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Recent research has tried to uncover the political space in which the Council of Ministers of the
European Union decides. Rather than the left-right conflict or a cleavage between governments
with national and supranational attitudes, this article shows that a redistributive dimension, deci-
sively shapes the interactions in this most important legislative body of the European Union. In
contrast to extant studies, we employ ex ante rather than ex post preference data and rely on cor-
respondence analysis as a means to identify the underlying dimensions of contestation. The article
concludes with an empirical investigation of how enlargement will affect the emerging political
space within the European Union. Our quantitative analysis suggests that the gulf between 
net-contributors and net-receivers will further deepen.

Many experts have contended that coalition building in the Council of Ministers
of the European Union is unpredictable and time-consuming (Peters and Wright,
2001, p. 160). According to this adage, member states do not build permanent
alliances, but common interests on individual issues bind them together (Nugent,
1999, p. 474). The secrecy surrounding the negotiations, decisions and protocols
has prevented the public from establishing whether this interpretation of casual
coalition building is accurate (see Hayes-Renshaw and Wallace, 1997). The lack of
reliable data has made it nearly impossible to study the preference and coalition
structure within this core intergovernmental body of the European Union.

The data set ‘Decision-Making in the European Union’ (DEU) (Thomson et al.,
forthcoming) enables us to identify the negotiation positions of the member states
and the conflict structure within the Council. This article makes use of this unique
resource and attempts to reduce the conflict space to a few dimensions that reveal
the most important cleavages. Our results largely confirm the findings of Mattila
and Lane (2001), Mattila (2004) and Thomson et al. (2004) who have pinpointed
the north-south dimension as the main line of contestation within the European
Union. However, we qualify these results and offer some substantial and methodo-
logical innovations to the emerging literature on the European political space
(Marks and Steenbergen, 2004). First, although some conflict dimensions that we
identified cannot be interpreted that easily, some recurrent patterns of contesta-
tion do exist in the intergovernmental council. Our calculations reveal more struc-
ture in the interactions of the member states than the similar recent inquiries by
Selck (2004) and Thomson et al. (2004) did. Second, our results suggest that the
north-south division encompasses various sub-dimensions, the most important of
which being the conflict between net-receivers and net-contributors to the EU
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budget. Although the left-right dimension also explains the alignments of govern-
ments to a certain degree, the ‘utilitarian’ dimension, which we identify in this
analysis, shapes the conflict structure in the Council more decisively. This result
considerably differs from the roll call data analysis by Mattila (2004). He uncovers,
in line with studies on the European Parliament (for example Noury 2002), a politi-
cal space in which the divisions between left and right and between independence
and integration-supporting governments are the main dimensions of contestation.
Third, we are able to compare the conflict structure within the Council before and
after enlargement. We suspect that redistributive conflicts will become more viru-
lent and that the EU will become more producer-friendly and protectionist in the
near future (Dobbins et al., 2004). Fourthly, our results are founded upon the ana-
lytical technique of correspondence analysis. Although this method has been pre-
viously used in the attempt to uncover the conflict structure within the European
Parliament (Kreppel and Tsebelis, 1999; Kreppel, 2002), it has not been employed
for the analysis of Council interactions. Correspondence analysis also provides
accurate results even in the event that the number of cases is relatively small and
the preference data are quasi-ordinal, as is the case in our inquiry.

This article is structured as follows: We will first discuss the most recent studies
dealing with the political space (or spaces) of the European Union. Our classifica-
tion of the empirical literature follows the theoretical deductions on the relevant
conflict dimensions of the most important EU actors. We use this framework to
build a number of hypotheses to be tested after the presentation of the DEU data
set and research design. We conclude by comparing the past with the present con-
flict structure of the enlarged European Union.

Competing Models of Political Contestation within the
European Union
No conclusive evidence has yet been found for the conjecture that five decades of
European integration have led to a unifying political space. The existing literature
offers three competing models to classify and describe the European political space
(Marks and Steenbergen, 2002; 2004). The International Relations Model assumes
that European actors disagree along a more or less integration dimension. This
assumption can be traced back to realist contributions to the theory of European
integration (Hoffmann, 1966) and Moravcsik’s (1998) version of intergovernmen-
talism. This emphasis on the division between supranationalists and nationalists in
the EU can also be found in neo-functionalist writings (Haas, 1958) as well as some
of the first spatial models developed to study the legislative process of the organi-
sation (for example Tsebelis and Garrett, 1996). These cleavages thus do not coin-
cide with the conflicts surrounding the left-right dimension in domestic policy
debates, nor do they acknowledge the extent of social and economic regulation,
for which the EU has been increasingly granted extensive authority (Majone 1996).

The Hix/Lord-Model (Hix and Lord, 1997; Hix 1999a; 1999b) conversely suggests
that there are two independent conflict dimensions, the left-right and the more
versus less integration dimension, which can allegedly be placed orthogonally upon
each other. This configuration is based on crosscutting coalitions of interests
between functional and territorial groups. The regulation model, on the other
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hand, anticipates conflicts over the extent to which the state should regulate the
European economy.

