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Abstract 

This paper investigates the main mechanisms of Europeanization of regional policies in Spain. 

Drawing from rationalist and constructivist approaches we study the inputs, processes and 

mechanisms of Europeanization as well as the outputs produced in Spain from 1986 to 2020. As there 

is little systematic research on the impact of EU regional policy on the Spanish regional policies, we 

use a number of different research strategies to fill this gap in the literature. The added value of the 

paper is to, first, increase the time span of study, and second, analyze the Europeanization of Spanish 

regions at the polity level (i.e. patterns of governance and domestic institutional change) as well as 

the policy level (i.e. Spanish regional policies). In addition, we also study the Europeanization of 

Spanish regions and a selected number of Member States looking at aggregated data. Results show 

that both Spanish regional polity and policy have been Europeanized, as well as some autonomous 

communities and countries. These findings open the way for new avenues of research that study the 

circumstances under which regional policies are more effective both within and between Member 

States. 
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Introduction  

Traditionally, countries have used regional policies to overcome structural disparities among their 

regions. Spain, as one of such countries, started to implement regional policies in the early sixties. 

However, since 1986, Spanish regional policy has changed as a result of the accession to the European 

Union (EU). EU membership has been relevant for regional governments insofar as they have had 

the opportunity to participate in European networks that enable the sharing of interests, knowledge 

and values. As Arregui (2020) argues, Spain is most likely the Member State (MS) where 

restructuration of the state has taken place both from “above” and “below”. This has been a 

consequence of both European integration and political decentralization. Probably both processes 

have reinforced each other, and Spain’s EU membership has consolidated the role of Spanish 

Autonomous Communities (ACs) in the policy-making and implementation of policy areas as 

relevant as environment, agriculture or fishing policies (Arregui, 2020: 135-136). In this paper, we 

look at the extent to which EU (regional) policies have had a variable impact on the Spanish regions 

across time. Thus, the central aim of this paper is to investigate the main inputs, processes and 

mechanisms of Europeanization as well as the outputs produced from 1986 to 2020. We also 

implement a comparative framework for evaluating the progress of convergence between regions 

within Spain and between Spain and a selected number of EU Member States.  

The EU is a political actor with considerable economic, legal and political implications for MS. The 

central idea of Europeanization is the reshaping of politics in the domestic arena. This means that the 

process of Europeanization acts as a plausible explanatory variable of possible changes, 

transformations or processes of institutional adaptation. Thus, we define Europeanization as the 

relationship that exists between this process and the processes of institutional and political 

transformation that are taking place in EU MS. The concept of Europeanization attempts to explain 

both convergent and divergent processes of domestic change through engagement with the EU 

policies. It concerns not only the financial redistribution of EU policies, but also the redistribution of 

power and capacities between actors organized at different territorial levels. This is why when we 

look at the Europeanization of regional policies, we refer not only to the Europeanization of a given 

policy (in our case regional policy), but also to the Europeanization of structures and patterns of 

governance (polity).  

An extensive literature has focused on the effects of structural funds on the Spanish economy (Fuente 

2003; Sosvilla-Rivero & Herce, 2004; Mesonada & Manteiga, 2020; Lima & Cardenete, 2008). 

However, much less interest has been drawn so far regarding the impact of EU regional policy on the 
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Spanish regional policies. Few studies have analyzed in detail the extent that Spanish regional policies 

(and polities) have been Europeanized (Borras et al., 1998; Bache & Jones, 2000 and Casula, 2020). 

We do so and the added value of this paper (regarding previous studies) is to get deeper within these 

processes by increasing the time span of study from 1986 to 2020, analyzing the Europeanization of 

Spanish regions at the polity level (i.e. patterns of governance and domestic institutional change) as 

well as the policy level (i.e. Spanish regional policies). Additionally, this paper disentangles the main 

intervening inputs, processes and mechanisms that have shaped Spanish regional policies. Altogether, 

it demonstrates the impact of the EU process on all Spanish regions and the extent to which those 

regions have been able to take advantage from EU membership.  

In the Analytical Framework we elaborate the concept, mechanisms and measurement of the 

Europeanization of regional policy. Then we define regional policy and describe the development of 

regional policy in Spain and the EU. In the next section we assess in detail both Spanish and European 

Structural Funds expenditure in Spain in the last decades. In the Europeanization’s section, we start 

by investigating the operating mechanisms of Europeanization of regional policies. Later, we analyze 

the Europeanization of Spanish regions and a selected number of MS. Finally, we conclude by 

summarizing results, consider policy implications and discuss future avenues of research.  

Analytical Framework 

Europeanization of Regional Policies 

Europeanization has been discussed extensively in the literature in the last decades. Many scholars 

referred to Europeanization as the top-down impact of the EU on its MS (Héritier et al., 2001; Buller 

& Gamble, 2002; Bulmer & Radaelli, 2004). Some considered Europeanization as the horizontal 

transfer of concepts and policies between MS (Jordan et al., 2003; Bomberg & Peterson, 2000; Burch 

& Gomez, 2003; Howell, 2003, as quoted in Bache & Jordan, 2006) and Cowles et al. (2001) defined 

the concept “as the emergence and development at the European level of distinct structures of 

governance” (Cowles et al., 2001: 3).  

The concept of Europeanization we apply is the reorientation or reshaping of politics in the domestic 

arena in ways that reflect policies, practices and preferences advanced through the EU system of 

governance (Bache & Jordan, 2006: 253). This definition fits well with the EU regional policies as 

regional policy is not an inflexible policy imposed by the EU. It is rather a policy approved through 

the EU system of governance that depends on a series of procedural rules that are to be followed 

during the implementation of regional policy schemes: Regional Development Plans (RDPs), 
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Community Support Frameworks (CSFs) and Operational Programmes (OPs). In fact, EU regional 

policy is embedded within a multilevel governance system. This multilevel governance considers the 

EU as a political structure that interrelates levels of governance where domestic actors (mainly 

national and regional actors) interact with European institutions (Hooghe & Marks, 2001). This 

provides further legitimacy to the EU integration process insofar as the system of governance 

integrates regions as key actors for the implementation of EU policies as well as for the allocation of 

some cohesion funds (Arregui, 2012).  

One example of how multilevel governance operates in EU regional policies are the RDPs, which are 

the initial documents elaborated by MS, in coordination with the regions, on the potential allocation 

of structural funds. They fed the CSFs, which are the programming documents approved by the 

European Commission (EC) on the development strategy and the priorities to be jointly-financed with 

Community resources. CSFs are divided into priorities and are implemented by means of one or more 

OPs. Thus, “the substantive content of the policy emerges only after the Commission has agreed with 

national and regional administrations in individual member states on how EU funds are to be spent” 

(Bache & Jordan, 2006: 254). In the Europeanization’s section we briefly assess how these procedures 

have changed across programming periods.  

