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1.  Introduction: Change and adaptation in the enlarging EU 

This paper summarises and analyses the processes of change and adaptation in the EU 

after its most recent enlargement round with special regard to the multi-dimensionality of 

these processes.  

Since its foundation in the 1950s, the EC/EU has constantly been changing and adapting to 

new challenges within and beyond its borders. In the context of its last enlargement round in 

2004/2007, however, it has been suspected by academics and that this process of change 

and adaptation may be significantly intensified and accelerated. Drawing on an earlier paper 

from EU-CONSENT,1 “change” is defined in institutional terms, i.e. as the “introduction of 

new rules or rule interpretations that supplement or replace existing rules and interpretation” 

(Lindner 2003, as quoted in Best/Christiansen/Settembri 2006: 4). Both the key terms 

“institutions” and “rules” are hereby understood to encompass both the formal and the 

informal dimension. Two main types of change may be distinguished from each other:  

a)  adaptation: “first-order” change in the sense of an incremental, path-

dependent further development of existing institutional settings and rules; 

                                                 
1 Best/Christiansen/settembri 2006: The Institutional Impact of EU Enlargement. Towards an Analytical 
Framework”. EU-CONSENT Paper D16, available at http://www.eu-consent.net/content.asp? 
contenttype=Publications. 
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b)  transformation: qualitative change in the sense of a replacement or 

abolishment of existing institutions and rules, leading to a “fundamental 

alteration” of the system’s core features (Best/Christiansen/Settembri 2006: 7).  

 

European integration is a multifaceted and multidimensional process. Therefore, change and 

adaptation within the EU are multifaceted, too. The main areas covered by this process 

include a historical, a political, an economic, a sociological and a judicial dimension. 

However, European integration is not only multi-dimensional in itself, but may - as the last 

enlargement round has once again illustrated - lead to divergent integration scenarios in 

different policy areas and thematic dimensions. 

 

In order to fully grasp the driving forces behind the present enhanced process of change and 

its potential consequences for the future trajectory of the European Union, a multi-disciplinary 

perspective is hence indispensable. Just as “deepening” and “widening” continue to have 

distinct meanings within different thematic and disciplinary settings, the debates on the EU’s 

current change and its further development are dominated by different issues, controversies 

and theoretical considerations. EU-CONSENT, which has been established in order to 

explicitly address the multi-dimensional nature of change and adaptation within the EU after 

enlargement, provides an excellent framework for exploring and comparing disciplinary 

debates on enlargement and for sharing results across disciplinary borders. 

 

Thus, the aim of this paper is to explore the potential for cross-disciplinary debates and 

processes of theory-building between different academic disciplines despite their thematic, 

theoretical and methodological differences. In order to do so, the paper will cast a light on 

current issues and debates regarding change after enlargement in history, political science, 

economic and social policy and law.  

Drawing on an earlier paper,2 the classical core questions within each of these academic 

disciplines will be summarised. The paper will then proceed to discussing current disciplinary 

debates on change after enlargement, searching for common questions and cross-

disciplinary results. The paper will conclude by presenting a set of ideas on short-term and 

long-term vectors of change resulting from enlargement.  

 

 

2.  The relevance of “time” and “timing” in European integration: Change and 

development from a historical perspective 

                                                 
2 Faber/Wessels 2006: “Wider Europe, Deeper Integration? Theoretical considerations for analysing the ‘lessons 
of the past’ and strategies for the future of the EU: Trends and turns. Revisited background paper on the project’s 
theoretical and methodological framework including sets of expectations and yardsticks with indicators (D6)”, 
March 2006.  
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In classical historical analyses of European integration, research has so far focused on two 

core questions:  

- Which have been the dominant, competing ideas and concepts for establishing 

European unity (“ideas of Europe”)? 

- What have been the main motives which lead national governments to cede 

sovereignty to the European level? 

