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ABSTRACT 

There is no doubt that Brexit has caused quite a stir on both sides of the pond. The academic debate around 
Brexit is still developing. Since Brexit, plenty of academic works have emerged focussing on the UK and on the 
future of the UK and the EU after Brexit. Additionally, several academics already attempted to theorise about 
possible European disintegration years ago, but only recent contributions did so in the context of Brexit. 
However, the academic debate neglects the dimension of the EU27 in relation to Brexit. Though there are already 
a few works on why certain countries want a hard or soft Brexit, a more comprehensive study looking for more 
general explanations for member states’ stances on Brexit is lacking. This research fills this gap using Qualitative 
Comparative Analysis (QCA). Based on an eclectic theoretic framework, it investigates the why behind the EU 
member states’ stances on Brexit. It provides an explanation why member states are in favour of either a soft or 
a hard Brexit. It is not expected that one factor in isolation explains a member state’s stance on Brexit. Instead, 
it expects a complex form of causality (multiple conjunctural causation), where a specific combination of 
variables will explain a member states’ view on Brexit. The main findings are that the combination of 
Euroscepticism and a large share of citizens living in the UK, together with the combination of trade relations 
with the UK and perceived threat from Russia, explain the soft Brexit position of member states. These findings 
give an interesting starting point for further research on the dynamic between member states regarding Brexit 
in the future, and more specifically for studying new coalition building between member states in the EU post-
Brexit.  

 

SAMENVATTING NEDERLANDS 

Brexit houdt ongetwijfeld de gemoederen al geruime tijd bezig. Het academische debat rond Brexit is ook nog 
volop in ontwikkeling. Sinds het Brexit referendum zijn er meerdere academische werken verschenen over Brexit, 
waarin de focus vooral ligt op het VK en op de toekomst van het VK en de EU na de Brexit. Bovendien zijn er sinds 
een aantal jaren verschillende pogingen gedaan tot theorievorming omtrent mogelijke Europese disintegratie, 
maar enkel recente werken deden dit in de context van Brexit. Echter, het academische debat verwaarloost de 
dimensie van de EU27 in verband met Brexit. Hoewel er reeds een aantal werken zijn verschenen over waarom 
sommige lidstaten juist voor een harde ofwel zachte Brexit zijn, ontbreekt er een veelomvattende studie die 
tracht een meer algemene verklaring voor de positie van lidstaten ten opzichte van Brexit te verklaren. Dit 
onderzoekt vult deze hiaat in de academische literatuur met behulp van Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA). 
Het onderzoekt de waarom achter de posities die lidstaten innemen ten opzichte van de Brexit, gebaseerd op 
een eclectisch theoretisch kader. Dit onderzoekt biedt een verklaring voor waarom sommige landen voorstander 
zijn van een harde ofwel zachte Brexit. De verwachting is dat er niet één afzonderlijke variabele, maar meerdere 
combinaties van variabelen (multiple conjunctural causations) de positie van een lidstaat tegenover Brexit 
bepalen. Het onderzoek verwacht dus een complexe vorm van causaliteit. De belangrijkste bevindingen zijn dat 
de combinatie van Euroscepticisme en een groot deel van de burgers die woonachtig zijn in het VK, samen met 
de combinatie van handelsrelatie met het VK en een waargenomen Russische dreiging, de zachte Brexit positie 
verklaren. Deze resultaten zijn een interessant startpunt voor nieuw onderzoek naar de toekomst post-Brexit, en 
zijn met name nuttig voor het bestuderen van mogelijke nieuwe coalitievorming tussen lidstaten in de EU post-
Brexit.  
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1. QCA GLOSSARY 

Conditions: roughly translates as the independent variables. Interchangeably used with the terms ‘’factors’’ 
and ‘’variables’. 

Cases: parts of a configuration. In this research, cases are the EU member states.  

Outcome: roughly translates as the dependent variable. In this research, the outcome is defined as a member 
state’s stance on Brexit.  

1-outcome: soft Brexit 

0-outcome: hard and hard-core Brexit 

Not QCA specific:  

Hard Brexit: generally known as where few ties between the UK and the EU remaining as possible. 

Soft Brexit: generally known as the UK keeping as close ties with the EU as possible.  
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2. Introduction 

No week goes by without Brexit hitting the news, it really does get its fair share of media coverage and analyses.   
Theresa May once famously claimed that ‘nothing is agreed until everything is agreed’ after the announcement 
that agreement was reached on the key issues of citizens’ rights, the Brexit bill, and the border between Ireland 
and Northern Ireland. Now half a year ago, this phrase still does a pretty good job in capturing the current snail’s 
pace at which the Brexit negotiations are moving. The nature of the current Brexit negotiations are seen by many 
as squabbling between the EU and UK negotiators. To continue, the claim of Theresa May that ‘it’s not about 
hard or soft Brexit’ also doesn’t give much hope that the Brexit negotiation deadline in October will be reached.  

However, May claiming that Brexit is not about a hard or soft Brexit does not seem to be matching reality: 
member states position themselves as being either in favour of a soft or hard Brexit. Soft Brexit is often defined 
as the UK staying as closely aligned to the EU as possible, while hard Brexit would be were the existing ties 
between the UK and the EU were retained leading to more disruption than a soft Brexit (BBC, 2018, 25 March). 

It is not just the media that are spending most of their time reporting on Brexit related issues, lots of articles 
about Brexit are also being published in the academic world. There is active discussion among scholars about 
what future EU-UK relations will look like, and how this has an effect on both parties involved. Brexit also still 
puts the spotlight on the divisive effects it has on the UK itself. But it doesn’t just draw attention to the disunity 
in Britain, it also exposed the different positions and priorities of the EU members despite the united approach 
of the European Commission in the Brexit negotiations, so it also has sparked the EU disintegration debate again. 
For example, shortly after the referendum result the Guardian wondered, if the UK will fall apart, and ‘’will the 
EU break up too?’’ (White, 2016, August 10).  

Moreover, it is also true that, up till now, little attention has been given to the dynamic of the other member 
states in the context of Brexit. The position of member states sometimes looks like a neglected dimension of the 
Brexit debate. Though, considerable attention is paid to topical issues that are often specific to one member 
states, such as the border issue and the current debate on the Irish backstop (to prevent a hard border on the 
island of Ireland). But these debates do not attempt to find more general approaches towards the behaviour om 
member states on Brexit.  

