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Abstract. This article aims to challenge normative representations of European inte-
gration that foreground EU membership as a structuring principle. In scholarly litera-
ture, differentiation is increasingly recognized as a structural feature of the EU rooted
in heterogeneous preferences and capacities between countries. Despite that, conven-
tional maps continue to represent European integration as monolithic blocs defined
by de jure ratification of treaties rather than variegated geographies driven by de facto
heterogeneity of preferences and capacities. To map these variegated geographies, this
article conceptualizes heterogeneity in terms of dynamic proximity and proposes an
original mapping methodology based on cluster analysis. The results of the analysis
show that different geographies of proximity between countries appear on the map
depending on the dimension (institutional or organizational proximity) and the year
(2000, 2010 or 2019) considered and that these geometries can only partially be traced
back to bordering processes associated with EU membership.

Keywords: differentiated integration, heterogeneity, proximity, cluster analysis.

Riassunto. Nella letteratura accademica, la differenziazione ¢ ormai riconosciuta come
una caratteristica strutturale dell'integrazione europea, radicata nelleterogeneita di pre-
ferenze e capacita tra i Paesi. Nonostante cio, l'integrazione europea continua ad essere
convenzionalmente rappresentata come blocchi di Paesi monolitici definiti dalla ratifi-
ca di trattati. Questo articolo propone una rappresentazione dell'integrazione europea
alternativa a quella convenzionale basata sulleterogeneita di preferenze e capacita tra
Paesi, esse stesse radicate in differenze strutturali tra i loro sistemi politici ed economi-
ci. Per mappare questa eterogeneita, larticolo concettualizza leterogeneita in termini di
prossimita dinamica e propone una metodologia di mappatura originale basata sull’a-
nalisi dei cluster. I risultati dell'analisi mostrano che diverse geometrie di prossimita tra
i Paesi emergono sulla mappa a seconda della dimensione (prossimita istituzionale o
organizzativa) e dellanno (2000, 2010 o 2019) considerato, e che queste geometrie pos-
sono essere ricondotte solo parzialmente ai processi di integrazione scaturiti dall'ade-
sione formale all'UE.
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1. Introduction

The narrative of an “ever closer union” enshrined
in the preamble of the Treaty of Rome has come under
severe pressure recently. Euroscepticism gained trac-
tion and became gradually embedded in the agendas of
opposition parties (Usherwood, Startin 2013), a process
that culminated in the withdrawal of the United King-
dom (UK) from the European Union (EU) in 2020. The
chronic instability that has afflicted the UK in the after-
math of Brexit weakened the case of exit campaigners
elsewhere in the EU, but as of 2023 four member states
known together as the Visegrad Group remain on a
collision route with Brussels over their “illiberal turn”
(Scott 2021).! Enlargement fatigue settled in after the so-
called Big Bang enlargement of 2004 (and the smaller
ones in 2007 and 2013), resulting in stalled accession
procedures and growing frustration among candidate
member states such as Albania, Serbia and North Mac-
edonia (O’Brennan 2014; Marusic 2022). All these events
point to an on-going shift from an “ever closer union” to
an “ever looser union” where countries follow variegated
and open-ended integration trajectories (Schimmelfen-
nig, Winzen 2020).

This shift is reflected in scholarly literature. Politi-
cal scientists are increasingly interested in differenti-
ated integration, i.e. the notion that countries integrate
to different degrees and at different speeds (Holzinger,
Schimmelfennig 2012; Leruth et al. 2019). This litera-
ture focuses on inclusion and exclusion from treaties
(e.g. opt-outs of member states such as Denmark from
the Eurozone or opt-ins of non-members such as EFTA
countries into the EU Single Market) and transitional
agreements delaying the implementation of given claus-
es (e.g. Romania and Bulgaria’s entry into the Schengen
Area), as well as the heterogeneity of state preferences
and capacities that is supposed to drive demand for such
differentiation (Schimmelfennig 2014). The heterogene-
ity argument is appealing: different States are likely to
demand different integration pathways depending on
their own preferences and capacities. The main thrust
of this article is to develop this argument further from
a geographer’s perspective, which we incorporate in two
ways. First, by complementing the absolute concept of
heterogeneity (i.e. differences between countries) with
the relative concept of proximity (i.e. distance between
countries). Second, by broadening the focus from State

LAt the time of writing, it remained unclear whether the outcome
of the parliamentary elections held in Poland on 15 October 2023,
namely opposition parties winning enough seats to form a majority,
would result, as expected, into a change of course in relations with the
EU (see Higgins, 2023).
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preferences and capacities to country characteristics. We
then illustrate the usefulness of reconceptualizing het-
erogeneity (of preferences and capacities) as variegated
geographies of (institutional and organizational) prox-
imity by mapping the latter using cluster analysis. Our
claim is that the resulting maps provide an interesting
vantage point to analyse differentiated integration com-
plementary to conventional maps of European integra-
tion reifying EU membership as a structuring principle
(see Fig. 1).