In this respect, special attention has been paid to the role of the Franco-German “tandem” 

(see Loth 2001: 92f) as well as to the role and influence of political leaders on the 

development of European integration. However, these issues have not been theorised by 

historians, whose primary ambition is not to develop theoretical approaches to European 

integration: “History […] seeks the particular, which limits the scope of generalized theory” 

(Milward 2006: 99). Thus historians rather try to contribute to the assessment of the validity 

of existing theories. In order to do so, they look for historical facts and proofs which support 

or contradict the arguments of existing theoretical schools (Loth 2001: 87f). Historians’ 

approach may therefore be characterised as a fundamentally empirical one. Despite this 

methodological difference, history does offer cross-disciplinary ambitions and questions. 

According to Milward, the focus on “the causes of the proliferation of supranational 

institutions in Europe” (Milward 2006: 99) holds the greatest potential for a cross-disciplinary 

debate, especially between history and political science.  

 

Systematic historical research on the effects of five successive enlargement rounds has only 

just begun3 after the Community’s historical archives of the 1970s have been opened, and is 

now offering first results on the community’s quest for deepening and enlargement since 

1969.4 The first results of this current disciplinary debate on change after enlargement 

illustrates the multifaceted picture of European integration in the 1970s with special regard to 

the Community’s external projection in the 1970s on (potential) candidate and on third 

countries (EC-US relations). Furthermore, a series of attempts to deepen the integration 

process from the late 1960s onwards with special regard to institutional reform, foreign and 

defence policy and initiatives within different community policies such as the Common 

Agricultural Policy have been scrutinised. Regarding the EU’s latest enlargement round, 

historians have analysed the question whether there is a wider Europe as a “special entity” or 

an “occidental Europe” in the making (Marès 2007), and discussed patterns and recurrent 

features in the EC’s/EU’s enlargement history (Laursen 2007).  

 

Two general conclusions may be drawn from this recent research work by historians. First of 

all, it is highly beneficial to any assessment of recent processes of change and adaptation 

                                                 
3 See e.g. Kaiser/Elvert (eds.) 2004: European Union Enlargement. A Comparative History. London, New York. 
Milward states: “Historical research has not adequately explained […] [the five frontier expansions of the EC/EU 
after 1972] either” (Milward 2006: 102).  
4 See the contributions to the Journal of European Integration History 2005, Vol. 11, No. 2.  
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within the EU to compare Eastern enlargement to earlier enlargement rounds and to earlier 

phases of rapid change and development. Only by putting Eastern enlargement into a 

historical perspective, more general conclusions regarding processes of change may be 

drawn. Thus, just as the short- and medium-term effects of Eastern enlargement may have 

been overestimated, the long-term effects of earlier enlargement rounds like e.g. Northern 

enlargement in 1973 have unrightfully been ignored or forgotten by politics and academia. 

Furthermore, a comparative historical perspective illustrates the growing challenges and 

complexities of enlargement (Laursen 2007: 30; 32). 

Secondly, the process of deepening European integration has so far proceeded in steps and 

intervals and in constant interaction with the EC’s/EU’s external environment (Loth 2006: 5ff). 

In this context, three larger, slightly overlapping phases of development have been identified 

by historians: a “founding phase” (1952-1973), a “consolidation phase” (1970-1992) and a 

phase of “Europeanisation of the European Union” (see Elvert 2006: 126; Elvert 2007). Even 

in times when no qualitative “leap” in the development of the integration process took place, 

very often pragmatic and consensual solutions to common institutional and political problems 

were discussed which paved the way for further more substantial and far-reaching steps. In 

that sense, there are no “pitch dark” ages in the integration process to date, but rather an 

alternation of phases of smaller pragmatic steps with periods of faster and more fundamental 

change, with the latter reaping the results of the former (and vice-versa). This idea has been 

picked up by political scientists and transferred into the concept of a “path dependence” of 

the development of European integration,5 which argues that any kind of decision taken by 

actors in this process will entail unintended consequences, which become more and more 

difficult to control. Furthermore, the time dimension has been at the centre of recent research 

work on the concept of temporality and the administrative space in Europe, introducing two 

concepts into the debate: the “time of governing” perspective, which looks at the 

development of temporal rules, and the “governing with time” perspective, which examines 

how temporal rules and “temporal governing devices” like e.g. timetables are used (Goetz 

2006b: 1).  