If there is one thing Brexit shows us it is that European integration, an even the mere existence of the EU as it is 
today, isn’t something to be taken for granted, and therefore worth of academic research. For example, when 
the EU was still in the middle of the economic crisis, Joschka Fischer warned in 2009 that ‘’[Europe] threatens to 
revert to the national egoism and protectionism of the past.’’ (Fischer quoted in Dinan, 2009, p. 165).  
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3. LITERATURE REVIEW  

Established European integration theories, as well as certain theories from the school of international relations, 
have received much criticism over recent years. In sum, these theories have received criticism because they fail 
to sufficiently explain European disintegration theories. For example, Vollaard claims that existing theories are 
either suffering from bias or are too narrowly focused to successfully explain the complex disintegration process 
(Vollaard, 2014). Other academics have also observed that the theories’ failure is the result of their limited focus 
and scope (Scheller & Eppler, 2014, p. 9). To understand the criticism of existing integration theories, it is critical 
to first have knowledge about the theories themselves. Therefore, this thesis begins with an overview of the 
most relevant integration theories 1  before discussing the recent attempts of explaining possible European 
disintegration. Finally, the literature review gives a brief overview of the academic literature on the member 
states within the context of Brexit. 

3.1  MAIN INTEGRATION THEORIES 

The stance of member states towards Brexit cannot be understood without comprehension of the underlying 
dynamics of European integration and disintegration. Brexit is a de facto case of disintegration: a member leaving 
the EU instead of a new country joining it is the purest example of disintegration happening in the EU. The 
theories mentioned in the literature review can be applied to examine the perspective of member states on the 
Brexit issue; because it is without precedent, the issue is best approached by considering European integration 
theories supplemented by certain international relations theories. Therefore, to develop insight into how EU 
member states position themselves towards EU integration issues, it is useful to take a closer look at both classic 
integration theories and the newer attempts at theorising (potential) disintegration. In addition, theories from 
the study field of international relations can provide interesting insights regarding the matter. European 
integration and international relations theories often overlap, as discussed in the following sections. 

3.1.1. THE TWO CLASSIC THEORIES: NEOFUNCTIONALISM AND INTERGOVERNMENTALISM 

Neofunctionalism and intergovernmentalism are, generally speaking, the two main theories used to explain 
and clarify the European integration process.  

Neofunctionalism gives the most attention to supranational institutions, to the specific dynamics in these 
institutions, and to concept of spillovers (integration in one domain leads to integration in another domain) that 
occur (Vos, n.d., De oude strijd: neofunctionalisten tegen intergouvernmentalisten section). Neofunctionalists 
believe that these spill-overs happen automatically, resulting in more and more integration into the 
supranational construction of the EU. Orbie describes the main different spill-over categories: the functional or 
technical spillover, the political spillover and the cultivated spillover (Orbie, 2009). According to Orbie, the 
functional or technical spillover fits functionalism best, and he explains this spillover as European integration 
creatin ga problem that can only be solved by integrating in other domains too (2009, p. 37).  

 Scheller and Eppler also point out that neofunctionalists see transfers of loyalty towards supranational (EU) 
institutions as a ‘’national consequence’’, not as a ‘’necessary condition’’ (2014, p. 13). However, Lindberg and 
Scheingold already observed what they called ‘’spill-backs’’ [own emphasis] in the 1970s (Scheller & Eppler, 2014, 
p. 13). These spill-backs were explained by national interests that stagnated the integration process (Lindberg & 
Scheingold cited in Scheller & Eppler, 2014, p. 13).  

                                                                 
1 note that this is just a selection in function of the problem statement, not a comprehensive description of all 
developed integration theories. For more information about integration theories I recommend reading the 
used textbooks and collections, for example  the collection of Wiener and Diez on European integration theory 
and the work of Mingst and Arreguín-Toft, which can be found in the references list 
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On the other hand, intergovernmentalism puts the emphasis more clearly on the crucial role national 
governments play in EU decision-making, rather than on spillover effects. Intergovernmentalism was one of the 
strongest reactions to neofunctionalist theory. Stanley Hoffmann, the founder of intergovernmentalism theory, 
claimed that national governments were powerful actors who were guided by promoting and protecting the 
national interest (Hoffmann cited in Bache, George & Bulmer, 2011, p. 11). In the intergovernmentalist view, 
countries have more autonomy, and both the national economy and electoral implications are important 
considerations for governing parties (Hoffmann cited in Bache, George & Bulmer, 2011, p. 11-12). Additionally, 
Orbie describes the ’logic of diversity’: diverse states have divergent interests because they are all subject to 
different domestic-political dynamics (2009, p. 56). Both internal and external pressure create centrifugal forces, 
resulting in diverging preferences between nation states (Orbie, 2009, p. 56). Additionally, European integration 
must also be viewed in the context of the global system, and the integration should never involve high politics 
(Hoffmann cited in Bache, George & Bulmer, 2011, p. 11). 

According to intergovernmentalists, the preferences of the member states and their underlying interests are vital 
in determining the outlook of the EU construction (Vos, n.d., De oude strijd: neofunctionalisten tegen 
intergovernmentalisten section). Scheller and Eppler explain the general basics of intergovernmentalism as 
follows: ‘Intergovernmentalism includes international and global influences (as well as those of economic nature) 
in its analysis of European integration processes conveyed by the interests of individual member states’ (Scheller 
& Eppler, 2014, p. 14). In other words, the EU’s integration process is seen as the result of sovereign states that 
transfer powers to transnational institutions to serve their own interests. Scheller and Eppler also observe that 
‘[f]rom an intergovernmentalist perspective, European disintegration [own emphasis] would be interpreted as a 
process in which the member states deny allegiance to the EU through further competence transfers’ (2014, p. 
15). 

3.1.2. LIBERAL INTERGOVERNMENTALISM 

This theory is developed by Moravcsik. Orbie summarised the theory by stating that Moravcsik’s liberal 
intergovernmentalism theory is based on three different steps, each with their own perspective: national 
preference formation (liberal theories), interstate bargaining (realistic theories), and integration into European 
institutions (Orbie, 2009, pp. 84-85). 

In his earlier intergovernmentalist institutionalist work, Moravcsik emphasised the importance of member states’ 
governments, stating that integration is shaped by the conversion of the interests of the (most significant) 
member states (Moravcsik, 1991). Additionally, he found that ‘[t]he major choices in favour of Europe were a 
reflection of the preferences of national governments, not of the preferences of supranational organisations’ 
(Moravcsik cited in Bache, George & Bulmer, p. 13). 

Especially in his later work, Moravcsik diverges with classic intergovernmentalists in his focus on domestic 
interests. According to Moravcsik, the domestic level, which consists of ‘[t]he way that governments decide on 
their national policy preferences’ determines how governments act in international (i.e. government-to-
government) bargaining (University of Portsmouth, 2013, 24 October). Moravcsik also found that governments 
prefer transfers of power to supranational institutions (the EU) when a certain issue is not agreed upon back 
home in order to force compliance and thereby legitimise certain decisions (such as ‘’I did not want this law to 
pass, but we have to because it is EU law’’) (University of Portsmouth, 2013, 24 October). More recently, 
Moravcsik and Schimmelfennig describe the connection between domestic actors and national preferences: 

Despite the wide range of domestic actors involved in preference formation – and often the wide range 
of actors involved in foreign policy making itself – liberal intergovernmentalism continues to treat the 
state as a unitary actor because it assumes that domestic political bargaining, representation and 
diplomacy generate a consistent preference function. (Moravcsik & Schimmelfennig, 2009, p.69) 
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Therefore, although looking at domestic interests is critical for understanding national interests, states are still 
treated as unitary actors in liberal intergovernmentalism. 