We also pay attention to the ideas of Europeanization as: the emergence and development at the 

European level of distinct structures of governance (Cowles et al., 2001: 3). So far, we have 

delineated the domestic arena as the subject of Europeanization, where the vector of influence runs 

from the European level to the domestic one. However, this second definition takes into account that 

Europeanization is a two-way process. It entails a “top-down” dimension, but also a “bottom-up” one 

(Börzel, 2002). Therefore, in this paper, Europeanization of regional policies accounts both for the 

impact of policies, practices and preferences from the EU system of governance on the domestic 

arena, as well as the evolution at the European level of new norms, rules and practices. 

Mechanisms of Europeanization  

Mechanisms of Europeanization can be divided according to their theoretical basis, i.e. rationalist or 

constructivist, and the type of process they induce, i.e. top-down or bottom-up (Sepos, 2008). 

According to Sepos, “rationalist mechanisms are based on the notion of optimality, that is, actors 

follow a certain policy because they believe it would reap the greatest rewards, whereas constructivist 

mechanisms are based on the notion of appropriateness with actors following a certain policy because 

they perceive it to be appropriate in terms of their beliefs, ideas and norms” (Sepos, 2008: 3). In other 

words, in rationalist approaches, actors aim to engage with others with a view to maximize their 
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individual gain from strategic interactions (Rees et al., 2013). In constructivist ones, actors redefine 

their interests and identities through persuasion and social learning (Checkel, 1999, as quoted in Rees 

et al., 2013). Top-down processes refer to those driven by the EU, while bottom-up processes are 

those driven by domestic actors. In our analysis, we will use both approaches in order to better 

understand the Europeanization of regional policies.  

Several mechanisms may explain the Europeanization processes. Drawing on institutionalism, 

Radaelli (2000) presented, among others, the mechanisms of mimetism and normative pressures. 

Mimetism is defined as “the tendency to become alike”, and it can appear if “the countries adopting 

EU models provide a critical mass, the remaining countries can feel the force of attraction of the EU 

centre of gravity and join in” (Featherstone & Radaelli, 2003: 42). Normative pressures appear with 

the development of EU regulation, and the misfit between the domestic and European “ways of doing 

things”. Similarly, Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier (2005) identified “a rationalist external 

incentives model based on the logic of optimality […], which follows the strategy of reinforcement 

by reward […], and a constructivist social learning model based on the notion of appropriateness” (as 

quoted in Sepos, 2008: 5). These mechanisms may have a relevant explanatory power for the 

Europeanization of regional policies. In the Europeanization’s section, we further elaborate on them 

while analyzing the case of Spain. 

Measuring the Europeanization of Regional Policies  

Within the Europeanization literature, different research strategies have been used, with a tendency 

to conduct descriptive single case studies. In fact, according to Franchino (2005), 81 percent of 

empirical studies related to the EU published between 1994 and 2004 used the case study method. 

This also applied to the studies looking specifically at Europeanization (Graziano & Vink, 2006). 

Research strategies based on quantitative data have not been the preferred approach for investigating 

Europeanization. This is partially due that the lack of relevant data and the absence of a collaborative 

effort from researchers to collect it (Graziano & Vink, 2006). In the last years, the amount of relevant 

available data has increased. Nevertheless, identifying the causal effect of the EU on the domestic 

arena has remained a difficult task.  

We analyze the Europeanization of regional policies in Spain using a number of different research 

strategies. First, we conduct a single case study of Spain in order to study the Europeanization of the 

Spanish structures of governance, then, we use data in a novel way to assess the impact of the EU on 

regional policies. This includes the analysis of bottom-up processes of Europeanization that have 

taken place. Lastly, we use a comparative approach to analyze the Europeanization of Spanish regions 
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and a selected group of EU MS. The next table shows the main inputs, processes, mechanisms and 

outputs that intervened in the Europeanization of regional policies at different levels (Table 1). In the 

Europeanization’s section, we develop these mechanisms.1 

 

 

 

 

 
1 In the Europeanization’s section, we develop these mechanisms, except from the evaluation culture’s Europeanization, 

which is not addressed here for space constraints, and we consider that it has been less relevant for the Spanish case 

relative to the other processes. 

Level of Analysis Input Process Mechanism Output

Meso Access or Defend Funding 
Opportunities Bottom-up External Incentives 1) Establishment of Regional 

Agencies in Brussels

Macro
ESIF Principles: 

Programming and 
Partnership

Top-down

1) New Patterns of Governance

2) New Institutions and 
Adaptation of Former Institutions 

Normative Pressures
External Incetives

Table 1. Europeanization of Regional Policies in Spain: Inputs, Processes, Mechanisms and Outputs

Mimetism 

Normative Pressures
External Incentives

Policy Learning

ERDF 

ESIF Principle: 
Additionality 

External Incentives
Social Learning

Macro

Set of Micro and Meso 
Factors (Good Governance, 

Human Capital, Private 
Capital, Absorption 

Capacity and 
Entrepreneurial Spirit, 

among Others)

Top-down
Bottom-up

1) Some ACs More Europeanized 
than Others

2) Processes of Europeanization 
and Non-Europeanization in 
Countries

Meso Top-down

1) Adaptation of the ICF to the 
ERDF

2) Matching Priorities Between 
ICF and European Structural 
Funds

Meso ESIF Evaluation’s 
Requirement Top-down

1) Learning Process of the 
Spanish Administration

2) Evaluation Culture Permeated 
into Other Policy Areas
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The Relevance of Regional Policy in Spain and the European Union  

Regional Policy  

Regional policies correspond to an array of measures by which governments try to influence the 

geographical distribution of economic activity (Fuente & Vives, 1995). Traditionally, regional 

policies have been classified in two categories depending on their objectives. On the one hand, 

“regional development policies aim to promote growth of the poorer regions of a country”, addressing 

the territorial, social and economic imbalances that exist within a country. On the other hand, 

“regional adjustment policies have shorter run-aims, to help regions cope with transitory difficulties 

arising, for example, from adverse sectorial shocks” (Fuente & Vives, 1995: 15). In addition, regional 

policies have also been used to promote specific industries and sustain competitiveness in more 

prosperous regions. 

The focus of this paper is on regional development policies. These policies might be classified as 

distributive and/or redistributive policies (depending on the EU fund). Distributive policies refer to 

any EU policy that provides goods and services to the members (in our case) of a region to increase 

their productive and efficient capacity in the common market, while a redistributive policy implies 

the direct transfer of resources between social groups, for example from EU taxpayers to farmers. 

