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Abstract: Differentiated integration is often considered ‘integration gone wrong’ and 
not a normal and permanent feature of the ever larger and more heterogeneous European 
Union. With the growing impact of the widening, deepening and politicization dynamics, 
the Union has been conceptualized as a ‘system of differentiated integration’. At the same 
time, concerns over ‘disintegration’ are mounting. In this light it seems crucial to refl ect 
on the relationship between differentiation and disintegration: does the former lead to the 
latter? Should we prevent further differentiation, or promote it as means of making the EU 
more successful? On one hand, European integration theories provide few adequate answers 
on the mechanisms and conditions for disintegration. On the other hand, analysis of other 
regional organizations puts the European dilemma into perspective, and it seems that the 
existence of various forms of differentiation does not prevent successful cooperation. 
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Introduction

Differentiated integration is often considered ‘integration gone wrong’ 
and not a normal and permanent feature of the ever bigger and more 
heterogeneous European Union. With the growing impact of the widening, 
deepening and politicization processes, the Union has been conceptualized 
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as a ‘system of differentiated integration’. At the same time, concerns over 
disintegration are mounting, especially during the times of crisis. Hence 
it seems important to refl ect on the relationship between differentiation 
and disintegration, and more precisely whether differentiation leads, 
perhaps inevitably, to disintegration. A related question, of a normative 
nature, is whether further differentiation should be prevented or whether 
it should be promoted as means to deal with growing heterogeneity (in 
terms of growing membership and the growing diversity of preferences 
with respect to the objectives and methods of European integration) and 
the politicization of the European Union. The answer to this question 
also depends on how disintegration is conceptualized. On one hand, 
disintegration could be viewed as an ultimate collapse of the European 
integration project, the dissolution of the Union and the return to an era 
of tensions and confl icts between the European nation-states. On the other 
hand, disintegration could be perceived as a non-linear and incremental 
process of adaptation and a way of taking into account the preferences 
of member states and external developments, where partial ‘exits’ are 
possible, but do not exclude further integration within some policy areas 
among various Member States.

In order to make sense of these questions and dilemmas, this article 
proceeds in the following manner. Firstly, an attempt is made to defi ne 
what differentiated integration is and what the mechanisms are which 
drive differentiation in the European Union. Secondly, a brief review of 
traditional theoretical approaches to European integration is presented in 
order to search for answers concerning the mechanisms and conditions 
for disintegration. Finally, an examination of comparative regionalism is 
carried out to put the European dilemma into perspective. Analysis of 
other regional groupings demonstrates that the long-term co-existence of 
various forms of differentiation does not prevent successful cooperation 
between states. 

1. Differentiated integration

1.1.  What is differentiated integration?

In legal terms, differentiated integration means divergence in terms 
of the validity of the formal rules (the EU’s acquis communautaire) across 
the EU Member States or any other regional organization. Differentiation 
can vary with respect to time (temporary/short-term/long-term/or 
permanent differentiation); territory (number of member states involved) 
and content (entire policies or only selected legal acts). In political 
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terms it means moving away from the principle of uniform patterns of 
integration binding on all states within a single political entity. The aim 
of differentiated integration is to deal with the heterogeneity of states’ 
preferences and abilities, as well as to avoid political impasse.

In the European Union, the legal elements of differentiated integration 
were present already in the Treaty of Rome. In turn, the political idea has 
its origins in the report on the future of European integration presented 
by Belgian Prime Minister Leo Tindemans in 1975 (the report referred to 
common goals achieved at different speeds, i.e. the idea of a two(multi)-
speed Europe). The general concept of differentiation was included into 
primary law in the Single European Act of 1986 (currently Article 27 
of the TFEU). Meanwhile, the fi rst academic discussions on the new 
forms of integration took place at the end of the 1970s and were a direct 
consequence of the accession of the United Kingdom to the European 
Communities. It was precisely at that time that Lord Ralf Dahrendorf 
came up with the notion of ‘Europe a la carte’, which meant that common 
policies should be created only where real common interests existed and 
that they should not entail additional constraints for those members who 
could not or did not wish to join.1 

The debate has continued ever since and became focused both on 
normative aspects (whether the integration process should become 
more differentiated) and on fi nding the appropriate descriptions of the 
developments underway (why, and to what extent, is the integration 
process differentiated in reality). Indeed, neofunctionalist theorising has 
a normative problem with differentiated integration, which it considers 
as ‘integration gone wrong’.2 However, differentiated integration can be 
also viewed as a positive and benefi cial phenomenon. It helps to manage 
externalities between Member States and solves important problems, 
notably the problem of growing heterogeneity and concerns over 
sovereignty.3 

In the mid-1980s Helen Wallace and Adam Ridley defi ned a number 
of types of differentiated integration, such as directoire, two-speed Europe, 
Europe a la carte, variable geometry, concentric circles, exclusion of the 

1  For more, see A.K. Cianciara, Differentiated Integration and the Future of Europe. De-
bate in Poland, “Yearbook of Polish European Studies”, No. 17/2014, pp. 167–189. 