The article is organized as follows. Section 2 reviews
the differentiated integration literature in political sci-
ence to problematize how heterogeneity is currently
conceptualized and then draws from the proximity lit-
erature in geography to reconceptualize it. Section 3
describes the methodology of the cluster analysis used
for mapping Europe’s heterogeneity or, to use our jargon,
Europe’s variegated geographies of proximity between
countries. Section 4 presents the results of the cluster
analysis, which show that depending on the dimension
(organizational or institutional proximity) and the year
(2000, 2010 or 2019) considered variegated geographies
of proximity between countries appear on the map. Sec-
tion 5 concludes with a discussion on what these varie-
gated geographies tell us about past and future demand
for differentiation in the EU.

2. Reconceptualizing Heterogeneity as Variegated
Geographies of Proximity

In this section, we make the case for reconceptual-
izing heterogeneity. First, we review the differentiated
integration literature to argue that the concept gains in
importance in a structurally differentiated EU and to
problematize how it is currently conceptualized (Section
2.1). Second, we develop a novel theoretical framework
for heterogeneity drawing from the work of proximity
scholars in geography (Section 2.2.).

2.1. Heterogeneity in Political Science: An Unexplored
Driver of Differentiation

Political scientists define differentiated integration
as the “institutional response to the increasing heteroge-
neity of member state preferences and capacities result-
ing from both the widening and the deepening of the
EU” (Schimmelfennig 2014, 683). Two aspects are fore-
grounded in this definition - heterogeneity (of prefer-
ences and capacities) and differentiation (of integration
pathways) — but the first aspect has been largely neglect-
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Figure 1. Evolution of EU membership. The figure shows how membership of the EU, the European Free Trade Area (EFTA) and the Euro-
pean Neighborhood Policy (ENP) evolved between 2000 and 2019. Two periods can be clearly distinguished - 2000-2010 and 2010-2019
— characterized respectively by enlargement enthusiasm, culminating in the accession of twelve new member states in 2004 and 2007, and
enlargement fatigue, which resulted in only one country changing status vis-a-vis the EU (Bosnia and Herzegovina applying for member-

ship in 2015). Source: own elaboration

ed in the literature, perhaps because until recently the
ever-closer union narrative has not been seriously chal-
lenged (see reviews by Holzinger, Schimmelfennig 2012;
Leruth, Lord 2015). Indeed, if all countries are bound to
eventually converge into an ever-expanding homogene-
ous core, scrutinizing the heterogeneity of preferences
and capacities that explains why countries converge at
different speeds can be (and has been) considered a sec-
ondary question. But what if they are in fact not bound
to converge?

The argument that all countries are bound to con-
verge is supported by the observation that so far differ-
entiated integration has been mainly multi-speed and
inclusive, that is mostly based on transitory opt-outs
from treaties finalized at facilitating the inclusion of new
members in the union (Schimmelfennig, Winzen 2020).
A different story emerges, however, if we shift the focus
from formulation to implementation of treaties: differ-
entiation might be more permanent than the treaties
suggest (Leruth et al. 2019). Denmark negotiated quasi-
permanent opt-outs from the Economic and Monetary
Union (EMU) and the Common Security and Defence
Policy (Dosenrode 2022), although the latter was sub-
jected to referendum and removed after Russia’s full-
scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 (Euronews 2022). Swe-
den committed to adopt the euro, but remained in fact
out of the EMU by means of strategic non-compliance

(Hofelich 2022). Romania and Bulgaria’s accession to the
Schengen Area, which was discussed again and vetoed
by Austria and the Netherlands in 2022 despite all for-
mal requirements had been arguably fulfilled (Catus,
Kobeszko 2022), showed that even opt-outs formulated
in unambiguously transitory terms might result into
deadlocks. Based on this evidence, one can argue that
we are shifting from an ever-closer union where differ-
entiated integration is “little more than an ephemeral
process of convergence on similar outcomes at different
speeds” to an ever-more differentiated one where opt-
outs, opt-ins and all kinds of other exemption and exclu-
sion clauses become “a permanent, organizational prin-
ciple of the Union” (Leruth et al. 2019, 5).