By and large, the empirical studies on the structure of contestation within the 
European Union can, be attributed to these models. Yet, the overall conclusion that
one can gain from these examinations is that no unifying political space within the
European Union exists. It seems as if the dimensionality depends by and large on
the ingenuity of the political actors and the level at which they become active
(Marks and Steenbergen, 2002, p. 888). To start with, strong empirical evidence
by independent researchers bolsters the claim that the Members of the European
Parliament can largely be classified along the left-right continuum (Attiná, 1990;
Noury, 2002; Kreppel and Tsebelis, 1999; Hix et al., 2003). This one-dimensional
conflict dominates not only voting within the EP, but also party competition on
European issues at the national level (Gabel and Hix, 2002; Pennings, 2002). As
Aspinwall (2002, p. 106) shows, there is a robust relationship between the ideo-
logical position of government parties and their preference on European integra-
tion ‘particularly in cases where there is not some overriding pan-ideological
national interest at stake’. Parties that assume a position in the centre advocate
free trade and international stability, while right-wing and left-wing parties reject
further integration due to fears of losing their national autonomy or welfare state
(2002, pp. 86–8).

Other authors detect a direct link between the ideology of parties and their support
for European integration only with respect to economic and regulatory issues
(Hooghe and Marks, 1999, pp. 76–8). In addition to this, a new politics dimension
defined by Hooghe, Marks, and Wilson that comprises issues such as immigration,
the environment and democratic transparency has emerged (Hooghe, Wilson and
Marks, 2002). As the left-right and the new politics dimension are partly associ-
ated with the support for European integration, Hooghe, Marks, and Wilson (2004,
p. 140) conclude: ‘European politics is domestic politics by other means.’

The large national differences within the European party groups have the conse-
quence that the competition between the parties at the European level is perceived
to take place only along one dimension. Conflicts on national and territorial issues
exist, in other words, only latently, while the negotiations between parties are
reduced to a socio-economic dimension (Hix, 1999b). The integration dimension,
however, plays an important role in the negotiations within the European Council
and the ratification processes of the intergovernmental treaties such as the 
Maastricht and Amsterdam Treaties (Hug and König, 2002; Bräuniger et al., 2001).
Yet, as governments have the possibility to add less conflictive issues or to take
highly contentious issues from the negotiation agenda, the conflict structure is not
fixed in this intergovernmental arena. The subtraction of controversial topics
during the negotiations eased the way for the Amsterdam Treaty through the 
ratification process. While governments and voters disagreed on this treaty only
on one dimension in the end, the Maastricht treaty contained EMU and political
union as the main divisive projects.

Despite severe data problems, several recent articles have attempted to map out
the conflict structure in the Council of Ministers. Most of these examinations aim
to identify possible coalitions among the member states. Lane and Mattila (1998)
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hint at the national dimension as the most important cleavage and the division
between the northern and southern members in the coalition building process.
Additionally, large member states vote more frequently against the majority than
smaller ones (Mattila and Lane, 2001).1 Because formal voting is rare in the Council
of Ministers as a consequence of early consensus-building, studies that resort to
the results of the final votes do not necessarily mirror the actual conflict structure.
Mattila (2004) lists some additional explanations as to why the final votes taken
in the Council do not always correspond to the preferences of the member states.
Countries that hold the EU Presidency oppose majoritarian decisions less frequently
than other member states. The tendency of the larger member states to dissent also
reflects the inclination of smaller member states to behave strategically and go with
the majority against their own preferences.

The analyses of the voting protocols find some support in the interview-based
studies that disentangle the patterns of communication within the Council. The
nationality of the delegates remains the best explanatory factor for the coalition
patterns; the difference between north and south is also crucial (Elgström et al.,
2001; Beyers and Dierickx, 1998). However, these communication patterns could
indeed likely be shaped by a common language and background shared by the
national delegations than the actual policy preferences of the member states.

Hence, to explore the dimensions of contestation within the Council, we need to
rely on more direct preference measures. Interviews that unravel the bargaining
positions of the actors before the final decision is made provide, in our view, more
accurate information on actor preferences than roll call analyses or general surveys
on the behaviour of a member state. We will make use of such ex ante data in our
tests of the three competing hypotheses that we will derive from the literature in
the following.

Theoretical Foundations of the Conflict Structure in the
Council of Ministers
According to the Lipset/Rokkan model of political cleavages (Lipset and Rokkan,
1967, pp. 14f.), the modern party systems of Europe are moulded by historical con-
flicts involving the foundations of the state, as well as religion and social classes,
from which stable social identities and institutions developed. Thus, national politi-
cal competition is carried out for the most part today along the left-right dimen-
sion (Hix and Lord, 1997, p. 25). This ideological dimension reconciles economic
and socio-political issues such as regulation, redistribution, employment, individ-
ual freedom, religion and ecology (Hix, 1999b, p. 73). However, these historically
anchored political alignments restrict the means for political parties to react to the
emergence of new issues, as both issue-related orientations that have evolved over
a long period of time as well as the allegiance to a certain clientele of voters entail
high sunk costs (Marks and Wilson, 2000, pp. 434–6). Thus for political parties and
actors there is an incentive to interpret new issues within the framework of already
existing cleavages and incorporate them into the given lines of party competition.
This, in turn, compels organisations that are active in national policy making to
‘re-interpret’ issues involving European integration along the left-right ideological
dimension.
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The rational choice approach argues, on the other hand, that multi-dimensional
decision-making entails an enormous increase in transaction costs. As stable results
are only possible in one- or two-dimensional spaces (Hinich and Munger, 1997),
it is in the interest of all actors participating in the negotiations to limit the dimen-
sionality of the conflict space. If party affiliation and identification are an equally
decisive factor for the formation of the preferences of actors in the Council of 
Ministers, then conflicts should be structured by a left-right dimension within this
legislative body.