According to Moravcsik, trade liberalisation and the common provision of public goods is not inevitably 
supported by all governments, as some governments are more vulnerable to negative externalities than others 
(Moravcsik, 1993, p. 486). He argued that economic interdependence is a great incentive for political 
cooperation, but he observes that integration does not happen automatically (Moravcsik, 1993, p. 486). 
However, it is a common misconception that liberal intergovernmentalism is based on the assumption that policy 
is dominated by economic interests (Moravcsik & Schimmelfennig, 2009). This common misinterpretation is also 
mentioned in several political theory collections, such as in this claim: ‘Moravcsik and Schimmelfennig 
acknowledged that economic issues are not always predominant; they suggested that to read Moravcsik’s earlier 
work as arguing is to misunderstand it’ (Bache, George & Bulmer, 2011, p. 14). Moravcsik and Schimmelfennig 
address this misconception themselves in their contribution to the compilation European Integration Theory. 
Both scholars explain that ‘[t]he basic theoretical claim is not contrary to the common misunderstanding that 
“producer interests prevail” or “economics dominates policy’”’ (Moravcsik & Schimmelfennig, 2009, p. 70). 

Instead, Moravcsik and Schimmelfennig argue that state preferences are issue-specific. This term ‘issue-specific’ 
is also key in more recent liberal intergovernmentalist theory. According to Moravcsik’s 2008 work, state 
preferences are ‘neither fixed nor uniform’ because they can vary among states within the state itself, both 
across time and across issues, based on ‘issue-specific societal interdependence and domestic institutions’ 
(Moravcsik & Schimmelfennig, 2009, p. 69). This is an interesting starting point or investigating foreign policy 
preference formation, as it is also claimed that in non-economic issue areas such as foreign policy, economics 
may appear not to be as important as other non-economic concerns (Wincott, 1995, and Moravcsik 1995, 1998 
cited in Moravcsik & Schimmelfennig, p. 70). 

When liberal intergovernmentalist theory is applied to explain European integration, it becomes clear that, while 
economic interests prevailed in early European integration, this circumstance does not describe the entire 
picture of why European integration played out as it did. In his famous work The Choice for Europe: Social Purpose 
and State Power from Messina to Maastricht, Moravcsik found that geopolitical interests play an important role 
in a county’s preference formation towards European integration and that ideology was also an important 
influence (1998). This observation led Moravcsik to conclude that only economic preferences would probably 
have resulted in a ‘’pan-European free trade area’’ (1998, p. 6). 

3.1.3. REALISM AND NEOREALISM 

Realism has long dominated the field of international relations, with the works of early realists such as 
Morgenthau and Carr remaining key reference points over time (Burchill & Linklater, 2013, pp. 27-28). Realism 
is a state-centrist approach from the field of international relations: in summary, realism holds the state as the 
most important unit of analysis. States are unitary actors that act rationally (Mingst & Arreguín-Toft, 2014, pp. 
79-80). Donelly argues that this definition does not do complete justice to this theory, as no theory of 
international relations presumes irrationality (Donnelly, 2013, p. 33). He is of the opinion that the core principle 
of the term ‘realism’ is the ‘[c]onjunction of egoism and anarchy and the resulting imperatives of power politics’ 
(2013, p. 33). According to Beach, structural realists argue that the anarchical international system pushes state 
to see survival as the basis foreign policy goal (Beach, 2012, pp. 34-35). He continues to pose that the national 
interests of states are determined by the place of a state in the international system, and particularly its proximity 
to great powers (Beach, 2012, pp. 34-35). 

This notion of states as unitary actors differs from the intergovernmentalist approach: although both theories 
focus on states, intergovernmentalist theories do not see states as unitary actors. Instead, these theories hold 
that policy is carried out by national governments as the result of compromise between multiple domestic 
(liberal) or national (classic) interests. In addition, other key concepts of realism (realist thinkers such as 
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Morgenthau) include power, security concerns, balance of power, hegemony, and alliances (Mingst & Arreguín-
Toft, 2014, p. 81; Goldstein & Pevehouse, 2009, pp. 19-36). The central concept for realists, power, is often 
defined as ‘to get another actor to do what it would not otherwise have done’ (Goldstein & Pevehouse, 2009, p. 
21). Goldstein and Pevehouse also present geopolitics as an important part of the power concept (2009, p. 23). 

Neorealism finds an explanation for the decline of powers, which is something that classical realism fails to 
explain: Gilpin finds the answer in economic power (Mingst & Arreguín-Toft, 2014, p. 86). Neorealism (such as 
Waltz) simplifies explanations of behaviour to explain and predict general trends (Mingst & Arreguín-Toft, 2014, 
p. 84). In his book The European Rescue of the Nation State, economic historian Alan Milward claims that the 
increasing power of Europe does not result in loss of power for the nation states. Instead, Milward’s observation 
is that European integration leads towards a positive-sum game (i.e. European integration sustains the state) 
instead of a zero-sum game (i.e. European integration replaces the state) (Milward cited in Armstrong, 2017, p. 
15). Because of this central assumption, Orbie describes Milward as a neorealist who, despite his influential book, 
failed to establish a systemic study of European integration theory (Orbie, 2009, p. 82). 

3.1.4. HISTORIC INSTITUTIONALISM 

Historic institutionalism is part of the broader new institutionalism branch of political science, which consists of 
three theories: historic new institutionalism, sociologic new institutionalism, and rational choice new 
institutionalism (Vos, n.d., Instellingen zijn belangrijk section). The common thread that runs through these three 
theories is the tagline ‘institutions matter’. 

In historic institutionalism, the member states are the most important actors in the European integration 
process, just as the member states are the central units of analysis in the neorealist and liberal 
intergovernmentalist views of Moravcsik and, for example, Milward (Orbie, 2009, p. 117). After all, member 
states are only willing to transfer power to the suprainstitutional level (i.e. the EU) in cases where they benefit 
from it and maintain national control. 

Historic institutionalism is based on the premise that choices that were made in the past influence the choices 
that are yet to be made in the future (Vos, n.d., Instellingen zijn belangrijk section). Orbie states that the theory 
builds on assumptions of the public-agent theory but adds an important extra dimension: the time dimension 
(Orbie, 2009, p. 116). More specifically, certain policy choice made in the past in a specific context has 
consequences in the long term. ‘Path dependency’ is a key concept in historic institutionalism: once a choice has 
been made to go in a certain direction, which has possible unanticipated outcomes, it is very difficult to go back 
on that decision and go in another direction (Vos, n.d., Instellingen zijn belangrijk section). A tangible example is 
the linking of path dependency to the acceptance of EU norms by candidate countries in various studies on the 
enlargement in Central and Eastern Europe (Pollack, 2009, p. 139). 

