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Abstract
A growing debate in European policy circles explores whether the European Union (EU) might admit new member

states on a temporary non-voting basis—granting market and funding access while deferring full decision-making

rights until internal reforms are completed. This article offers a critical, theory-driven analysis of that proposal’s

potential economic and institutional effects on candidate states and on the EU itself. Drawing on Bourdieu’s forms of

capital, world-systems theory, and institutional isomorphism, the paper argues that a non-voting entry tier could

accelerate economic integration and signal credibility to investors, yet introduce asymmetric power relations that risk

long-term dependency and legitimacy deficits. We construct scenario-based forecasts for candidate states (with

special attention to the Western Balkans, Ukraine, and Moldova), model channels for growth and convergence, and

identify governance trade-offs for the EU’s multi-level polity. The central finding is conditional: membership-lite can

be economically beneficial if and only if it is time-bounded, transparently rule-based, and paired with countervailing

representation mechanisms that mitigate “second-class” status. Without these safeguards, the approach risks

deepening core–periphery asymmetries and normalizing a tiered Union.
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1. Introduction
European enlargement has historically combined economic integration with equal membership rights. In the

contemporary period, however, enlargement faces twin pressures: geopolitical urgency (especially in the

neighborhood) and institutional gridlock within a Union already challenged by unanimity requirements in key areas.

Against this backdrop, a proposal is circulating to allow new entrants to accede without full voting rights during an

initial phase. The objective is to sustain momentum on enlargement while preserving decision-making capacity within

existing institutions until broader reforms—often discussed in relation to unanimity and veto power—are agreed.

This paper addresses a deceptively simple policy question: Can a “membership without the ballot” model help

candidate economies—by accelerating access to markets, funds, and rules—without undermining the EU’s

democratic legitimacy and long-term cohesion? To answer, we integrate conceptual lenses from sociology and

political economy with scenario analysis rooted in the EU’s institutional architecture. We proceed in seven steps:

1. Situate the proposal within the literature on integration, conditionality, and multi-level governance.



Our claim is twofold. First, a time-limited, rule-anchored non-voting tier can catalyze early economic gains—especially

through credibility signals, investment, and regulatory certainty. Second, absent clear timelines, representation

substitutes, and automaticity in restoring full rights, the model risks creating a structural semi-periphery inside the

Union that erodes equality among members and weakens social solidarity.

2. Literature and Conceptual Anchors

2.1 European Integration and the Politics of Capacity
The post-war European project has oscillated between deepening (institution-building, competence expansion) and 

widening (enlargement). Classic intergovernmental and liberal intergovernmental accounts highlight bargaining

among governments, preference aggregation, and credible commitments (Moravcsik). Neo-functional and multi-level

governance lenses emphasize functional spillovers and the role of supranational actors (Hooghe & Marks). More

recent work interrogates capacity to act in a larger, more heterogeneous Union, including debates on unanimity vs.

qualified majority voting, and the macro-political trade-off between efficiency and equality.

2.2 Bourdieu’s Forms of Capital
Bourdieu’s framework differentiates economic capital (financial resources), cultural capital (credentials, expertise), 

social capital (networks, relational power), and symbolic capital (recognized legitimacy and prestige). Accession

traditionally converts domestic reforms into symbolic capital (EU membership status), which in turn attracts 

economic capital (FDI, funding) via social capital (networked participation in EU committees), reinforced by cultural

capital (regulatory and administrative professionalization). A non-voting tier alters these conversion ratios: it may 

boost economic capital early, but potentially discounts symbolic and social capital by deferring full voice.

2.3 World-Systems Theory: Core, Semi-Periphery, Periphery
From a world-systems perspective (Wallerstein), the EU core consists of high-productivity economies with agenda-

setting power, while candidate and newer members often occupy semi-peripheral positions. A non-voting accession

stage could crystallize a form of internal semi-periphery: integrated into the core’s market and rule system but

constrained in shaping it. The risk is a hierarchical stratification of membership, potentially durable if the transition to

full rights is delayed.

2.4 Institutional Isomorphism and Field Norms
Institutional isomorphism predicts that organizations converge on field-legitimate forms. Historically, EU membership

implies equal political rights alongside shared obligations. Introducing a non-voting tier would redefine field norms,

2. Build a theoretical framework using Bourdieu’s forms of capital, world-systems core–periphery dynamics, and 

institutional isomorphism.