H1: The conflict structure in the Council of Ministers is founded upon an ideologi-
cal dimension, along which the member states can be aligned according to the left-
right position of their governments.

However, the members of the Council of Ministers are also representatives of their
governments and can still be perceived as the greatest advocates of the interests of
their nation-states on the EU level. For this reason, conflicts involving matters of
national sovereignty and interests tend to emerge much more frequently in the
Council of Ministers than between the EP representatives who are grouped along
supranational party lines. This is reflected by the initial one-dimensional theoret-
ical studies on decision-making in the EU (for example Tsebelis and Garrett, 1996),
according to which the Council, Commission and the EP held different views on
the extent of integration. In the stricter sense, the more or less-integration dimen-
sion would thus span from the further delegation of competences and the har-
monisation of regulatory measures on the European level on to the preservation
of national sovereignty.

H2: The conflict structure in the Council of Ministers is based on an integration
dimension, along which pro-integration governments can be distinguished from
less integrationist governments.

By comparison, Hix (1999b, p. 72f.) defines the ‘integration dimension’ in general
as a national/territorial cleavage in the Council. This division determines conflicts
involving state and territorial borders, historical myths, cultures, rights and com-
mitments as well as economic interests (Smith, 1991, p. 14, quoted in Hix, 1999b).
The conflicts emerge when national identity or national interests are endangered
by integration or when one or several member states seem to be profiting at the
costs of others (Hix, 1999b, p. 73).

The agricultural and structural funds of the EU illustrate a particularly striking and
blatant form of redistribution and thus the perceived unequal treatment of member
states. Viewed within a political-exchange model, the poorer states receive a large
part of the redistributive transfer payments as compensation for their approval of
certain policies (for example economic integration) on the EU level (Carrubba,
1997).2 To a certain extent, the wealthy member states are willing to buy off the
consent of the poorer nations by means of subsidies. However, since they finance
the redistributive programs alone, while the other member states profit from them
or at least offer a smaller contribution, it is in the interest of the net-contributors
to keep the expenses for subsidies at the lowest possible level. This constellation
of interests characterises not only economic matters, but also social and environ-
mental policy (Hosli, 1996, p. 260).
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H3: The conflict structure in the Council of Ministers is based on a North/South-
dimension that best reflects conflicts of interest between net-contributors and net-
beneficiaries of subsidies and redistributive policies.

Our following empirical analysis shall now demonstrate which of the discussed
conflict lines dominates the struggles in the Council. Is the structure of negotia-
tions marked by the polarisation of left-right interests along party lines? Or are
national political or economic interests of greater significance?

Research Design
National delegations participating in the negotiations and decision-making process
in the Council will be regarded as unitary actors. For most Commission proposals
(70 percent), an agreement is reached in advance among the working groups or
the COREPER (15 to 20 percent) (Hayes-Renshaw and Wallace, 1997, p. 40).
However, as the ministers themselves are still able to open up a debate on all con-
tested matters (1997, p. 81), we must assume that national positions are agreed on
or that the preferences of the government are anticipated within the working
groups and the COREPER.

The centrepiece of the analysis of our research question is the DEU data set 
(Decision-Making in the European Union).3 The DEU data set was developed by
an international team of researchers from the Universities of Groningen, Konstanz,
Leiden, Ann Arbor (Michigan), Nijmegen and Turku on the basis of the results of
quantitative expert interviews. A total of 125 experts, most of whom belonged to
the national delegations (Council of Ministers) in Brussels, were consulted. To
figure out the preferences of the new member states, we also conducted our own
interviews with Commission officials, members of the European Parliament and
interest groups in Brussels.

The DEU data set contains the preferences of the decisive institutional actors in the
legislative process: the ideal points of the 15 member states, the European Com-
mission and the EP on 174 issues from 70 Commission proposals on decrees, direc-
tives and decisions. We only measured the negotiation preferences of the actors,
that is their preferred policy positions after the proposal was submitted, but also
before the adoption of a common position on the part of the Council of Ministers.4

We agree with Bueno de Mesquita (2004) that the data we obtained reflect sincere
negotiation stances rather than the ‘true’ ideal point of a member state that cannot
be deduced from expert interviews. The ideal point estimates of the member states
were standardised on a scale from 0 to 100.5 The nature of the issues varies con-
siderably. While some issues stand for the qualitative choice between two or more
options, most other scales are quasi-ordinal, rather than nominal.

The data are restricted to the decisional procedures Consultation and Co-decision.
Of the 70 proposals, 42 were governed by the Consultation procedure, while 28
entailed the participation of the Parliament as a co-decision-maker. As for the selec-
tion of issues, there was no limitation to certain policy areas, with the most fre-
quent being common market and agricultural issues. The selection of cases is
restricted to a timeframe between January 1999 and December 2000, while the
largest part of the proposals was presided over between May 1999 and February
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2002. By doing so, we aimed to ensure that the consulted experts were available
and could still remember the Commission proposals well. A further motive was to
prevent the interviewees from deriving their preference estimates from their actual
voting behaviour, which would have led to ex post distortions.