If countries are not bound to converge, but to follow
permanently differentiated integration pathways aligned
with their own preferences and capacities, then under-
standing heterogeneity becomes crucial. This argument
is not new. Holzinger and Schimmelfennig (2014, 299)
argued that “what kind of heterogeneity matters (most)”
is important to substantiate a basic story about differen-
tiated integration that “has strong initial plausibility but
is indeterminate”. Surprisingly, their call was left largely
unanswered since. Two issues might help explain this
gap. First, the definition of heterogeneity in terms of
preferences and capacities is itself rather indeterminate.
Second, and relatedly, heterogeneity thus defined has
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proven difficult to operationalize. To our knowledge,
the most elaborate attempts to refine the definition are
those by Schimmelfennig and Winzen (2017) and Bel-
lamy and Kroger (2017). Schimmelfennig and Winzen
(2017) identified heterogeneity of economic conditions
(proxied by wealth) and heterogeneity of national iden-
tities as the main drivers of differentiation based on a
comparison between grand theories of integration. Bel-
lamy and Kréger (2017) identified two dimensions of
heterogeneity: social and economic (i.e. differences
in socio-economic conditions underpinning different
stakes in public goods), and cultural and political (i.e.
differences in predominant cultural values and political
views underpinning diversity of constitutional cultures
and sovereignty discourses). In what follows, we elabo-
rate further on these attempts from a geographer’s per-
spective, with a view to producing maps of political and
economic heterogeneity.

Two important points can be highlighted based on
the above discussion. First, there is mounting evidence
that differentiation is here to stay, which in turn sug-
gests placing more emphasis on the role that heteroge-
neity plays in driving demand for differentiated integra-
tion pathways. Second, heterogeneity has been defined in
rather unsatisfactory terms so far, leading some authors
to propose novel approaches to its conceptualization.
Our argument is that as geographers we are well-placed
to propose such a reconceptualization of heterogeneity,
which is what we now turn to do drawing from the prox-
imity literature.

2.2. Reconceptualizing Heterogeneity: A Dynamic Proxim-
ity Approach

Proximity scholars in economic geography are chief-
ly concerned with firms and innovation dynamics, but
the theoretical framework they rely upon can be trans-
posed to the study of countries and integration dynam-
ics. In what follows, we do precisely that and argue
that it allows for more refined analyses of what drives
demand for differentiated integration.

Central to the work of proximity scholars is the
deployment of proximity as a heuristic device: actors
“construct” space as they become more proximate to one
another or, vice versa, “consume” it as they become less
proximate (Carrincazeaux et al. 2008). Note how this
definition of proximity resonates with relative and rela-
tional conceptions of space emphasizing its variable and
contested nature, rather than an absolute one positing it
as a fixed container (Gilly, Torre 2000; on the tripartite
conception of space see Harvey 2005). Torre (2010) iden-
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tified the main building blocks of a proximity frame-

work:

- Proximity is multi-dimensional: both geographi-
cal and non-geographical dimensions matter. Two
countries can be proximate in a geographical sense
(i.e. short travel time), but also in an institutional
sense (i.e. compatible regulations).

- Proximity is dynamic: it increases or decreases over
time. Two countries can become more proximate in
a geographical or institutional sense by reducing tra-
vel times (e.g. by constructing a high-speed railway)
or by harmonizing regulations. Vice versa, they
become less proximate when travel times increase,
and conflicting regulations are adopted.

- Proximity is a priori neutral: it can be perceived as
positive or negative.

- Proximity can be active or passive. Imagine a situa-
tion where a country unilaterally adopts regulations
similar to those of another country. The former will
have actively contributed to an increase of institutio-
nal proximity between the two, the latter will have
passively enjoyed or suffered (depending on whether
proximity is perceived as positive or negative) its
consequences.

In relation to this last point, a distinction is made
in the literature between two proximity logics. The logic
of affiliation refers to the concerted effort by two actors
to become more (or less although this is more unlikely)
proximate in a given dimension. The logic of similar-
ity refers to the fact that two actors might become more
or less proximate independently from one another (and
potentially even against their will). In our definition of
dynamic proximity, we privilege the latter logic: similar-
ity between countries is a sufficient condition for prox-
imity. The reason for this choice is that we are not inter-
ested in mapping differentiated integration as such, but
rather the heterogeneity of country characteristics that
might have driven demand for it. Our core assumption
is that the greater the degree of similarity between two
countries, the greater the likelihood that these countries
will follow similar integration pathways, regardless of
whether governments of those countries will engage in
concerted efforts to chart those pathways.