2  R. Dahrendorf, A third Europe?, Paper presented at the third Jean Monnet Lecture, 
European University Institute, Florence, 26 November 1979, http://aei.pitt.edu/11346/ 
(last visited 8.04.2015). 

3  A. Warleigh-Lack, Differentiated integration in the European Union: towards a compara-
tive regionalism perspective, “Journal of European Public Policy”, Vol. 22(6)/2015, p. 872.
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uncooperative, and development of a ‘core’ Community.4 By the mid-1990s 
Alexander Stubb was already able to identify thirty forms of differentiated 
integration, while classifying them along three dimensions; time, space 
and policy content.5 

In reality, the post-Maastricht European Union has been far from 
a uniform political system or a quasi (federal) state. For years many 
authors have looked for alternative conceptualizations of the EU while 
accounting for plurality and differentiation. Philippe Schmitter argued 
that the Union was about the ‘plurality of different polities at different 
levels of aggregation’.6 Sergio Fabbrini indicated that there were several 
different ‘unions’, both in the heads of political actors and in the reality 
of the different authority structures and decision-making rules that 
were used to produce policy outcomes in different policy areas. Viewed 
in this light, the European Union consists of an economic union, an 
intergovernmental union, a monetary union and a parliamentary union.7 

Finally, the European Union has been conceptualized as a ‘system 
of differentiated integration’.8 This implies that differentiation is not 
a temporary, accidental, or non-systemic feature of the integration process 
in Europe. On the contrary, differentiation seems to be an inherent 
and enduring feature of the European Union, currently consisting of 
28 heterogeneous Member States which are highly divergent, both in 
terms of socio-economic development as well as political preferences. The 
differentiation process has been signifi cantly accelerated by the economic 
crisis, which resulted in a euro zone crisis. It is now much harder to 
assume that differentiated integration is simply sideline ‘noise’ around 
the underlying and dominant trajectory towards more uniform forms of 
integration (for example, a federal state).9

4  See R. Adler-Nissen, Opting out of an ever closer union: the integration doxa and the 
management of sovereignty, “West European Politics”, Vol. 34(5)/2011, pp. 1092–113; 
R. Adler-Nissen, Opting Out of the European Union: Diplomacy, Sovereignty and European 
Integration, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2014.

5  H. Wallace and A. Ridley, Europe: the Challenge of Diversity, Chatham House Papers, 
Routledge, London 1985.

6  A. Stubb, A categorization of differentiated integration, “Journal of Common Market 
Studies”, Vol. 34(2)/1996, pp. 283–295.

7  P. Schmitter, How to Democratize the European Union and Why Bother? Rowman and 
Littlefi eld Publishers, Lanham 2000, p. 21. 

8  S. Fabbrini, Which European Union? The European Union after the Crisis, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge 2015. 

9  D. Leuffen, B. Rittberger and F. Schimmelfennig, Differentiated Integration: Explaining 
Variation in the European Union, Palgrave Macmillan, Houndmills Basingstoke 2013. 
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1.2.  Mechanisms driving differentiation 

In order to refl ect on whether differentiation leads (inevitably) to 
disintegration, we need to fi rst understand where differentiation in the 
European Union comes from, and what are its drivers and mechanisms. 
Drawing on a recent work by Schimmelfennig, Winzen, Leuffen and 
Rittberger,10 I suggest that we should link differentiation with the 
widening, deepening and politicization of the integration process. Firstly, 
differentiation resulting from the process of widening (enlargement) 
can be based on an exemption or a discriminatory differentiation, and 
is driven by concerns of effectiveness and cost distribution. Secondly, 
differentiation resulting from deepening is driven by concerns over 
sovereignty and identity. Thirdly, differentiation is driven by the tensions 
resulting from interdependence and politicization. 

Until the beginning of the 1990s the European Communities developed 
in a relatively uniform way. Subsequent waves of enlargement included 
opt-outs and transitional periods, but these were temporary and lasted 
no longer than a couple of years. The differentiation resulting from 
enlargement has typically taken two forms: a temporary exemption or 
discriminatory differentiation. An exemption meant postponing the 
entry into force of the EU rules and standards that would be too costly to 
implement at the moment of accession, taking into consideration the level 
of development of the new Member State (i.e. environmental standards). 
On the other hand, discriminatory differentiation temporarily deprived 
the new Member States of certain rights and benefi ts resulting from 
membership, as their implementation was deemed too costly for the EU 
(i.e. agricultural subsidies, access to the labour market).11 It was calculated 
that the consecutive rounds of enlargement in the years 1973–2007 were 
responsible for a total of 267 cases of legal differentiation (112 in primary 
law and 155 in secondary law), and that the differentiation was usually 
short-term (an average of 4.5 years). It is worth mentioning that the 
1973 enlargement (Great Britain, Ireland and Denmark) brought mostly 

10  B. Leruth and C. Lord, Differentiated integration in the European Union: a concept, 
a process, a system or a theory?, “Journal of European Public Policy”, Vol. 22(6)/2015, p. 756.

