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ABSTRACT

With deepening European integration, domestic interest groups have increasingly 
engaged in multi-level venue shopping. Regional authorities are no different and 
have represented their interests through both intra- and extra-state channels. 
There is some disagreement, however, over which of these channels are most 
frequently used. Similarly, there is little consensus on the ways in which partisan, 
institutional, and identity logics can affect the dynamics of venue shopping. 
To gain some insights into these questions, the article surveys 122 regional 
administrations in their home country. It finds that, when trying to influence the 
EU policy-shaping process from home, European regions use extra-state channels 
more frequently than intra-state ones. Party politics, institutions, and identity 
logics all affect venue selection, though differently. The general trend towards 
extra-state channels is indicative of the nature of the EU political system. The 
findings also have implications for questions of representation and democracy 
within such a system.
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The number of interest groups seeking to influence the European Union policy 

process has grown dramatically since the 1980s. These groups include a vari-

ety of actors ranging from environmental non-governmental organisations, 

to large companies, peak associations, labour unions, or citizen groups (Dür 

and Mateo 2014; Klüver 2011). This rising wave of supranational mobilisation 

has triggered a discussion on the dynamics of multi-level venue shopping in 

the EU, understood as the mobilisation of domestic interest organisations via 

multiple access points and at different levels within their embedding national 

and supranational systems of governance.

CONTACT Michaël tatham   tatham.michael@gmail.com

 supplemental data for this article can be accessed here: https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2017.14

04822



2   O. HUWYLER ET AL.

Within this context, regions have also mobilised. They started to repre-

sent their interests by opening offices directly in Brussels from the mid-1980s 

onwards (Marks et al. 1996). They have since engaged in a variety of lobbying 

activities, ranging from organising networking events on questions of interest, 

to briefing Commission cabinet members, or more simply monitoring funding 

opportunities (Bomberg and Peterson 1998; Marks et al. 2002). One debate in 

the literature, however, has centred on the extent to which regions engage in 

multi-level venue shopping. More specifically, whether regions tend to repre-

sent their interests via their member state (i.e. through intra-state channels) 

or whether they prefer to rely on unmediated channels which are independent 

from their parent state (i.e. through extra-state channels).

To contribute to this debate, we collected a new set of original data. Seeking 

to complement the wealth of knowledge that interviews and surveys of regional 

offices in Brussels have provided, we instead surveyed the home regional 

administrations themselves so as to gain a ‘home’ perspective on the issue. To 

shed light on the intra- vs. extra-state debate, we identified the 14 main interest 

representation channels available to these regions, 7 of which are considered 

as intra-state channels and the remaining 7 as extra-state channels. These data 

provide some general insights on two central questions. First, how frequently is 

each channel used to influence EU policy? Second, to what extent do partisan, 

institutional, and identity logics affect channel use?

Our survey of 122 regional administrations indicates that extra-state chan-

nels are more frequently used than their intra-state counterparts. This is a 

novel finding which contradicts the existing literature. In addition, intra-state 

channels are characterised by greater variation between regions in terms of 

how often they are used. Finally, whilst all factors affect channel choice to 

a certain extent, some seem to have a more pronounced effect than others. 

Institutional logics play a crucial role, directly affecting 8 out of 14 channels, 

with a particularly marked effect of shared rule and self-rule on intra-state 

access points. Similarly, regional distinctiveness also stands out as mostly affect-

ing the domestic route. Finally, some factors tend to weaken mobilisation on 

supranational issues. Indeed, the presence of a regionalist party in government 

and the partisan appointment of the region’s executive by central government 

both decrease activity on EU questions.

The rest of the article is structured as follows. We first review the litera-

ture and present expectations related to partisan, institutional, and identity 

logics. We then present our data and methods, before discussing our results 

and concluding with some implications about the nature of the EU political 

system. We link these conclusions to debates regarding the democratic and 

representational implications of decentralisation, highlighting the associated 

vices (in terms of constraints) and virtues (in terms of opportunities) present 

in the European context.
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The dynamics of regional venue shopping

Regions have started to mobilise on European issues since the mid-1980s. Once 

started, this mobilisation quickly gathered pace. The first regional office was 

opened by Saarland in 1985. By 1988 there were 14 additional offices and by 

1993 the number had risen to 54 (Marks et al. 1996). This number tripled by 

1999 and is currently estimated at about 220 (Tatham 2010: 81). Despite the 

conspicuousness of Brussels regional offices, regions have mobilised in a vari-

ety of other ways too. The vocabulary and exact classifications differ but the 

literature has identified two broad categories of mobilisation ‘routes’, ‘channels’, 

or ‘access points’. These are what Jeffery (2000: 2) calls ‘intra-state’ and ‘extra-

state’ channels.

Intra-state channels correspond to routes available to regions to represent 

their interests via the member state. These include participation through 

national administrative and legislative bodies, special consultative provisions, 

softer forms of lobbying of national institutions, work through the member 

state’s Permanent Representation (PR), or the granting of access to Commission 

working groups, Council working groups, and even Council of Ministers’ 

meetings.

Extra-state channels correspond to access points available to regions inde-

pendently of the member state, beyond its reach. These ‘unmediated’ channels 

(Högenauer 2014a) include work via transnational networks and associations, 

the setting up of an office in Brussels, cooperation with other regional actors 

(regional firms, regional pressure groups, etc.), work via the region’s Committee 

of the Regions (CoR) and European Parliament (EP) representatives or, going 

beyond these immediate representatives, establishing direct contacts with the 

Commission and the EP more generally.