Thus, time does not only constitute a background variable in the analysis of change after 

enlargement rounds. Instead, the inclusion of “time” as an independent variable is crucial for 

structuring the analysis into (potentially paradox) short-term, medium-term and long-term 

effects of enlargement (Laffan 2006: 3).  

At the same time, “timing” as the related voluntaristic concept, i.e. the conscious organisation 

of political events within a certain time horizon, represents a vector of change in itself. Just 

like the concept of agenda-setting (see Pollack 1997, 1999), “timing” represents a crucial tool 

for sequencing and structuring political processes of decision-making. It would certainly be 

                                                 
5 See Pierson 1996: 131ff.  
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worthwhile to further explore the potential this concept holds for multidisciplinary research 

between historians, political scientists and probably also sociologists.  

 

 

3. Adaptation or transformation? The analysis of change in political science  

What then is political science’s major contribution to the analysis and explanation of change 

in the process of European integration after enlargement?  

Political science’s core questions and ambitions have - in contrast to the more empirical 

approach of historians – traditionally focused on the search for generalisable insights and 

systematic theoretical approaches to the process of European integration since the late 

1950s. However, classical theoretical approaches provided by political scientists have 

contributed rather little to the analysis and understanding of the effects of enlargements on 

the changing nature of European integration: “Scholarship is far from having developed 

anything like a comprehensive ‘theory’ to enable us to understand the all-embracing nature 

and impact of EU enlargement” (Miles 2004: 264). Especially regarding empirical-analytical 

theories, the effects of enlargement and the interactions between EU widening and 

deepening continue to represent a “blind spot” (Schimmelfennig/Sedelmeier 2002) in 

integration theory.6  

 

Nevertheless, on the meta-level of analysis, the potential enlargement effects on and 

changes within the European polity have been discussed by a series of authors. Whereas 

some hold that each enlargement round enhances intergovernmental tendencies within the 

EU, which becomes more diverse and heterogeneous regarding the interests, the nature and 

configuration, the economic situation and the ideological perspectives of its member states 

(see Miles/Redmond/Schwok 1995), others argue – normatively - that enlargement will have 

to entail far-reaching institutional reforms within the EU, further limiting the national autonomy 

and sovereignty of old and new member states alike (see Falkner 1996). If enlargement isn’t 

followed by adequate change and adaptation in the Union’s institutional order, the argument 

continues, a loss of efficiency and legitimacy will result (see Alber/Merkel 2006). However, 

the “deepening” of the EU in terms of a federalisation of the system may have come under 

severe pressure due to the five successive enlargement rounds of the EC/EU since 1973 

(see Miles/Redmond 1996). Instead, enlargement may reinforce “the present tendency in EU 

intergovernmental politics towards a system of flexible and shifting coalitions” (Baun 2004: 

144; see also Moravcsik/Vachudova 2003: 56f). The short-term effects of enlargement on the 

EU’s institutional system seem to be much less dramatic than expected and have so far 

neither led to a blockade nor to a transformation of the decision-making system (see 

                                                 
6 See the detailed assessment of neofunctionalism, liberal intergovernmentalism, multi-level governance, new 
institutionalism and constructivism regarding the respective “usefulness” of these approaches for the analysis and 
explanation of EU enlargement provided by Miles (2004).  
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Steunenberg 2002; Dehousse/Deloche-Gaudez/Duhamel 2006; Hagemann/De Clerck-

Sachsse 2007).  

 

Thus, in current disciplinary debates on change after enlargement, the core question has 

been: What kind of a political order does or will the EU as a constantly changing political 

entity represent? 