11  D. Leuffen, B. Rittberger and F. Schimmelfennig, op.cit.; F. Schimmelfennig, EU 
Enlargement and Differentiation: Discrimination or Equal Treatment?, “Journal of European 
Public Policy”, Vol. 21(5)/2014; F. Schimmelfennig and T. Winzen, Instrumental and Con-
stitutional Differentiation in the European Union, “Journal of Common Market Studies”, Vol. 
52(2)/2014; F. Schimmelfennig, D. Leuffen, B. Rittberger, The European Union as a system 
of differentiated integration: interdependence, politicization and differentiation, “Journal of Eu-
ropean Public Policy”, Vol. 22(6)/2015.
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differentiation based on exemptions, whereas the eastern enlargements 
(2004 and 2007) – mostly discriminatory differentiation.12 

Meanwhile, with the creation of the Schengen area and of the Economic 
and Monetary Union, differentiation became permanent as it not only 
resulted from the widening, but also from the deepening of the integration 
process. Whereas differentiation linked to enlargement (widening) is 
explained by issues of effectiveness and cost distribution, differentiation 
linked to deepening results from concerns about national sovereignty and 
identity, where some Member States oppose the further supranational 
centralization of political decisions in the EU.13 An unwillingness towards 
deeper integration, especially on the part of some richer European states, 
resulted in the specifi c status of countries such as Great Britain, Denmark 
or Sweden in the EU, and in the creation of the European Economic Area 
for countries such as Norway, interested in having a stake in the single 
market but reluctant to engage in the political integration entailed by full 
membership. On the other side of the spectrum, the lack of EU readiness 
to absorb poor, unconsolidated democracies led to the establishment of 
the European Neighbourhood Policy. The ENP partner countries adopt 
only a part of the EU rules, depending on their political will and readiness 
to pursue further economic integration. As a consequence of the above-
mentioned processes, the European Union – given the varying statuses of 
its members and associated countries – is gradually becoming a system of 
differentiated integration rather than a federation or quasi-state. 

Finally, differentiation results from tensions between economic 
interdependence and politicization. Whereas interdependence is a driver 
of integration, politicization acts as an obstacle.14 Their interrelation 
creates instances of differentiation, both horizontal (in terms of policy 
areas) and vertical (in terms of policy methods: from loose coordination to 
the community method). It is argued that vertical differentiation mainly 
results from variations in interdependence: the more interdependent 
member states are within a given policy area, the more likely they are 
to choose the community method; the less they are interdependent, 
the more probable it is that they will opt for loose coordination. On 
the other hand, horizontal differentiation is driven by politicization. If 
both the interdependence and politicization of a given policy area are 
high – the probability of differentiation (opting-out) increases. This is 
the case with respect to both the euro zone and the EU migration policy, 

12  F. Schimmelfennig, op.cit., p. 682.
13  Ibidem, p. 693. 
14  F. Schimmelfennig and T. Winzen, op.cit., p. 355. 
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where interdependence is obviously very high but the issues are highly 
politicized in the Member States, with strong differences among them. 
Uniformity is much more probable in cases of high interdependence 
and low politicization. As politicization during the crisis grows, more 
differentiation can be expected. 

Some authors, however, point out that research on differentiated 
integration only explains why some EU Member States do not join 
all areas or stages of integration. What it does not explain is why and 
under what conditions the EU can become less integrated.15 In other 
words, a differentiated integration approach explains the progress 
of integration, but not its regress. However a different perspective is 
possible. If differentiation can be an outcome of deeper integration, 
it can also be an outcome of disintegration. Seen this way, integration 
should not be understood as a linear process leading up to a uniform 
supranational quasi-state, and disintegration should not be seen as a linear 
process leading to the total disappearance of supranational institutions 
and reinstatement of sovereign nation-states. I would argue that although 
differentiated integration should not be considered as equal to or leading to 
disintegration, growing differentiation will be the result of disintegration 
processes. However, at the same time disintegration does not exclude further 
integration and consolidation processes, for instance within the euro zone. 
It is argued herein that in the near future the European Union may combine 
accelerated integration for some Member States with disintegration for 
others, which will result in greater differentiation in terms of commitments 
to policies and institutions for all the Member States. 