3.1.5. SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVISM 

Constructivism highlights the development of a common European identity (Risse cited in Bache, George & 
Bulmer, 2011, pp. 42-43). It is also called a ‘rationalist-reflectivist’ approach because, according to Bache, George 
and Bulmer, ‘different constructivists would situate themselves at different points on the rationalist-reflectivist 
continuum, and many would see their approach as an attempt to bridge the two’ (Bache, George & Bulmer, 2011, 
p. 40). Goldstein and Pevehouse also describe constructivism as an approach rather than a theory. From their 
international relations point of view, they state that ‘[s]trongly based on the identity principle, constructivism 
considers how actors define their national interests, threats to those interests, and their relationship to one 
another’ (Goldstein & Pevehouse, 2009, p. 82). Orbie admits that social constructivism focussing on the EU 
borrowed from the school of international relations (2009, p. 129). He continues that social constructivism is a 
very complex approach, best described as ‘ideas matter’ (Orbie, 2009, 129), and describes constructivism as ‘the 
essential constructivist critique of rationalist approaches is that a focus on material interests (such as economic 



7 

 

interests or security) alone offers an inadequate explanation of key developments in European integration. Such 
an explanation ignores the role played by deeply embedded cultures that shape national positions and the role 
of ideas and values that connect political leaders or other actors one with another’’ (Bache, Goerge & Bulmer, 
2011, pp. 41-42). 

3.2  ATTEMPTS TO THEORISE EUROPEAN DISINTEGRATION:  

Several scholars have already attempted to theorise possible disintegration. A good example is Douglas Webber. 
He published an article in 2014 about to what extent competing theoretical perspectives can explain possible 
European disintegration, and he is currently working on a project with the goal to identify the key factors making 
for European (dis)integration and assess the probability of the future disintegration of the EU. In 2014, he found 
that, among other things, current integration theories fail to sufficiently integrate domestic interests of member 
states in these theories (Webber, 2014). Chopin and Lequesne also recognised this observation in their own 
research on the member states’ practices and Brexit: ‘[W]ebber has convincingly shown that theories of EU 
integration in particular, because they give too little weight to the effects of domestic politics on EU integration, 
do not provide useful tools for understanding disintegration’ (Chopin & Lequesne, 2016, p. 542). Additionally, 
Oliver also observed, a year before the Brexit referendum, that ‘’[t]he various theories of European integration 
show that the UK’s behavior – especially a Brexit – could be an important independent variable that shapes how 
the EU develops, in particular whether the EU disintegrates’’ (Oliver, 2015, p. 25).  

3.2.1. USING A HISTORIC-COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE 

The historic-comparative perspective draws analogies between the collapse of previous empires and the current 
situation of the EU (Zielonka 2006; Posener 2006; Cooper 2002; Bieling 2013a; Grande 2012 cited in Scheller & 
Eppler, 2014, p. 9). Such analogies deal with the worst case of disintegration, namely, ‘the decline in the number 
of EU member states’ (Webber quoted in Scheller and Eppler, 2014, p. 9). Thus, if we follow the thoughts of 
Webber, Brexit is the EU’s worst-case scenario. Vollaard agrees with this observation. Even though the EU is not 
an empire, ‘comparative examination of empires may offer necessary insights into the process and factors that 
can lead to the disintegration of vast, expansive, complex and multilayered composite systems’ (Vollaard, 2014, 
p. 5). The other advantage of the empire concept is that it does not suffer from a state bias (Beck & Grande, 2011 
cited in Vollaard, 2014, p. 5). 

3.2.2. ROKKAN’S IDEA’S ON POLITY-(RE)FORMATION AND HIRSCHMAN’S EXIT AND VOICE  

As explained by Vollaard, Rokkan ‘understood polity-formation as continuous tension between forces of 
boundary transcendence versus boundary control’ (Vollaard, 2008, p. 15). He used Hirshman’s concepts of ’exit’, 
‘polity’, and ‘’voice’’ to explain the interdependence of a state’s internal and external considerations (Vollaard, 
2008, pp. 15-16). ‘Hirschman’s basic position is that (aggregated) actions from unsatisfied members eventually 
generates pressure on the management, rulers or authorities of an organisation to reform and thereby to 
renovate the entire system’ (Vollaard, 2008, p. 16). 

This can be applied to Cameron’s EU-deal strategy from 2016: Cameron can be seen as an ‘exiter’, but he acted 
as a ‘voicer’ before that (concepts from Vollaard, 2008, p. 16). At first, he tried to change the system by proposing 
a set of reforms to make, in his opinion, a better functioning system. However, he failed to keep his country 
inside the system by losing the referendum, and so he became an institutional ‘exiter’. In other words, he allowed 
his own country leave the EU. Vollaard adds that ‘Eurosceptic dissatisfaction has not and will probably not lead 
to full exits from the EU because of a lack of credible, external alternatives and a low belief in national efficacy. 
The only exception here is the United Kingdom.’ (Vollaard, 2014, p. 14).  
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3.3  MEMBER STATES AND BREXIT IN THE ACADEMIC DEBATE 

The current research on EU member states in relation to Brexit primarily focus on what will happen after the UK 
has left the EU, including how Brexit will influence member states economically, and the formation of new 
coalitions. Attention is also paid to increased cooperation in certain areas, such as Permanent Structured 
Cooperation (Homan, 2018).  

First of all, the academic literature has plenty of future EU-UK predictions. For example, the work of Tim Oliver 
about the future after Brexit in a global context, in which he examined what the future relationship between the 
EU and the UK could mean for European regional politics in the global context (Oliver, 2015). Though there is a 
broad consensus in the literature that the post-Brexit future is still highly uncertain.  

To continue, Cooper identified national priorities of member states that could influence their stance on Brexit. 
Cooper mentioned unique national priorities, such as the Irish priorities of the protection of peace in Northern 
Ireland and preserving the Common Travel Area, and the Spanish concerns about Gibraltar and Scotland.  
However, most of the identified priorities are shared by multiple member states, with the most frequently 
mentioned priorities being defence and security, trade with the UK, citizens’ rights, and the EU budget and 
funding. By contrast, a recent Centre for European Reform publication paid attention to the diversity of the 
national interests of the EU27, claiming that the ‘’ almost perfectly aligned interests’’ during the divorce 
negotiations don’t reflect their divergent differences (Springford, Lowe & Oppenheim, 2018, p. 2).  

A few academics attempted to map the member states’ stances on Brexit, amongst others researchers from the 
Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU), and Eleonora Poli. Both saw the value of comparing the individual positions of 
member states on certain policy issues impacted by Brexit. The EIU focussed on the four aspects of the EU deal 
Cameron struck in. Poli takes a more general approach in her working paper by stating that ‘’[l]eaving aside the 
consequences of a hard Brexit for UK-EU trade relations, it is important to notice that some EU member countries 
are very concerned by thepolitical, economic and security consequences of an isolated Britain’’ (Poli, 2016, p. 
10). She also argued that ‘’to date, while countries are afraid that public opinion might support exit referenda at 
national levels – especially if EU institutions negotiate too “soft” a deal with the UK – their ideas regarding a 
British exit agreement are not always aligned. ‘’ (Poli, 2016, p. 1).  