What is the point of reconceptualizing heterogene-
ity as dynamic proximity? First, privileging the relative
concept of proximity over the absolute concept of het-
erogeneity allows for spatiotemporal variation in similar-
ity between countries - i.e. the ‘variegated geographies
of proximity’ - to be better appreciated. Second, the
open-ended and multi-dimensional nature of the prox-
imity framework allows for groups of countries sharing
similarities (and potentially receiving equal treatment in
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differentiation as a result) to be identified in an explora-
tory manner, rather than assumed a priori based on EU
membership. Third, the framework can be easily opera-
tionalized by means of a system of indicators and a clus-
ter analysis methodology, as it shall now become clear.

3. Mapping Dynamic Proximity: A Cluster
Methodology

In this section, we operationalize the proximity
framework introduced above, starting with the identifi-
cation of relevant proximity dimensions for the study of
differentiated integration (Section 3.1), then moving on
to the selection of indicators for their measuring (Sec-
tion 3.2) and concluding with a description of the meth-
ods used to perform cluster analysis (Section 3.3).

3.1. Identifying Proximity Dimensions

Proximity scholars have long debated which proxim-
ity dimensions to consider in their analyses. In an influ-
ential article, Boschma (2005) proposed to work with five:
geographical, institutional, organizational, cognitive and
social proximity (see also Balland et al. 2015). Each of
these dimensions could deliver interesting insights into
the variegated geographies of proximity possibly driv-
ing demand for differentiation, but for lack of space we
decided to focus on two - institutional and organizational
proximity — because these are the two dimensions that are
most suited to map political and economic heterogeneity.

In their original definitions, institutional and organi-
zational proximity refer respectively to the social norms
and values and the specific arrangements in which rela-
tions between actors are embedded. Carrincazeaux et
al. (2008, 619) distinguished between the “shared rules”
and the “complementary resources” allowing for “com-
promises between actors with divergent and conflicting
interests.” Boschma (2005) distinguished between the
“rules of the game” and the “cultural habits and values”
(Boschma 2005, 68) and the “organizational arrange-
ments” allowing actors to “coordinate the exchange of
complementary pieces of knowledge” (Boschma 2005,
64). These definitions were formulated with firms in
mind, i.e. the unit of analysis of virtually all of the prox-
imity literature in economic geography (see review by
Torre, Gallaud 2022) and business studies (see Kostova et
al. 2020). To our knowledge, this is among the first stud-
ies to apply the concepts of institutional and organiza-
tional proximity, as defined by economic geographers, to
the analysis of integration dynamics between countries.
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Such application presupposes a change of unit (from
firms to countries) and scale (from local to national) of
analysis. Definitions were adapted accordingly. For insti-
tutional proximity, we adopt a more restrictive but also
more actionable focus on a government’s fiscal stance
and democratic performance: countries with similar
levels of state capacity are institutionally proximate. For
organizational proximity, we shift the focus from spe-
cific organizational arrangements to broader processes
of standardization whereby actors including but not
limited to firms adopt or adapt to private sector stand-
ards: countries with similar levels of standardization are
organizationally proximate.

3.2. Operationalizing Proximity Dimensions

For each dimension, we now turn to select core
indicators. The data was compiled from a variety of
publicly available sources (identified in brackets) into a
database covering a total of 8 indicators (4 per dimen-
sion), 20 years (2000-2020) and 54 countries. Based on
their relation to the EU in 2023 there were 27 member
states (excluding the UK), 7 accession candidates (Alba-
nia, Moldova, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Ukraine,
Serbia and Turkey) and 20 neighboring countries (ENP-
East, ENP-South and EFTA countries and the UK). The
period covered encompasses the EU Enlargements of
2004, 2007 and 2013, the Great Recession of 2007-2009
and the Eurozone Debt Crisis of 2009-2012. We ini-
tially considered starting in 1995, start of the Barcelona
Process, but limited availability of data for the period
1995-1999 forced us to reconsider. We wanted to include
2020 and the Brexit but we eventually settle to data for
2019 because that year was marked by the extraordinary
events of the Great Lockdown.