A first wave of literature studying these channels highlighted the novelty and 

deeper theoretical implications of the existence of extra-state channels. Their 

increasing (though uneven) use suggested that the gatekeeper position of the 

state, mediating information flows between the domestic and supranational 

spheres, was being challenged (Hooghe 1995; Hooghe and Marks 1996; Marks 

et al. 1996). A second wave of literature has preferred to highlight the greater 

degree of influence regions may achieve through intra-state channels (Bomberg 

and Peterson 1998: 227, 234; Jeffery 2000: 4–6; Pollack 1995: 362–3, 375–8). This 

literature suggests that some regions have shifted strategies. Instead of seeking 

to bypass their own member state, these regions have sought to entrench their 

influence within its framework. Using the example of regions with legislative 

authority, Jeffery summarises that

while regional governments set out 20 years ago [i.e. in the mid-1980s] with a 
transformative project designed to challenge the centrality of the member state 
in the EU, legislative regions have in the last few years come to endorse, even 
buttress the centrality of the member state. (Jeffery 2007: 1)
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In line with Jeffery’s argument a number of authors have highlighted that legis-

lative regions very much rely on ‘mediated’ channels of interest representation 

(Högenauer 2014a, 2014b), switching strategies from one which sought elusive 

institutional changes at the supranational level to one seeking more concrete 

inclusion in the domestic sphere (Tatham 2011).

Though a shift in the strategies of stronger regions has been observed 

towards intra-state channels, the supranational activities of regions via extra-

state channels hardly seem on the wane. Despite an ongoing financial crisis 

and enlargement waves to more centralised countries, regional authorities have 

continued to mobilise en masse at the heart of the EU political system. Regions 

regularly open new offices in Brussels (Greenwood 2011; Moore 2008) and 

provide them with growing staff and wide-ranging policy portfolios (Donas et 

al. 2014; Tatham and Thau 2014), whilst developing network ties to other offices 

(Beyers and Donas 2014; Tatham 2017) and intensifying exchanges with the 

Commission, its Directorates-General, the EP, and its rapporteurs (Beyers et 

al. 2015). Beyond the Brussels offices themselves, regions have actively engaged 

in national and transnational associations (Donas and Beyers 2013) and have 

maintained direct contacts between their own administration in the region and 

EU institutions (Van Hecke et al. 2016), resulting in a deeper supranational 

embeddedness of regional bureaucrats themselves and hence greater influence 

in the EU policy-making process (Tatham 2015).

Considering the gradual strengthening of intra-state channels (Jeffery 2007) 

but the persistence of direct mobilisation through extra-state channels (Beyers 

et al. 2015), we wish to assess these different channels in two ways. First, in 

terms of how frequently they are used by each region. Assessing the usage of 

each channel will provide some information as to the current state of regional 

mobilisation on European issues. In a second step, we wish to shed light on the 

patterns we observe. What factors seem to encourage certain regions to use 

some channels more than others? To explore these questions we put to the test 

three types of explanations which have dominated the mobilisation literature 

over the last decades. They have to do with (a) partisan, (b) institutional, and 

(c) identity logics.

Partisan logics have affected multi-level interactions for decades. These par-

tisan logics are mostly understood as the extent to which the centre and the 

region are politically congruent, be it in terms of the nomination of the region’s 

executive by the centre or the degree of overlap between ruling parties at both 

levels. Increasingly, partisan logics have had repercussions on the European 

dimension of these interactions. Marks (1996: 411–12) already noted in the 

1990s that ‘relations between subnational and central governments can eas-

ily become entangled in party political conflicts’, allowing, for example, some 

congruent regions in the UK to achieve better access on EU issues, to the detri-

ment of less congruent ones. Meanwhile, Bauer (2006: 34) has underlined how 

partisan configurations are a crucial variable affecting the EU-related activities 
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of the German Länder. These qualitative insights were confirmed in large-n 

studies which have highlighted that party political incongruence encourages 

regions to open offices in Brussels (Marks et al. 1996: 185) and to more generally 

seek unmediated access to European institutions (Kemmerling and Bodenstein 

2006: 388), hence bypassing their own member state (Tatham 2010). Overall, 

past literature suggests that as party political congruence increases, intra-state 

channels are preferred, whilst when it decreases, extra-state channels will then 

be favoured. We summarise our partisan expectations in the following way: 

H1: Partisan logic.

H1a: The greater the party political congruence between the region and the cen-
tre, the more intra-state channels will be used.

H1b: The greater the party political congruence between the region and the 
centre, the less extra-state channels will be used.

Institutional resources have also been presented as a key explanation for state–

region interactions and their EU dimension. In this regard, decentralisation 

levels – understood as the transfer and delegation of powers from the centre 

to the sub-state tier – have come across as highly significant. For example, 

Brian Hocking (1997: 105) argues that ‘decentralisation encourages individual 

involvement in international issues’, while Marks et al. (1996: 170) point out 

that ‘subnational governments that have significant political autonomy within 

their respective polities are more likely to mobilise in the EU because they are 

more affected by decisions that are made there’.

Beyond the idea that decentralisation increases the likelihood of suprana-

tional mobilisation, expectations have remained somewhat double-sided as to 

how decentralisation affects preferences towards intra- and extra-state channels. 

Two views can be distinguished. First, some of the early literature on cohesion 

policy and channels of subnational representation had indeed noted that many 

of the more cooperative channels (such as through the Council of Ministers, 

or through partnership in cohesion policy) are more accessible to the more 

authoritative regions (Hooghe 1995; Hooghe and Marks 1996). This literature 

hence suggests a link between decentralisation and a preference for intra-state 

channels. Recent findings that legislative regions have a penchant for intra-

state channels (Högenauer 2014a, 2014b) corroborate the findings of this early 

literature. A second view expects more powerful regions to be likelier to bypass 

their member state via extra-state channels, in great part because they have 

the institutional capacity to do so (Marks et al. 1996: 170). For example, Bache 

et al. (1996: 319) argue that ‘the lack of political, constitutional and financial 

resources will remain a major barrier to bypassing the central government 

gatekeeper at the domestic level’ (see also Pollack 1995: 377).

Part of the tension between these two literatures can be solved by further 

unpacking the concept of decentralisation. Hooghe et al. (2008: 123) have 
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argued that regional authority can be usefully broken down in two constitutive 

yet distinct dimensions: self-rule and shared rule. While self-rule considers 

the authority of the region within its own territory, shared rule considers the 

authority of the region in its country as a whole. Distinguishing between these 

two dimensions helps to shed some light on the contrasting views present in 

the literature.