3.4  RELEVANCE AND GAP IN LITERATURE 

The academic debate is still developing, as Brexit is a highly topical issue and the vote to leave has only been cast 
on 23 June 2016. Several academics already attempted to start theorizing about possible European disintegration 
few years ago, but only very recent contributions did so in the context of Brexit. Also, very little academic 
attention has been paid to why member states have a certain stance on Brexit (e.g. hard or soft). There are 
several works on the specific stories of why a certain country wants a hard or soft Brexit. However, a more 
comprehensive study looking for more general explanations for member states’ stances on Brexit is lacking in 
current academic literature. One of the few academics who also noticed this gap in the literature is Tim Oliver, 
with his newest book (still forthcoming at the moment of writing) titled Europe’s Brexit: EU Perspectives on 
Britain’s Vote to Leave. Moreover,recently he started to connect Brexit and theory, arguing that the use of various 
theoretical approaches can help us better understand Brexit (Oliver, 2018, 10 May).  

The existing literature contains numerous European integration and international relations theories that claim 
to explain European enlargement from their perspectives. Several scholars have also attempted to explain the 
relatively new concept of European disintegration, some of them concluding that European integration theories 
cannot simply be turned upside down to explain the opposite trend. However, the literature thus far lacks an 
attempt to explain the position of member states in this debate. Brexit is a unique case; so far, there has not 
been much comprehensive research to explore member states’ positions towards Brexit. Research has been 
done to investigate whether member states preferred a hard or soft Brexit approach, but there is not a lot of 
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research examining why favoured a hard or soft Brexit position. It became clear from the literature that there is 
not one factor that explains a member state’s position towards another member’s exit from the EU. 

4. QCA RESEARCH 

4.1  SELECTION OF CONDITIONS  

The stances of member states on issues related to European integration are complex. For example, Finke notes 
that economic logic is not the only reason for a country to favour European integration: ‘Governments of member 
states that either benefit from EU transfer payments or reveal a large, positive trade balance are not 
automatically supportive of further integration (...) Instead, my results provide ample support for the relevance 
of the domestic arena. In short, the national position responds to the political dynamics of a heterogeneous 
public opinion as well as party politics’ (Finke, 2010, p. 162). Nugent too observed that ‘[t]he precise nature of 
[national inputs into EU policy and decision-making processes] varies between states, reflecting such factors as 
different national political systems, traditions and cultures’ (Nugent, 2010, p. 256). Therefore, the formation of 
foreign policy positions does not occur in a vacuum but is instead influenced by multiple variables. This can be 
illustrated by the concrete example of recent advice of the Dutch Advisory Council on International Affairs (AIV) 
to the Dutch government regarding Brexit. The AIV stated that the Dutch stance in the Brexit negotiations should 
be determined by various factors, in which Dutch political and economic interests should carry a lot of weight 
(AIV, 2017, p. 17). 

After consulting the literature, it became clear that there are several factors that could influence a member 
state’s stance on Brexit. Because of the expectation that several factors influence a member state’s stance on 
Brexit, it has been decided to use qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) to investigate the matter. A QCA is 
suitable for solving research problems that expect multiple conjunctural causation, or in other words, in cases 
where a complex form of causality is expected. QCA uses conditions (i.e. independent variables) to explain the 
dependent variable, which is called the “outcome” in QCA terminology. 

The theoretical framework used for this research is of an eclectic nature. It borrows certain elements from 
existing EU integration theories described in the literature review to create a combination of tools that together 
attempt to explain the position of member states within the context of Brexit, a European integration issue that 
has no precedent. The identified issues and related conditions are explained below. 

4.1.1. ECONOMIC ISSUES: TRADE RELATIONS WITH THE UK AND EU CITIZENS LIVING IN THE UK  

It is claimed by the EIU that economic incentives lead to member states taking a softer stance on Brexit. Foreign 
direct investments play an important role, but also the fact that most EU member states run a trade surplus 
(goods and services) with the UK plays an important role (EIU, 2017b, 6 November).  

One of the discussed theories that assigns great importance to the economic aspect is liberal 
intergovernmentalism. Moravcsik argues that economic interdependence is a great incentive for political co-
operation, though integration does not happen automatically (Moravcsik, 1993, p. 486). Economic interests are 
often (but not always, depending on the issue) the decisive factor in policy decisions according to this theory. 
Economic interests are also an important part of the concept of ‘’power’’, a central concept of realist and 
neorealist theories. After all, money is needed to have enough material resources to have power.   

4.1.2. TRADE (CONDITION TRADEUK)  

It is common knowledge in political science that politics cannot be observed in isolation when one is trying to 
explain decisions on foreign policy issues. Economic considerations often play an important role in politics, 
including foreign policy decisions, as several integration theories have highlighted. The issue of Brexit is not an 
exception to this. For example, it is often argued that when a country’s economy has a lot to lose from Brexit, 
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then it prefers a soft Brexit, as a hard Brexit means that the UK will leave the customs union and possibly institute 
new tariffs. So far, many policy briefs and impact assessments about the economic impact of Brexit on the 
national economy (and local businesses too) have been published. Some of these economic assessments even 
anticipated a pro-Brexit vote, indicating the significance of Brexit for national economies. For example, the 
Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis published the potential impact of Brexit on Dutch trade a few 
weeks before the Brexit held (CPB, 2016, 10 June).  

Because of the context of Brexit, it is relevant to look at trade flows, as Brexit will severely impact future trade 
flows with the UK. (At the moment of writing, there is still no agreement on the customs issue.) Therefore, there 
is a lot at stake for the member states’ economies. The focus will be on the trade relations each individual EU 
member state has with the UK. The trade relations between the EU member states and the UK are measured 
using the total of import and export as part of GDP. The information is based on data provided by the European 
Parliament, and more specifically from its recent Assessment of the Economic Impact of Brexit on the EU27 
(European Parliament, 2017). 

4.1.3. EU CITIZENS LIVING IN THE UK (CONDITION SHAREPOPUK)  

The share of each member state’s population living in the UK appeared to be an important factor influencing 
member states’ positions on Brexit. Many member states are concerned about the future of their citizens’ living 
in the UK. Therefore, it was not surprising that the citizens’ rights issue was selected as one of the key priorities 
in the European Council article 50 guidelines before the Brexit negotiations started (European Council, 2017, 29 
April). Poli observed that ‘’[t]he Visegrad group (...) has to consider that a growing number of its citizens currently 
live and work inthe UK; a hard Brexit might result in the reduction of their rights.’’ (Poli, 2016, p. 13).  

So, this is citizen’s rights issue, but it is also largely an economic issue, as many people living in the UK also work 
there as EU citizens. Many of these workers – particularly citizens from Eastern European countries – support 
their families in their home countries with the money they earn by working in the UK. 