The institutional proximity indicators were selected
consistently with the conditionality applied by the EU
in pre- and post-accession negotiations (Schimmelfen-
nig, Sedelmeier 2019). EU conditionality mechanisms
have two main objectives: democratization (Blauberger,
Van Hiillen 2020) and macroeconomic stabilization
(Sacher 2019). The first two indicators - “rule of law per-
formance” (World Bank) and “government effectiveness
and legitimacy” (Center for Systemic Peace) - relate to
the former and mirror the guiding principles of the EU
Rule of Law Mechanism. The third and fourth indicators
- “balance between government lending and borrowing
before interest payment and total stock of government
debt liabilities expressed as a share of GDP” (Interna-
tional Monetary Fund) - relate to the latter and mir-
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Table 1. Proximity dimensions. Source: own elaboration
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Dimensions Definitions Indicators
Institutional Similar state capacity Rule of law, state fragility, primary balance, government debt
Organizational Similar private sector standards Management standards, sustainability standards, trademarks, tariffs

ror the indicators used to monitor the EU Stability and
Growth Pact.

The organizational proximity indicators reflect the
importance of standardization in processes of economic
integration that stretch far beyond the EU Single Mar-
ket. As a self-assured global standard-setter (Bjerkem,
Harbour 2020), the EU contributes decisively to pro-
moting private sector standards that are often conceived
and certified by international organizations such as the
International Organization for Standardization (Mattli
2001). The first two indicators — “ISO 9001 management
quality certificates and ISO 14001 sustainability cer-
tificates” both expressed as number per million inhabit-
ants — were selected consistently with the most discussed
standards in the standardization literature: labor safety
regulations (Knudsen 2013) and corporate social respon-
sibility (Vigneau et al. 2015). The third and fourth indi-
cators — “trademark applications per million inhabitants”
(World Intellectual Property Organization) and “aver-
age of applied tariff rates for all products” (World Trade
Organization) — were chosen on account of the crucial
role that internationally recognized standards play in
innovation and trade.

3.3. Cluster Analysis Methodology

The proximity framework we propose to use for
the mapping of heterogeneity is easily operationalizable
by means of cluster analysis, technique which consists
in grouping objects, in our case countries, “based on a
measure of similarity such that the similarities between
objects in the same group are high while the similarities
between objects in different groups are low” (Jain 2010,
652). Cluster analysis is an exploratory technique: the
structure of the data is explored without pre-specified
models or hypotheses. As it shall become clear, this opens
up interesting avenues for the mapping of European inte-
gration, because it allows maps to be drawn without a
priori assumptions (e.g. related to EU membership).

The analysis was conducted in two steps. First,
principal component analysis (PCA) was performed to
increase the interpretability of the dataset by reducing
its dimensionality (i.e. number of indicators) without los-
ing much of its variability (i.e. number of observations)

(Joliffe, Cadima 2016). PCA scores turned out to be suffi-
ciently robust: they explain respectively 75% and 70% of
the variability found in the data used to measure institu-
tional and organizational proximity respectively. Second,
cluster analysis was performed using k-means clustering,
which was preferred over hierarchical clustering because
it systematically delivered a higher number of clusters
allowing for a more insightful analysis. K-means is an
algorithm which calculates centroids and assigns data
points to the nearest centroids repeatedly until the num-
ber of clusters minimizing overall variance is discovered
(Jain 2010). The variance within a cluster is a measure of
how spread out the data points in that cluster are from
the centroid. For cluster C;, the variance S;is given by:

. 12
§i =3 ecillz — pill

where:

- C;is the cluster

- xisadata point in C,
- piis the centroid of Ci

The total variance within all clusters is:

S = Zi’c:l Si

Clusters are produced independently for institu-
tional and organizational proximity and three refer-
ence years (2000, 2010 and 2019%). They were assigned
the same label in different years based on interpreta-
tion alone. When two clusters shared distinctively simi-
lar characteristics, the same label was assigned. When
more than two clusters shared similar characteristics in
different years, sub-labels were assigned alongside labels
(marked as label/sub-label).

4. The Variegated Geographies of European
Integration

In this section, the results of the cluster analysis for
each dimension are presented, focusing on cluster com-

22019 was preferred over 2020 to prevent the impact of Covid-19 lock-
downs from biasing the results.
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position and evolution. Where relevant, biases and limi-
tations related to the choice of indicators are identified
along with their implications in terms of internal and
external validity.

4.1. Institutional Proximity: Convergence in Fiscal Stability
and Democratization

The effects of convergence are clearly visible in how
institutional proximity evolved in the last two decades
(Fig. 2). In 2000, two clusters of “old” EU member states
sharing similar fiscal stances can be singled out: clusters
“stable/tight” and “stable/loose”. Countries in both clus-
ters have consistently applied countercyclical fiscal policies
throughout the period. What discriminates between them
are deficit and debt levels. Cluster “stable/tight” includes
wealthier Northern European countries (including non-
EU members Norway and Switzerland) with comparatively
low levels of debt. Cluster “stable/loose” includes Southern
European countries (alongside Austria, France and Bel-
gium) with comparatively high levels of debt.