Most EU funds provide distributive rather than redistributive policies. More specifically, the EU holds 

five structural funds, and four of which are allocated at regional level: the European Regional 

Development Fund, the European Social Fund, the European Agricultural Fund for Rural 

Development and the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund.2 

These funds reinforce the positions of EU regions within the EU policy-making. The development 

and implementation of EU regional policies illustrates the sort of processes that take place through 

the (hard) negotiations that take place between supranational actors and national and regional 

capacities and interests in order to distribute the mentioned EU funds across MS and regions. In fact, 

all these actors frequently show unequal preferences that are a direct consequence of the heterogeneity 

of the political, ideological, institutional or economic factors they hold and defend (Arregui, 2015). 

However, the EU funds mentioned aim to balance the territorial differences between and within 

 
2 These are the European Structural Funds for the 5th programming period — last plan analyzed in this paper. In the 6th 

programming period the European Social Fund is substituted by the European Social Fund + and the European Maritime 

and Fisheries Fund by the European Maritime, Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund. 
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countries providing funds to the least developed regions to reduce the economic gap between regions. 

In this paper we refer to regional development policy as regional policy. 

Development of Regional Policy in Spain  

The first examples of regional policy in Spain can be found in the sixties. From the ‘60s to 1975, the 

Spanish regime approved three Development Plans to foster Spanish economic growth using a 

sectoral approach (Cuadrado-Roura, 2011). The regional development issue was present in all 

Development Plans. For example, the law approving the first Development Plan defined the main 

regional policy goal “to increase the standard of living in regions or areas with low per capita income” 

(Cuadrado-Roura, 2011: 32). However, it presented many limitations, mostly related to the political 

context. The regime could not accept the existence of any “region” per se, because of its political 

implications. Hence, “the Central Administration was the true protagonist of what was known as the 

regional development policy” (Cuadrado-Roura, 2011: 29-30), and the policies undertaken in these 

years did not translate into a real regional policy.  

The main turning point in Spanish regional policy first happened with the 1978 constitution, and then 

with the accession to the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1986. The constitution brought 

a radical change in the power distribution and government structure in Spain (Cuadrado-Roura, 2011). 

It meant a change where the State lost weight at the central level in favor of the autonomous regions, 

which started the process for being considered as ACs. It also meant the creation of the first proper 

regional policy: the Interterritorial Compensation Fund (ICF). The ICF was introduced as an 

instrument to reduce disparities across regions, and whose main goal was to make the interregional 

solidarity principle effective (Correa & López, 2002).   

With the accession to the EEC, the Spanish regional policy started a gradual process of 

Europeanization. Initially, the ICF served both to reduce regional disparities and as an instrument to 

finance the investment for the services transferred from the central government to regional 

governments (Cuadrado-Roura, 2011). Under this approach, all ACs were recipients of this fund. 

However, in 1990, to harmonize with the European regional policy, the ICF focused exclusively on 

reducing regional disparities, and the only recipients were the ACs with a GDP per capita lower than 

75 percent of the EEC mean (Correa & López, 2002). In addition, the ICF was also Europeanized in 

the way expenditure was allocated —this process will be analyzed in detail in the Europeanization’s 

section. From 2001 onwards, the ICF was split into the existing Compensation Fund and a new one 

named Complementary Fund, whose objective was not only to finance the investment expenditure 

through the ICF, but also current expenditure related to it (Cuadrado-Roura, 2011).  
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In the eighties, other regional policies were implemented. Before 1985, many different regional 

economic incentives were present in the Spanish economy. However, the accumulation of different 

figures, their limited transparency, and their low coordination led to their abandonment due to its low 

effectiveness (Cuadrado-Roura, 2011). In 1985, the regional economic incentives system was 

reorganized, creating three different types of recipient zones for funding: Economic Promotion Zones, 

Industrial Decline Zones and the Special Zones (Correa & López, 2002). Some scholars also 

considered a third regional policy in Spain: the Teruel Fund. This fund only applied to the province 

of Teruel, and was implemented to solve the internal disparities within Aragon, as the ICF could not 

be applied because the mean GDP per capita was higher than 75 percent of the EU mean (Correa & 

López, 2002).  

Development of Regional Policy in the European Union   

Concerns among regional disparities in the EU can be tracked back to the Treaty of Rome (1957). It 

established the goal to reduce the “disparities between the levels of development of the various 

regions” (Art. 158), in order to “promote […] a harmonious development of economic activities […], 

an accelerated raising of the standard of living and closer relations between the States belonging to 

it” (Art. 2) (Casula, 2020: 1). It introduced the European Social Fund (ESF) and the European 

Investment Bank (EIB). The former was created “in order to improve employment opportunities for 

workers and contribute to the raising of their standard of living”, while the latter was the unique 

financial instrument created in order to facilitate the funding of projects for less developed regions 

(Casula, 2020: 51).  

A few years later in 1962, the European Agricultural Guidance and Guarantee Fund (EAGGF) was 

established. The EAGGF was the main fund for financing the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), 

which aimed to support farmers, improve agricultural productivity, ensure a stable supply of 

affordable food and develop rural areas. It had two sections, the EAGGF Guarantee section that 

received the majority of the funding and financed measures intending to regulate the agricultural 

market, and the EAGGF Guidance section that financed structural rural development measures 

(Correa & López, 2002). The latter was the second structural fund created by the EEC. In 2007, the 

EAGGF Guarantee section was replaced by the European Agricultural Guarantee Fund (EAGF), and 

the EAGGF Guidance section by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD).   

In 1975, the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) was implemented for correcting regional 

disparities across EU regions, but had limited success in its first years. The creation of the third 

structural fund had as a main objective “to strengthen economic and social cohesion in the EEC by 
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correcting imbalances between its regions” (Casula, 2020: 53). However, in the first decade the results 

were very modest (Brunazzo, 2016). With the accession of Greece in 1981, and of Spain and Portugal 

in 1986, regional disparities became a top priority of the EEC. The lack of good results in regional 

policy led to the successive elaboration of reforms of the structural funds (Casula, 2020). The Single 

European Act of 1986 represented the shift in the political priorities and established the aim to reach 

economic and social cohesion within the community. 

The reform of 1988 established the basic principles and objectives of the structural funds, that evolved 

in the different multiannual programmes. It consolidated four basic principles of the EEC structural 

funds: geographical concentration, programming, partnership and additionality. The first principle 

aimed at targeting financial resources towards the least developed regions. The second established all 

the required actions by the MS to implement a specific development programme on a multiannual 

basis. The third required that the different levels of governance collaborate at all the different levels 

of policy implementation. The last one established that structural funds should be provided in addition 

to national funding, not substituting them. The reform also developed the Community Initiatives 

(CIs), which allowed funding allocation managed solely by the EC for specific lines of action (Correa 

& López, 2002).  