2. Theories of European integration: mechanisms 
of disintegration 

It is often claimed that the European Union has proven to be a highly 
crisis-resistant organization. In fact, it has survived the collapse of the 
European Defense Community, the so called ‘empty chair’ crisis, and 
the defeat of several different treaties in referenda in Denmark, the 
Netherlands, France and Ireland. As a result, some differentiation was 
introduced, but disintegration has not materialized. On the contrary, 
integration has progressed on various levels. However, it is argued here 
that the euro zone crisis (and now the migrant crisis) are of a different 
nature than the previous ones. The previous crises were endogenous and 
concerned institutional and political aspects of European integration. 

15  F. Schimmelfennig, D. Leuffen and B. Rittberger, op.cit., p. 765.
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Thus institutional and political solutions could be negotiated relatively 
easily among the European leaders. The reasons for the current crisis are 
largely exogenous (the fi nancial crisis in the US and migrant pressure 
from the Middle East and Africa) and require prompt concerted action, 
but at the same time they touch upon core socio-economic concerns of EU 
citizens.. Any solution to either crisis not only requires procedural and 
institutional arrangements, but also the consent of the Member States’ 
populations. This is a fundamental challenge, as the preferences and stakes 
are distributed unevenly among the Member States and politicization is 
on the rise. Consequently, more differentiated integration, but also further 
disintegration, both become possible. 

If this is the case, it becomes imperative for the academic community 
to, when refl ecting on the future of the European Union, also refl ect on 
the modalities (conditions) and likelihood of disintegration. Therefore, 
it seems important to review existing theories of European integration 
in order to explore possible pathways and mechanisms of disintegration. 
The following paragraphs briefl y outline the ideas and mechanisms 
of disintegration as they are – often implicitly – contained in the 
theories of structural realism, intergovernmentalism, institutionalism, 
neofunctionalism, and federalism. 

Firstly, (offensive) structural realism assumed that without an imminent 
geopolitical and/or military threat, European states would begin to 
look at each other with greater fear and suspicion, which would entail 
disintegration on the continent. The failure of this scenario after the end of 
the Cold War was explained by the continuous US engagement in Europe 
(including maintaining its military presence).16 The current growing 
distrust among European powers, which can be clearly observed, does not 
result from hard security issues – at least when it comes to the economic 
crisis.17 On the other hand, it could be argued that crises in the Balkans and 
the Gulf, as well as Arab revolutions and Russian aggression in Ukraine, 
have demonstrated the need for European powers to come together to deal 
with instability in the neighbourhood. The main problem – as indicated 
by neoclassical realist critique of structural realism – is that domestic 
power relationships and specifi c threat perceptions can incentivize short-
medium term preoccupation with domestic political interests rather than 
‘systemic imperatives’,18 thus discouraging integration and convergence. 

16  H. Vollaard, Explaining European Disintegration, “Journal of Common Market Stud-
ies”, Vol. 52(5)/2014, pp. 1–18. 

17  J.J. Mearsheimer, Why is Europe peaceful today? “European Political Science”, Vol. 
9(3)/2010, pp. 387–397.

18  D. Webber, How likely is it that the European Union will disintegrate? A critical analysis 
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Secondly, the intergovernmentalist approach assumes, drawing on realist 
tradition in international relations, that nation-states, i.e. key European 
actors, would more easily cooperate in areas of ‘low’ politics (trade and 
economy) than ‘high’ politics (security and foreign affairs). Depending on 
the author, the convergence of preferences of the biggest Member States 
(Germany, France, United Kingdom) relies on systemic (Hoffmann) or 
domestic (Moravcsik) factors.19 The degree of convergence serves as a key 
determinant of the future of European integration. However, the trends in 
the trilateral relationship of the ‘big three’ over the last two decades seem 
rather worrying for the EU’s future.20 British euroscepticism has led to 
more and more differentiation by means of opt-outs, and now the ‘Brexit’ 
looms on the horizon. Franco-German cooperation is also increasingly 
strained, as the economic crisis has revealed important divergences 
between them with regard to economic management and has further 
empowered Germany at the cost of France. The intergovernmentalist 
approach would seem to suggest that if a fundamental breakdown of this 
tandem should occur, European disintegration is to be expected. 

Thirdly, the theory of institutionalism stipulates that international 
institutions and organizations can achieve high levels of durability as 
long as they are based on hegemonic dominance or common interests. 
These two factors facilitate compliance and reduce collective action 
problems, uncertainty, and transaction costs.21 The argument of 
hegemonic dominance would imply that disintegration is possible when 
the hegemonic state is no longer interested in the integration process and 
does not draw suffi cient benefi ts from keeping the organization together. 
The other problem would be whether, in an ever more heterogeneous EU, 
there are suffi ciently pervasive common interests that link the Member 
States. Unfortunately, the literature does not specify how the evolution of 
the congruence of the common interests in the EU could be determined. 
There is also no suffi cient explanation how opposing pressures – towards 
more economic independence and/or towards more socio-economic 

of competing theoretical perspectives, “European Journal of International Relations”, Vol. 
20(2)/2014, p. 344.