It is possible that self-rule encourages extra-state access whilst shared rule 

encourages intra-state mobilisation – hence the split in the literature. A bur-

geoning strand of research has explored the differing effects of self-rule and 

shared rule on EU issues. For example, Donas and Beyers (2013) find that 

self-rule increases the likelihood that a region will have a liaison office whilst 

shared rule does not, that shared rule increases the likelihood that the region 

will be a member of a ‘complete’ national association whilst self-rule does not, 

and finally that self-rule significantly increases membership to trans-regional 

associations while shared rule significantly decreases it. These ground-breaking 

findings were confirmed by subsequent research. Tatham and Thau (2014) find 

that self-rule increases the probability and magnitude of regional mobilisation 

via the establishment of a Brussels antenna, while shared rule does not. Tatham 

and Bauer (2014) observe that administrative elites in regions where self-rule 

is high are more intent on ring-fencing their policy competences from EU 

encroachment, but that those in high shared rule regions are less concerned. 

Finally, seeking to understand patterns of Structural Funds allocations in the 

EU, Chalmers (2013) finds that regional authority expressed as shared rule, 

but not self-rule, has a significant impact on the allocation of these funds. 

Extending these findings to the question of interest representation channels, we 

suggest that greater self-rule will imply that extra-state channels are preferred, 

whilst greater shared rule will imply that intra-state channels are favoured. We 

summarise our institutional expectations in the following way: 

H2: Institutional logic.

H2a: The higher the levels of regional self-rule, the more extra-state channels 
will be used.

H2b: The higher the levels of regional shared rule, the more intra-state channels 
will be used.

A third factor has been advanced by the literature to explain patterns of regional 

mobilisation: identity logics. In the first large-n analysis of regional mobilisa-

tion, Marks et al. (1996) found a highly robust effect of regional distinctiveness. 

This effect seems to be most marked regarding extra-state channels. According 

to them, ‘regional governments are induced to organise in Brussels because 

they represent territories that are distinct from the country as a whole. Rather 

than rely on their respective central state executives for information, regional 

governments have sought an independent channel’ (Marks et al. 1996: 186). 
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Subsequent research has mostly borne out these findings. Donas and Beyers 

(2013: 540) find that regions which are distinctive enough to harbour a region-

alist party are more likely to engage in more unmediated modes of mobilisation 

(own liaison office, membership in trans-regional associations) and less likely 

to engage in state-wide associations (partial and complete national associa-

tions). Similarly, Tatham and Thau (2014: 269) have found that richer minority/

distinctive regions are likely to have bigger Brussels offices than their rich but 

non-distinctive counterparts. We summarise our identity expectations in the 

following way:

H3: Identity logic.

H3a: If a region is distinctive within its member state, it will use intra-state 
channels to a lesser extent.

H3b: If a region is distinctive within its member state, it will use extra-state 
channels to a greater extent.

Although we focus our analysis on three key explanatory logics (partisan, 

institutional, and identity), many other factors clearly play a role. For exam-

ple, the degree of preference alignment with key actors in the different policy- 

making venues (Beyers et al. 2015; Van Hecke et al. 2016), the extent to which 

regional authorities capture existing policy communities (Keating 2013), the 

extent to which regional interest groups are themselves Europeanised (López 

and Tatham 2017), the degree of salience of an issue for the region and its 

parent state (Tatham 2016), or how influential the region actually is in the EU 

(Bomberg and Peterson 1998; Jeffery 2000; Tatham 2015). Although important, 

we leave these questions to other researchers. We do, however, consider that it is 

important that our three explanatory logics be evaluated whilst controlling for 

obvious determinants which condition mobilisation in the first place such as a 

region’s level of Europeanisation and hence exposure to supranational functional 

pressures (Börzel 2002), the size and economic strength of a region which may 

all affect its capacity to mobilise (Högenauer 2014a: 466–9), and finally levels 

of population density to capture possible urban/rural divides which have been 

found to affect extra-state channels such as the opening and staffing levels of 

the Brussels offices (Tatham and Thau 2014: 264–6).

Data and methods

To obtain measures of channel use, we conducted an online survey with person-

alised access in the first quarter of 2014. The target regions were identified on 

the basis of the criteria developed by Hooghe et al. (2008). Regions are defined 

as substate entities with single, continuous, and non-intersecting borders, sit-

uated on the highest level below the state level, and endowed with legislative, 

executive, and/or administrative institutions. In total, 348 regions in 23 member 
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states met these criteria.1 The survey was sent to the highest ranking official in 

charge of European affairs. Depending on the region’s internal organisation, this 

was the region’s president, a specific minister within the regional government, 

or a regional council member with special responsibility. In the absence of an 

elected leader, the appointed governor or prefect was contacted. Each time, we 

allowed the targeted individual to forward the survey if they deemed another 

official more knowledgeable. Out of 348 regions 122 responded to the survey; 

hence a response rate of 35%. Of those responding, about 38% were the initial 

addressees, 41% were head of the department responsible for European affairs, 

and 21% were senior officials from these departments or special advisors to 

the regional leaders themselves. Collecting information from these individuals 

served the dual purpose of receiving assessments (a) from persons who are 

knowledgeable of their region’s overall EU strategy and (b) providing a ‘home’ 

view (as opposed to that of the Brussels office). We provide a list of the surveyed 

regions in the online supplementary material (Table S1).

Surveys where participation is voluntary may suffer from a number of biases, 

such as self-selection effects. We therefore compared our data to other datasets 

mapping the EU’s regional administrations. As discussed in the online supple-

mentary material (Table S3), we do not detect any obvious bias. In this sense, 

our sample comes across as relatively representative of the wider population 

of European regions.

We asked respondents to rate the use of intra- and extra-state channels on 

a six-point frequency scale ranging from ‘never’ to ‘always’ (1–6). We used the 

literature on regional interest representation to identify seven intra- and seven 

extra-state channels. We provide a list of the 14 survey statements in the online 

supplementary material (Table S2).

Regarding intra-state channels, we consider the following:

•  Participatory rights: Regions can influence the supranational policy-shap-

ing process by using their participatory rights in legislative or adminis-

trative bodies at the national level. Such rights can have either a legal or 

constitutional basis, be built on non-binding agreements, or be altogether 

absent (Högenauer 2014b; Jeffery 2007; Tatham 2011).