Changes in cluster composition between 2000 and
2010 reflect how the Great Recession compromised the
fiscal stance of some countries belonging to the cluster
“stable/loose™ debt levels in Portugal, Italy, Ireland and
Greece skyrocketed. This is visible in the emergence of a
separate cluster “stable/indebted” including Italy, Greece

2000

2010

and later Portugal. Ireland never joined this cluster
because the initial steep rise in debt levels was quickly
reversed by means of tax breaks for multinational corpo-
rations. By 2019, all other countries had seemingly con-
verged into the cluster “stable/tight”. This result is con-
sistent with the spread of austerity across the EU in the
aftermath of the Eurozone Debt Crisis, which some have
understood as a “Northern European-inspired fiscal sta-
bility agenda [that] promotes a one-size-fits-all solution
[to the crisis] that does not take into account the need
for differential adjustment programs in the south of
Europe” (Regan 2017, 984).

The effects of enlargement are also visible in the
evolution of clusters. In all three reference years, the
dividing lines between clusters mirror the external bor-
ders of the EU. In 2000, most of those countries soon to
become “new” member states formed a separate cluster
“converging” on account of their having a similar fis-
cal stance compared to “old” member states, but lower
scores in rule of law and political stability. By 2010, they
had already converged in the cluster “stable”, evidence
of effective democratization and stabilization. Clus-
ter “fragile” consists almost exclusively of non-member
states standing out for comparatively low rule of law
and high state fragility. This result is consistent with the
argument that the lack of membership perspective weak-
ens the EU’s efforts to promote democratization and sta-

2019

[l STABLE / TIGHT

[] STABLE/LOOSE [l CONVERGING

[ ] STABLE / INDEBTED

[] FRAGILE
[ FRAGILE / OUTLIERS

Figure 2. Evolution of institutional proximity. The figure shows how institutional proximity between countries evolved between 2000 and
2019. Clusters are defined by two criteria: fiscal stance and state fragility. EU membership has a discernible effect on democratic performan-
ce, with only two member states - Romania and Bulgaria - assigned to clusters with comparatively high levels of state fragility. The Great
Recession resulted in high levels of debts in three member states (Greece, Italy and Portugal) and the spread of tight fiscal stances in the
rest of the EU. Source: own elaboration
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bilization. Bulgaria and Romania, two “new” member
states that continue to feature comparatively low rule of
law scores almost two decades after accession, are well-
known exceptions (Dimitrov, Plachkova 2021).

Note that the results of the cluster analysis for 2019
are not consistent with growing evidence of democratic
backsliding in Hungary and Poland. This might be relat-
ed to the type of data used to measure rule of law, which
is based on expert assessments that are slow to react but
then suddenly change (Thomas 2010). To check this,
we have rerun the analysis using data from 2020. The
results reveal that depending on the clustering method
used, the two countries are found to belong either to
cluster “stable” or “fragile”, suggesting that backsliding
was beginning to gain momentum around that time.

4.2. Organizational Proximity: Multispeed Adoption of
Sustainability Standards

Two trends can be identified in the evolution of
organizational proximity (Fig. 3). The first trend relates
to trade liberalization. All countries in the sample have
sought to increase access to the EU Single Market for
their products in recent decades, resulting in an over-
all waiving of trade tariffs. Only a few continue to apply
comparatively higher tariffs, forming a separate cluster
“protectionists”. At no point in time did member states
or accession candidates belong to this cluster, which is
logical insofar as membership is tightly associated with
a clear commitment to trade liberalization. That said,
the lack of membership perspective did not preclude a
certain number of neighboring countries from waiving
tariffs. Armenia, Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine among
ENP-South countries and Jordan and Morocco among
ENP-South countries liberalized trade to such an extent
as not to belong to the cluster ‘protectionists’ (the latter
two initially did in 2000 and 2010 but moved to another
cluster in 2019).