In 1992, the EU aimed to consolidate the economic and social cohesion with the Cohesion Fund (CF), 

and two years later, it grouped the Community instruments for fisheries under the Financial 

Instrument for Fisheries Guidance (FIFG). The Maastricht Treaty (1992) planted the seeds for the 

establishment of the CF. The main aim of the CF was to support MS with a Gross National Income 

(GNI) per capita below 90 percent of the EU average to strengthen the economic, social and territorial 

cohesion. It supported investments in the field of environment and trans-European networks in 

transport infrastructure. In 1994, the fifth structural fund was created to support the fisheries sector. 

It aimed to increase the competitiveness of the sector, while maintaining the balance between fishing 

capacities and available resources. In 2007, the FIFG was replaced by the European Fisheries Fund 

(EFF), which in the programming period 2014-2020, was replaced by the European Maritime and 

Fisheries Fund (EMFF).  

From a historical perspective, structural funds, also called European Structural and Investment Funds 

(ESIF), have been the financial tools set up by the EEC/EU to implement its regional policy. In the 

fifth programming period, they were composed by the ERDF, the CF, the ESF (Cohesion Policy), the 

EAFRD (Common Agricultural Policy) and the EMFF (Common Fisheries Policy). Additionally, 

other funds have also contributed to the regional development of the EU. In particular, the EAGF 
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(Common Agricultural Policy), that still represented in 2014-20 the highest share of the EU budget, 

and also, the Horizon Europe programme, or the Erasmus+.  

 A Dynamic European Regional Policy  

EU regional policy is characterized by its dynamism. In the different programming periods the 

objectives of EU regional policy have changed. In the first programming period, the main aim was to 

coordinate the existing funds in a limited set of priorities, establishing three regional objectives, three 

community-wide, and allocating resources to twelve CIs. The eligibility criteria of regions depended 

on a set of variables related to the economic development, unemployment rate, industrial decline and 

income from agricultural activities. The second plan amplified the objectives to seven, and introduced 

the CFs, creating also the category “in transition” to support the exit of previously less developed 

regions. The main turning point came with the third plan, that reduced the objectives from seven to 

three and the CIs to four, extending also the category “in transition” to support the regions under the 

“phasing out” (Casula, 2020). 

The fourth plan replaced the previous objectives by the Convergence Objective, the Regional 

Competitiveness and Employment Objective and the European Territorial Cooperation Objective. It 

also created the “phasing-in” category for regions that had a GDP per capita greater than 75 percent 

of the EU average. In the fifth programming period, Convergence regions were named “Less 

Developed Regions”, Competitiveness and Employment regions were called “More Developed 

Regions” and it created the category “In transition Regions”. The first ones were regions with GDP 

per capita lower than the 75 percent of the EU mean, the second ones with GDP per capita above 90 

percent of the EU mean and the third ones with GDP per capita between 75 and 90 percent of the EU 

mean3.  

 

 

 

 

 
3 For a comprehensive evolution of the changes in the objectives of EU regional policy, see Casula (2020: 56-59). 
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Regional Policy Expenditure in Spain  

European Structural and Investment Funds 

To assess the evolution of the ESIF spending in Spain, we use the Historic EU Payments – 

Regionalized and Modelled Dataset from the EC. This dataset provides the most complete historic 

picture available to date on the ESIF. It presents in a single source, regionalized, annual EU 

expenditure in current prices of the year the payments were made in all EU countries4.  

 

From 1989 to 2020, Spain was the country that spent most structural funds from the EU, with some 

regions spending dramatically more than others. Among its ACs, Andalucía had the highest 

expenditure, allocating more than €35 billion from 1989 to 2020 (Table 2).5 This figure was more 

than double the amount allocated by Galicia, the AC that spent the second most (Figure 1). In relative 

terms, the three ACs that spent the most EU funding, accounted for more than 40 percent of the total 

 
4 This dataset is the most complete set available since 1989, but it contains few caveats. First, it does not include payments 

from the ESF until the programming period 2000-2006. Second, it does not contain the payments from the Financial 

Instrument for Fisheries Guidance (FIFG). These are only included once it was replaced by the European Maritime and 

Fisheries Fund (EMFF) in the fifth programming period. Third, the expenditure data on the fifth programming period is 

only updated up to November 2018. Therefore, it cannot be interpreted as the whole expenditure for the 2014-20 period. 

Another minor issue, is that financial data from Interreg programmes (ERDF) is not included in the dataset.  

5 These numbers are in absolute terms, we do not control for the relative size of the economy or the population. 

Autonomous Community ESIF Expenditure 
in Billions

Percentage from
the Total 

Expenditure

Cumulative 
Percentage

Andalucía 35.36 24.14 24.14
Galicia 15.09 10.3 34.44
Castilla y León 13.15 8.98 43.42
Comunidad Valenciana 12.66 8.64 52.06
Castilla-La Mancha 11.18 7.63 59.69
Cataluña 9.89 6.75 66.44
Extremadura 9.33 6.37 72.81
Canarias 7.17 4.89 77.7
Comunidad de Madrid 6.14 4.19 81.89
Principado de Asturias 5.99 4.09 85.98
Región de Murcia 5.19 3.54 89.52
Aragón 4.57 3.12 92.64
País Vasco 3.55 2.43 95.07
Cantabria 2.46 1.68 96.75
Islas Baleares 1.19 0.81 97.56
Ciudad Autónoma de Ceuta 1.14 0.78 98.34
Comunidad Foral de Navarra 0.98 0.67 99.01
Ciudad Autónoma de Melilla 0.79 0.54 99.55
La Rioja 0.67 0.46 100

Table 2. ESIF Expenditure from 1989 to 2020 in Spain

Own Elaboration. Data: European Commission
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expenditure in the five programming periods (Andalucía, Galicia and Castilla y León) (Table 2). The 

lagging regions received more funding during the successive programming periods (Figures 1 & 5). 

This evidence is in line with the concentration principle, aimed at focusing resources in less developed 

regions.  