•  Special consultative procedures: Domestic intergovernmental relations can 

be institutionalised to provide regions with a formal procedure to voice 

their preferences on EU policies. These special consultative procedures 

may be bilateral or multilateral (Jeffery 2000: 4).

•  Non-institutionalised/informal ways: Beyond formal mechanisms, regions 

can apply informal pressure to influence the domestic EU policy-shaping 

process. This includes any form of direct individual interactions between 

public officials and politicians (Jeffery 2000; Tatham 2016) and also allows 

for the employment of professional networking and lobbying strategists.
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•  The state’s Permanent Representation: Each member state’s Permanent 

Representation is involved in preparatory work for the Council of Ministers 

as part of the Committee of Permanent Representatives (COREPER). 

States can allow regional participation in meetings where the COREPER 

representatives are prepped. They may also incorporate regional offi-

cials into their Permanent Representation (Bomberg and Peterson 1998: 

227–8).

•  The Commission’s working groups: These groups play an important role 

in supporting the Commission’s task of policy initiation. In those cases 

where states have granted regions access to the working groups, such rep-

resentation rests either on legal-constitutional or on soft law foundations 

(Mabellini 2005; Tatham 2011).

•  The Council’s working groups: Similar to the Commission’s working groups, 

regional representation in the Council’s working groups depends on the 

state’s consent (Keating et al. 2015; Noferini 2012). The Council’s working 

groups are tasked with preparations for Council decisions and supporting 

the COREPER’s work.

•  The Council of Ministers meetings: Since the Maastricht Treaty, regions 

can represent their member states in the Council of Ministers in fields of 

regional competence. For representation to be possible, the regional and 

the state level must agree on a shared position (Bomberg and Peterson 

1998: 226–7; Hooghe and Marks 1996: 76–8). There is some discussion as 

to whether this is a strictly intra-state (Jeffery 2007: 5) or also an extra-state 

channel (Tatham 2008: 499). We here consider this channel as an intra-

state channel because its access is formally gate-kept by the member state, 

although once access is granted, participation also allows for unmediated 

interest representation (Noferini 2012).

Regarding extra-state channels, we consider the following: 

•  Networks and associations: Transnational networks provide regions with 

the structures to take advantage of shared interests when lobbying on the 

supranational level (Bomberg and Peterson 1998: 229, 234; Keating et al. 

2015: 454). Such joint efforts are reflected in the creation of associations 

based on geographical, functional, or economic backgrounds (Beyers and 

Donas 2014).

•  Brussels office: Regional offices in Brussels serve multiple purposes. In 

the context of EU policy-shaping, their main goal is to communicate the 

regional position to the Commission and the EP as well as support regional 

representatives in the Council and the CoR. In the context of fund-seek-

ing, they adopt a monitoring and alliance-formation role (Donas and 

Beyers 2013; Greenwood 2011; Marks et al. 2002; Tatham 2017). They have 

wide-ranging policy portfolios, often explained through their structural 

ties with existing private and public interests (Donas et al. 2014).



10   O. HUWYLER ET AL.

•  Cooperation with other regional actors: Actors within the region are also 

interested in shaping EU policies. Regional authorities can form coalitions 

with them to enhance their chances of influence. Cooperation may include 

actors such as firms, business associations, civil society organisations, 

labour unions, and local governments (Bomberg and Peterson 1998: 229; 

Donas et al. 2014; Keating 2013).

•  The region’s CoR representative(s): The CoR’s consultation right by the 

Commission proves to be particualarly powerful in two situations: first 

when the Commission seeks allies and the CoR offers support and second 

when the Commission turns to the CoR for inspiration for policy sug-

gestions (Tatham 2008: 506). However, representation in the CoR varies 

greatly between regions whilst the CoR’s influence is conditional upon a 

series of specific factors (Neshkova 2014).

•  The region’s MEP(s): MEPs can use their direct access to commissioners 

and their cabinets to promote regional policy preferences. Their soft power 

can be particularly effective when they are elected by a regional constit-

uency and this constituency is endowed with a high degree of author-

ity (Bomberg and Peterson 1998: 226; Högenauer 2014a; Tatham 2008: 

504–6). With the gradual empowerment of the EP, their influence over 

the EU policy process has progressively grown.

•  Direct contacts with the Commission: In order to secure influence on future 

policies at an early stage, regional access to the Commission is crucial. 

Not only can regions provide the Commission with expert knowledge 

to further their own cause, it also grants these vote-less stakeholders a 

non-negligeable impact in the policy-shaping process (Beyers et al. 2015; 

Bomberg and Peterson 1998: 223–5; Hooghe and Marks 1996: 78–82).

•  Direct contacts with the European Parliament: In contrast to regional MEPs 

as a channel of influence (see above), direct contacts do not presuppose 

any regional representatives in the EP. Rather, factors such as relations with 

influential figures in EP committees, and the rapporteurs in particular, 

bear considerable impact on the final policy outcome (Beyers et al. 2015).

Regarding the independent variables, partisan logics are captured in two ways. 

First through the coding of party political congruence between the regional and 

national executives. As our theoretical expectations assume an understanding 

of congruence as a continuum ranging from complete incongruence to perfect 

congruence, we measured partisan congruence on a five-point scale where 

0 indicates no party overlap between both levels, 1 indicates partial overlap 

(when some parties appear at both levels and others only at one), 2 indicates 

that the regional level is composed exclusively of a subset of parties nation-

ally in government (e.g. a coalition of three parties at the national level and a 

coalition of only two of those at the regional level), 3 indicates the same coa-

lition at both levels, and 4 indicates the same single-party government at both 
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levels.2 As a second way of capturing partisan logics, we also code the extent 

to which the national executive politically appoints the regional executive. In 

some cases, the national executive has no appointment powers (0), in others it 

has partial or shared appointment powers (1), and in other cases still it has full 

appointment powers (2). Regarding identity logics, we use two dummies from 

our survey. On the one hand, respondents were asked whether their region 

is distinctively different from rest of the country in cultural, ethnic, linguistic, 

and/or identity terms.3 On the other hand, we inquired whether there were 

any regionalist parties in government. We borrow two variables from Hooghe 

et al. (2008) to operationalise institutional logics. Self-rule measures the degree 

of autonomous regional self-government on a scale from 0 to 15. Shared rule 

expresses the capacity of regions to exert influence in national decision-making 

on a scale from 0 to 9. We also collected data on four controls. Drawing from 

Eurostat, we use the regions’ absolute population size, population density, and 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita to control for these demographic and 

economic factors. Through our survey we also measure the extent to which the 

EU plays a role in the respondents’ daily work as a proxy for Europeanisation 

levels (from 1 = no role, to 6 = very important role).