3. Specify the design space of a non-voting entry tier (rights, obligations, and sunset clauses).

4. Model economic channels (trade, investment, funds absorption, labor mobility, and regulatory credibility).

5. Evaluate risks (dependency, limited agency, compliance fatigue, and symbolic inequality).

6. Conduct country-sensitive scenario analysis (Western Balkans, Ukraine, Moldova).

7. Derive principles for design, monitoring, and time-bound transition to full rights.



creating a new template that others may emulate. This may be adaptive in the short term, yet path-dependent in the

long term, normalizing tiered citizenship within the Union unless carefully bounded.

3. The Policy Design Space: What Would “Non-Voting Entry” 
Entail?

3.1 Core Elements
A pragmatic design explores a three-pillar structure:

Pillar I: Market and Program Access. Immediate participation in the Single Market’s freedoms (goods, services,

capital, and possibly labor with safeguards), plus eligibility for cohesion, structural, and thematic funds, subject

to absorption capacity and rule-of-law conditionality.

Pillar II: Obligations and Enforcement. Full acquis adoption schedules, fiscal and macroeconomic surveillance,

state-aid and competition rules, and participation in EU agencies and committees without final voting power

during the initial phase.

Pillar III: Deferred Voting Rights. Council and European Council voting rights (including veto where applicable)

restored upon clear, time-bound milestones: e.g., demonstrable rule-of-law benchmarks, acquis transposition

rates, fiscal anchors, and—critically—completion of specified EU-level institutional reforms.

3.2 Representation Substitutes
To mitigate voice deficits, the design could include:

Observer and Deliberative Rights: Full presence, right to speak, and agenda-setting input at working parties and

committees, with recorded dissent mechanisms that trigger review.

Sunset and Automaticity Clauses: Hard time limits (e.g., 2–4 years) with automatic graduation to full rights upon

meeting measurable criteria—reducing discretion and political hostage-taking.

Independent Oversight Board: A mixed supranational-national panel to audit criteria, certify progress, and 

prevent indefinite limbo.

3.3 Budgetary and Legal Safeguards
The funding architecture must protect both sides: ring-fenced envelopes for new entrants (to stabilize planning) and 

conditional suspension if governance backslides occur. Legal texts should codify non-retrogression: once full voting

rights are earned, they cannot be withdrawn outside extraordinary treaty-specified sanctions.

4. Economic Channels: How Could Non-Voting Entry Affect 
Candidate Economies?

4.1 Credibility and the Investment Accelerator
EU entry—even without immediate voting—sends a powerful credibility signal regarding rule-of-law alignment and

regulatory predictability. In standard political-economy models, this lowers country risk premia, compresses



sovereign spreads, and crowds in FDI. The effect is strongest where domestic institutions already meet mid-level

thresholds and where accession unlocks project pipelines co-financed by EU funds and development banks.

Bourdieuian translation: early membership augments symbolic capital (recognition), which catalyzes economic

capital (investments). But because social capital (decision-making networks) is limited during the non-voting phase,

some investment types—those sensitive to regulatory shaping (e.g., energy, digital)—may wait for full voice before

scaling.

4.2 Trade, Value Chains, and Technology Diffusion
Single Market access expands trade opportunities and embeds firms into European value chains. Technology

diffusion occurs through supplier development, standards adoption, and mobility of skilled labor. Gains are uneven: 

tradables sectors benefit quickly; network-regulated industries (energy, telecom) depend on harmonized regulation

and agency governance—areas where lack of a vote could slightly weaken bargaining power on rules that shape

profitability.

4.3 Funds Absorption and Convergence
Structural and cohesion funds can boost public investment in transport, green transition, digital infrastructure, and

human capital. Absorption capacity—procurement quality, project selection, administrative competence—is the

binding constraint. A non-voting phase must therefore come with capacity-building to convert transfers into total

factor productivity gains rather than mere spending.

4.4 Labor Mobility, Remittances, and Social Effects
Phased labor mobility (with safeguards) can relieve domestic unemployment, increase remittances, and upskill

returning workers. Yet rapid outward mobility can stress health and education systems (brain drain). Policy remedies

include circular migration schemes, recognition of qualifications, and targeted wage-top-up programs in critical

sectors.

