
How important is the issue of Differentiated Integration  
to member state governments?
Differentiated Integration (DI) does not receive much 
attention in governmental programs or programmatic 
speeches by heads of state or government. When DI 
is mentioned, it is usually depicted as 

• a means for achieving specific policy objectives 

• a ‘second best’ to uniform (non-) integration

Beyond its immediate instrumental use, long-term 
potentials and risks – for the member state or the EU 
– receive limited consideration. 

Parliamentary debates about DI (Figure on the right) 
are rare in most member states for most of the time. 
They tend to intensify around major EU events, such 
as treaty negotiations (2007-2008), the Euro crisis 
(2011-2012), Brexit, and the debate on the Future of 
Europe (2016-2017).

What positions do EU governments have on DI?
Differentiation can be temporary or permanent. In a ‘Multi-speed Europe’ differentiation allows 
capable and willing member states to deepen integration, while others will join when they are 
ready. In a ‘Multi-end Europe’, permanent status differences between member states can result in 
a ‘Core Europe’ or a ‘Europe a la carte’. The two figures below indicate how governments of EU 
member states assess these alternatives (1 = very negative; 5 = very positive).
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The mechanisms of differentiation
Differentiated Integration can be realised in different ways.  ‘Enhanced cooperation’ and ‘Opt-
outs’ are the two most common mechanisms to realise DI within the EU. Both mechanisms result 
in the creation of an in-group and an out-group. However, they are debated in different contexts 
and assessed differently. 

First, debates about ‘Enhanced cooperation’ have increased after 2010. This increase is related 
to debates on specific policy initiatives, such as the European Financial Transaction Tax, the 
European Public Prosecutors Office, or PESCO. By contrast, debates about opt-outs cluster 
around moments of treaty change as well as the 2015 Danish referendum.

Second, ‘Enhanced cooperation’ is assessed more positively than ‘Opt-outs’. This suggests that 
it matters how differentiation is framed. While Enhanced Cooperation appears to be seen as a 
mechanism which enables more integration, Opt-outs tend to be seen as undesirable special 
treatments for specific member states.
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