The information used to determine how many citizens of a member state are living and working in the UK is 
based on data provided by the British Government. This data was collected from the UK ONS 2015 Annual Report 
and the ONS Annual Population Survey. 

Operationalisation: To avoid potential distortion of the data by the size of the member states, the number of 
people living in the UK was divided by the total population of the member state. This provided the share of the 
member state’s population living in the UK. By multiplying by 100, it was possible to obtain the percentage of 
the member state’s population living in the UK. For example, the share of Austrians living in the UK totalled 
13,000, and Austria’s population was 8,690,076. Therefore, we calculated 13,000 divided by 8,690,076 to get the 
share, 0.00149, and multiplied by 100 to get the percentage: 0.15%. 

4.1.4. DOMESTIC ISSUES: PUBLIC OPINION TOWARDS THE EU (CONDITION EUROSCEPTICISM)  

As mentioned earlier, Webber argues that current integration theories fail to sufficiently integrate the domestic 
interests of member states (Webber, 2014). Therefore, it is relevant to ‘borrow’ a factor from the domestic arena. 
It was decided to include the factor of public opinion as the domestic issue. 

One of the discussed theories that acknowledges the influence of domestic dynamics on foreign policy decisions 
is intergovernmentalism, as one of its claims is that electoral implications are important considerations for 
governing parties (Hoffmann cited in Bache, George & Bulmer, 2011, p. 11-12). Liberal intergovernmentalism 
attributes even more importance to domestic interests in national policy preferences, as explained earlier.  

The relationship between domestic public opinion and foreign policy is somewhat contested in the literature, 
but it is also an interesting topic for some researchers. For example, consider the work of Douglas Foyle on this 
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topic and his more recent work, which suggests a possible increased importance of public opinion in foreign 
policy (Foyle, 1997, 2017). The UK and Brexit are the perfect example of how a Eurosceptic public opinion can 
influence a member state’s stance on EU-related issues and the EU in general. Euroscepticism played a huge role 
in the decision to organise the Brexit referendum. It’s a fact that public opinion on the EU is different in each 
member states: citizens of some member states tend to be more Eurosceptic than others. To continue, Poli stated 
that ‘’[p]ublic reaction to the Brexit vote has been different in practically each member state’’ (Poli, 2016, p. 4).  

 ‘’This divergence of member state dynamics is also found in intergovernmentalist theory: according to its ’logic 
of diversity’’, each member state is subject to a different domestic-political dynamic, resulting in divergent 
interests between member states on European integration (Orbie, 2009, p. 56). Additionally, constructivist 
approaches start from the idea that European integration in also explained by non-material interests, for example 
the fact that deeply embossed cultures shape national positions (Bache, Goerge & Bulmer, 2011, pp. 41-42). 
From a constructivist point of view, explanations of European integration should include concepts of ideas and 
ideologies. Hence, it is valuable to include a domestic issues variable that reflects ideas and identity: public 
opinion on the EU. Poli also saw the value of including public opinion when mapping member states’ stances on 
Brexit.  

For the sake of this research, public opinion on European integration was defined using data from Eurobarometer 
86, published in November 2016 by the European Commission. The percentage displayed reflects the total 
number of people who replied ‘fairly negative’ and ‘very negative’ to the following question: ‘In general, does 
the EU conjure for you a very positive, fairly positive, neutral, fairly negative or very negative image?’. It can be 
argued that, to provide the QCA with figures that reflect the concept of ‘Euroscepticism’ as accurately as possible, 
the number of people who have a positive image of the EU should also be taken into account, instead of 
considering only the fairly negative and very negative response. This would provide a more nuanced perspective 
of Euroscepticism in the member states. Therefore, the following calculation was used in the present research: 
(positive image EU) – (negative image EU). For example, here is the calculation for Sweden: 35 – 28 = 7. 

4.1.5. PATH DEPENDENCY: EU ENLARGEMENTS (CONDITION YEAR OF ACCESSION TO THE EU)  

The assumption that member states in the same enlargement round have some shared motivations, background 
or interest is illustrated by the fact that, when explaining attitudes of member states in the EU, member states 
are often explained while ranked by enlargement round. This grouping of member states according to 
enlargement round, rather than according to the chronology of EU-related developments, demonstrates how 
important these enlargement rounds are for the position of member states in the EU. For example, Nugent 
acknowledges the significant differences between the member states and asserts that every member state has 
its own unique features, such as the size of its territory or population, its GDP and its geographical position. 
However, he also observes ‘similarities in the stances and behaviour of member states’ (Nugent, 2010, p. 256). 

As explained earlier, historical institutionalism is based on the premise that choices made in the past influence 
decisions that have yet to be made in the future. According to path dependency, it’s seriously difficult to come 
back on a decision once it has been made. Applied to European integration, Brexit is the example of this 
dependency of a choice made in the past. The UK voluntarily accessed the EU in 1973, because in the context of 
that time the UK decided it to be the best way forward. But now that the UK wants to come back on this decision, 
it appears extremely difficult to do so. So, it’s beyond dispute that the period when a country decided to join the 
EU has influence on a country’s following policy. The most obvious way to include this observed influence of 
being a part of a certain enlargement round, is to categorize the member states by year of accession. A table of 
this can be found below.  
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EU enlargement 

Year of accession  Member states 

1958  ‘’founding six’’: Belgium, France, Germany, 
Luxembourg, Netherlands, Italy.  

1973 Denmark, Ireland, United Kingdom 

1981 Greece  

1986 Portugal, Spain 

1995 Austria, Finland, Sweden 

2004 Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia 

2013 Croatia 

Source: own table based on information from European Parliament & European Commission  

4.1.6. GEOPOLITICAL INTERESTS: PROXIMITY OF THE RUSSIAN BORDER (CONDITION BORDER 
RUSSIA)  

Geopolitical issues are identified by several theories as important parts of foreign policy of member states. 
Geopolitics (often referred to as ‘’Realpolitik’’) is a key aspect in realist theories and their concepts of power and 
balance of power. More specifically, the security aspect of geopolitics is an important factor in realist theories. 
Moreover, liberal intergovernmentalist Morvcsik also states that geopolitics are important when explaining 
European integration, as he found that it plays an important role in a county’s preference formation towards 
European integration (Moravcsik, 1998).  

The security aspect of geopolitics also plays an important role in the context of Brexit. Security and defence is a 
key priority for many member states in the Brexit talks, especially in Eastern Europe. Despite that the UK is likely 
to continue, and even increase, its role in NATO, the exit of the UK from the EU is still a great concern for certain 
member states (Bakker, Drent & Zandee, 2017, 20 November). This is because with Brexit, the EU will lose one 
of it’s leading military powers. The UK is not only one of the more ‘’assertive’’ member states (just like France) 
when it comes to military interventions, but it’s also one of Europe’s leading military powers. The UK is an 
important contributor to the EU’s defence budget: ‘’having a 52-billion-dollar defence budget, the UK is the 
largest European defence spender (...) Brexit will take a huge chunk out of the EU’s overall capabilities, of which 
the UK owns about 20%.’’ (Bakker, Drent & Zandee, 2017, p. 3).  