Missing scores in the analysis were replaced by the mean score between the 
reference point and the position of the Commission. Thus, those member states
that could not be attributed a preference score in the expert interviews were given
a neutral position. Issues for which the preference positions are unknown for 
more than four member states were discarded from the analysis (see Selck and 
Steunenberg, 2004, p. 14).

Factor analyses (FA) on the basis of multidimensional scaling are frequently
employed tools to examine the latent conflict structure of multiple variables. Selck
(2004) relies on factor-analytical techniques to uncover the dimensions of contes-
tation in the Council, while Mattila and Lane (2001) and Thomson et al. (2004)
use multidimensional scaling. Factor analysis serves to reduce a multitude of vari-
ables to a few hypothetical constructs (factors), which represent linear combina-
tions of the observed variables (Kim and Mueller, 1978). However, for the analysis
of the DEU data set, a FA has several disadvantages. For example, the data are to
be measured on an interval scale level, because the FA is based on correlation
matrixes and weighted variable sums.6 Furthermore, the sample size of the DEU
data set can be regarded as too small for a FA. Multidimensional scaling (MDS) in
return is mainly a graphical device that allows a researcher to detect the spatial
ordering of objects, in our case: countries, in a one- or two-dimensional space. The
technique does, however, not enable us to trace the positions back to the influ-
ence of the issues under contestation.

The drawbacks of FA and MDS can be avoided with an alternative technique. 
Correspondence Analysis (CA), which is frequently labelled as a ‘Principle Com-
ponents Analysis with Categorical Data’ (Benzécri et al., 1973; Greenacre, 1984),
describes, like the FA, the latent characteristics of manifested variables (Blasius,
2001, p. 83). A CA traces the latent structure of nominally or ordinally scaled data.
It is especially suitable for analyses with a small number of cases (Blasius, 2001, p.
330). In a CA the row or column profiles of a frequency table are calculated in
order to compare their similarity with the average profile of the rows and columns.7

For the DEU, the deviations (Chi-Square-Distances) between the row scores of MS
j and the row scores of the average MS are determined according to (1):

(1)

We have also used the DEU data set and the secondary literature to develop pre-
ference profiles for the most important policy fields in which the Council of 
Ministers is a co-legislator. Against this background, we conducted 16 structured
interviews with representatives of the accession countries and Commission repre-
sentatives dealing with enlargement. We asked the experts to identify the prefer-
ences of the new member states along the preference continua with the old member
states.8

c2 2= -( )( )
=
=

Â obs exp exp  where

obs observed score of member state i on issue j
exp expected score of member state i on issue j

ij ij ij

ij

ij

j
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Results: Conflict Dimensions in the Council of Ministers
Figure 1 depicts the alignment of the preference profiles of the member states in
a three-dimensional model on the basis of an analysis of the entire data set. Along
the first dimension, the southern states can be clearly distinguished from the north-
ern member states; Ireland and Luxembourg assume a position in the middle. The
second division demonstrates the widest gap between Great Britain, the Nether-
lands and Ireland in the lower area and Germany (and to a lesser extent Austria)
in the upper part of the illustration. Along the third dimension, Luxembourg is iso-
lated from the other member states, while Austria, Ireland and Belgium assume
positions in the middle.

In a CA the interpretation of the policy content of the dimensions is founded upon
the columns (issues) with extreme component loadings (that is coordinates of the
variables in the object space). Since the Council of Ministers predominantly pre-
sides over very detailed topics, the content of the dimensions is also greatly depen-
dent on the specific issues at hand, making it difficult to draw final conclusions on
the general conflict structure within the Council.

The results listed in Table 1 provide nevertheless a solid framework for the inter-
pretation of the underlying policy-content. Analyses of the data using principal
components analysis, a factor analytic technique, or multidimensional scaling show
similar results to those of the CA.9 The distinction between interval and ordinal-
scaled data evidently does not lead to any notable differences in the analysis of the
DEU. Tests of internal stability (Greenacre, 1993, pp. 171–7) confirm the results.
If we were to leave out the preference scores of Germany, an outlier on the second
dimension, it turns out that the conflict potential with Germany ‘covers up’ dif-
ferences in the preference profiles of the remaining member states.

The first dimension is dominated by the regulation of the common market as well
as subsidies for agriculture, culture and external financial support. The alignment

Figure 1: Object Points of the Member States, 3-D Model
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of the member states along this axis coincides with the predictions in H3.10 Spain,
Greece, France, Italy and Portugal receive relatively high sums of agricultural and
structural funds,11 while Great Britain, Germany, Luxembourg, Austria, Sweden
and the Netherlands make large contributions. Although the Danes receive high
subsidy payments, they are not very willing to increase such expenses. The same
also holds for the Finns, who only provide small net-contributions. To explain this
peculiarity, scholars have offered an argument based on the ‘cultural connected-
ness’12 of certain groups of member states (Beyers and Dierickx, 1998; Elgström 
et al., 2001). The behaviour of the Finns can also be interpreted in this case as 
their desire to be ‘good Europeans’ and to avoid advocating extreme positions.13

This argument points to a conflict of interest for the Irish. On the one hand, as
receivers of subsidies they are closely attached to the southern states, while on the
other hand they are affiliated with the English language and Anglo-Saxon consti-
tutional, legal and state traditions.