A variety of greatly differing analyses of the Union’s political “state of the art” and, following 

from them, different “prescriptions” for its future development have been presented in order 

to answer this question.7 Among those are Bartolini’s (2005) and Münkler’s (2005) 

characterisations of the EU as a new state-building exercise, representing a new form of 

statehood or “imperium” and/or leading to the dissolution of the “traditional” nation state. In 

that context, Bartolini recommends territorialisation, i.e. a firm definition of the EU’s 

geographical borders and membership boundaries in order to allow for the emergence of 

political structuring and thus of a new type of an enlarged European “state”. Moravcsik 

(2006), on the other hand, argues that the EU has reached a state of a stable institutional 

and political equilibrium which does not necessitate any further deepening, but makes further 

enlargement(s) possible – provided that this is in the interest of the member states. Follesdal 

and Hix (2005) finally completely disagree with Moravcsik’s conclusion and instead call for 

the politicization and democratization of the EU’s decision-making procedures and 

institutional structures in order to guarantee for a more stable and sustainable legitimacy 

basis of the Union. This debate ties in neatly with legal approaches and debates on the 

process of constitutionalisation in Europe as summarised below.  

 

In addition to this core question regarding the future constitutionalisation of the European 

polity, more concrete issues regarding institutional change after enlargement have 

dominated the debate in political science, particularly focussing on:  

- compliance in the enlargement process; 

- the new borders of the EU and the future of the European Neighbourhood Policy 

(ENP); 

- post-accession developments in the new member states.  

Regarding the first of these three issue areas, the effectiveness of conditionality as a political 

instrument and its consequences for the accession process have been scrutinised. 

According to these analyses, compliance is most effective when accession negotiations are 

opened (Haughton 2007: 233). Thus, the EU has been forced to adapt its use of 

conditionality by “breaking the process of enlargement into multiple stages and attaching 

conditions to the attaining [of] every stage” (Steunenberg/Dimitrova 2007: 1), thereby 

adapting the concept.  

                                                 
7 See the extensive survey presented by Laffan/Sudbery 2006, which summarises the positions currently taken by 
Moravcsik, Hix, Olsen and Bartolini. 
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Regarding the new borders of the EU, five scenarios for the future development of the EU 

have been suggested: an internally fragmented Union, a large and unreformed Union, a 

Union focussed on its internal reform, a Union status quo plus, and a reformed and externally 

dynamic Union (see Comelli/Greco/Tocci 2007). According to this analysis, the Union’s 

internal insecurity about its future development path after the ratification crisis of the 

Constitutional Treaty has so far prevented an effective and convincing ENP and border 

regime. Thus, the internal stability of the EU represents an indispensable prerequisite for a 

successful ENP which will contribute to the stabilisation of the EU’s neighbouring countries 

and represent a credible alternative to full membership (see Varwick/Lang 2007: 11; Maurer 

2007).  

Concerning post-accession developments in the new member states, the (top-down) effects 

of enlargement – or rather the effects of accession – on new member states have been 

addressed by the fast growing body of Europeanization literature.8 This literature illustrates 

the great differences between the new member states and policy areas as regards the 

completion of EU membership. “Time” represents an important factor in any assessment of 

the post-accession period. Some authors argue that the successful completion of 

membership will depend on “the social consolidation […] in the spirit of the Lisbon strategy” 

(Agh 2007: 2). This argument may also be found in economic analyses, which will be 

discussed in the following section of the paper.  

 

The following conclusions may be drawn from the current debates in political science. Firstly, 

enlargement does certainly represent a highly influential vector of change in the EU’s 

development. However, its concrete effects and implications for the development of the EU’s 

constitutional and institutional system are still highly disputed. To date, the debate on these 

issues lacks clear, convincing empirical evidence for either an “intergovernmentalisation” or a 

“supranationalisation” or a “flexibilisation” of the European polity, just like it remains detested 

whether the EU is turning into an “imperium”, a new form of statehood or continues to 

represent a highly elaborate and unique system of intergovernmental bargaining. Thus, it 

also remains unclear whether the last enlargement round of the EU has been leading to an 

overall effect of adaptation or transformation of the system.  