19  T. Dyson, Neoclassical Realism and Defense Reform in Post-Cold War Europe, Palgrave 
Macmillan, Houndmills Basingstoke 2010, pp. 231–232. 

20  Cf. Hoffmann, Obstinate or obsolete? The fate of the nation-state [1966] in: Debates 
on European Integration: A Reader, M. Eilstrup-Sangiovanni (ed.), Palgrave Macmillan, 
Houndmills Basingstoke 2006, pp. 134–159; A. Moravcsik, Negotiating the Single European 
Act: National interests and conventional statecraft in the European Community, “International 
Organization”, Vol. 45(1)/1991, pp. 19–56.

21  D. Webber, op.cit., p. 345.
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heterogeneity – could be weighed against each other when providing an 
explanation for either further integration or disintegration. In addition, 
the absence or scarcity of common interests does not necessarily eliminate 
common institutions, although it could lead to their erosion. European 
disintegration could thus be perceived as a slow process of attrition, 
where ever greater diffi culties in adopting new initiatives and legislation 
go hand in hand with the erosion of existing commitments, creeping non-
compliance and ‘institutional hypocrisy’.22 

During the crisis of the 1970s the neofunctionalists declared that not only 
‘spill-over’, but also ‘spill-back’ was possible.23 This entails the possibility 
of withdrawal from certain commitments, as is currently the case of the 
United Kingdom. The result could be increased differentiation as a result 
of partial disintegration. However, the problem is that neofunctionalism 
only contemplates the gradual withdrawal of all the Member States 
from a given policy area and a corresponding reinstatement of EU-level 
competences at the national level. This assumption is problematic for at 
least two reasons. Firstly, it is highly probable that some members may 
wish to continue (and even strengthen) integration in a given area, even 
as other members may wish to withdraw from this area. Secondly, it is 
doubtful whether the competences, once transferred to the European level, 
can be simply restored at the national level. (Partial) EU disintegration 
does not mean that there will be no other forms of integration between 
states at the regional level or the transfer of some of the competences to 
the sub-national level. Given the economic interdependence, the return 
to the Westphalian order of nation-states is hardly an option, and clearly 
not the most viable one. 

At the same time, contemporary neo-institutionalist theorizing seems 
to have abandoned the possibility of spill-back altogether. According 
to its premises, the growth of European-level governmental structures 
and formal and informal rules results in a self-sustained dynamic of 
institutionalisation, which is locking member governments ever more 
closely into the EU. While the EU rules are growing increasingly dense, 
‘the EU polity itself generates needs that will be met by enhanced 
supranational governance’.24 In such a perspective even a profound 

22  R.O. Keohane, Institutional theory and the realist challenge after the Cold War in: Neore-
alism and Neoliberalism: The Contemporary Debate, D. Baldwin (ed.), Columbia University 
Press, New York 1993, pp. 269–300.

23  F.W. Scharpf, The joint decision trap revisited, “Journal of Common Market Studies”, 
Vol. 44(4)/2006, p. 858; F.W. Scharpf, No exit from the euro-rescuing trap?, „MPIfG Discus-
sion Paper”, No. 4/2014, p. 3. 

24  See L.N. Lindberg and S.A. Scheingold, Europe’s Would-Be Polity: Patterns of Change 
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economic crisis is unlikely to undermine the durability and progress of 
European integration. 

Finally, we may turn to comparative federalism for some answers on 
patterns of disintegration. In theory, the disintegration of federal systems 
in Canada or Belgium could be of use here. However, disintegration of 
federal entities is usually conceptualized only in terms of disintegration 
into nation-states, as part of secession studies. Moreover, federalism studies 
offer a wide range of explanations on the durability of multinational 
systems, such as common interests, shared ideology, economic disparities, 
compatibility of values, cultural community, economy of scale, as well 
as effective guarantees of autonomy of the respective members.25 Thus 
the endurance of the system depends on a number of factors and no 
mechanism is evoked to explain eventual disintegration (secession). 
A similar problem concerns the concept of ‘comparative imperialism’. 
Although this approach does not privilege a nation-state as a result of 
disintegration,26 it fails to explain the links between various factors 
responsible for the process. These factors – the degree of mobilization 
of resources by the centre, opportunities for social mobility, economic 
welfare, political participation, sense of unity, defence of the imperial 
economic position when confronted with competition from other imperial 
centres - are simply considered in an enumerative fashion.27 

A more systematic explanation of the EU’s prospects as a quasi-
federal state was provided by Daniel Keleman, who refl ected on both its 
stability and fragility.28 According to him most federations tend to fail, 
and multinational federations are more prone to failure than others. Thus 
judicial, partisan and socio-political safeguards are required to prevent 
federations from falling apart. Whereas judicial safeguards in the EU are 

in the European Community, Prentice-Hall, Englewood Cliffs, NJ 1970; E. Haas, Turbulent 
fi elds and the theory of regional integration. “International Organization”, Vol. 30(2)/1976, pp. 
173–212.

