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1 Research agenda  
Our research agenda is based on the idea that the development of the European Union (EU) has 

reached a novel phase in which the established logics towards ever more integration, i.e. new 

institutions, competences and additional member states, are increasingly called into question. 

Whereas functional pressures for integration are as great as ever, political and societal contestation of 

integration has reached unprecedented levels – from the departure of the United Kingdom following 

a popular vote to calls for or against European solidarity in the covid-19 crisis. As a consequence of this 

“post-functionalist” (Hooghe and Marks 2009) constellation, two major gaps are growing. First, 

internally, the EU still possesses significant capacities to generate agreement on binding rules, but 

often lacks the ability and willingness of EU member states to render these rules effective in practice: 

the EU faces a severe “commitment-compliance gap” (Börzel 2016: 9). This becomes especially visible 

during crises – when refugees are not reallocated, borders are closed unilaterally or emergency laws 

are in conflict with the EU’s basic values. Second, externally, the list of global problems calling for 

European engagement is only getting longer while its relatively modest action capacities are further 

questioned: the EU’s long-identified “capabilities-expectations gap” (Hill 1993) is wider than ever 

before and appearing even in areas regarded as core competencies, such as trade relations. Not least, 

these challenges are exacerbated by the US retrenchment from global leadership leaving a vacuum the 

EU struggles to fill. Against this background, our research agenda strives to uncover the dimensions, 

causes and implications of these gaps and recommend solutions that are politically feasible.  

For decades, European integration has proceeded at varying speeds towards the “ever closer union” 

envisaged by the EU Treaties (Leuffen et al. 2012). Even as domestic backlash against the EU started 

to grow in the early 1990s, transforming the public “permissive consensus” into a “constraining 

dissensus” (Hooghe and Marks 2009), integration hardly lost momentum for another two decades. The 

EU witnessed its greatest enlargement to embrace 28 members and despite increased heterogeneity, 

these members found and employed manifold “exits from the joint-decision trap” (Falkner 2011). 

Moreover, European integration has progressed – often unnoticed – “by stealth” into traditional “core 

state areas” such as welfare politics (Genschel and Jachtenfuchs 2014). And even when the financial 

and economic crisis hit many EU citizens directly, EU decision-makers overcame the constraining 

dissensus to agree on previously unimaginable steps of integration (Schimmelfennig 2014).  

In the last years, however, the EU has been faced with an accumulation of crises – including the refugee 

crisis, the departure of the UK from the union, the rule of law crisis in several member states, the 

failure of the Spitzenkandidaten process in the aftermath of the 2019 European elections as well as 

the emerging social, economic and financial crises that will follow the covid-19 pandemic. These crises 

have two major effects on EU decision-making. First, they overwhelm decision-making institutions with 

a multitude of conflicts between partisan and national actors that must be solved under great time 

pressure. Secondly, since all these crises are salient at the domestic level, decision-making at the EU 

level becomes politicised, which arguably leads to changes in actors’ preference formation and 

stronger polarisation between actors (de Wilde and Zürn 2012; Rauh 2016; Bressanelli et al. 2020). 

Functional pressure towards more integration are supported by Europhile governments and public 

opinion in some member states but challenged by Eurosceptic governments and publics in others (de 

Vries 2018; Hix 2018). This renders the outputs of the integration process less predictable and much 

more fragile. Moreover, the effective implementation of new initiatives is increasingly uncertain as all 

over Europe Eurosceptic forces are successful in elections (Treib 2014) and participate in several 

governments (Krekó and Enyedi 2018).  

As a consequence of these political and societal challenges, the EU’s problem-solving gaps – internally 

between commitments and compliance, externally between capabilities and expectations – are 



2 
 

growing. What is more, these gaps are mutually reinforcing. Reticence from member states to adhere 

to their own rules undermines EU capacity to project these rules externally. And specific provisions in 

external EU agreements, such as the highly controversial investor-state dispute settlement system, 

may unintentionally reduce the EU’s internal capability to enact and enforce new regulations.  