We use multi-level methods to analyse these data because we do not theo-

retically expect them to be independently and identically distributed. Indeed, 

European regions are embedded in their member states and hence share a 

number of (observed and unobserved) properties within their parent state. 

We explore this theoretical expectation empirically by directly measuring the 

amount of country clustering for each outcome variable. The level of intra-

class correlation varies substantially across channels, from no country clus-

tering regarding special consultative procedures and cooperation with other 

regional actors (2% and 5% of variance captured, respectively) to almost half 

of the observed variance in the case of direct contacts with the Commission 

or the use of a Brussels office (41% and 48%, respectively). The average intra-

class correlation regarding channel use is over 22%. To explicitly model this 

country clustering we ran two-level random-intercept ordered logit models. 

Since some variables correlate within our dataset we also check for possible 

multicollinearity. The variance inflation factor returns overall (mean = 1.52) 

and individual (max = 2.09) values which indicate that multicollinearity is not 

an issue for the proposed models. All data sources, descriptives, and theoretical 

expectations are summarised in Table 1.

In Table 3 we provide an analysis of the drivers of each individual channel. 

We prefer to model the determinants of each channel separately as the current 

literature has mostly focused on a subset of these channels when studying the 

question quantitatively (Beyers et al. 2015; Donas and Beyers 2013; Tatham 

2011; Tatham and Thau 2014). Moreover, aggregating individual channels 

would obscure the fact that different routes may have different determinants 

even if they belong to the same ‘family’ of channels. For reasons of space, we 
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Table 1. summary of variables, data, and hypotheses.

Notes: std. = standard deviation; GDp/capita = Gross Domestic product per capita.

Explanatory factor Variable Data source n Range Mean (std. deviation)
Expectation: 

intra-state
Expectations: 

extra-state

partisan logic party political congruence Manual coding by authors 122 0–4 1.70 (1.04) + –
central government appointment Manual coding by authors 122 0–2 0.51(0.81) + –

institutional logic self-rule Hooghe et al. (2010) 122 0–14 7.73 (4.64) ‒ +
shared rule Hooghe et al. (2010) 122 0–9 1.85 (2.91) + –

identity logic regional distinctiveness Questionnaire 121 0–1 (dummy) 0.30 (0.46) – +
regionalist party in government Questionnaire 122 0–1 (dummy) 0.16 (0.36) – +

controls europeanization level Questionnaire 122 1–6 4.89 (1.11) + +
population (million) eurostat 122 0.01–17.85 1.42 (2.25) + +
population density (thousands) eurostat 122 0.004–4.36 0.24 (0.64) –/+ –
GDp/capita (tens of thousands) eurostat 122 0.23–5.23 2.06 (1.25) –/+ –/+
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further discuss possible factor analytical models in the online supplementary 

material where we contrast three- and two-factor solutions and discuss the 

reliability of an intra- vs. extra-state conceptualisation (see Tables S6 and S7 in 

the online appendix). Our conclusions are that conceptualising regional venue 

shopping in terms of intra- vs. extra-state channels returns scales which are reli-

able to a similar extent to inductively derived two-factor solutions (Cronbach’s 

alpha of 0.81 and 0.87 as opposed to 0.87 and 0.83, respectively).

Direct access is best: the drivers of venue use

We can provide an answer to our first research question – how frequently is 

each channel used? – through some descriptive statistics. Figure 1 illustrates 

the distribution of answers for each channel as well as their individual mean 

and an overall average. These data reveal that only two intra-state channels are 

above the grand mean (national-level participation rights, x̄ = 3.28, and infor-

mal lobbying, x̄ = 3.20) whilst all extra-state channels, bare direct contacts with 

the EP beyond a region’s MEP (x̄ = 2.73), are well above that threshold (2.98). 

Indeed, the top five channels in terms of their usage are all extra-state ones: 

activities through networks and associations (x̄ = 3.59), via a representational 

Table 2. comparison of means of intra- and extra-state channels.

Notes: r = the effect size (an effect size > 0.5 is considered large).
***p ≤ 0.01; **p ≤ 0.05; *p ≤ 0.10 (two-tailed).

Mean Standard deviation Standard error (n)

intra-state: frequency 2.63 0.51 0.19 (7)
extra-state: frequency 3.34 0.33 0.12 (7)

paired t-test: t(6) = –5.33, p = 0.001, r = 0.91

Figure 1. channels of influence – frequency of use.
Notes: Beanplot with density trace. thick line = mean; doted = overall average. lighter beans represent 
intra-state channels, darker beans represent extra-state channels. particip.r. = participation rights; spec. 
con. = special consultative procedure; informal = informal channels; pr = permanent representation; coM 
WG = commission working groups; coun. WG = council working groups; council = council of Ministers 
meetings; net&assoc = networks and associations; BXl office = Brussels office; other reg. = cooperation 
with other regional actors (e.g. regional firms); cor = committee of the regions; Meps = members of the 
european parliament; dir. coM = direct contact with the commission; dir. ep = direct contact with the 
european parliament.
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Table 3. Frequency of use of intra- and extra-state channels of influence.

Notes: two-level random-intercept ordered logit models of the usage frequency of intra- and extra-state channels of influence (1–6). coefficients represent odds ratios with standard 
errors between brackets.