As a rule, the results confirm the observation that the poorer southern member
states demand more market regulation, protectionism and redistribution than the
northern member states, who seek increased free trade, market liberalisation and
the restriction of EU expenses (for example Hamilton, 1991, quoted in Hosli, 1996).
The North, for example, sought to limit or dismantle subsidy programmes for the
production of sugar (n00250i1) and oil (n00358i1 und i2). Conversely, the north-
ern member states tend to advocate stricter regulations for producers, for example
fishing restrictions (n96160i1) or measures to protect laying hens (n98092). Thus,
an unambiguous alignment of the member states along a clearly defined regula-
tion or left-right dimension spanning from greater market regulation to liberal anti-
protectionism is a difficult task,14 as the actual preference positions of the member
states are dependent on specific nation-state interest constellations and conflicts.
For example, Denmark and Great Britain are generally regarded as strong advo-
cates of dismantling subsidy programmes in the EU. Denmark, however, proposes
an expansion of subsidies for low-fat milk in schools because consumption of such
milk is high in Denmark (n99246i2).

The second dimension can be defined primarily as conflicts involving the repre-
sentation of consumer and producer interests as well as EU subsidies. However,
state preferences often tend to be inconsistent in particular when core national
interests are at stake. Germany assumes the most isolated position here and is 
the furthest away from the Netherlands and Great Britain. As in the following

Table 1: Possible Interpretations of the Dimensions in DEU

Explained Explained
variation, variation, 

D1 D2 2D-model D3 3D-model

DEU market consumer 44.8% subsidies, 53.7%
regulation, protection, economic interests
subsidies subsidies protectionism
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examples, Germany demands further regulation, more protectionism and subsi-
dies, if these are in accord with its vital national economic and consumer interests:
The German delegation supports, for instance, an agreement on the length of trucks
to the advantage of German industries (d00060i1), advocates the protectionist posi-
tion in Internet commerce demanded by trade associations (d98325i2), and sup-
ports the banning of phthalates in children’s toys (d99238) and the continuance
of EU-subsidies for milk and dairy products (n99246i1).

Diverse bureaucratic traditions and the existing national legislation also appear to
be of significance here, for example in reaction to the Commission’s proposal to
regulate market access for service providers of electronic signatures by means of a
system of self-control (d98191). This coincides much more with the system of cor-
poratist self-regulation of the economy that Germany is familiar with than the
divergent national traditions in Great Britain and Ireland, for example (see Streeck
and Schmitter, 1996, p. 143; Scharpf, 1994, p. 150). This clinging to the existing
national legislation also explains the conflicting positions on the manner in which
a ‘fair’ price was set for company takeovers (d95341i1).

The third dimension sheds light on further disparities among the member states.
Throughout the entire data set, Luxembourg tends to be in an isolated position,
which primarily has to do with its aversion to the harmonisation of taxes. Unsur-
prisingly, the third dimension also reflects the tension between northern and south-
ern member states.

Thus, for the entire data set, conflicts involving economic liberalisation and regu-
lation of the common market can be distinguished from those involving consumer
protection. For the redistributive issues, though, no isolated conflict line could be
identified. Controversial matters of subsidy payments and decisions on the EU
budget interfere with the conflict structure. The analysis according to policy
domains provides clearer results. Table 2 illustrates the explained variation and also

Table 2: Results by Policy Area

Explained 
variation in % Interpretation of the dimensions 

2D-model 3D-model D1 D2

Common 64.0 76.5 Market regulation Consumer  
market protection  

Agriculture 62.1 70.7 Agricultural subsidies Agricultural subsidies
Fisheries 67.0 79.2 Economic interests National sovereignty
Justice and 48.5 66.9 Financial assistance National sovereignty
Home Affairs and services 
Economics 75.6 86.7 Harmonisation of Financial interests

and taxes
Finance
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offers an interpretation of the first two dimensions in terms of underlying policy
content.15

In the Common Market Council the conflicts are structured by the diverse prefer-
ences of the member states for protectionist or free trade policies16 and consumer
protection.17 Proceedings in the Council for Agriculture focus nearly exclusively on
agricultural subsidies. As for the second dimension, it is evident that Austria,
Germany, Finland and the Netherlands also support certain subsidies because they
profit from the existing price systems.18 Great Britain, Denmark and Sweden, on
the other hand, are characterised by their aversion to further increases in subsidies,
even though some of their national economic sectors often do benefit from current
schemes.

From an overall perspective, we have identified a relatively stable conflict line
within the Council of Ministers, namely the conflict between the north and south,
around which opposed voting blocks emerge over matters of subsides and finan-
cial contributions, market regulation and protectionism. Contrary to Thomson 
et al. (2004) who forecast an overall lack of structure in the positions of the leg-
islative actors, we were able to associate actors’ preferences and the resulting coali-
tions with specific financial, economic and protectionist interests, the influence of
national interest groups and national administrative or legal traditions.19

To put our claims onto a more solid footing, we have conducted bivariate tests.
Table 3 depicts the correlation between the independent variables and the rank-
ing that the countries obtained on the different dimensions that we identified 
with the help of CA. We use the Manifesto data by Budge et al. (2001) to mea-
sure the positions the member state governments on the left-right and the 
integration/anti-integration scale. To measure government support for the EU, we
additionally used Ray (1999). Data assembled by Rodden (2002) was employed 
to determine the extent to which a country was among the net-contributors or
net-beneficiaries of the EU’s agrarian and structural (cohesion) funds between 1995
and 1999.