Against this background, research within our doctoral college seeks to investigate the scope and causes 

of these problem-solving gaps in order to ultimately formulate means for the EU to close them. Such 

a research agenda requires profound training of doctoral students in substantive areas ranging from 

member states’ preference formation in international politics over decision-making, implementation 

and enforcement in the EU’s multilevel polity to party politics and public opinion in comparative 

perspective. In addition, with regard to methodological training, the methodological pluralism 

practiced at the Salzburg Centre of European Union Studies (SCEUS), ranging from expert interviews, 

survey experiments, large-scale statistical analysis to legal analysis allows us to draw on the diverse 

individual strengths of our faculty and to harness the potency of each method to choose the most 

rigorous research design in accordance with the respective research questions.  

In addition to SCEUS’ mission to promote high-quality political science research on European 

integration, its interdisciplinary context is a major asset of our programme and has been evaluated 

very positively as the SCEUS “unique selling point” in Austria and an essential contribution to the 

“visibility of the University at the national and international level” (Wissenschaftliche Kommission 

Niedersachsen 2016: 15). While the causes of the problem-solving gaps are at bottom political, insights 

from economics and law are important inputs for many analyses. For instance, they can inform to what 

extent judicial decisions can temporarily substitute for impasses in political decision-making or how 

economic costs flowing from policies can affect their implementation and compliance. SCEUS provides 

doctoral students with an established infrastructure of collaboration between political science and 

economics as well as law, including our MA programme in European Union Studies (EUS) and large-

scale collaborative research such as the Horizon 2020 “EMU choices” project.  

Finally and most importantly, our research agenda encourages doctoral students to develop cutting-

edge individual doctoral projects. We implement our research agenda through six state-of-the-art 

doctoral research projects. This allows us to exemplify in more detail the innovative potential of our 

research agenda and our common theoretical framework, which guides the entire doctoral 

programme thereby enabling the faculty to act in close concert and to advance the state of the art in 

European Union studies. The six research projects also show the diversity and the rigour of our 

methodological approach, which is achieved because of our highly skilled faculty and the intense 

methodological training foreseen in the programme. At the same time, all proposed dissertation topics 

still leave enough flexibility for independent development of doctoral projects, since we strongly 

believe that developing original research questions and strategies is an integral part of innovative 

doctoral research in political science.  

In the following, we develop two broad lines of inquiry guiding the entire doctoral programme 

regarding both the EU’s internal and external challenges. 

1.1 Internal challenges: the EU’s commitment-compliance gap 

1.1.1 Existing research / state of the art  

From inception the European Union was constituted as a “new legal order” (Van Gend en Loos, 1963) 

hence issues of compliance and enforcement of common rules have always been crucial for the 

integration project. While some previous studies drew rather sanguine conclusions in that regard (Zürn 

and Joerges 2005), others have been more pessimistic. Majone (1996) famously labelled the EU a 
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“regulatory state”, to describe its impressive rule-making capacity, but remained sceptical about its 

ability to render common policies effective (Majone 2005: 107). Since then, the EU has moved “beyond 

the regulatory polity” (Genschel and Jachtenfuchs 2014) into areas of redistributive conflict, such as 

fiscal and asylum policies, and has remodelled itself as a “community of values” (Leconte 2005). 

Consequently, EU member states’ commitments are reaching into new areas, while domestic 

challenges against compliance are pushing in the opposite direction suggesting that “at the heart of 

Europe’s crises lies a growing commitment-compliance gap” (Börzel 2016: 9, emphasis added). 

On the one hand, functional pressures to ensure effective compliance have paralleled the EU’s 

expanding involvement in politically sensitive areas. If EU regulation merely required better 

coordination in order to realise mutual gains, e.g. from harmonised technical standards, 

“management” tools (Tallberg 2002: 613), such as capacity building and rule interpretation, would 

suffice to ensure member states’ compliance. Over time, however, the EU’s acquis communautaire is 

not only getting more complex, but brings about new collective action problems, making effective 

enforcement ever more important. Common regulatory policies, such as services liberalisation 

(Schmidt 2009) have profound distributive implications and therefore create incentives for non-

compliance, for example through unwarranted regulatory competition. The costs of compliance fall 

unequally in some of the EU’s most pressing crises making enforcement particularly delicate: the 

Dublin regulations place great burdens on EU peripheral member states, while responses to the 

Eurozone crisis and likely also to the crises in the aftermath of covid-19 most heavily impact Southern 

debtor countries (Schimmelfennig 2015: 190; Scharpf 2016).  