4.5 Macroeconomic Stability and Policy Autonomy
Membership deepens macro-policy surveillance and limits discretionary industrial policy. For candidates, the trade-

off is policy credibility versus autonomy. In the non-voting phase, reduced voice may sharpen this asymmetry: states

assume constraints sooner than they acquire influence. Time-bound design and consultative safeguards are

therefore crucial.

5. Political and Institutional Effects Inside the EU

5.1 Capacity to Act vs. Equality of Members
The non-voting entry tier aims to secure governance efficiency by minimizing new veto players while institutions are

re-designed. From an isomorphism view, this creates a new norm: equality is sequenced rather than immediate. The

gain is decisional speed; the cost is potential legitimacy stress if member-equals are no longer born equal.

5.2 The Risk of Institutional Drift



Path dependence is a central concern. If the temporary tier becomes informally renewable or contingent on moving

goalposts, the EU could drift into permanent stratification. To prevent this, the design must include ex ante criteria, 

independent certification, and explicit treaty-consistent guarantees that status is transitional.

5.3 Multi-Level Governance: Subnational and Societal Interfaces
Regions, cities, and civil society historically gain channels to EU resources and fora. A non-voting tier should 

not restrict these interfaces. If subnational actors from new members can directly access programs (Horizon-type

research, green funds, Erasmus-type exchanges), this re-balances the temporary loss of central state voice by 

widening participation at other levels.

6. World-Systems Lens: Semi-Periphery Inside the Union?

6.1 Structurally Bounded Voice
World-systems theory warns that core actors control rule-making. Non-voting entry entrenches this for a period,

risking policy dependency if rules in critical domains (state-aid, energy, digital competition) are set without the new

member’s formal consent. The remedy is to institutionalize deliberative rights and sunset the transition quickly.

6.2 Upgrading Pathways
Semi-peripheral states can upgrade: through industrial policy centered on skills, cluster development, and smart

specialization tied to EU programs. However, upgrading is fragile if voice is deferred. Where possible, co-decision-like

consultative mechanisms (formalized dissent, impact statements) should be guaranteed during the interim phase to

ensure the semi-periphery is temporary and ascending.

7. Bourdieu Revisited: Capital Conversion Under a Tiered 
Entry

7.1 Economic Capital
Funds, FDI, and trade growth can rise early. The magnitude depends on regulatory credibility, anti-corruption

enforcement, and banking supervision. Early gains are strongest in export-oriented manufacturing, IT-enabled

services, and infrastructure build-out.

7.2 Cultural Capital
Membership accelerates professionalization (public administration training, procurement standards, judicial reforms),

thereby raising cultural capital convertible into economic capital (more efficient projects, fewer cost overruns).

7.3 Social Capital
Networks in Brussels—committee ties, working groups—are the hidden engine of influence. With non-voting status,

social capital accumulation is slower unless proactive shadow-rapporteur roles, joint drafting, and peer-to-peer

placements are built into the design.



7.4 Symbolic Capital
The membership label is symbolically powerful. Yet the public may perceive partial rights as second-

class membership. Clear communication and time-bound guarantees are essential to convert symbolic recognition

into durable legitimacy.

8. Institutional Isomorphism: Will a New Template Spread?
If non-voting accession works for one cohort, future cohorts may expect or accept similar terms. This could be benign

(a routine, efficient pathway) or corrosive (a creeping normalization of unequal membership). The difference lies in 

how the template codifies transition: automatic thresholds, transparent monitoring, and non-politicized graduation.

9. Country-Sensitive Scenarios

9.1 Western Balkans (e.g., Montenegro, North Macedonia, Albania, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, Serbia)

Optimistic: Swift acquis transposition in prioritized chapters, regional connectivity projects unlock value chains,

and graduate in 2–4 years to full rights. Early export, tourism, and renewables investment surge; governance

reforms stabilize.

Moderate: Funds absorption improves but remains uneven; partial regulatory convergence limits high-tech FDI;

political polarization slows justice reforms; graduation slips to 5–7 years.

Pessimistic: Governance backsliding triggers conditionality suspensions; disputes with neighbors stall sectoral

integration; non-voting limbo exceeds a cycle, fueling Euroscepticism.