To continue, the United Kingdom is also primarily an important partner for the Baltic States in security issues 
(Rás, 2016). Moreover, Poli found that ‘’[w]hile Ireland, the Netherlands and Denmark are strongly connected to 
the UK, the more distant Baltic countries need Britain to remain economically wealthy in order to secure its 
military power within NATO’’ (Poli, 2016, p. 13).  

More specifically, security concerns related to Brexit are mostly because of an expected increased threat of 
Russia once the UK has left the EU. Rás also observed the significance of Russia, stating that:  

 ‘’These countries [the Baltics] hold a similar assessment of the threat from Russia, which they see as 
having the long-term goal of changing the post-Cold War political and legal order, including Eastern 
Europe—the post-Soviet areas—and Central Europe, along with a return to the archaic 19th century 
Great Power model in world affairs.’’ (Rás, 2016, p. 1).  

Recent actions of Russia, such as the annexation of Crimea in 2014, spark the fear that Russia might want to 
‘’reclaim’’ other parts of the content too.  It is therefore expected that countries closer to Russia are more 
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concerned with increased Russian threat. These countries are also expected to be more inclined to favour a soft 
Brexit, because the want to retain as close ties with the powerful British army as possible.  

This fear of possibly increasing Russian aggressiveness is difficult to measure. However, it is considered to be a 
potentially important aspect of a member state’s view on Brexit, not the least because an influential theory such 
as realism assigns so much value to it. Thus, the geopolitical security issue should be taken into account. This 
issue is included in the QCA research by looking the geographical location of a country in relation to Russia. The 
distance between the borders of several countries, including between the member states and Russia, has been 
mapped The Gleditsch and Ward Minimum Distance Data by Gleditsch and Ward. This has the potential of having 
great explanatory value, for example because the executive director of the Centre for East European Policy 
Studies (CEEPS) Andis Kudors observed that ‘’Geography still matters in international policy’’ (Kudors, 2017, 17 
November). He continued that it ‘’[i]s one thing to speculate from a relative safe position of distance about 
Vladimir Putin’s ambitions, if the observer lives in Western Europe or the USA. The situation is different if you 
live in the 'front-line states', where a number of media, controlled by the Kremlin, on a daily basis fight for the 
hearts and minds of the people.’’ (Kudors, 2017).  

It can be concluded that there are multiple decisive factors that can influence the position of a member state 
regarding EU integration issues. It is not known in advance which factor has the most explanatory value. This 
explains the multi-theoretical approach of this research: different perspectives are included in order to provide 
a comprehensive approach, with the aim of determining an answer to the research question that is easy to 
interpret and understand, while remaining as close as possible to the realistic situation.  

4.2  RESEARCH QUESTION AND QCA METHODOLOGY 

The research question is as follows: What factors contribute to an EU member state’s position towards Brexit? 
This research question is accompanied by two hypotheses, both of which are based on evidence that emerged 
from the literature. First, it is excepted that economic aspects play a decisive role in the construction of a member 
state’s position regarding Brexit. Intertwined economies and deep trade links are often mentioned as reasons 
for member states to favour a soft Brexit. Therefore, hypothesis 1 is as follows: the economic aspect, in this 
research operationalised as the share of import flows from and export flows to the UK in relation to the country’s 
total GDP, is expected to be a necessary condition. In other words, the more the economy of a country depends 
on trade relations, the higher the chance it favours a soft Brexit. Second, it became clear from the literature – in 
particular, international relation theories – that geopolitical motives have played and continue to play an 
important role foreign policy. Brexit cannot be observed by looking only at domestic EU politics. Brexit cannot 
be isolated from global politics, not least because of the importance of the British army, not only in Europe, but 
also worldwide. Hence, hypothesis 2 is as follows: the geopolitical aspect, which is in this research 
operationalised as the proximity to the Russian border because of its importance for many EU member states, is 
at least a sufficient combination. 

The QCA method will be used to investigate this research question. It is not expected that one factor will provide 
sufficient explanation on its own. Instead, a complex form of causality (i.e. multiple conjunctural causation) is 
expected, in which not only will multiple variables influence the outcome, but also the specific combination of 
conditions will provide an explanation. Hence, QCA has been selected to answer this research question because 
it can be used in cases multiple conjunctural causation is expected. Throughout this research, QCA-specific 
terminology will be used. For example, from now on, independent variables will be called ‘conditions’, and the 
dependent variables will be called the ‘outcome’. To answer the research question, it is necessary to investigate 
the hard and soft positions of the EU member states. These member states, which are treated as units of analysis, 
will often be described as ‘cases’ moving forward. 

While consulting the Brexit-related literature, it quickly became clear that it will not be possible to define only 
two categories of the Brexit outcome, namely, hard Brexit and soft Brexit. The Brexit issue is simply too complex: 
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many member states may be in favour of what would be typically known as a hard Brexit approach in certain 
policy areas, while the same country may opt for a softer approach in other policy areas; this places these 
countries in a so-called in-between ‘medium Brexit’ position. 

Moreover, it is expected that multiple conjunctural causations could be the explanation of a member states’ 
position regarding Brexit. Thus, the results are expected to be quite complex: it is expected that different 
combinations of several factors (i.e. multiple paths) will lead to the same outcome. The research should reflect 
the complexity of the Brexit reality as perfectly as possible, so it is essential to bring some nuance into the 
research design. This can be done by opting for the fuzzy set variant of QCA, known as fsQCA. FsQCA allows the 
researcher to assign fuzzy set membership scores varying between 0 and 1, instead of using the easier-to-execute 
binary logic of crisp set QCA (csQCA), which only allows either 0 (full non-membership of a set) or 1 (full 
membership of a set). Schneider and Wagemann describe also acknowledge this added value of fsQCA compared 
to csQCA, writing that ‘[c]ontrary to crisp sets, fuzzy sets are those sets in which an element is not limited to be 
a member or a non-member, but in which different degrees of membership exist’ (Schneider & Wagemann, 2010, 
p. 8). 

The conditions and outcome selection in this specific QCA research builds on data published up to and including 
April 2017. This timeframe needed to be established for practical research purposes. Additionally, this QCA 
research is an iterative process. The final QCA analysis discussed in this thesis is preceded by several consecutive 
QCA analyses, each with with slightly different inputs that were entered into the fsQCA software multiple times. 
However, these figures were all based on the same raw data published before the end of April 2017. To make up 
for the limited timeframe for this very dynamic Brexit issue, the other parts of this thesis (such as the literature 
review and the interpretation of the final research results) have been updated to reflect the current state of 
affairs to strive for a paper that is as complete and comprehensive as possible. 