On the other hand, these commitments are increasingly challenged. Member states’ compliance 

records may have been interpreted too optimistically for too long due to a narrow focus on formal 

transposition of EU rules while neglecting their actual implementation (Falkner et al. 2005; Hartlapp 

and Falkner 2009). The challenge of non-compliance is even greater in a heterogeneous EU of 27 

member states, as incentives rise to agree on vague compromises at the EU level and to postpone 

conflicts to the implementation stage. By adopting more policies under qualified majority voting, the 

EU-27 has sought to preserve its decision-making capacity – yet, at the risk of greater contestation 

from outvoted member states (the European refugee relocation scheme is a prime example). Apart 

from these political challenges, the Commission, as the “guardian of the Treaties”, is also under societal 

strain (Kreppel and Otzas 2017). Domestic politicians shift the blame for unpopular commitments to 

the European level while claiming the benefits for themselves (European Commission 2017), an ever 

more tempting practice in times of growing Euroscepticism that resonates with the public (Hobolt and 

Tilley 2014). Moreover, the Commission’s attempt to bolster its democratic legitimacy has created the 

paradox of being more “political” (Kassim and Laffan 2019) whilst remaining the purported neutral 

arbiter of EU law. 

1.1.2 New research topics  

One part of our research agenda aims at assessing the varying size of the EU’s commitment-compliance 

gap across areas of integration and at understanding its causes and consequences. The EU has 

developed an impressive capacity to foster consensus and commitment among member states even 

in politically sensitive areas. Yet, EU instruments are variably effective in ensuring actual enforcement 

and EU researchers often prefer studying instances of new institution-building and rule-making rather 

than tracing actual impact. Moreover, where the EU lacks effective enforcement instruments, 

compliance is often also contested at the societal level. Consequently, member states’ non-compliance 

must also be studied with respect to its social preconditions and potential pitfalls of enhanced top-

down enforcement  
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One potential doctoral project attached to this proposal illustrates both the institutional and societal 

aspects of the commitment-compliance gap with respect to the EU’s fundamental values. At the 

institutional level, the mismatch between far-reaching commitments and limited enforcement 

instruments is particularly striking in this area. According to Article 2 TEU, human dignity, freedom, 

democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights are fundamental values of the EU. 

Before joining the union, candidate countries must demonstrate their commitment to the EU’s 

Copenhagen criteria, including respect for democracy and rule of law – but once full members, the EU 

has very limited means to ensure continued adherence to these fundamental values. By now, this 

“Copenhagen dilemma” (Müller 2015) is well-established, but the investigation of politically and legally 

feasible remedies deserves greater attention. Most existing enforcement mechanisms depend on 

political discretion (e.g. the exclusion of the respective political party from its European party family, 

Article 7 TEU, infringement procedures initiated by the Commission or other member states). Yet, 

incentives for political enforcement action against perpetrators are often minimal given the costs of 

offending potential allies, who are needed elsewhere, e.g. by the Commission and member states in 

the Council (Closa 2018) or by party groups in the European Parliament (Kelemen 2020). This suggests 

key research questions that search for solutions: Should greater weight be given to judicially 

guaranteed enforcement mechanisms that are shielded from political discretion? Or can the political 

instruments be reformed in a way that guarantees more effective and objective enforcement? For 

example, doctoral projects might draw on diverse stands of political science literatures on EU 

conditionality (Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier 2004) and on the use and effectiveness of international 

sanctions (Pape 1997), to analyse the negotiations on introducing rule of law conditionality for EU 

funds (Blauberger and Van Hüllen 2020). Elite interviews and qualitative text analysis could be used to 

trace the negotiation process in order to identify the (symbolic or substantive) reasons for establishing 

rule of law conditionality and to assess scope conditions of its credible and consistent application.  