 

The funding increased in each programming period until the 2008 economic crisis, relying mainly on 

the ERDF (Figures 2a, 2b). The total expenditure in Spain evolved from €7 billion in the first 

programming period to more than €57 billion in the third one, and decreased to €42 billion in the 

fourth period (Figure 2a). In the first plan, more than 98 percent of the funding was allocated through 

the ERDF, while the other funds acquired more relevance in the subsequent plans (Figure 2b). Since 

the establishment of the CF, it played a relevant role in regional policy, evolving from 29 percent of 

the total expenditure in the second plan, to 8 percent in the fourth one. Spain was not eligible for its 

funding in the last one. EAFRD, formerly named EAGGF-Guidance, represented a very low share in 

the first plan (1.6 percent), and acquired more relevance throughout the years, as the importance of 

rural development increased. Moreover, the ESF always represented a high share of the structural 

funds in Spain.6 

 
6 The amounts and shares in the first two programming periods have to be interpreted with caution as the ESF was still 

not introduced in the dataset. Also, the last programming period cannot be interpreted as the whole expenditure for the 

2014-20 period. In addition, ESF expenditure in the last programming period integrates both the ESF, as well as the Youth 

Employment Initiative (YEI) and the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived (FEAD). This is done because in the 

sixth programming, ESF+ is composed by the former ESF, YEI, FEAD and also the EU Programme for Employment and 

Social Innovation (EaSI). 
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Interterritorial Compensation Fund 

The ICF also benefited some ACs more than others. Since 1990, the only eligible ACs for the ICF 

were those that had a GDP per capita lower than 75 percent of the EEC mean (Correa & López, 2002). 

As for the European Structural Funds, Andalucía was the AC that received more funding, allocating 

more than €9 billion, and spending almost 40 percent of the total expenditure from 1990 to 2020 

(Table 3). The three ACs that received the most funding (Andalucía, Galicia and Castilla-La 

Mancha), accounted for more than 60 percent of the whole expenditure, while less than 2 percent was 

allocated to less populated autonomous cities (Ceuta and Melilla) and relatively more developed ACs 

(Cantabria). 

 

The economic crisis of 2008 represented the main turning point in the amount of funding allocated 

through the ICF. The expenditure increased in all the ACs from 1990 to 2010, halving in the majority 
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Autonomous Community ICF Expenditure 
in Billions

Percentage from 
the Total 

Expenditure

Cumulative 
Percentage

Andalucía 9.54 38.39 38.39
Galicia 3.8 15.29 53.68
Castilla-La Mancha 2.01 8.09 61.77
Comunidad Valenciana 1.98 7.97 69.74
Extremadura 1.86 7.48 77.22
Castilla y León 1.68 6.76 83.98
Canarias 1.64 6.6 90.58
Murcia 1.03 4.14 94.72
Principado de Asturias 0.86 3.46 98.18
Cantabria 0.21 0.85 99.03
Ciudad Autónoma de Ceuta 0.12 0.48 99.51

Ciudad Autónoma de Melilla 0.12 0.48 100

Table 3. ICF Expenditure from 1990 to 2020

Own Elaboration. Data: Ministerio de Hacienda y Función Pública
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of the ACs in the successive years. The expenditure’s pattern was similar in all ACs, independent of 

the amount of funding spent (Figure 3). Both regions that spent more funding (Andalucía, Galicia 

and Castilla-La Mancha), and those that spent less (Cantabria, Ceuta and Melilla), evolved similarly 

in the last decades, reducing dramatically the amount allocated from 2009/2010. The same trend can 

be seen in the other regions.  

 

Europeanization of Regional Policy and Polity, and of Autonomous 

Communities and Countries 

Europeanization of the Spanish Polity  

Programming and partnership principles were the principal inputs in the Europeanization of the 

Spanish polity. Programming was the process implemented on a multiannual basis between the EU 

and the MS to attain the priority objectives of each programming period (Casula, 2020). It included 

all actions made by MS and the EC in order to implement the structural funds, i.e. approval, 

implementation, monitoring and evaluation of the funds. The procedures and the duration of each 

programming period changed in the different plans, but the underlying principle was not altered. For 

example, the procedures of the first plan included RDPs, CSFs and OPs, while the last one was 

composed by a Common Strategic Framework, Partnership Agreements and OPs.7  

With the partnership principle, for the first time EU regional policy was not only a policy for the 

regions, but also by the regions (Nanetti, 1996). Since the 1988 reform, the main objective of the 

 
7 For a comprehensive evolution of the changes in the procedures, see Casula (2020: 60-63). 
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principle was to “make regional policy more effective by involving formally the local and regional 

(sub-central) actors most familiar with the problems and priorities of targeted regions” (Bache & 

Jones, 2000: 1). The principle required that “all the different levels of governance collaborate in all 

the phases of the policy implementation, covering the preparation, financing, monitoring and 

assessment of operations” (Casula, 2020: 63). In the second multiannual plan, it added a “horizontal 

dimension”, beyond the “vertical one”, including socio-economic actors and the private sector in the 

different phases. In the third one, the “horizontal dimension” was expanded including actors like 

environmental partners and gender equity organizations, and the next ones aimed to include partners 

representing civil society and non-governmental organizations (Casula, 2020).  

External incentives, together with normative pressures, were the main transformation mechanisms of 

the Spanish polity, with a top-down process of Europeanization. To secure the highest amount of EU 

funding, polity adaptation took place to respond to normative pressures and external incentives. These 

mechanisms induced new patterns of governance, as well as the creation of new institutions, for the 

management, programming, implementation and evaluation of the structural funds. In several EU 

countries, the cost of losing EU funding and a certain competition for EU funding motivated the 

appearance of new patterns of governance (Benz & Eberleien, 1999) and new institutions. Indeed, 

EU funding was only disbursed if regional and national actors agreed on viable plans. Particularly, 

the EC determined whether a region was eligible, but “the amounts of grants to individual regions 

depended on the quality of programmes and the effectiveness of co-ordination” (Benz & Eberleien, 

1999: 338).  

Consequently, new patterns of governance appeared in the Spanish polity, with the central 

administration keeping control of the funding process. Since the introduction of the partnership 

principle, the collaboration between regions and the Spanish government intensified, mostly in the 

elaboration of the RDPs, that fed the CSFs discussed with the EC (Bache & Jones, 2000). In the first 

two programming periods, regional entities were mostly involved in the administration of the funds, 

managing around 33.8 percent of the ERDF funding in both the 1989-93 and 1994-99 funding periods 

(Bache & Jones, 2000). However, the participation of regions in the negotiation of CSFs with the EC 

was restricted, with the regions generally being excluded from the final decision-making (Jones, 

1998, as quoted in Bache & Jones, 2000). Therefore, “during the first years of EC membership, 

regional participation in the structural funds was limited in Spain, and central administration retained 

full control of the funding process” (Bache & Jones, 2000: 8).  

Institutions were adapted and created in response to normative pressures and external incentives. 

