and the model that tests the mechanisms (H2) is run on the sample of countries that 

eventually became members of the EU. It thereby excludes those that never acceded.21 

 

In terms of short-comings, there might be a sample bias due to missing values for 

some countries, but not for others. The reason for these missing values is systematic in that 

                                                           
20 A J test supported the inclusion of time-invariant factors. It is used to test overidentifying restrictions in a 
model, as well as to compare FE to RE for standard panel data estimation (see Sargan, 1958). 
21 It only makes sense to uncover mechanisms for treated units (i.e., those affected by EU integration). 



countries with varying levels of democratic experience have less available data. Nevertheless, 

aside from keeping this in mind, it should not represent a problem in terms of biased results. 

Decentralization is only genuine in democracies, thus making long un-democratic periods 

negligible (Brancati 2008). Additionally, we include full longitudinal data from more than 

half of the overall cases, as well as at least twelve years of pre-accession data from Central 

and Eastern European countries, which we consider plenty. 

 

A second short-coming is that even though the fractionalization index is a good proxy 

for heterogeneity, it does not consider the geographic dispersal or concentration of ethnic, 

linguistic, and religious groups. Heterogeneity, however, is likely to only affect 

decentralization when the minorities are geographically concentrated. Nevertheless, the 

measure of party system nationalization taps into a similar social phenomenon and should at 

least partly capture geographically-concentrated groups. Additionally, it is only a control 

variable. A third short-coming is that we focus on the first year where the Regional Authority 

Index provides data, and it may be that each country’s first year varies. As a result, it may 

over or under-estimate the real effect of the variable. And finally, we admit a certain level of 

weakness in the operationalization of the two mechanisms, as they could perhaps be 

confounded by unobserved factors. However, we made a decision to include them in the 

analysis as part of the first attempt to obtain useful insights on the matter. 

 

Results 

H1 explores the effect of EU integration on regional power. Table 1 presents the results from 

the random effects analysis. As discussed, Model 1 includes EU membership as the key 

independent variable, and Model 2 includes World Bank membership as a placebo test. 



Evidently, the direction of all effects is as hypothesized, and our variable of interest is highly 

statistically significant at the .01% level. We can therefore infer that the longer a country is 

a member of the EU, the more decentralized it becomes; and that, after accession, sub-

national units become more powerful over the years. Specifically, for every membership 

year, the Regional Authority Index increases by an average of .127. The non-significance of 

the squared term of the independent variable22 also suggests that the effect of EU membership 

on regional authority is linear, which goes against our expectations. 

 

Table 1 Here 

 

 

 

Note: Bs are unstandardized coefficients from random effects multi-level models with robust standard errors 

(displayed in parenthesis in SE). * p < 0.05, ** < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. 

 

Moreover, the effect of ethnic, linguistic, and religious fractionalization is in the 

expected direction but is not statistically significant. Perhaps because the variables are only 

heterogeneity proxies and do not capture geographic concentration. Party system 

nationalization, however, which taps into a similar concept, is significant at the 1% level. 

This is in line with the literature, which suggests that highly nationalized party systems 

decrease decentralization. Democracy is also positive and statistically significant. It means 

that, on average, higher democratic levels lead to a higher decentralization of power. 

Moreover, the control for GDP per capita is significant but has no sizeable effect (which 

                                                           
22 Not displayed, but available upon request. 



should warrant further study). And finally, the controls for population and area size are in the 

expected direction and highly statistically significant, in line with the conventional wisdom 

that larger and more populated countries tend to be more decentralized. 

 

Model 2 uses World Bank membership as a placebo test. As expected, the variable is 

positively correlated with decentralization and is highly statistically significant. Its funding 

and lending practices to economically-weak countries do seem to have a decentralizing 

effect. In this model, EU membership has a slight increase, which suggests that its effect on 

decentralization is not spurious; that it is not due to a general decentralization trend; and that 

it is not due to the mere presence of an international organization. A comparison between the 

magnitude of their effects23 also reveals that the impact of EU membership is almost five 

times higher than the impact of World Bank membership. 

 

As for the mechanisms that link EU integration to the decentralization of regional 

power (H2), Table 2 includes the basic model, as well as one for each hypothesized 

mechanism (i.e., the subsidiarity principle, and the Commission’s requirement to create 

regional governmental structures). The basic model (i.e., Model 3) reveals that the 

significance and direction of the key independent variable is unaffected by the reduced 

sample size24; and that, except for party system nationalization and surface area, the effects 

of the control variables remain stable. Model 4 illuminates the mechanisms that link EU 

integration and regional power. The coefficient for the subsidiarity principle is positive and 

                                                           
23 We may compare the magnitude of their effects because they are both operationalized in years. 
24 As mentioned in earlier, this model is not run with the full sample. Only on EU member states. 



highly significant at the .1% level, and it decreases the coefficient of the key explanatory 

variable, suggesting an important impact on regional power. 