At the same time, preventing democratic backsliding is an inherently societal matter and any 

discussion about institutionalising stronger EU safeguard mechanisms needs to be complemented by 

an analysis of the societal level. With regard to the societal context in perpetrator states, doctoral 

projects could address questions such as: What are societal scope conditions of successful EU 

intervention against democratic backsliding – from party system factors over public opinion to 

bureaucratic politics? And when may EU intervention generate unintended “rally around the flag” 

effects at the domestic level (Schlipphak and Treib 2017)? How do instruments of intervention have to 

be designed to be perceived as legitimate by various stakeholders, importantly the public and political 

elites? Such doctoral projects could draw on political science research on strategies of ostracizing of 

or collaborating with extreme political forces (Fallend and Heinisch 2016; Zaslove 2004), on 

responsibility attributions (Hobolt and Tilley 2014) as well as legitimacy beliefs in international 

organisations (Dellmuth et al. 2019). With regard to the “observing” member states, doctoral projects 

could focus on the factors that increase the willingness of elites and the public to actively intervene 

and demand enforcement: What kinds of mechanisms would politicians and citizens be most willing to 

use and/or support? Does it make a difference whether enforcement is political or largely judicial for 

whether it is seen as a legitimate course of action? Theoretical expectations could be tested with case 

studies of previous European interventions (e.g. in Austria in 2000 or, more recently, in Poland and 

Hungary) as well as survey experiments to evaluate the likely effects of proposed institutional reforms 

(e.g. regarding the current debate on making the disbursement of EU cohesion funds conditional upon 

respect for rule of law standards). Such analyses would help identifying the factors rendering EU 

intervention effective on a societal level, revealing what measures will be perceived as rule-based, fair 

and legitimate as opposed to ad hoc, denunciating a specific government or an entire nation. Against 
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this background, one could then return to the question of how to institutionalise EU safeguard 

mechanisms that are likely to be societally accepted.  

The example of EU fundamental values illustrates the combined analysis of institutional and societal 

aspects of the commitment-compliance gap, but future doctoral students may pursue such an 

approach also in other policy areas. Even where the EU’s institutional framework is most developed, 

the internal market, a commitment-compliance gap is growing – arguably stemming from “over-

commitment”. An emerging body of legal and political science literature discusses the “over-

constitutionalisation” of European law (Grimm 2015; Schmidt 2018), i.e. the inclusion of many 

substantive policy provisions in the EU’s “constitutionalised” Treaties, which is still far from being fully 

understood in studies on EU legislative politics or on EU politicisation. What are the origins, 

consequences and potential remedies of (over-)constitutionalisation? In other areas of EU integration, 

far-reaching commitments are not matched by equally far-reaching enforcement instruments. Despite 

numerous and ongoing reforms of the Economic and Monetary Union (EMU), the problem of non-

credible commitments persists and has even increased. With the Horizon 2020 project “EMU choices”, 

we have strong research competence at the SCEUS on which future doctoral students can build when 

asking: Which policy frameworks are not only politically feasible at the commitment stage during 

decision-making but also likely to be implemented consistently “on the ground”? As a part of the so-

called refugee crisis, EU member states partly suspended their observance of the existing Dublin and 

Schengen regimes. Initiatives for a more equitable distribution of asylum seekers have been frustrated 

by the non-compliance of individual EU members, also due to significant public contestation. Future 

research at the societal level, therefore, has to look more closely at public support for (Hobolt and 

Wratil 2015) – or “Backlash politics” (Alter and Zürn 2020) against – European integration in times of 

crisis, generally and with regard to the specific design of EU crisis responses. For example, how can EU 

responses to the Covid-19 pandemic be designed and communicated in order to be perceived as 

legitimate and not fall victim to yet another commitment-compliance gap? Another doctoral project 

could look at “anti-gender” movements in EU member states which increasingly call into question 

previously consensual ideas of gender equality. And what is the role played by different kinds of 

Euroscepticism (de Vries 2018; McDonnell and Werner 2019) in shaping domestic public opinion on 

the EU polity and policies, but also in terms of influencing EU-level institutional decisions in the first 

place? In brief, as is also illustrated by the other doctoral project outlines attached to this proposal, we 

search for innovative ways of taking both, institutional and societal aspects into account when studying 

potential solutions for the EU’s commitment-compliance gap. 