25  A. Stone Sweet and W. Sandholtz, European integration and supranational governance 
revisited: Rejoinder to Branch and Øhrgaard, “Journal of European Public Policy”, Vol. 
6(1)/1999, p. 144–154.

26  For more, see A. Etzioni, Political Unifi cation Revisited: On Building Supranational 
Communities, Lexington Books, Lanham, 2002; A. Glencross, What Makes the EU Via-
ble? European Integration in the Light of the Antebellum US Experience, Palgrave Macmillan, 
Houndmills Basingstoke 2009; P. Halden, Stability without Statehood: Lessons from Europe’s 
History before the Sovereign State, Palgrave Macmillan, Houndmills Basingstoke 2009.

27  Cf. J. Zielonka, Europe as Empire: The Nature of the Enlarged European Union, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford 2006. 

28  G. Marks, Europe and Its Empires: From Rome to the European Union, “Journal of 
Common Market Studies”, Vol. 50(1)/2012, pp. 1–20.
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strong, the European-level political parties, shared sense of identity, and 
a political culture of federalism are weak.29 There has been no signifi cant 
progress for decades in terms of developing a European identity, and the 
prospects are even more bleak with the economic and the migration crises 
that are so deeply dividing the citizens of different Member States. 

Overall, it can be concluded that the traditional international relations 
theories and European integration theories provide only limited insight 
into the possible mechanisms of the disintegration of the European 
Union. Moreover, they all focus on the progress of integration, thus their 
input into its regress or disintegration can be only deduced implicitly. 
If they deal with disintegration at all, they treat it as a linear backward 
process leading away from supranational centralization to the return of 
the nation-state. Traditional theories are thus unable to conceptualize 
disintegration as a differentiated process that leads to modifi ed forms of 
integration, both in horizontal (areas of integration) and vertical (methods 
of integration) terms. 

An alternative systematic theory of polity formation and possible 
disintegration of the European Union was provided in a recent article 
by Hans Vollaard30 in his interpretation of the seminal work of Stefano 
Bartolini.31 According to Bartolini, any given polity is disintegrating 
when there is a weakening in boundary control and system-building, 
a decreasing congruence of boundaries and increasing permeability, as 
well as when there is diminishing enforcement of behavioural conformity, 
thus accompanied by declining loyalty to the polity and fellow actors. 
The process of European disintegration means that actors and resources 
cannot be locked in by the EU, and that the subsequent (partial) exits 
weaken political structuring within the EU and the EU’s capacity to 
enforce boundaries and behavioural conformity and to foster loyalty, or 
to allocate goods and values.32

Disintegration is a function of the usage of exit and voice strategies by 
different actors. As long as actors can effectively voice opposition within 
the system, they will refrain from considering exit strategies that are 
regarded as costly and risky (the uncertainty factor). Bartolini’s framework 

29  R.D. Kelemen, Built to last? The durability of EU federalism in: Making History: The 
State of the European Union, S. Meunier and K. McNamara (eds.), Vol. 8, Oxford University 
Press, Oxford 2007, pp. 51–66. 

30  Ibidem, pp. 57–59. 
31  H. Vollaard, op.cit., pp. 7–8. 
32  S. Bartolini, Restructuring Europe: Centre Formation, System Building and Political 

Structuring between the Nation-State and the European Union, Oxford University Press, 
Oxford 2005.
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shows that eurosceptic dissatisfaction does not necessarily have to be 
a determining factor leading to European disintegration. The key issue is 
how the dissatisfaction is processed through use of voice and exit strategies. 
The use of exit and voice by actors such as Member States, companies, 
citizens, and regions depends on the mutual dependence between the 
external consolidation and internal structuring of the EU. Until now, the 
EU’s weak power to lock in resources (capital) and actors (Member States) 
has undermined voice structuring, such as the formation of pan-European 
parties. Meanwhile, the uneven distribution of exit options among 
regions, citizens, and companies generates continuing dissatisfaction. 
The EU’s weak lock-in power prevents it from compensating economic 
inequalities with EU-wide solidarity, while national states are politically 
required to compensate the losers in international competition. The 
limited possibility to voice eurosceptic dissatisfaction at the EU level 
fosters a tendency towards exit.33 

It is thus possible to predict under which conditions the probability 
of exit increases. Exit is facilitated by greater eurosceptic dissatisfaction 
combined with fewer voice options at the EU level, lower European loyalty, 
lower perceived costs of exit and better chances of alternative integrative 
schemes that provide goods and values.34 Accordingly, chances for exit 
are greatest for the United Kingdom with its traditionally high levels of 
euroscepticism and low levels of loyalty towards the continent, lower exit 
costs associated with non-membership in the euro and Schengen zones, 
as well as comparatively strong international position (as exemplifi ed by 
its place in the UN Security Council, G7, Commonwealth and special 
alliance with the United States). 