Since 1989, the Dirección General de Fondos Comunitarios y Financiación Territorial acted as 
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Planning Directorate and was responsible for the coordination of the CSFs and the OPs. It was 

composed of seven sub-Directorates, among them, the Subdirección General de Gestión del Fondo 

Europeo de Desarrollo Regional, which was designed to be a payment authority for OPs (Casula, 

2020). The Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs was responsible for the ESF, and the Ministry of 

Agriculture, Fisheries and Food for the EAGGF and the FIFG. Also, the Directorate for Structural 

Fund Management was created as an intermediate organism between the Planning Directorate and 

the Managing Units. In addition, several regional OPs were directly managed by Regional 

Development Agencies (RDAs), which were considered as Intermediary Bodies (IBs) (Casula, 2020).  

In the next programming periods, new institutions were created, and vertical integration between the 

different governance levels was improved. The reform of 1999 required the presence of a 

Management Authority (MA) for the management of the structural funds. Spain created a unique MA 

for each fund that had to coordinate the management of all the national and sub-national OPs. This 

was the result of a negotiation with the regions that aimed to manage the funds. However, negotiations 

established that “the managing authority was not the region, but still a central authority in Madrid, 

with the regions having joint responsibility” (Casula, 2020: 211). In the third plan, vertical partnership 

improved with the creation of a single CSF that was almost fully regionalized (Morata 2004, as quoted 

in Casula, 2020). In addition, the Spanish governance system did not change in the third and fourth 

programming periods. It remained composed of three actors: the MA, the IBs and the Final 

Beneficiaries. The IBs included the ACs, the RDAs and the Local Authorities (Casula, 2020). 

In sum, there has been a clear Europeanization of the Spanish polity in the last decades, but central 

government has maintained autonomy concerning key decisions on the allocation of the funds. 

Spanish polity was Europeanized through a top-down process with new patterns of governance, the 

adaptation of former institutions and the creation of new ones. However, the development of 

institutional capacities, such as the creation of regional agencies, should be distinguished from the 

institutional capability, i.e. the ability of institutions to carry out the functions assigned to them 

(Graziano & Vink, 2006). Indeed, while Spain embraced multi-level governance in regional policy, 

with the involvement of local, regional, national and European actors to secure the maximum amount 

of EU funding, the central government remained an essential mediator between the EU and the 

regions in the allocation of structural funds.  

Europeanization of the Spanish Regional Policy  

The Europeanization of Spanish regional policy started with the harmonization of the ICF with the 

ERDF. At the beginning, ICF was used for both providing additional resources of similar quantities 
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to all ACs and reducing regional disparities (Correa & López, 2002). With the reform of 1988, the 

need to coordinate the national policy with European policy was identified (Borras et al., 1998). 

Mimetism acted as a main mechanism, and through a top-down process of Europeanization the ICF 

stopped providing additional similar resources to all ACs and only focused on its compensatory 

character. From 1990, the only ACs eligible for the ICF were those that had a GDP per capita lower 

than 75 percent of the EEC mean, such as regions classifying as Objective 1 in EU regional policy 

(Correa & López, 2002).  

We argue that the process of Europeanization also had an impact on the allocation of the funds. To 

test this hypothesis, with data from the Ministerio de Hacienda y Función Pública, we constructed a 

dataset that regroups all the payments made to the different Consejerías in each AC with the ICF, 

from 2008 to 2020. The dataset is disaggregated by Consejerías (regional ministries of ACs), which 

is a good proxy for knowing in which area the funds have been spent. However, ACs changed the 

Consejerías involved in regional funding expenditure across years, making it difficult to follow how 

expenditure evolved. Therefore, we regrouped all the payments made into four broad categories: 

Economy, Firms and Innovation; Environment and Infrastructure; Social Policy and Other. The ICF 

is administered yearly, hence, to compare it with the European Structural Funds, we regrouped it by 

programming period (2008-13 and 2014-20), and we calculated the mean percentage of expenditure 

in each field in both programming periods. In this way, we aim to assess whether there is a good fit 

between the allocation priorities of national and European structural policy.  

The main input in the Europeanization of the ICF was the additionality principle. This principle 

established that contributions from the European Structural Funds must not replace public or 

equivalent structural expenditure by MS in the regions concerned by European funding. The 

Partnership Agreement set out ex-ante the level of expenditure that MS had to maintain during the 

programming period, and the EC verified the compliance with the principle at the mid-term and at 

the end of the programming period. In the first plan, the co-funding of the national government 

amounted to 50 percent for the areas with a GNI above 90 percent of the EEC average and around 25 

percent for the rest (Casula, 2020).8  

Three main mechanisms contributed to the transformation of the ICF, through a top-down process of 

Europeanization. Normative pressures and external incentives were the main drivers in the 

Europeanization of the ICF. MS aimed to maximize the amount of funds received from the EU. To 

 
8 Over the programming periods, the technical characteristics changed. For a complete evolution of the changes, see 

Casula (2020: 68-69).  
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do so, they had to present matching funds with their national policy. As Bache and Jordan (2006) 

have put it: “Member states cannot access European funding unless they provide matching funds from 

domestic sources” (Bache & Jordan, 2006: 250). MS were free to decide from where to take these 

funds, but an obvious strategy was to “couple” ERDF with the domestic regional funds (Bache & 

Jordan, 2006). In addition to the external incentives and normative pressures, policy learning also 

explained part of the Europeanization of the ICF. After a process of collaboration between the MS 

and the EU, the former ones might internalize EU norms and values, identifying themselves with its 

priorities. As a consequence, areas like environmental or social policy were potentially internalized 

at the domestic level by MS, and had an impact on the allocation of the funds.      

Indeed, in the last two programming periods, the allocation of the ICF’s expenditure matched the EU 

priorities in the majority of ACs. Environment and Infrastructure represented the largest share of 

expenditure of the ICF both from 2008 to 2013, as well as from 2014 to 2020 (Figure 4). Social policy 

also played a relevant role in many ACs, while presenting a lower share than the Environment and 

Infrastructure expenditure. The more developed regions that still benefitted from the ICF (Principado 

de Asturias, Cantabria, Comunidad Valenciana and Galicia), presented the highest shares of 

expenditure in the Environment and Infrastructure area. On the other hand, the less developed regions 

(Andalucía and Extremadura), devoted a rising share of their expenditure to the Economy, Firms and 

Innovation area, mostly related to economic growth expenditure. This probably reflects the fact that 

they still have to catch up with the other regions. In addition, Ceuta, also one of the less developed 

regions, did not allocate any expenditure to the Environment and Infrastructure area in the last 

programming period.  
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In sum, Spanish regional policy has been Europeanized in two ways. First, by being harmonized with 

the ERDF, and second, by directing its funding to similar priorities of the European Structural Funds. 