1.2 External challenges: the EU’s capabilities-expectations gap  

1.2.1 Existing research / state of the art  

In recent years external challenges for the EU have abounded, ranging from climate change and trade 

policy to security issues. The annexation of the Crimea and the conflict in Ukraine confronted the EU 

with the old cold war division between east and west. The election of US President Donald Trump and 

his obstruction of the World Trade Organization, the rise of China as well as the growing presence of 

autocratic strongmen in both Russia and Turkey, which among other things make it virtually impossible 

to find peaceful solutions to the Syrian or the Libyan civil war, press the EU into taking up a leadership 

role it seems inadequately prepared for. In light of these challenges, the capability-expectations gap, 

originally diagnosed in the early 1990s (Hill 1993), seems wider than ever. 

This gap results from EU citizens who tend to have concrete expectations concerning the role the EU 

should play in foreign policy issues whilst EU capabilities to actually implement policies is typically 

limited by individual member states retaining powers in these areas (Hill 1993; Hofmann 2013; 
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Peterson and Sjursen 2005). A large majority of EU citizens support the idea of a common EU foreign 

and defence policy. And while the EU has recently launched the Permanent Structured Cooperation 

(PESCO), in which 25 of the member states strive for closer security cooperation, many pundits are 

sceptical towards its real world impact.1 A similar situation exists concerning support for more 

decision-making powers at the EU level to fight terrorism, promote peace and security, and protect 

the environment.2 Consequently, the capability-expectations gap substantially reflects the reverse 

situation of what we see internally: instead of a large arsenal of institutional powers increasingly 

constrained by popular dissensus, we observe few institutional powers despite popular consensus, a 

situation that persists for more than 20 years after the original diagnosis according to the latest 

Eurobarometer surveys. 

The one issue area that does not seem to fit the capability-expectations gap is trade policy. Since 

becoming a customs union in the late 1960s, the EU has had the competencies to speak for all member 

states on trade policy. For example, the EU has one representative at the World Trade Organization 

(WTO) and has negotiated more than 40 preferential trade agreements (PTAs) with countries spanning 

the globe (Dür et al. 2014). Trade policy is thus the one subfield of foreign policy characterised by 

strong capabilities at the EU level. And while globalisation in general caused some public backlash from 

time to time, permissive consensus has allowed the EU to pursue its trade policy without many 

impediments until lately (Schaffer and Spilker 2016). This has dramatically changed with recent trade 

negotiations, most notably the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP). The public 

backlash observed mainly in Germany, Austria and Luxemburg is highly unusual both in terms of its 

size and composition (De Ville and Siles-Brügge 2016; Griller et al. 2017). 

What this exactly means for the capability-expectations gap is far from clear. Does it imply that a 

permissive consensus on EU foreign policy exists only superficially and turns into a constraining 

dissensus once the EU acquires new institutional powers or uses its existing powers more forcefully? 

Or is the public backlash mostly concerned with how the EU implements its policies rather than 

whether these policies are exerted at the European or the national level? Answers to these questions 

are crucial as other foreign policy issues both present and future, such as common asylum policy or 

climate change driven migration, require EU level solutions with a high potential for public backlash. 

1.2.2 New research topics 

The EU’s ability to solve external challenges is strongly dependent on both of the defining aspects of 

the capability-expectations gap, the societal and the institutional dimension. On one hand, the 

proposed research will investigate the societal conditions under which the public permissive consensus 

transforms to a constraining dissensus regarding EU foreign policy (i.e. addressing the expectation 

aspect). On the other hand, research needs to analyse viable institutional solutions for the various 

foreign policy fields (i.e. addressing the capabilities aspect). How can politically feasible solutions to 

the various challenges be designed given member states’ diverse preferences? And what is the impact 

of different policy options both on member states themselves and on third countries? 