In light of the above, full exits beyond the British case are not very 
likely. Other Member States do not have credible alternatives, and they 
often feature low levels of trust in national effi cacy and/or are small states. 
Thus dissatisfaction will rather lead to partial exits, such as further opt-
outs, low levels of compliance and low budgetary solidarity.35 Moreover, 
it is uncertain whether the United Kingdom will opt for full exit as the 
country attaches huge importance to its stake in the internal market. 
As a result, full exits will be either isolated cases or will not take place at 
all. The disintegration process will thus not lead to the re-establishment 
of a Europe of nation states, but rather to a proliferation of various 

33  Ibidem, p. 53. 
34  H. Vollaard, op.cit., p. 14. 
35  C. Leconte, Understanding Euroscepticism, Palgrave Macmillan, Houndmills Basing-

stoke 2010, p. 89. 
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patterns of differentiated integration, with elements of stagnation but 
also increased integration among some Member States which wish to 
cooperate either within the treaties (enhanced cooperation) or ad hoc and 
outside of the treaties. 

3. Insights from comparative regionalism 

As persuasively argued by Soren Dosenrode in a recent volume on 
the limits to regional integration, the relationship between regionalism 
studies and European studies has been characterized by ‘benevolent 
neglect’.36 This view is upheld by other authors, who have argued that 
the return of regionalism ‘did not lead to a sustained dialogue between 
EU studies scholars and specialists in these emerging or reinvigorating 
regions. Instead, new regionalism scholars have tended to neglect EU 
studies, considering their respective dependent variables to be of a different 
nature than the EU’s, and EU studies scholars have largely been happy to 
concur, wrapped in the comforting sui generis myth which offered support 
during the period after the collapse of fi rst generation neofunctionalism 
[…]’.37 However, the quest for conceptualization of the differentiation and 
disintegration processes in the European Union provides an opportune 
moment for bridging the gap between them, because studying other forms 
of regional integration (cooperation) might provide plausible conjectures 
regarding the possible evolutionary paths of the European integration 
project. 

In the 1990s Jacques Pelkmans claimed that ‘the study of economic 
integration has been inspired if not dominated by the European 
example’.38 According to Giandomenico Majone, the EU model of 
neofunctionalist integration was not readily adopted by other regional 
integration groupings. In fact, empirical evidence points to the fact that 
the European example of transfer of national competences to supranational 
central institutions has elicited defensive reactions rather than emulative 
responses.39 In terms of comparative regionalism, the EU appears to be an 
outlier rather than a model. There are three major features that distinguish 
the European Union from other regional organizations established at the 
turn of 1980s and 1990s: 1) signifi cantly higher levels of centralization 

36  H. Vollaard, op.cit., p. 7.
37  S. Dosenrode, On Regional Integration in: Limits to Regional Integration, S. Dosen-

rode (ed.), Ashgate, Farnham and Burlington 2015, p. 6.
38  A. Warleigh-Lack and L. Van Langenhove, Rethinking EU studies: the Contribution 

of Comparative Regionalism, “Journal of European Integration”, Vol. 32(6)/2010, p. 544. 
39  J. Pelkmans, European Integration, Logman, London 1997, p. 2. 



53

A.K. Cianciara, Does EU Differentiation Lead to Disintegration?

and institutionalization; 2) signifi cantly larger membership (15 members 
in 1995 and 27 members in 2007); 3) much broader and less-precisely-
defi ned scope of competences. 

From the point of view of the differentiated integration research 
agenda, the main advantage of turning to comparative regionalism is that 
it makes it possible to conceptualize differentiation as a neutral and to-be-
anticipated feature of regional integration.40 Meanwhile, both the offi cial 
EU discourse and much of the academic community remain under the 
dominant infl uence of neofunctionalist thought and regard differentiated 
integration (rooted in the functionalist thinking of Mitrany and 
Dahrendorf) as a pathway to disintegration.41 Comparative regionalism 
shows, in turn, that regional integration can take various formats and 
that various patterns of differentiation are present within these formats, 
neither of which makes those regional groupings particularly vulnerable 
to disintegration or ineffective. 

Bjorn Hettne and Fredrik Soderbaum have conceptualized integration 
on a continuum of fi ve levels of creating a region, ranging from ‘regional 
space’ (not discussed further as it does not account for a suffi cient level 
of cooperation) to a ‘region-state’.42 A ‘region-state’ is a multilevel 
organization based on voluntary cooperation by Member States, which 
has evolved into a novel form of statehood. However, the continuum also 
includes ‘regional complex’ (cross-border interaction and transactions), 
‘regional society’ (formal transnational rules and governance structures 
with both state and non-state actors) and ‘regional community’ (regional 
society recognized as a collective actor by third parties). According to this 
typology the European Union can be considered as closest to the typology 
of a ‘region-state’, or perhaps lies in between the ‘regional community’ 
and ‘region-state’. 