***p ≤ 0.01; **p ≤ 0.05; *p ≤ 0.10 (two-tailed). significant results relating to the main hypotheses are heavily shaded (p ≤ 0.10).
particip. = participatory; pr = state’s permanent representation; WG = working groups; BXl = Brussels; cor = committee of the regions; coM = commission; ep = european parlia-

ment; central appt. = central government appointment of the regional executive; Distinctive. = distinctiveness; gvt. = government; eu = european union; pop. = population; GDp/
cap = Gross Domestic product per capita; sd = standard deviation; aic = akaike information criterion; Bic = Bayesian information criteria.
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bureau in Brussels (x̄  =  3.67), through cooperation with other actors from 

the region (x̄ = 3.42), through the region’s CoR representative (x̄ = 3.52), and 

through the region’s MEP (x̄ = 3.41). As summarised in Table 2, extra-state 

channels come across as more frequently used (3.34) than intra-state channels 

(2.63) and significantly so (t-test: t(6) = –5.33, p = 0.001, r = 0.91).

This finding sits well with our reading of the existing literature which has 

highlighted that intra-state channels remain gate-kept (and sometimes blocked) 

by central government executives (Högenauer 2014a; Noferini 2012; Tatham 

2011). Comparatively, extra-state channels are less constrained. Their usage 

may be costly (e.g. setting up a Brussels office, financing a networking event in 

Brussels) but their availability mostly escapes any type of control – including by 

state institutions. Hence, through their greater availability, the usage of extra-

state channels outscores that of intra-state ones.

We see this as a new contribution. Whereas the early literature was criticised 

for too great a focus on extra-state channels of influence, our recent data gives 

those studies credit (Hooghe 1995; Hooghe and Marks 1996) and highlights 

that, for most European regions, extra-state channels are more frequently used 

than intra-state ones. While certain types of regions, such as those with legis-

lative powers, may sometimes decide to put a stronger emphasis on intra-state 

channels (Högenauer 2014a, 2014b; Jeffery 2007), this is mostly not the case. 

And indeed, even regions with legislative powers prioritise extra-state channels 

over intra-state channels.4 Overall, when regions seek to influence develop-

ments in Brussels, they would rather go beyond their own state.

Having answered our first query about the frequency of use of different 

interest representation channels, we now turn to our second question: why 

are some channels more frequently used than others? To do this we focus on 

factors related to partisan, institutional, and identity logics.

A body of work has suggested that partisan logics affect state–region interac-

tions on EU issues (Bauer 2006; Kemmerling and Bodenstein 2006; Marks 1996; 

Tatham 2016). We also find evidence that this is the case concerning channel 

use, but with a twist. Indeed, the measure of partisan congruence only affects 

two channels: participation in Council of Minister meetings and CoR use. These 

two effects can be explained by the existing literature. Council negotiations 

are the most intergovernmental forum in the EU. Access to this power locus 

is hence one of the most gate-kept by member state executives (Bomberg and 

Peterson 1998: 226–7; Noferini 2012). It is therefore of little surprise that this 

channel becomes less available as congruence decreases. Regarding the CoR, 

the significant effect of congruence can be traced back to the fact that the CoR’s 

membership is decided by national governments and that national politics is 

also often felt in the allocation of committee chairs and even in the allocation of 

own-initiative opinions (Keating et al. 2015: 455). Hence, our main expectation 

that increased party political congruence would result in a greater emphasis on 

intra-state channels to the detriment of extra-state channels is disappointed. 
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Instead, it seems that complete congruence implies that traditional channels 

are bypassed to the benefit of intra-party channels (Bolleyer and Bytzek 2009; 

Bolleyer et al. 2014: 544–8) which our survey did not enquire about.

This interpretation of the effect of congruence is supported by the second 

measure of partisan dynamics: the extent to which the regional executive is 

appointed centrally, i.e. by the government running the country. We find that 

central government appointment decreases channel use. This is the case for 

extra-state channels such as the use of a Brussels office and cooperation with 

other regional actors, but also regarding intra-state channels, such as the use 

of special consultative procedures or informal lobbying. Hence, as the centre 

appoints the region’s leadership, the region uses channels of interest representa-

tion on EU affairs to a lesser extent, be they of the intra- or extra-state kind. 

Our data cannot shed light as to why this is. However, two factors may be at 

play. First, a centrally appointed regional leadership may consider EU affairs as 

the realm of central government. Such regions would then mobilise to a lesser 

extent on EU issues, especially as these regions typically have lower levels of 

self-rule (r = –0.60, p < 0.001) which have been found to trigger greater supra-

national mobilisation (Marks et al. 1996; Tatham and Thau 2014). Second, such 

regions’ interests may be taken up directly by central government. The centre 

may consider it its duty to take up the European interests of a region led by 

appointees of its own choosing. In this sense, the partisan nomination of the 

region’s leadership would also imply a responsibility of the centre to defend or 

at least promote its interests beyond the state’s borders.

The take-home message regarding the effect of partisan logics is that con-

gruence mostly affects the more gate-kept channels, be they intra- or extra-state 

ones, such as Ministerial Council participation (where the region can only 

participate with the agreement of the centre), or the use of CoR members (who 

are nominated by national governments). Meanwhile, the appointment of the 

region’s leadership by the party/ies running the national government decreases 

regional activism through traditional channels of interest representation, of 

both the intra- and extra-state sort. Regions whose leadership is politically 

appointed by the centre either take up a more passive role on EU affairs or have 

their interests directly promoted by the centre itself.

The second expectation is related to the institutional drivers of multi-level 

representation (Hocking 1997; Marks et al. 1996, 2002), with a particular 

emphasis on the contrasting effects of shared and self-rule (Chalmers 2013; 

Donas and Beyers 2013; Tatham and Bauer 2014). Results are slightly more 

mixed than expected. We expected that self-rule would boost the use of extra-

state channels. We find only weak evidence that this is the case. Indeed, whilst 

self-rule increases the use of CoR representatives, it actually decreases cooper-

ation with other regional actors. In this sense, more autonomous regions come 

across as freer from other regional interests. These territorial interest groups 

will have to fend for themselves in the Brussels arena (López and Tatham 2017). 
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Interestingly, however, whilst self-rule decreases the use of special procedures 

domestically, it does increase the use of two intra-state channels: the Council 

working groups and Ministerial meetings. What is striking about both channels 

is that these are the most ‘supranational’ and the most gate-kept intra-state 

channels (Noferini 2012). Hence, self-rule translates into a greater use of the 

more supranational intra-state channels in the shape of the rather exclusive 

venues of Council working groups and Ministerial meetings.