Two potential doctoral projects attached to this proposal illustrate both, capabilities and expectations, 

in the context of trade policy. The first proposal on the societal level deals with the above highlighted 

question namely whether the apparently permissive consensus on EU trade policy exists only 

superficially and becomes constraining as soon as trade liberalisation reaches into realms typically 

reserved for domestic politics, such as labour standards or food security. In particular, the proposal 

aims at investigating whether and if so how political elites in the EU can affect the level of politicization 

                                                           
1 http://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/ausland/kommentar-zur-verteidigungsunion-15290965.html 
2 Eurobarometer 86.1, Question QB10, Eurobarometer 85.2, May 2016, Question QA17 
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with regard to trade politics. Thus, do specific elite strategies exist that might be successful in 

politicizing or de-politicizing EU trade policy? To empirically study this question doctoral students could 

either rely on existing survey data, such as the Eurobarometer and the European Social Value Survey, 

or could design and implement their own online survey; a strategy previous SCEUS doctoral candidates 

have successfully utilised. In particular, stated preference conjoint and vignette survey experiments 

have recently been developed as a key tool to analyse public opinion in various contexts in political 

science. They allow ascertaining what institutional design features of migration policies (e.g. 

reallocation mechanisms, buy-outs) causally affect support for the policy (Hainmueller et al. 2014). 

Both an evaluation of existing survey data and an analysis of newly gathered, potentially experimental, 

survey evidence would allow the doctoral student to provide evidence on the causes of the 

constraining dissensus on migration policy in the EU and potentially show what kinds of policies could 

be worthwhile for the EU to pursue in this context. 

The second proposal centers on the institutional level, i.e. on EU capabilities, and on the question 

whether the EU can at least live up to expectations in its most capable policy field of trade policy. The 

EU is strongly committed, and expected by various actors, to using trade to pursue foreign policy 

objectives that go beyond a purely economic focus on the flow of goods and services. One particularly 

topical example of this is climate change. But, is the EU indeed able to use its trade power strategically 

to influence important non-economic foreign policy goals, such as climate change policy, and thus live 

up to its expectations? By evaluating the impact of EU trade policy, in particular its preferential trade 

agreements, on partner countries’ climate change policies, such a project would not only provide 

important new insights into the EU’s capabilities but also contribute to better understanding the 

connection between trade and climate change policy. Empirically, it would rely on a combination of 

qualitative methods, i.e. elite interviews to trace the process of influencing policy makers and civil 

society members in EU partner countries, and quantitative methods, in particular statistical regression 

models accounting for selection effects to assess the relationship between EU PTAs and partner 

countries’ climate change policies. 

While we illustrate our approach of studying the societal and institutional aspects of the capability-

expectations gap in the context of trade policy, future doctoral students are not confined to this issue 

area. The research ideas as illustrated in the proposals also fit other policy areas, such as migration, 

climate change, security or development policy. At the institutional level, these other policy fields lend 

themselves well to an analysis of whether and if so how the EU can successfully use foreign policy ties 

to achieve its goals affecting other countries and thus potentially achieve some of its expectations. A 

potential project could focus on the institutional analysis of the patterns and drivers of migration, 

which are traditionally based on the gravity model of migration (see e.g. Ortega and Peri 2009; Mayda 

2010; Beine et al. 2011; Bertoli and Moraga 2015). However, recent developments such as the EU-

Turkey Statement in 2016 show that flows of migrants and asylum seekers can be strongly affected by 

agreements drawn with third-party countries. The questions of how such arrangements affect 

migration flows empirically and whether they lead to rerouting effects rather than the projected 

reduction in migration flows is especially suited to the SCEUS’ strength of providing interdisciplinary 

engagement with economics. Finally, it is important to understand, at the societal level, whether in 

these other issue areas too, agreements can be designed in ways that garner broad public support. 

More precisely, as in the case of trade policy, we need a better understanding as to whether public 

discontent with existing policies mainly comes from individuals being negatively affected by a policy 

and thus seeking compensation or whether discontent is driven by more fundamental causes, such as 

national identity, opposition towards globalisation, eroding trust in political institutions or populist 

anti-system attitudes? If public discontent arose from individuals who dislike specific aspects of a policy 
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proposal, e.g. individuals who fear unequal burden-sharing in case of climate change policies (Bechtel 

and Scheve 2013; Gampfer et al. 2014), policy-makers could take these concerns into account when 

designing international agreements. In contrast, if the current public backlash results from more 

fundamental factors, such as anti-EU and/or anti-globalisation sentiments, institutional trust erosion 

and the like (Spilker et al. 2012), issue-specific policy solutions would probably not be effective. 

Without a precise understanding of the causes transforming the public permissive consensus into 

constraining dissensus, corrective actions would be speculative at best and counterproductive at 

worst.  