Alex Warleigh-Lack analyses three regional organizations – ASEAN, 
NAFTA and APEC – which represent the regional integration types 
of ‘regional community’, ‘regional society’ and ‘regional complex’ 
respectively. He points out that all these regional groupings are subject to 
one or more forms of differentiation, be it multi-speed, concentric circles, 
or integration a la carte.43 Multi-speed differentiation means that only 

40  G. Majone, Rethinking the Union of Europe Post-Crisis: Has Integration Gone Too Far?, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2014, p. 3. 

41  A. Warleigh-Lack, op.cit., p. 872.
42  S. Andersen and N. Sitter, Differentiated integration: what is it, and how much can the 

EU accommodate?, “Journal of European Integration”, Vol. 28(4)/2006, pp. 313–330. 
43  B. Hettne and F. Soderbaum, Theorizing the rise of region-ness, “New Political Economy”, 

No. 5(3)/2000, pp. 457–473.
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short-term divergences occur, while laggards eventually catch-up over 
time (the differentiation concerns the pace of implementation and not 
the objectives as such). Differentiation based on concentric circles means 
that divergences are long-term and various tiers of Member States are 
organized around an integration core. Finally, a la carte differentiation 
means that members choose freely in which policies they wish to take part 
in and different policy regimes co-exist, without a hard core. 

In his analysis Warleigh-Lack demonstrates that almost all forms 
of differentiation exist within the selected regional groupings. There 
are no signs of disintegration in those organizations; on the contrary – 
integration is progressing in a number of areas. Moreover, the frequency 
of usage of various forms of differentiated integration suggests that 
differentiation is a normal feature of regional integration rather than 
a sign of degradation, decay, or imminent collapse.44 Importantly, 
differentiated integration does not mean that the organization is less 
capable of shaping its neighbourhood; in fact, as argued by Jens-Uwe 
Wunderlich, it enables and facilitates the ability to exert infl uence on the 
neighbours.45 Differentiated integration may constitute a solution for the 
stalled enlargement and neighbourhood policies of the European Union, 
as it provides opportunities for fl exible and selective integration in those 
areas that the member states and candidates/partners consider useful and 
feasible.46 

Conclusions 

Analysis of differentiated integration is slowly making its way into 
the mainstream research agenda of European studies. Nevertheless, 
it still suffers from the normative bias resulting from the dominant 
neofunctionalist perspective, which perceives differentiation as ‘a challenge 
to the authority of the Union; to its telos; to the unity of its policies, 
laws and institutions; and to any prospect of it developing into a political 
community based on shared rights and obligations of membership’.47 

However, integration should not be understood as a linear process 
leading to a uniform supranational quasi-state, but a more complex process 

44  A. Warleigh-Lack, op.cit., p. 877. 
45  Ibidem, p. 881. 
46  J.U. Wunderlich, The EU – an actor sui generis? A comparison of the EU and ASEAN 

actorness, “Journal of Common Market Studies”, Vol. 50(4)/2012, pp. 653–669. 
47  A.K. Cianciara, Differentiated Integration in the European Union and its Perspectives 

in the Context of Enlargement and Neighbourhood Policies in: J.M. Fiszer et al., Euro-Atlantic 
System in the Multi-polar World. A Forecast, Logos Verlag, Berlin 2015, pp. 113–130. 
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that features stages of progress and stagnation, as well as differentiation 
with regard to time, scope, policies and methods. Similarly, disintegration 
should not be seen as a linear process leading to the disappearance of 
supranational institutions and reinstatement of sovereign nation-states. 
This paper argues that although differentiated integration should not be 
considered as equal to or leading to disintegration, growing differentiation 
could nevertheless be the result of disintegration processes. However, that 
does not exclude further parallel integration and consolidation processes. 
It is probable that future developments in the European Union will 
combine accelerated integration for some, disintegration for others, and 
greater differentiation in commitments to policies and institutions for all 
the members. 

Traditional theories of European integration are not particularly 
helpful with regard to determination of the mechanisms and conditions 
leading to disintegration. An alternative conceptual framework advocated 
by S. Bartolini and H. Vollaard suggests that partial exits are more 
probable than full exits, thus leading to differentiation but not outright 
disintegration, understood as the withdrawal of subsequent Member 
States from the European Union. Finally, comparative regionalism shows 
that differentiation is an enduring feature of cooperation and integration 
within other regional organizations and does not make them less effective, 
more unstable, or more vulnerable to outright disintegration. Moreover, 
differentiation could be benefi cial by fostering more adaptation, fl exibility 
and stability. In fact, it is neither differentiation nor uniformity of the 
system that guarantees its success, but its stability and adaptability. 
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