Secondly, different policies and policy areas show a different degree of sensitivity to the 

potential and de-facto effects of enlargements. The current debate in political science tends 

to focus on those areas where change is more likely to occur such as e.g. ENP and the EU’s 

CFSP. The argument made here is that only a stable and well-functioning institutional system 

will allow for the successful development of the EU’s internal and external policies. This 

                                                 
8 See the benchmark works by Goetz/Hix 2000: Europeanised Politics? European Integration and National 
Political Systems and Featherstone/Radaelli 2003: The Politics of Europeanization for an introduction into the 
theory. See also Börzel 2004: How the European Union interacts with its member states. 
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argument seems to support a strategy of deepening, i.e. of institutional and policy reforms, 

prior to the next enlargement round.  

Thirdly, not only the accession of new states, but also the experience from previous 

accession negotiations represents a vector of change. These experiences greatly influence 

present and future accession processes e.g. with regard to institutional developments, the 

principle of conditionality or the export of fundamental rights and principles. Thus, the 

enlargement process may be conceptualised as an institution in its own right which is also 

constantly changing and adapting to new settings and challenges.  

 

 

4. Economic and social policy in the enlarging EU  

A wide range of subjects regarding change and deepening after enlargement has been 

covered by classical economical theoretical approaches, focussing on negative integration 

(i.e. the abolishment of national barriers to trade) as well as on positive integration (i.e. the 

setting up of new common institutions and regulations). The most prominent theoretical 

schools are the theory of optimum currency areas, theories of monetary integration and the 

theory of trade creation and trade diversion. 

 

Traditionally, the core questions for economic research on the EU have been related to the 

net gains of international trade for specific countries. Furthermore, economists have tried to 

analyse whether a country should open or to protect its market, labour force and capital. Last 

but not least, the (more political) question of how gains from international integration should 

be distributed within an integrated area has been scrutinised (see Kösters/Beckmann/Hebler 

2001: 36). Following a period during which theoreticians had been sceptical about the 

advantages of regional economic integration, the “economic profession recognizes now […] 

that discriminatory trading arrangements tend to be welfare-increasing provided they are 

regionally based and fairly open to new membership” (Tovias 1994: 57). In this context, the 

process of adding new member states to the EC/EU has been regarded as “increasingly 

closing the EU to the outside world” (Tovias 1994: 74); but has also been analysed under a 

broader range of aspects such as e.g. the dynamics and the effects of an extension of the 

Eurozone to new member states.  

 

In current debates on change after enlargement, the following issues have been 

predominant: 

- the role and potential of EU social policy as a corrective for an uneven distribution of 

gains and losses in an enlarged Union; 

- the economic governance of the EU; 

- the Union’s budget; 

- the Central Bank and the Eurozone.  
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The economic and social state of the EU has (re-)appeared on the political and on the 

academic agenda in close connection with the last enlargement round. Especially after the 

failed referendum on the Constitutional Treaty in France, a lot of attention has focussed on 

re-distributive and social questions: “Although the political benefits of enlargement are widely 

acknowledged, economic anxieties tend to prevail in the shaping of public perceptions” 

(Koutsiaras 2006: 2). While some authors have warned against attempts to establish a 

common social policy on the European level, arguing that this would neither be feasible (due 

to the great quantitative and qualitative differences in social standards) nor desirable 

(regarding the wishes of many national governments, which try to safeguard their national 

sovereignty in this field), others have demonstrated the economic efficiency of social policy 

on the European level, referring to governments’ allocation, stabilisation and redistribution 

function (Begg 2003). Furthermore, the effects of the Lisbon agenda on the European 

economic space and on the competitiveness of the EU have been analysed, with special 

attention to the development of new technologies and lifelong learning. In this context, also 

the Lisbon open method of co-ordination and its effects have been scrutinised as a new 

mode of governance in an increasingly heterogeneous Union (see Daly 2006) while 

safeguarding national sovereignty in the field of social policy.  