The picture is much clearer regarding shared rule. As expected, its main effect 

is to increase the use of intra-state channels, especially regarding participation 

rights, special consultative procedures, informal lobbying of state institutions, 

or co-determining the activities of the state’s PR. These findings sit well with 

those present in past research. Indeed, Högenauer (2014a, 2014b: 155–7) finds 

that regions with legislative powers – which are characterised by a high level 

of shared rule – predominantly rely on ‘mediated’ intra-state channels. The 

only effect of shared rule on extra-state channels concerns a greater frequency 

of cooperation with other regional actors such as firms and regional interest 

groups, which echo the findings of the literature highlighting the lock-in effect 

of regional authority on existing territorial policy communities (Keating 2013; 

López and Tatham, 2017).

The take-home message regarding the effect of institutional logics is that 

indeed shared rule mostly affects intra-state channels whilst the effect of self-

rule is more pronounced regarding the more gate-kept and supranational of the 

intra-state channels (i.e. relating to the Council working groups and Ministerial 

meetings). These findings echo past findings which have demonstrated that self-

rule triggers demands for more control over EU activities, such as by ring-fenc-

ing regional competences from EU encroachment (Tatham and Bauer 2014: 

1378) or, in this case, by gaining access to gate-kept Council fora. Similarly, 

past research has highlighted how legislative regions – which typically score 

high on shared rule – not only have a right, but also a duty to coordinate and 

formalise their positions through these domestic routes (Beyers and Bursens 

2013; Högenauer 2014a). Finally, these results are in line with a growing litera-

ture which stresses that self-rule and shared rule – despite correlating positively 

as the two main dimensions of regional authority (r = 0.53, p < 0.001, in our 

sample) – affect region–EU interaction differently (see Chalmers 2013; Donas 

and Beyers 2013; Tatham and Thau 2014). Indeed, as shared rule increases the 

use of domestic special consultative procedures, self-rule decreases it; as shared 

rule increases cooperation with other regional actors, self-rule decreases it. 

Hence, self-rule and shared rule affect multi-level EU venue shopping differ-

ently, sometimes oppositely.

The third and final expectation concerned the effects of identity logics, as 

captured by a sense of distinctiveness (i.e. cultural, ethnic, linguistic, or iden-

tity) and government by a regionalist party (see Donas and Beyers 2013; Jeffery 

2007: 7; Marks et al. 1996). Results are interesting in the sense that, contrary to 



18   O. HUWYLER ET AL.

expectations, perceived regional distinctiveness seems to affect to a remarkable 

extent the use of intra- rather than extra-state channels. Indeed, distinctive 

regions seem to focus their energies on a more intense use of national-level 

domestic rights, Commission working groups, and Council of Ministers’ meet-

ings. Hence, in a similar way to self-rule, regional distinctiveness seems to 

be conducive to greater activism via intra-state channels, albeit mostly those 

situated at the EU level (Council and Commission). We consider this a novel 

finding. Regional distinctiveness triggers more intense activism within the 

existing framework of the embedding state.

Contrary to our expectations, government by a regionalist party mostly 

fails to affect the use of the different channels. And when it does, its effect is 

negative. Regions with a regionalist party in government have odds of carrying 

out activities via the Commission’s working groups and through direct contacts 

with the EP which are, respectively, 71% and 68% lower than other regions. For 

the rest, having a regionalist party in government generally fails to affect the 

channels through which regions represent their European interests. This lack 

of a significant effect is most likely because of regionalist parties’ ambivalent 

relationship to the integration project. Some regionalist parties are in favour of 

the integration project, others contest or oppose it, and others yet have changed 

position over time (Hepburn 2010b). Furthermore, once in government many 

of these parties tend to focus on achieving policy and institutional change 

domestically rather than on supranational issues (Hepburn 2010a). We note that 

other scholars have also found that such a variable fails to explain EU–region 

patterns such as the information exchanges among regional offices (Beyers and 

Donas 2014: 559, 564) or state–region cooperation, bypassing, and conflict in 

Brussels (Tatham 2013, 2016).

The take-home message regarding identity logics is that regional distinc-

tiveness generates greater activism domestically, especially regarding the more 

supranational intra-state access points of the Commission working groups and 

Council Ministerial meetings. Meanwhile, the presence of a regionalist party in 

government has a limited effect on channel use, hence reflecting the diversity 

of behaviours and attitudes of these parties towards the EU (Hepburn 2010b).

Conclusion

This article compared 14 different channels available to regions to represent 

their European interests. It asked two questions: (1) how frequently are these 

channels used to influence the EU policy-shaping process and (2) to what extent 

do partisan, institutional, and identity logics affect the use of each channel. The 

main findings can be summarised as follows.

Although the more powerful European regions have regularly been described 

as putting much emphasis on intra-state channels (Högenauer 2014a; Jeffery 

2000, 2007) a sample of 122 regions tells a different story. To influence EU 
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policy, regions use extra-state channels significantly more than intra-state ones. 

We consider this a major contribution to the existing literature. Moreover, 

powerful regions such as those with legislative powers (RegLeg group) are no 

different. In fact, they use extra-state channels at an even higher rate than other 

regions do. This illustrates that, even when strong domestically, regional actors 

still invest much in direct mobilisation at the EU level.