Table 3: Bivariate Relationships Between Independent Variables and the
Position of a Country on the Conflict Dimensions

Dimension 1 Dimension 2

Government left-right orientation 0.42 (0.12) -0.24 (0.39)
Government EU support (Budge) 0.20 (0.46) -0.25 (0.37)
Government EU support (Ray) 0.06 (0.81) 0.05 (0.85)
Net transfers as a share of GDP 0.54 (0.04) 0.18 (0.52)
Agricultural transfers as share of GDP 0.37 (0.18) 0.06 (0.83)
Structural fund transfers as a share GDP 0.67 (0.007) -0.11 (0.70)

Note: The entries are Spearman rank order correlation coefficients; level of significance in parentheses. The number
of cases for all coefficients is 15.
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The bivariate tests of the three competing hypotheses clearly show that the con-
flict over the EU transfer payments exerts the only systematic influence on the
interactions in the Council of Ministers. The status of a member state as a net-
contributor or net-beneficiary is thus crucial for our understanding of the inter-
governmental negotiations in the European Union. In the EU of 15 member states,
the redistributive conflict largely coincided with the geographical north-south divi-
sion of the countries. We will explore below how the eastern enlargement will
influence this pattern of contestation. Note that the results are similar for dimen-
sions of conflict that we obtained through other estimation techniques (principal
component analysis, multidimensional scaling). Furthermore, the results also
remain robust if we move to multivariate models.

The bivariate tests lead to a clear rejection of the international relations model as
a convincing interpretation of the conflicts within the Council of Ministers. While
the conflict over the depth of integration within the European Union often explains
the negotiations within the European Council, it fails to do so for the other inter-
governmental body of the organisation. The preferences of the member states and
the resulting conflicts thus appear to be more the product of national interests and
regulatory traditions than their desire for more or less integration (H2). Note that
we do not offer a deterministic explanation of legislative decision making here.
Although France and Italy have been net-contributors in the late 1990s and early
2000s, they belong to the subsidy-friendly camp. Denmark, by contrast, which was
a net-receiver belongs to the opposing camp.20

The results reported in Table 3 finally only lend very weak support to the hypo-
thesis that party lines or ideology determine the preference structure in the Coun-
cil (H1). This result is in considerable contrast to the roll call analysis by Mattila
(2004). According to his analysis, the left-right placement of governments signifi-
cantly affects the number of times that a national delegate objects to a majoritar-
ian decision. We believe that the discrepancies between our findings largely have
to do with varying data sources. As for roll call votes, governments might seem
forced to object to a decision by member states with another ideology to please
their supporters back home. Their negotiation position might, however, not have
been that far away from the stances of the other governments. Although most
analyses on the European Parliament also rely on roll call data, they seem to reveal
that ideology is a much more important consideration in the legislature than in
the Council.

The Consequences of Enlargement
This section switches gear and briefly addresses whether and how enlargement has
an impact on the north-south dimension and its underlying sub-components such
as subsidy matters, consumer-friendly regulation and fisheries restrictions. Kerre-
mans (1998) forecasts the emergence of a north/south/east conflict structure, which
could serve as a further obstacle to the decision-making process in the Council.
However, our empirical analysis of the preferences of the new member states shows
that this expectation is unfounded (Dobbins et al., 2004).

Instead of offering nonchalant assumptions on post-enlargement policy making,
we opted for a more systematic approach. As the dimensions defined above (north-
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south, +/- integration, left-right) are somewhat too broad to measure the specific
policy alignments of the new members, we allocated issues from the DEU data set
to specific policy domains (for example agriculture, consumer affairs). As the scales
contained more information than the DEU data, we conducted a factor analysis to
extract the underlying conflict dimensions according to their factor loadings. After
calculating the policy preferences (so-called factor scores) of the EU 15 along these
conflict lines on a scale from 0–100,21 we expanded the scope of the analysis 
with data from secondary literature on policy positions and conflict lines not 
documented in the data set.22 In total, we constructed preference profiles for six
particularly contested conflict lines: (1) abolishment/preservation of agricultural
subsidies, (2) consumer-friendly versus producer-friendly regulation, (3) restric-
tions in fisheries, (4) deregulation versus interventionism in the common market,
(5) social policy: labour versus capital, (6) environmental policy: status quo versus
more regulation. We then carried out 16 semi-structured interviews with high-
ranking EU experts on enlargement and diplomatic representatives of the new
members to pinpoint the aggregate policy positions of the new members along
these existing preference continua.23

Using the median on the basis of Council voting weights, we analysed to what
extent and in which direction the majority position will shift in the Council. By
and large, the results confirm the assumption that enlargement exports greater
preference heterogeneity to the EU, although the new members are by no means
a homogeneous unit in terms of their policy positions.24 However, the implications
for future policy making are clear: the coalition of subsidy-dependent states will
be fortified, the EU is likely to become more producer-friendly and a shift towards
more regulation in common market policies is expected. To bolster these claims,
we present detailed results for two such policy areas. 