 

Table 2 – Here 
 

 

 

Note: Bs are unstandardized coefficients from random effects multi-level models with robust standard  

errors (SE). * p < 0.05, ** < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. 

 

Results from Model 5, on the other hand, go against our expectations. The variable 

for the requirement for accession candidates to create regional structures is negative and only 

significant at the 5% level. This could be due to the relative weakness of the 

operationalization, but there are reasons to be cautious before discarding it altogether. For 

example, the variable is somewhat constrained in time and may only be capturing transitory, 

short-term effects. The results may also reflect a baseline bias caused by characteristics that 

are unique to Eastern European countries25, including the possibility that the smaller, more 

centralized Eastern European states would have had a lower potential for decentralization 

anyway. In a similar vein, the results may also support Keating’s (2008) claim that the EU 

turned into a ‘force for centralization’ after 2000; as well as the argument that these 

enlargements sometimes had centralizing effects (see Tatham 2014; Loughlin and Antunes 

2019; and Saarts 2019). 

                                                           
25 In terms of nationality politics, national minorities in Western Europe tend to seek more autonomy from their 
states (e.g., Catalonia, Scotland, Flanders, or Bavaria), whereas those in Eastern Europe tend to deal more with 
irredentism (e.g., Serbians in Croatia, or Russians in Estonia) (see Keating, 2008). 



 

The final two models pertain to H3, which challenges state-centric arguments and 

expects both self-rule and shared rule to increase with EU integration. Table 3 contains the 

two models with the different dependent variables. Specifically, Model 6 displays the impact 

of EU integration on self-rule, while Model 7 displays its impact on shared rule. As 

hypothesized, the length of EU membership increases both. The impact on self-rule, 

however, is much larger than on shared rule. This is consistent with evidence that shows that 

self-rule tends to interact substantially more with the process of EU integration than does 

shared rule (see Tatham and Bauer 2014; Tatham and Thau 2014; and López and Tatham 

2018). This makes sense, given that self-rule is about autonomy, which is bound to be more 

affected by competence transfers to the EU than shared rule. In all, these results give 

additional strength to the multi-level argument (over the state-centrist argument).26 

 

Table 3 here 

 

 

 

Note: Bs are unstandardized coefficients from random effects multi-level models with robust standard  

errors (SE). * p < 0.05, ** < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. 

 

Conclusion 

 

                                                           
26 Standard diagnostics reveal that multicollinearity was never an issue, as VIF levels are all between 0.04 and 
1.85 (Mean VIF = 1.41).  



This paper dealt with the long-debated question of the extent to which EU integration affects 

regional power. Until now, evidence for the two main existing theories (i.e., the multi-level 

and the state-centric governance models) had been mostly qualitative in nature, and ultimately 

inconclusive. The quantitative evidence from our study can thereby tilt the balance towards 

the multi-level governance theory and strengthen the external validity of previous findings. 

Moreover, as it included the first attempt at uncovering the causal mechanisms that link EU 

integration to regional power, it presents the field with a path for future relevant research.  

 

In all, there were seven different models. The first two supported H1, as results 

showed that EU integration does lead to an increase in regional power over time. The 

following three models partly supported H2, as there was a statistically significant impact 

from the subsidiarity principle, but none from the Commission’s requirement for accession 

candidates to create regional governance structures. As mentioned earlier, results for the 

latter may well support part of the literature (see Keating 2008; Bauer and Börzel 2010), but 

we argue that an important issue was that the indicator was only binary, and was possibly 

biased by collinearity and/or a possible misspecification of the time frame. Improving this 

aspect could be a positive future addition. 

  

The final two models supported H3, as results showed that the length of EU 

membership increases both self-rule and shared rule (even if the impact on self-rule is 

significantly higher than on shared rule). In other words, they offered support for the multi-

level governance theory and contradict the state-centric governance theory – as did the other 

models. From the results, we can conclude that regions are, in fact, ‘winners’ in the EU 

integration process (Dieringer and Sturm 2010).  



 

To be clear, however, the above does not mean that the nation-state is weak, or that 

the state-centric theory can be discarded altogether. The state-centric theory, for example, 

focuses purely on intra-state competences, and not on regional involvement at the supra-

national level. In other words, our study shows that regions gained considerable competences 

during the process of EU integration, but it does not address whatever competences may have 

been gained by nation-states or supra-national institutions. We do not look at how regional 

power compares to that of the two other levels. We also do not know if there is a trade-off, 

because power is not a zero-sum game. These might be opportunities for future research. 

Other future studies could quantitatively measure regions’ extra-state influence; extend the 

time frame beyond 2010 to include recent developments; compare regional and national 

power to see how nation-states were affected by EU integration; use regional (instead of 

national) scores to deal with countries that only partly decentralize; or seek to highlight the 

conditions under which regions are more (or less) successful at using the ‘momentum’ of the  
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