When it comes to assessing the explanatory power of partisan, institutional, 

and identity logics, this research highlights six main findings. First, greater 

partisan congruence between levels of government implies a greater use of 

only the more gate-kept channels. Second, partisan appointment by central 

government of the region’s executive generally decreases EU activism, be it 

through intra- or extra-state channels. Third, the presence of a regionalist party 

in government hardly affects any of the channels and when it does the effect 

is negative. Fourth, shared rule mostly affects intra-state channels. Fifth, both 

regional distinctiveness and self-rule were expected to mostly affect extra-state 

channels but actually influence intra-state channels to a greater extent. Indeed, 

both factors trigger increased mobilisation domestically and particularly via 

the more ‘supranational’ access points of the Commission and Council working 

groups, as well as participation in Council of Ministers’ negotiations. Sixth 

and finally, self-rule and shared rule have complementary and contradictory 

effects. They either affect different types of channels or affect the same chan-

nels but in opposite ways. This further highlights that self-rule and shared rule 

have a different finalité and hence differential effects on the triangular rela-

tionship between regions, their embedding state, and the EU. Whilst self-rule 

increases autonomy and self-governance, shared rule entrenches dependence 

and co-governance.

More generally, this research suggests a trend towards a greater use of extra-

state channels by regions seeking to influence the EU policy-shaping process. 

We expect that such a trend is also visible among other non-state actors such 

as corporations, trade and labour unions, professional associations, or citizen 

groups (Dür and Mateo 2014; Klüver 2011). The most likely explanation for 

this trend is the dwindling authority of central governments in the EU’s day-

to-day decision-making. As each new treaty revision reinforces the authority 

of the EU’s supranational institutions, individual member states have a greater 

risk of being outvoted by one another (spread of qualified majority voting) 

and of having to compromise with the EP (ordinary legislative procedure) in 

an increasing number of policy areas where the Commission has the right of 

initiative as well as implementation and monitoring powers. This is not to say 

that member states have become irrelevant. However, exclusively focusing on 

the state is a less and less rewarding strategy for interest groups to influence 

supranational outcomes. Like many other types of interest groups, regions have 

thus diversified their options. Although the more powerful legislative regions 

have certainly consolidated their influence domestically (Högenauer 2014a; 
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Jeffery 2007; Tatham 2011), the general trend is that extra-state channels are 

used more frequently than intra-state channels.

Related to the theme of the special issue, this research contributes to the 

discussion of the vices and virtues of decentralisation with regard to ques-

tions of representation and democracy (Däubler et al. 2017). First, the article 

connects the decentralisation and supranationalisation debates. Indeed, the 

competences central governments have transferred upwards to the EU in part 

overlap with those central governments have also transferred downwards to 

regional institutions. This overlap is especially strong in policy fields such as 

agriculture, fisheries, transport, or the environment. It generates not only fric-

tions between EU norms and regional norms (Tosun and Hartung 2017), but 

also a disempowerment or ‘recentralisation’ of regional competences (Bourne 

2003). Indeed, as Lynch (2004: 172) has argued, with regard to the creation 

of the single European market, ‘EU legislation … [has] been negotiated by 

central governments, even when negotiations involved regional competencies: 

essentially, central governments negotiated transfers of regional powers to the 

EU level with limited consultation’. Keating (2004: 192, 196) goes further by 

highlighting how European integration recentralises regional competences at 

the EU level, hence rolling back decentralisation precisely in an era character-

ised by common decentralisation trends across member states.

In this light, our results highlight the vices of decentralisation. Some factors, 

such as the central appointment of regional executives or the participation of 

regionalist parties in regional governments (Schakel and Massetti 2017), lead 

to less involvement on EU affairs and hence accentuate the disempowerment 

of regional institutions – and consequently of their citizenry too. However, and 

more optimistically, our results also highlight the virtues of decentralisation. 

This is the case in terms of how shared rule, self-rule, but also regional distinc-

tiveness all tend to increase regional mobilisation through established chan-

nels, hence in part compensating for competencies encroachment. Normatively, 

decentralisation processes have numerous democratic and representational 

implications. We here show that distinctiveness, self-rule, and shared rule tend 

to mitigate the disempowerment of regions via increased activism, whilst gov-

ernment by a regionalist party or, at the other extreme, the partisan appointment 

of regional executives by the centre, tend to circumscribe regional involvement 

on EU issues and thus aggravate regional disempowerment.

Notes

1.  In two countries, the application of these criteria deserves special mention. In 
the UK, the nine regions of England were included although the local authority 
leaders’ boards had lost their official status in 2010. Since many local authorities 
chose to maintain them on a voluntary basis, they were nonetheless included. In 
Italy, the autonomous provinces of Südtirol and Trentino were included instead 
of the Trentino-Alto Adige region. This is because these autonomous provinces 
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are not subordinate to the region and, unlike any other Italian provinces, possess 
legislative powers.

2.  Alternative conceptualisations and hence operationalisations of party political 
congruence generate only marginal changes in the results. This is the case when 
the last two categories are collapsed together to form a four-point scale instead of 
a five-point scale. This is also the case when three dummies are used (no overlap 
as reference category, versus (a) partial overlap, (b) subset replication, and (c) 
identical composition), or when two dummies are used (no overlap as reference 
category, versus (a) partial and subset overlap, and (b) identical composition). 
Since our main findings are robust to different conceptualisations we prefer to 
stick with a measurement which is closest to that assumed by our theory, i.e. a 
measure of congruence as a continuum.

3.  No existing measure covers (a) all the dimensions that interest us – cultural, 
ethnic, linguistic, and identity dimensions – or (b) all of our cases. We note, 
however, that for the cases that we have in common, the survey measure 
correlates with that of Brigevich (2012) capturing ‘minority nations’ and 
‘distinctive regions’ (r = 0.63, p < 0.001). As the survey measure captures a 
wider spectrum of distinctiveness than Brigevich’s, its mean is somewhat higher 
(0.3 as opposed to 0.2). Despite Brigevich’s indicator measuring a narrower 
conceptualisation of distinctiveness and losing 9.2% of our sample, re-running 
all 14 models using her measure confirms our findings with the exception of the 
Commission working groups and direct EP contacts where the direction of the 
effect is identical, but the size of the effect is smaller (the variables are measured 
on the same scale). Overall, and despite the conceptual and sample discrepancies, 
the estimated coefficients returned using her minority/distinctiveness measure 
over 14 models correlate with our original variable coefficients (r = 0.66, p < 
0.01, n = 14).

4.  We analyse differences between legislative and non-legislative regions in the 
online supplementary material (Table S8). Results indicate that legislative 
regions are just more active than other regions, through their state but also 
independently from it.
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