The second trend relates to sustainability stand-
ards. Three clusters can be identified based on the pace
at which these were adopted: “frontrunners”, “followers”
and “unstandardized”. Cluster “unstandardized” is pre-
sent only in 2000, attesting how pervasive standardiza-
tion has been in the last two decades (which is why the
label “followers” was preferred over “laggers”). The evo-
lution of the clusters “frontrunners” and “followers” tells
a rather surprising story. Nordic countries stand out as
frontrunners consistently throughout the period, sug-
gesting they have never lost their initial edge. In 2010,
they are joined by a seemingly disparate group of coun-
tries: Spain, Italy, Czechia and Romania, as well as non-
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EU member Switzerland. In 2019, the group of frontrun-
ners extends to the periphery: Ireland, the Nordic, the
Baltic and countries in the Balkans (writ large) stand out
as frontrunners in the adoption of sustainability stand-
ards.® Interestingly, this applies almost exclusively to
“new” (2004, 2007, 2013) member states except for one
candidate (Bosnia and Herzegovina). The data leaves lit-
tle room for doubt: Italy and Czechia are clear outliers,*
with a much high proportion of ISO 14001 certified
firms than all other countries in the sample.

This finding deserves further research, insofar as it
counters core-periphery understandings of the sustain-
ability transition suggesting that “new” member states
and especially non-members are trailing behind. One
possible explanation is that core member states adopt-
ed and harmonized national sustainability standards
before the global ISO 14001 became the reference, but
such an explanation is inconsistent with the EU’s long
track record bolstering global standards in general and
ISO standards in particular (Mattli 2001). What is more,
it comes short of explaining the results for the Nordic
countries. Another possible explanation is that firms in
Southern and Central European countries and especially
the Balkans see in the adoption of sustainability stand-
ards a strategy to facilitate their access into the EU Sin-
gle Market and attract investments from wealthier EU
member states. This explanation is consistent with the
fact that many “new” member states and current acces-
sion candidates and ENP countries established them-
selves as attractive nearshoring destinations for Western
European manufacturers, in sectors such as automo-
tive (Pavlinek 2020) and clothing and textiles (Pickles,
Smith 2011). Sustainability and management certifica-
tion might as well have played a role in the consolidation
of European regional production networks, but then why
the same does not apply to Euro-Mediterranean regional
production networks? Morocco and Tunisia lag behind
in terms of sustainability certification despite having
established themselves as attractive nearshoring destina-
tions. Two elements might explain this divide between
ENP-East and ENP-South countries. On the one hand,
certification is a costly endeavor so differences in certi-
fication might mirror differences in wealth between the
two. On the other hand, ENP-South countries suffered

31SO 9001 management standards have been adopted much more
homogeneously than ISO 14001 sustainability standards, which is why
the focus here is solely on the latter.

4Iceland and Montenegro are also outliers but in terms of trademark
applications, not sustainability certification. Montenegro does stand
out for an impressive twelvefold increase in sustainability certification
from 27 to 332 certificates per million inhabitants in just three years
between 2017 and 2020.
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Figure 3. Evolution of organizational proximity. The figure shows the evolution of organization proximity between 2000 and 2019. The
map is rather messy, but two main trends can be nonetheless discerned. The first is the global spread of private sector standards: by 2010
already the cluster unstandardized disappears altogether. The second is the emergence of a core-periphery pattern in sustainability certifica-
tion whereby periphery countries stand out as frontrunners and core countries lag somewhat behind as followers. Source: own elaboration

from greater political instability and economic insecurity
over the years (Smith 2015).

4.3. Discussion

The results of the cluster analysis show that recon-
ceptualizing heterogeneity as dynamic proximity allows
for the variegated and evolving character of European
integration to be unraveled: variegated geographies of
proximity appear indeed on the map depending on the
dimension (institutional and organizational) and the
year (2000, 2010 and 2019) considered. It is worth noting
that geographical proximity, not explicitly mapped and
analyzed, appears to influence institutional and organi-
zational proximity: geographically proximate countries
have a higher probability to end up in the same cluster.
This is not to say that geographical proximity deter-
mines the other dimensions: cluster composition and
evolution cannot be understood with it alone.

A key motivation for reconceptualizing heteroge-
neity as dynamic proximity was to move away from a
monolithic understanding of European integration rei-
fying EU membership as a structuring principle. To
what extent the dividing lines between clusters can be
traced back to bordering processes defined by member-
ship? The latter does have a decisive influence on clus-
ter composition in the institutional proximity dimen-
sion. Convergence towards a tight fiscal stance and a

strong rule of law took place to a significant extent only
in members of the EU and remarkably also the EFTA,
the second a finding that supports the hypothesis that
permanent differentiation might deliver similar out-
comes than full integration (Leruth et al. 2019). In 2019,
the clusters retrace EU and EFTA borders almost spot-
lessly, with only two exceptions: Bulgaria and Romania,
which joined the EU more than 15 years ago. These are,
however, notable exceptions that underscore the impor-
tance of adopting an open-ended approach to the issue
of membership, rather than assuming it has a decisive
role beforehand. Multi-speed models of differentiated
integration imply a normative expectation that Bulgaria
and Romania have not yet converged toward a tight fis-
cal stance and a strong rule of law, but inevitably will.
The analysis conducted here leaves the question open as
to whether they have not yet converged or are following
a different path.