Figure 2 offers an illustration of how the conflict structure over subsidies has most
likely changed as a consequence of enlargement. The data depict even more pro-
nounced variation among the positions of CEECs than among the EU 15 though
with a majority of them falling into the group of subsidy-dependent southern
states. The spectrum spans from Poland, with nearly one-third of the population
employed in agriculture, to Malta, which is not affected by any of the existing sub-
sidies schemes. Due to the mere size of the agricultural work force in the new
member states, the divide between industrial and agricultural economies is bound
to be sharpened in future legislative games. In the past, though, more wealthy
states have been able to buy the support of the poorer agricultural states by secur-
ing them access to cohesion funds (see Allen, 1996; Carubba, 1997). However,

Figure 2: Positions on Agricultural Subsidies
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enlargement will inevitably polarise the industrial-agrarian or rich-poor divide,
limiting the feasibility of this policy-making mode. The results indicate that 
tensions between burden and benefit sharing will inexorably complicate Council
decision-making.

The north-south dimension also comprises the sub-conflict between consumers
and producers, with the north generally advocating consumer-friendly legislation
(Young and Wallace, 2000, pp. 8–13). Figure 3 shows the overwhelmingly 
producer-friendly attitude among the new members, who are likely to align 
themselves with the southern states.

The reasons for this can be traced back to the painstaking process of adopting the
acquis communautaire, which has put the transformation states in a bind. They are
required to demonstrate proof of their capacity to ‘digest’ the strict consumer and
environmental legislation in the single market acquis, even though this legislation
is costly and arguably detrimental to their economic transformation and industrial
development. This burden is compounded by the fact that the new members will
most likely not be entitled to the same amount of financial support as the south-
ern states to overcome the disadvantages of increased external competition. In
other words, the accession countries are expected to endure immediate costs 
for potential integration benefits in the long run (Hughes, Sasse and Gordon, 2002,
p. 333). By bringing 10 producer-friendly actors on the playing field, enlargement
could fundamentally alter the legislative balance between producer and civic 
interests. Our overall forecast for the legislative impact of enlargement is summed
up in Table 4, which illustrates the implications of enlargement for the redistribu-
tive dimension we detected for the ‘old’ EU with 15 member states.

As for the left-right dimension concerning the degree of market regulation, we also
arrive at the conclusion that southern states that advocate greater regulation of the
common market are set to profit from enlargement. After an unprecedented wave
of privatisation and deregulation, centre-left parties demanding a moderate dosage
of state economic regulation and trade protection enjoy great popularity in the new
member states. The preference for a moderate dosage of regulation is rooted in
their desire for a framework of ‘selective regulatory alignment’ (see Sedelmeier, 2002,
p. 640; Young and Wallace, 2000). This would allow the transition economies
greater leverage in setting their own economic priorities and policies without being
overly exposed to external forces of de-regulation and liberalisation. At least in the

Figure 3: The Producer-consumer Divide in the EU-25
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early years of membership, most new members express a desire for a moderately
regulated economy to facilitate structural adjustments and prepare firms for 
European and international competition. This explains both the aversion to further
harmonised consumer legislation as well as full-scale market liberalisation.

As for our central legislative dimension in the Council, the shifts in the weighted
median lead us to the tentative conclusion that the southern block will be strength-
ened by enlargement, as most of the new members fall into the group of subsidy-
dependent states. Furthermore, we predict that producers’ and capital interests will
be reinforced, with the new members joining the coalition of southern states, who
resist further consumer-friendly legislation and trade liberalisation.

Conclusion and Outlook
The evaluation of quantitative preference data on negotiations on Commission pro-
posals in the Council of Ministers only partially confirms the hypotheses derived
from theoretical foundations. We identified a very stable north-south dimension
that illustrates the conflicts over the extent of market regulation, protectionism and
subsidies. The preferences of the member states greatly depend on their respective
status as net-contributors or net-receivers of EU-subsidies. The poorer member
states, both from the south and the east, prefer, for the most part, extensive re-
gulation of the market with low production costs, while the northern member
states tend to advocate greater competition.

Our examination reveals that enlargement will most likely increase the significance
of these dimensions of conflict. The rigid voting stipulations of the Nice Treaty are

Table 4: The Predicted Impact of Enlargement on Existing Cleavages in the
Council of Ministers

Change in
Median Position

(weighted by Direction Strengthened
Policy Domain Council votes) of Shift Coalition

Agricultural Subsidies +8.6 more subsidies south
Producers/Consumers -20.5 producers’ south

interests
Fisheries 0 - neutral effect
Interventionist +15.8 more regulation south

regulation of the (intervention)
Common Market 

Environmental Policy -8.3 no new standards south
Social Policy Labour -1.7 employer/capital south

vs. Capital interests
(Unanimity Rule!)
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not a remedy to this predicament as they fortify the already existing status quo
bias. The extent to which the EU constitution – if it ever comes into force – will
remedy the tensions over the distributive question remain to be seen. The increased
bargaining complexity and heterogeneity that enlargement entails is regrettably
still juxtaposed to an institutional framework that aggravates underlying tensions
and promotes gridlock. In light of these forecasts, linking enlargement with inter-
nal reform of the EU seems to be a more urgent endeavour than ever, as it may
mitigate the negative externalities brought on by the strengthened camp of subsidy-
hunters, protectionists, and advocates of excessive market regulation.

If diverse issue-specific conflict lines were to run parallel to national interest con-
stellations, it would perhaps alleviate the burden put on the architects of European
integration. However, as our analysis has demonstrated for such conflict dimen-
sions, no general interpretation based on policy-content is possible. Classifying the
member states according to their overall preference patterns fails due to the incon-
sistency of the preference profiles. Coinciding preferences can frequently be traced
back to common financial, economic or ‘cultural’ interests, but are by no means
consistent. Thus the conflict structure of the Council of Ministers is different than
that of the European Parliament. Proceedings in the EP are dominated by the left-
right conflict carried out by parties and factions, while in the Council differences
between nation-states prevail. Such crosswise conflict lines serve to hinder agree-
ments between the institutions in the European legislative process.