9.2 Ukraine
Optimistic: Reconstruction financing and market access catalyze manufacturing and agri-tech upgrading;

energy interconnection projects advance; rapid rule-of-law reforms, anti-corruption wins, and procurement

modernization speed graduation within 3–5 years.

Moderate: Security context complicates capacity; funds flow but bottlenecks persist; FDI cautious in strategic

sectors pending full voice; graduation 5–7 years.

Pessimistic: Security shocks, administrative overload, and politicized certification delay graduation; 

limbo undermines trust and slows private investment.

9.3 Moldova
Optimistic: Targeted connectivity, SME support, and digital-governance reforms yield service-sector growth;

diaspora return channels deepen; graduation within 3–4 years.

Moderate: Limited administrative bandwidth caps absorption; gradual but steady progress; graduation 5–6

years.

Pessimistic: Domestic polarization complicates reforms; external interference pressures institutions; prolonged 

non-voting status saps symbolic legitimacy.



10. Measuring Success: Indicators and Benchmarks
Economic:

FDI inflows (% of GDP) differentiated by sector risk and regulatory sensitivity.

Export sophistication indices; participation in EU value chains.

Funds absorption rates; project completion times; cost-overrun metrics.

Convergence: GDP per capita (PPP), TFP growth, wage convergence in tradables.

Institutional:

Rule-of-law indices; judicial independence; procurement challenge outcomes.

Acquis transposition rates with enforcement quality (not just formal adoption).

Anti-corruption outcomes (indictment-to-conviction ratios in grand corruption).

Administrative capacity: turnover, training hours, pay compression ratios.

Voice and Legitimacy:

Participation in committees; number of recorded interventions and influence on draft texts.

Public opinion support for EU membership in new members and across the Union.

Graduation pace: share of criteria met on schedule; compliance durability 24 months post-graduation.

11. Risk Map and Mitigation
R1: Perpetual Semi-Membership.Mitigation: Hard sunset clause; automaticity rules; independent certification with

judicial review.

R2: Symbolic Inequality and Public Backlash.Mitigation: Communication strategy that emphasizes sequencing not

status; measurable roadmaps; visible milestones and co-decision-like consultative tools.

R3: Capture and Compliance Fatigue.Mitigation: Rotating peer-review teams, whistleblower protections, and 

performance-based funding tranches.

R4: Core–Periphery Rule-Setting Bias.Mitigation: Formalized impact statements for regulations affecting non-voting

members; mandatory response windows and right of remand to working parties.

R5: Administrative Overstretch.Mitigation: Twinning programs, secondments, and executive agencies dedicated to

acceleration in new entrants.

12. Normative Discussion: Equality as Principle, Sequencing 
as Practice
The EU’s ethos rests on equality of states under law. A non-voting entry instrument tests this ethos: it 

sequences equality for functional reasons. The design must therefore treat equality as a deferred but enforceable

right—not a discretionary favor. That requires a juridically robust architecture in which time-limited differentiation is

legitimate only insofar as it is transparent, short, reviewable, and automatic in its closure.

13. Policy Design Principles (Ten-Point Checklist)
1. Time-Bound Transition: 2–4 years default, extendable only by super-majority and judicially reviewable.

2. Automatic Graduation: Pre-published indicators; once met, full rights trigger automatically.

3. Full Deliberative Access: Speaking, proposing, and recorded dissent rights in all relevant fora.



14. Conclusion
The emerging idea of membership without immediate voting rights is a profound institutional innovation. It promises

a bridge between geopolitical necessity and institutional capacity, potentially unlocking early economic benefits for

candidate states and preserving decisional efficiency for the Union. Yet the proposal also carries risks: symbolic

downgrading, structural dependency, and legitimacy erosion if equality is postponed without strict limits.

From a Bourdieuian angle, the model front-loads economic and cultural capital while delaying full social and 

symbolic capital; the policy art lies in minimizing that delay. From a world-systems perspective, the design should

prevent the crystallization of an internal semi-periphery by guaranteeing a swift upgrade path. Through institutional

isomorphism, the EU will be setting a new template—hence the imperative to embed sunsets, automaticity, and

representation substitutes so that the template empowers, rather than stratifies, future members.

The policy question posed at the outset thus has a conditional answer: yes, the model can help candidate economies

—if it is legally time-limited, transparently benchmarked, and institutionally balanced to protect voice. The prize is

considerable: a larger, more resilient, and geopolitically credible Union. The cost of failure—normalizing tiered

membership—would be equally historic.