EU membership also plays a role in influencing the
evolution of organizational proximity, as made evident
by the fact that only “new” EU member states in Central
and South-Eastern Europe stand out as frontrunners in
sustainability certification (with the exceptions of Poland
which is not a frontrunner and Bosnia and Herzego-
vina which is not a member state). This result points to
the important role that the EU plays in bolstering the
adoption of global standards, enforcing trademarks and
reducing trade tariffs, which should not however be
overestimated. The variegated geographies of organiza-
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tional proximity that emerged from the analysis can be
better understood by considering firm-led dynamics of
delocalization and regionalization of production. Previ-
ous research on the topic of standardization highlight-
ed the primary role that firms and particularly trans-
national corporations play in spreading standards such
as the ISO 9000 (Neumayer, Perkins 2005) or the ISO
14001 (Perkins, Neumayer 2010). In fact, compliance
with standards is largely considered to a be an unavoid-
able stepping stone for firms willing to participate in
globalized production networks (Nadvi 2008). The var-
iegated geographies of standardization that appeared on
the map might thus reflect different degrees of inclusion
in regionalized production networks.

5. Conclusion

This article proposed a novel approach to mapping
European integration focused on the political and eco-
nomic heterogeneity that underpins differentiated inte-
gration pathways in an “ever looser” rather than “ever
closer” EU. We argued that such a novel approach is
needed because of two reasons. First, because consid-
ering differentiation not an epiphenomenal, but rather
a structural and permanent feature of the EU implies
paying greater attention to the heterogeneity that drives
demand for it. Second, because the current conceptual-
ization of heterogeneity as state preferences and capaci-
ties is rather unsatisfactory seen from a geographer’s
perspective, because of the absolute as opposed to rela-
tive and dynamic spatial framework it presupposes. By
reconceptualizing (political and economic) heterogeneity
as variegated geographies of (institutional and organi-
zational) proximity and by operationalizing these by
means of cluster analysis, we opened up the possibility
to identify groups of countries sharing similarities (and
thus likely to demand similar integration pathways) in
an exploratory manner, instead of assuming them a pri-
ori based on EU membership. Admittedly, the clusters
are identified in an exploratory manner, but the indica-
tors used in the cluster analysis are selected “arbitrar-
ily”. This is a limitation to take into consideration when
interpreting the maps, insofar as substantially different
geometries of proximity would most likely appear on the
map should different indicators be used to analyze the
same dimension. This versatility is also an asset though:
other researchers might find it interesting to represent
cartographically their own analyses of heterogeneity, fac-
toring the indicators they use in the dynamic proximity
framework we propose.
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What is the added value of the maps of European
integration we produced (Fig. 2 and 3) compared to
conventional maps focused on EU membership as a
structuring principle (Fig. 1)? Our maps are “messier”,
more difficult to grasp at a glance and therefore less
suitable as alternative representations of European inte-
gration. They are, however, powerful tools to generate
research questions about heterogeneity and therefore to
orientate further geographical research on differentiat-
ed integration, not only because of their multi-dimen-
sional and dynamic nature, but also because bounda-
ries are drawn in an exploratory manner rather than
assumed a priori. Regarding institutional proximity (or
political heterogeneity), our maps highlight how Por-
tugal, Ttaly and Greece in Southern Europe (because
of debt levels) and Romania and Bulgaria in Eastern
Europe (because of state fragility) might require and
possibly have followed differentiated integration path-
ways that are not leading to convergence toward a
Northern European-inspired tight fiscal stance. Further
research could aim to elucidate this argument further
by exploring how the variegated geographies of institu-
tional proximity that emerged from the cluster analysis
relate to varieties of capitalism in the EU. Regarding
organizational proximity (or economic heterogeneity),
our maps brought to light a surprising geography of
standardization whereby those countries that are usu-
ally considered to belong to the periphery of the EU
stand out as frontrunners in the adoption of sustain-
ability standards, a finding that can be made sense of
only by considering the important interplay between
firm-led dynamics of European production delocali-
zation and regionalization and state-led dynamics of
European integration. How do economic dynamics
of inclusion and exclusion from production networks
relate to political demands for differentiated integra-
tion? This is an exciting avenue for further research
that exploring alternative ways to conceptualize and
operationalize heterogeneity opened for differentiated
integration research.
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