A top-down process of Europeanization took place, first through mimetism adopting the structure of 

the ERDF, and second, through external incentives, normative pressures and policy learning 

mechanisms, allocating national funding to areas that were relevant to the EU policy making.  

A Bottom-up Process of Europeanization in the Spanish Polity  

Spanish polity was also Europeanized through a bottom-up process. Regions saw the European arena 

as an opportunity for improving their funding, through the establishment of regional offices in 

Brussels. The main input was the “interest to influence EU policy with the prospect of accessing or 

defending funding opportunities” (Kölling, 2015: 24). As Featherstone and Radaelli (2003) have put 

it: “these groups quickly realized that, if they could influence and shape the agenda rather than 

reacting to it or simply seeking early warning of new developments, then the opportunity arose for 

them to shape policy so that it suited their ends rather than those of others.” (Featherstone & Radaelli, 

2003: 124).  

External incentives were the main mechanism for the bottom-up process of Europeanization. 

Regional governments believed that the cost of implementing offices at the European level was lower 

than the benefit from defending or accessing new funding opportunities. Through a bottom-up process 

of Europeanization, the European arena saw the emergence and development of distinct structures of 

governance. Hence, regions set up offices in Brussels that had full time representatives acting as a 

“listening post” for regional governments, and carried out lobbying activities (Featherstone & 

Radaelli, 2003).  

Consequently, the number of offices from regional governments increased during the nineties. In 

1985, only 6 regions had offices in the capital, while by 2000 this number increased to over 160, 

“covering all subnational systems within the EU” (John, 2001, as quoted in Featherstone & Radaelli, 

2003: 124). The United Kingdom had the largest number of offices (26), followed by Germany (21), 

and Spain (19) (Featherstone & Radaelli, 2003). In the Spanish case, the “window of opportunity” 

offered by the European Structural Funds was employed by all the ACs, not only those with a strong 

regional identity (Morata & Popartan, 2008, as quoted in Kölling, 2015). In addition, in 1994 the 

European Committee of the Regions was set up to involve to a greater extent local and regional 

governments in EU policy making. 
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Europeanization of Autonomous Communities and Countries at the Macro Level   

Comparative Case: Autonomous Communities 

We aim to measure the Europeanization of the ACs at the macro level. Our motivation here is not to 

analyze the effectiveness of the European Structural Funds since it is difficult to isolate the impact of 

the structural funds from other variables (globalization or technological change). Rather, our aim is 

to analyze the extent to which the Spanish ACs have been Europeanized looking at aggregate data.  

One way to measure this is by employing the economic output per capita of the regions on a certain 

moment in time, relative to the EU mean in the same moment, at different years. To do so, using data 

from INE and Eurostat, we calculate at three different moments the GDP per capita in current prices 

relative to the EU mean (1995, 2004 and 2019).9 In 1995 and 2004, the EU average is computed with 

EU-15 countries, while in 2019 it is calculated with EU-28 countries. 

 

Some ACs have been more Europeanized than others at the macro level. In this case we look at the 

evolution of ACs relative to the EU mean GDP per capita. As Figure 5 indicates, the majority of ACs 

were closer to the EU mean in 2019 than in 1995. However, the development of ACs is rather 

different. In this way, the ACs that showed the highest levels of development in 1995 (Comunidad 

de Madrid, País Vasco, Comunidad Foral de Navarra, Cataluña and Islas Baleares), were close or 

above the EU mean in 2019, except for the Islas Baleares. On the other hand, the ACs that had the 

 
9 We use current prices because data is available from 1995 to 2019. However, the eligibility criteria of regions for EU 

structural funding is done according to GDP per capita in Purchasing Power Standards (PPS), which eliminates differences 

in price levels between countries. For the Spanish case, GDP per capita in PPS is higher than in current prices. Hence, 

percentages in current prices for Spain, here, are slightly lower than in PPS. 
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lowest levels of development in 1995 (Andalucía and Extremadura), were the regions further away 

from the EU average in 2019, together with Melilla. In between, some regions did quickly caught up 

(Aragón, La Rioja and Galicia), evolving from 64, 69 and 49 percent in 1995, to 89, 88 and 74 of the 

EU mean in 2019, respectively. Others stagnated in their levels of development relative to the EU 

(Ceuta and Canarias). 

However, part of the Europeanization of ACs according to macro level data has been explained by 

the so-called “statistical effect”. In 2004, ten new countries with lower levels of economic 

development accessed the EU (Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, 

Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia). Thus, the EU mean GDP per capita decreased, and consequently, 

Spanish ACs converged to the EU average. Indeed, if we compute the EU GDP per capita in 2019 

taking only EU-15 countries into account, we find lower levels of Europeanization at the macro level 

for all the ACs (Figure 6). 

 

After computing the distance of the ACs to the EU mean always using EU-15 countries, we see that 

in 2019, no AC had a GDP per capita higher than the EU average. From 1995 to 2004, there was a 

clear process of Europeanization of the Spanish ACs, with all of them closing the gap with the EU 

average at different rates (as already seen in Figure 5). However, from 2004 to 2019, few ACs closed 

the gap to the EU average (Comunidad de Madrid, País Vasco, Aragón or Galicia), and the majority 

of the ACs were further away from the EU mean in 2019 than in 2004 (11 ACs out of 19). 

Beyond the “statistical effect”, a number of factors can explain the difference in the macro 

performance of ACs. Referring to the recent literature, Fratesi and Wishlade (2017) state that the 

factors that explain “when, where and how” cohesion policy is effective are related to the quality of 

government, the absorptive capacity of regions (measured by the presence of human capital and good 
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institutions), and the presence of territorial capital in the regions. However, the effectiveness of 

cohesion policy does not explain the whole variation across ACs, as there are also differences in other 

micro and meso factors between ACs. Nevertheless, the factors stated by Fratesi and Wishlade (2017), 

are likely also the relevant ones for explaining the differences at the macro level. Indeed, the 

economics literature has consistently found a positive correlation between good governance, human 

capital, private capital and economic growth. Along these meso factors, other micro ones can be 

relevant, such as entrepreneurial spirit, and other patterns of behavior. 

Overall, there has been a bottom-up and top-down process of Europeanization at the macro level, 

with some ACs being more Europeanized than others. The most developed ACs reached and 

surpassed the average EU GDP per capita in 2019, but the majority were still far away from the EU 

mean. The relative position of those that were better-off and worse-off in 1995 and 2019 has not 

changed, while in between some ACs have caught up at different rates. Furthermore, when only 

focusing on EU-15 countries, no AC had a GDP per capita higher than the EU average in 2019. 