Regarding the issue of economic governance of the enlarging EU, consisting of an 

independent monetary policy carried out by the European Central Bank, the co-ordination of 

member states’ fiscal policy in the framework of the Stability and Growth Pact and reform 

processes within the Broad Economic Policy Guidelines, the “advantage of tying one’s 

hands” in order to create credible commitments and reliable policies has been re-examined 

in the light of past experiences, assessing the circular processes of academic research and 

policy-making and arguing that “practical success may render a concept obsolete” (Schelkle 

2006: 682).  

Furthermore, questions regarding the composition of the next EU budget (2007-2013) and 

the 2008/9 budget review have been at the centre of attention of many contributions. Here, 

two aspects are predominant: 1. the need of a reduction of expenses on the Common 

Agricultural Policy in order to rise the share of expenditures on research and technology in 

return, and 2. the indispensable overall reform of the budget, aiming at the abolition of 

special clauses, exceptions and rebate mechanisms and a rising share of the EU’s own 

resources.9 Here, the most striking conclusion regarding change after enlargements is that 

“despite the many presentational changes and modifications of existing spending 

programmes and funding arrangements, it is difficult to argue that the budget today differs 

very much from the one established nearly 20 years ago” (Begg 2007: 26; see also 

Mrak/Rant 2007: 22). This conclusion rests on the observation that the seven-year-cycle for 

                                                 
9 See e.g. Ardy 2000:  EU enlargement and agriculture, Begg 2004: The EU Budget: Common Future or Stuck in 
the Past?, and Begg/Heinemann 2006: New Budget, old dilemmas. See also the extensive communication by the 
Commission of the European Communities to the Council 2004, presenting a thorough assessment of the 
challenges of enlargement and the resulting need for reform. 
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the budget has turned into “an obstacle to modernisation […] because there is no point at 

which new thinking has much chance of surfacing” (Begg 2007: 20f). The argument leads to 

two interesting questions at the interface between economics and political science: Under 

which conditions do institutions act as guards against change? And how does path-

dependency turn into an incapacity to reform despite considerable pressures for 

modernisation, whether from an enlargement round or other forms of internal and external 

pressure? 

Regarding the Central Bank and the Eurozone, it has been argued that “[e]nlargement has 

not proved to be a catalyst for transformative institutional change”. Due to the fact that none 

of the new member states in 2004 or 2007 directly joined the Euro area, enlargement of the 

Euro area should be conceptualised as an “ongoing process […], characterized by 

considerable uncertainty about temporal sequencing and pace” (Dyson 2008: 13).  

 

These debates and conclusions illustrate that economic integration should not be regarded 

as an apolitical or even anti-political dimension of the European integration process. 

Economic integration entails serious political and social choices and decisions which should 

be recognised in political debates on the future course of integration.10 

Rising economic and social divergence in the enlarging EU represent important vectors of 

change and have featured strongly in the debate on the Constitutional Treaty in France and 

other member states. Surprisingly, however, these vectors of change do not seem to have 

lead to substantial institutional change on the European level (yet). Instead, a transformation 

of economic and social policies after enlargement may have been prevented by the 

perseverance of existing institutional settings in the field. These findings offer numerous 

starting points for cross-disciplinary debates especially between economists and political 

scientists as well as between economists and historians.  

 

 

5. A legal approach to change in the European polity: Desiderata and open questions 

The core of legal approaches to the study of the EU has been the analysis and interpretation 

of legal norms and competences as laid down in the European treaties and in the decisions 

by the European Court of Justice (see Wessel 2006: 104ff). Institutional issues have covered 

all aspects of competences of Community institutions as well as the exertion of formal rules 

and regulations. Regarding substantive issues, both the internal market and competition law 

have been central topics in legal debates on European integration (see Wessel 2006: 109). 

Thus, the extensive body of literature on the legal process of European integration has 

focused on a wide range of issues, including 

- questions concerning (the erosion of) statehood,  

                                                 
10 A scholar who has dealt with this issue extensively is Loukas Tsoukalis (see Tsoukalis 2003: What kind of 
Europe?). 
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- the creation and the core elements of a (European) constitution,  

- the fragmentarisation and Europeanisation of national law under the conditions of 

“direct effect” and “supremacy” of Community law,  

- the role of the European Court of Justice in the integration process, 

- the legitimacy and finalité of the process of European integration (see Easson 1994; 

von Bogdandy 2001).  