We equally must gain an intuitive grasp of the role of the European Commission
in the European conflict space. Future research could tap into the studies on the
supranational versus intergovernmental orientations of higher Commission offi-
cials (see Hooghe, 1999). The gathering and analysis of preference data would also
help us draw conclusions on the predominant cleavages and conflict lines in the
Commission. For example, a quantitative empirical analysis might investigate
whether the nationality of the Commission officials has an influence at all (Page,
1997, p. 136). This would enhance our knowledge of the supranational or inter-
governmental character of the Commission vis-à-vis the conflict structures in the
Council of Ministers and the European Parliament.
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1 The analysis is based on the yearly Review of the Council’s Work or the Monthly Summary of Council Acts
in a time-frame between 1994 and 1998, published by the General Secretary of the Council of 
Ministers of the EU.

2 Carruba and Volden (2001) show along these lines that the choice of an institution can be 
endogenous.

3 The description of the data is based, for the most part, on Thomson et al. (forthcoming) and Selck
(2004, pp. 13–5). For a full description of the research project see Thomson et al. (forthcoming) and
the March 2004 issue of European Union Politics.

4 A prerequisite for the selection of the proposals was their ‘contestedness’. A proposal had to be men-
tioned in at least five lines of text in the Bulletin Quotidien, Agence Europe. Thus, the international
research team sought to avoid incorporating such Commission proposals that entailed mere techni-
cal modifications and did not lead to conflicts between the member states.

5 In the analysis, the value 0 had to be replaced by 1 in all cases, because 0 is an invalid value.

6 However, a factor analysis of ordinal data can be justified pragmatically, because social science vari-
ables are primarily regarded as ‘continual latent variables with a normal distribution’ that can be
measured by indicators with minimal measuring errors (Schnell et al., 1999, p. 142). The data we
used were originally conceived as interval scales. Yet, the scales that were obtained through expert
interviews often only contain a small number of policy positions and can thus be interpreted as 
quasi-ordinal scales. See also Selck (2004) on the difficulties associated with ordinal-scale preference
measures.

7 The calculation is also possible for preference scores. In order to secure the equal weighting of all
scores in the analysis, a so-called doubling of the data is carried out (Greenacre, 1993, p. 163). In this
procedure every row (positive pole) obtains a row with the complementary preference scores (nega-
tive pole, difference between 100 and the preference value).

8 A full description of these interviews can be found at 
http://www.ub.uni-konstanz.de/kops/volltexte/2003/1021.

9 The first author has analysed the DEU data set with the help of principal component analysis, multi-
dimensional scaling and cluster analysis. The full report on the different scaling techniques can be
found at http://www.ub.uni-konstanz.de/kops/volltexte/2003/1111/.

10 The underlying data on the transfer payments between the EU and the member states have been
gathered by Rodden (2002).

11 Italy, France, and Belgium are not net-receivers, but only provided a small contribution in terms of
the percentage of their GDP from 1995 to 1999. However, they have profited considerably from struc-
tural funds both in this timeframe and beyond, particularly in the agrarian sector.

12 Common language, traditions of cooperation, geographical location.

13 Source: Report on DEU, Report on Commission proposal COM (1999) 617/COD 1999/0252.

14 The left-right positions of the governments (H1) were gathered from the data of the Comparative Mani-
festos Project (Budge et al., 2001). The index score of a governing party was weighted by the number
of its cabinet members. In the case of a change in government, the scores were weighted by the
number of months in which a government was in office (see Mattila, 2004).

15 We do not offer an interpretation of a third dimension because of the limitations of the data; the
number of issues is too small and their contents too specific.

16 The northern states mostly take a liberal position, while the south is more protectionist.

17 In consumer affairs, Germany, Austria and the Scandinavian states are juxtaposed to Great Britain,
Ireland and the Netherlands.

18 The subsidies for beef and calf (n98109i2) and for dairy products (n98110) have the highest com-
ponent loadings here.

19 This could also be due to the data itself though, as the DEU contains preferences of member 
states on very specific topics, making an unambiguous conceptualisation along general conflict lines
difficult.

20 We would like to thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing out these discrepancies between our
findings and the status of these three states as winners and losers of EU transfers.

21 After pinpointing the preferences of the EU-15, the scores were rescaled so that the EU-15 occupy
positions between 20–80, leaving room for more extreme preferences among the new members.

22 Preferences for environmental policies: Tsebelis (1994); Holzinger (1997); Bomberg and Peterson
(1999); Young and Wallace (2000). For social policy: Social expenditure per capita EU-15 for 2000
(Eurostat).

http://www.ub.uni-konstanz.de/kops/volltexte/2003/1021
http://www.ub.uni-konstanz.de/kops/volltexte/2003/1111/
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23 A detailed description of these interviews and the results can be found in 
http://www.ub.uni-konstanz.de/kops/volltexte/2003/1021.

24 A great diversity among the accession states can be observed in their positions on fisheries, foreign
trade (industrial and agricultural), subsidies and other matters that do not involve increased pro-
duction costs (see Dobbins et al., 2004).
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