References
Acemoglu, D. and Robinson, J.A., 2012. Why Nations Fail: The Origins of Power, Prosperity, and Poverty. New

York: Crown Publishing.

Baldwin, R. and Wyplosz, C., 2019. The Economics of European Integration, 6th ed. London: McGraw-Hill

Education.

Beck, U. and Grande, E., 2007. Cosmopolitan Europe. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Börzel, T.A., Risse, T. and van Hüllen, V. (eds.), 2016. The Oxford Handbook of Comparative Regionalism. Oxford:

Oxford University Press.

Bourdieu, P., 1984. Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University

Press.

Bourdieu, P., 1986. The Forms of Capital. In: J. Richardson, ed. Handbook of Theory and Research for the

Sociology of Education. New York: Greenwood Press, pp.241–258.

De Grauwe, P., 2016. Economics of Monetary Union, 11th ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

4. Impact Statements: Any proposed EU rule significantly affecting non-voting members must include country

impact and mitigation options.

5. Funding with Teeth: Performance tranches; early technical assistance; anti-corruption ring-fencing; de-

commitment rules for non-performing projects.

6. Social Capital Acceleration: Secondments and fast-track placements into EU agencies to build networks.

7. Cultural Capital Investments: Intensive training for judiciary, regulators, and audit bodies; professional

certification programs.

8. Narrative Strategy: Frame the tier as “sequenced equality” with tangible milestones and public dashboards.

9. No Retrogression: Once full rights are earned, they cannot be removed except via treaty-based sanctions.

10. External Shielding: Counter-interference measures (cyber, media literacy, party financing transparency) to

preserve reforms during the interim.



Hooghe, L. and Marks, G., 2001. Multi-Level Governance and European Integration. Lanham, MD: Rowman &

Littlefield.

Keohane, R.O. and Nye, J.S., 1977. Power and Interdependence: World Politics in Transition. Boston, MA: Little,

Brown and Company.

Lavenex, S. and Schimmelfennig, F., 2009. EU Rules Beyond EU Borders: Theorizing External Governance. 

Journal of European Public Policy, 16(6), pp.791–812.

Majone, G., 1996. Regulating Europe. London: Routledge.

Milward, A.S., 1992. The European Rescue of the Nation-State. London: Routledge.

Moravcsik, A., 1998. The Choice for Europe: Social Purpose and State Power from Messina to Maastricht. Ithaca,

NY: Cornell University Press.

North, D.C., 1990. Institutions, Institutional Change and Economic Performance. Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.

Pelkmans, J., 2006. European Integration: Methods and Economic Analysis, 3rd ed. Harlow: Pearson Education.

Pierson, P., 2004. Politics in Time: History, Institutions, and Social Analysis. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University

Press.

Piketty, T., 2014. Capital in the Twenty-First Century. Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University

Press.

Schimmelfennig, F., 2024. European Integration, 3rd ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Vachudova, M.A., 2005. Europe Undivided: Democracy, Leverage, and Integration after Communism. Oxford:

Oxford University Press.

Youngs, R., 2025. A Turning Point, or Not? Principles for a New European Order. Brussels: Carnegie Europe.

Hofreiter, A., 2025. Enlargement and the EU’s Capacity to Act: Speech to the Committee on the Affairs of the

European Union. Berlin: German Bundestag.

European Parliament, 2025. Debate on Enlargement and Institutional Reform: Verbatim Proceedings.

Strasbourg: Publications Office of the European Union.

Centre for European Reform, 2025. Does EU Enlargement Require Voting Reform? CER Insight Paper. London:

CER Press.

Hashtags

#EUEnlargement

#NonVotingMembership

#CandidateEconomies

#InstitutionalReform

#CorePeriphery

#Bourdieu

#WorldSystems

https://www.u7y.com/article/hashtags/EUEnlargement
https://www.u7y.com/article/hashtags/NonVotingMembership
https://www.u7y.com/article/hashtags/CandidateEconomies
https://www.u7y.com/article/hashtags/InstitutionalReform
https://www.u7y.com/article/hashtags/CorePeriphery
https://www.u7y.com/article/hashtags/Bourdieu
https://www.u7y.com/article/hashtags/WorldSystems