Despite the fact that new issues have been introduced in the past years, including a legal 

definition of the term “governance”, the establishment of a system of representative 

democracy and concepts of flexible integration, the changes potentially resulting from 

enlargement have so far been largely ignored. How should the increasing legal and judicial 

diversity of the enlarging EU be handled in a way which safeguards a stable common legal 

framework? Has the (legal and political) role of the European Court of Justice been 

strengthened or weakened by enlargements? In what way is legal and constitutional 

heterogeneity within the EU reflected in concepts for establishing a (Federal) European 

Republic? And how could the concept of a “European citizenship” be defined within a Union 

of 27 and more member states? A more systematic approach to the impact of past 

enlargement rounds on the functioning of the EU’s legal structure and on the constitutional 

quality of its treaties would be highly desirable. Furthermore, interdisciplinary contributions – 

or rather contributions which are accessible for other disciplines beyond the work of Joseph 

H. H. Weiler and few others - represent a void in the debate: “From the outset European law 

has been characterized by a doctrinal approach, in which reflection was related to the 

solution of legal questions, rather than putting the legal approach itself into perspective” 

(Wessel 2006: 113).  

 

 

6. Conclusion 

The cursory overview over four disciplinary debates – history, political science, economic and 

social policies and law – presented in this paper cannot provide more than a first summary of 

current issues and discussions on change after enlargement and is far from comprehensive.  

However, even this cursory overview has yielded several overarching, cross-disciplinary 

questions, ideas and potential starting points for common research: 

- the concept of “timing ”, i.e. the conscious organisation of political events within a 

certain time horizon, for multidisciplinary research between historians, political 

scientists and sociologists; 

- the question of the future constitutionalisation  of the European polity order, for 

multidisciplinary research between historians, political scientists and lawyers; 

- the question of the social consolidation  of the EU, particularly with regard to a 

common social policy, for multidisciplinary research between political scientists, 

economists and sociologists; 
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- the question of institutional perseverance  and path-dependency as forces acting 

against reform despite considerable pressures for modernisation, for multidisciplinary 

research between historians, political scientists, economists and lawyers.  

 

Despite the undeniable fact that interdisciplinary research has proven to be difficult due to an 

ever increasing tendency towards specialisation in all disciplines as well as different 

methodologies, theoretical ambitions and discussion fora, at least interdisciplinary awareness 

when looking into the effects of enlargement on the European system seems highly 

advisable.  

So far, current research in all four disciplines has not led to many conclusive and empirically 

well-founded results regarding these effects. Nevertheless, some trends and precognitions 

have been identified in more than one discipline. The most striking of these is the tentative 

hypothesis that much less has changed in European integration after the last enlargement 

round than had been expected in the polity-, the politics- and the policy-dimension. It seems 

that enlargements do not represent “big bangs” in the integration process, leading to a 

transformation of the system in the short term, but rather to slower, path-dependent and 

long-term processes of adaptation. Despite the fact that there is a considerable degree of 

reform pressure on the EU-system stemming from enlargement, its transformation (or at 

least a fundamental reform) is prevented by a strong perseverance of existing institutional 

settings both on the European and on the national level.  

Important vectors of change in the context of enlargements include  

- the timing of enlargement rounds,  

- experiences from previous enlargements and  

- an increase in economic and social divergence within the EU.  

However, different components of the system show different degrees of sensitivity to the 

effects of enlargements. Thus, whereas in many areas it is “business as usual” after the past 

enlargement round, there is considerable reform pressure on other areas and policies. Due 

to these uneven effects of enlargement, it may in a long-term perspective still lead to a 

fundamentally changed EU, consisting of a core of common institutions and policies (most 

likely the single common market) surrounded by differentiated forms and circles of integration 

in other policy areas.  
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