Comparative Case: Spain, Ireland, Italy and Greece  

Following the former methodology, using data from Eurostat, we also measure the Europeanization 

at the macro level of a number of MS. From 1995 to 2019, the Europeanization at the macro level of 

Ireland, Italy, Spain and Greece did not follow a similar path. Ireland grew at high rates in the last 

decades, evolving from being below the EU GDP per capita mean in 1995 (77 percent), to more than 

twice the mean in 2019 (225 percent) (Figure 7). In 1995, it had a GDP per capita relative to the EU 

mean lower than the Italian one (77 percent vs 83 percent), while more than twenty years later, it was 

far away from it (225 percent vs 93 percent). In 2004, Italy was closer to the EU average than in 1995, 

but it grew poorly relative to the EU mean from 2004 to 2019. Spain closed the gap to the EU mean 

in 2004 and 2019 (74 percent and 82 percent, respectively). Finally, Greece contracted during these 

years, being closer to the EU mean in 2004 than in 2019 (65 percent vs 53 percent, respectively). 
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The plotted figure is in current prices, which is great for assessing the evolution from 1995 to 2019 

by country, but not very meaningful for cross-country comparisons because of the differences in price 

levels across countries. To face this issue, we use GDP per capita in PPS since it eliminates 

differences in price levels between countries, thus allowing for more appropriate comparisons. 10 

Starting from 2009, we can plot the cross-country comparison of the GDP per capita relative to the 

EU mean by country, to have a better sense of the Europeanization at the macro level between Spain, 

Italy, Greece and Ireland. 

 

 
10 GDP per capita in PPS eliminates differences in price levels between countries. Hence, for Spain, Italy and Greece 

GDP per capita in PPS is higher than GDP per capita in current prices, while for Ireland it is lower. 
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From 2009 to 2020, three groups of countries emerge. First, Ireland, which grew at high rates, 

evolving from a GDP per capita relative to the EU mean of 130 percent in 2009, to 211 percent in 

2020 (Figure 8). Second, Spain and Italy, that followed a similar negative trend, decreasing from 101 

and 108 percent in 2009, to 86 and 94 percent in 2020, respectively. Finally, Greece that lost more 

than thirty percentage points of GDP per capita relative to the EU mean, decreased from 95 percent 

to 64 percent. 

The relative performance of Spain, Ireland, Greece and Italy at the macro level depended also on a 

number of factors. These factors were likely similar to those previously mentioned such as good 

governance, human capital, private capital and entrepreneurial spirit, among others, which correlate 

positively with economic growth. In addition, the absorptive capacity of countries was key for making 

out the most from the structural funds. According to the Commission’s annual reports, Ireland 

consistently reported the highest absorptive capacity from the four original Cohesion countries (i.e. 

Greece, Spain, Portugal and Ireland) (Sepos, 2008).  

In sum, some of the traditional Cohesion Countries have reached the EU GDP per capita mean, while 

others not. Through top-down and bottom-up processes, Ireland has been the most efficient Cohesion 

MS in using EU cohesion policies. Italy and Spain were both closer to the EU mean in 2019 than in 

1995, but in the last years this process has started to slow down in both MS. Finally, Greece was 

closer to the EU mean in 2004 than in 2019, hence, clearly representing a reverse process of what EU 

regional policies are supposed to be.   

Conclusion and Discussion   

In this paper, we first discussed the concept, mechanisms and measurement of the Europeanization 

of regional policies. Later, we elaborated the development of these policies in Spain and the EU and 

assessed the allocation of structural regional expenditure in Spain from 1989 to 2020. The results 

indicated that the majority of funding was concentrated in few ACs, as expected by the concentration 

principle and the harmonization between the ICF and the ERDF. We also concluded that the European 

Structural Funds increased up to the third programming period, and that the ICF followed the same 

trend, decreasing from 2009/2010. In addition, ERDF was the most widely used European Structural 

Fund in the different programming periods, with the others acquiring more relevance in the last plans. 

We have also demonstrated the extent to which Spanish regions have been Europeanized. First, we 

showed that regional polities were Europeanized through top-down processes, responding to 

normative pressures and external incentives. Spain adopted new governance patterns with greater 
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involvement of the regions, adapted former institutions and created new ones for the management, 

programming, implementation and evaluation of European Structural Funds. Second, we showed that 

regional policies were also Europeanized through top-down processes. For example, Spain 

harmonized the ICF with the ERDF through mimetism and it also directed its funding to similar 

priorities of the European Structural Funds in the majority of ACs via external incentives, normative 

pressures and policy learning. The paper has also showed that bottom-up processes have been relevant 

in order to be able to capture funds from the EU and to adapt to the funding via external incentives 

provided by the EC.  

Furthermore, our analysis has demonstrated how some ACs have developed and used cohesion funds 

better than others. Indeed, in 2019 the most developed ACs reached and surpassed the average EU 

GDP per capita, while the majority of ACs were still far away from the EU mean. When only focusing 

on EU-15 countries, no AC had a GDP per capita higher than the EU average. In a comparative 

exercise between countries, we also showed that in the last decades, Ireland is the MS who has been 

using EU cohesion funds in a more efficient way, while the opposite occurred in Greece. Spain and 

Italy were closer to the EU mean in 2019 than in 1995, but in the last decade they both started to slow 

down their efficiency in these policies. We included factors such as good governance, human capital, 

private capital, absorptive capacity and entrepreneurial spirit in order to explain the difference in the 

macro performance of ACs and countries. 

From a policy perspective, the allocation of regional funding, i.e. inputs for the ACs and countries, 

and the output at the macro level, have policy implications. In the Spanish case, some ACs received 

more funding than others, and still performed worse at the macro level. For example, Andalucía and 

Galicia, both received the most funding from the European Structural Funds from 1989 to 2020 (€35 

and €15 billion respectively), and also from the ICF from 1990 to 2020 (€9 and €4 billion 

respectively). However, these two ACs showed a clear different macro performance. In 1995, 

Andalucía and Galicia had a GDP per capita relative to the EU mean at current prices equivalent to 

45 and 49 percent (+4 percent), while in 2019 it was equivalent to 61 and 74 percent respectively 

(+13 percent), meaning that Galicia clearly had a better convergence. Thus, while EU regional 

policies have been a channel for further development, the level of efficiency shows important gaps 

between Spanish regions.  

For efficient policy making, it is key to understand which inputs have driven this difference. This 

difference might result from different fund management but also from other micro and meso factors 

such as good governance, human capital, private capital, entrepreneurial spirit and other observable, 
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and non-observable, characteristics of ACs. Further research is needed in order to explain the 

circumstances under which regional policies are more effective both between and within MS.  
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