4.3  CASE SELECTION: ALL EU MEMBER STATES EXCEPT THE UK 

In a QCA research model, cases have to be different enough from each other to see diversity in the outcome. But 
at the same time the cases must also represent a somehow homogeneous group of countries, in order to ensure 
that research results are applicable to all cases included. In the early stages of the research process, it was advised 
to select 10 to 15 cases from the 27 member states, due to practical limitations. However, after deciding to base 
the outcome scores on the results of the index provided by the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU), instead of 
creating a custom index, it was feasible to include all 27 EU member states (EIU, 2017a). Thus, the cases represent 
all the countries that are currently members of the EU, except for the United Kingdom. The choice for the EU27 
also fits the QCA model because the EU27 have the same scope conditions, which means that the cases share the 
same background characteristics. After all, each selected case is a member of the EU (and is not officially 
committed to leaving the bloc like the UK).  

4.4  OUTCOME DESCRIPTION: BREXIT  

The outcome is the dependent variable. In this QCA research, the outcome is the position of a member state’s 
stance regarding Brexit. The outcome is divided into three categories: a member state can be in favour of a soft, 
a hard or a hard-core Brexit. The terminology used to define the outcome was based on an index created by the 
EIU (2017a). The EIU’s index was composed by examining the stance of member states on four Brexit-related 
policy issues: ‘Britain paying low exit bill’, ‘cherry-picking four EU freedoms’, ‘maintaining trade ties and low tariff 
barriers’, ‘sustaining defence ties’. The index doesn’t provide a concise definition of the three kinds of Brexit, as 
they base their definition on the fact that soft, hard or hard-core is reflected by the scores of these countries on 
those four areas on the index. Based on this index, the overall stances of member states regarding Brexit are 
categorised as follows:  
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Overall stance on Brexit Member states  

Hard-core  France, Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Germany, 
Romania, Slovakia 

Hard Croatia, Finland, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Portugal, 
Spain, Czech Republic, Luxembourg, Malta, 
Netherlands, Slovenia 

Soft Cyprus, Denmark, Estonia, Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Sweden, Poland 

Source: Own simplified representation of the EIU’s Brexit EU27 index, the Economist, 2017a.  

4.5  CALIBRATION OUTCOME AND CONDITIONS 

After completing the selection of the cases and condition, the next step was calibration. Calibration here refers 
to the process of assigning fuzzy membership scores to the raw data. These membership scores can vary between 
0, indicating full non-membership, and 1, indicating full membership (Haesebrouck, 2015, pp. 86-90). The actual 
QCA analysis was performed multiple times using software; each iteration was made slightly different from the 
previous one by, for example, altering the thresholds and by adding new or deleting old variables. The final QCA 
included the five conditions listed above. The calibration of these conditions is explained below. 

4.5.1. CALIBRATION OUTCOME 

The outcome is defined as the position of a member state regarding Brexit. Membership scores in the outcome 
were based on an index provided by the EIU. A screenshot of this index can be found in appendix 1. The index 
places the member states into one of three categories: ‘soft Brexit’, ‘hard Brexit’ and ‘hardcore Brexit’. A 
categorical approach was used to calibrate the outcome of the QCA, which means that cases were put into 
categories based on the researcher’s judgement, and then the anchors were assigned to a whole category. 
Following this logic, the cases in the EIU’s ‘soft Brexit’ category correspond with a 1 score on the outcome, and 
‘hard Brexit’ and ‘hard-core Brexit’ correspond with the scores 0.33 and 0, respectively. Therefore, the 1 anchor 
will be at a score of 1, the 0.5 anchor at 0.33, and the 0 anchor at 0. 

The calibration of the conditions builds upon the direct method of calibration instead of the categorical approach 
used to calibrate the outcome. For the conditions, the qualitative anchors 1, 0.5 and 0 are used to fit the collected 
raw data into the fsQCA software. A table of the raw data and the corresponding fuzzy set scores can be found 
in appendix 2. The qualitative anchors were established by taking the theoretical expectations, which were based 
on the literature review, into account, as well as by looking for a logical ‘gap’ in the raw data. This was done to 
make sure that the qualitative anchors are meaningful and useful. 

4.5.2. CALIBRATION CONDITION EUROSCEPTICISM  

The anchors can be interpreted as followed: the closer a fuzzy set score is to 1, the more positive a member 
state’s view on the EU is in general. 

The anchors are as follows: 

27 -> 1; 0 -> 0.5; -29 -> 0. 

The 1 anchor, in attempt to find a gap in the raw dataset, should be between Estonia (21) and Luxemburg (28). 
Moreover, 0 is used for the crucial 0.5 anchor, as it perfectly separates the cases in which a significant part of the 



16 

 

population has a negative view of the EU from the cases in which a significant part of the population has a positive 
view of the EU. For the 0 anchor, it appeared to be the best decision to place the 0 anchor between the big gap 
that exists between the case that has the second-most negative view of the EU, Cyprus (-9), and the most 
negative case, Greece (-30). It was logical to set the score of Greece as the zero point, since the percentage of its 
people who were more negative about the EU was far greater that that in Cyprus. It is also not very likely that 
Greece will become any less negative towards the EU soon, considering the recent refugee crisis and the 
aftermath of the economic crisis and bailout schemes in Greece. 

4.5.3. CALIBRATION CONDITION TRADE RELATIONS WITH THE UK 

As explained earlier, this variable was operationalised by looking at the share of import flows from and export 
flows to the UK in relation to the total GDP of a country. The higher the score on this variable, the higher that 
trade was dependent on the UK. The 1 anchor was placed at 0.08, because of the noticeable gap in the raw data 
in between Malta (0.087) and the Czech Republic (0.056). This choice is also justified in the literature, since the 
Maltese economy was mentioned frequently as one of the member-state economies that will most likely suffer 
the most from Brexit. Ireland, Belgium, the Netherlands and Malta are often mentioned as the member states 
that have the most to lose from Brexit. Not a lot of attention has been given to the Czech Republic in relation to 
Brexit. However, Ireland, Belgium, the Netherlands and Malta are of such importance that is logical to put them 
above the 1 anchor. When we look at the raw data, we see that a lot of cases still have a high score, which still 
indicates a relatively high dependency on trade with the UK. Therefore, the 0.5 anchor will be placed much lower: 
the 0.5 anchor for this variable is placed at 0.025. By placing the 0.5 anchor at 0.025, a clear distinction is made 
between the countries that are relatively dependent on trade with the UK (i.e. France, with a score of 0.027) and 
the countries that are not very dependent on trade with the UK (i.e. Bulgaria, with a score of 0.022). Additionally, 
there is also a gap in the raw data between France and Bulgaria. The 0 anchor is placed at the lowest scoring 
member state, which is Croatia, with a score of 0.007.  

To summarise, the anchors were placed as follows: 0.08 -> 1; 0,025 -> 0.5; 0,007 -> 0. The theoretical expectation 
is that member states that are heavily dependent on the UK from a trade perspective are more inclined to opt 
for a soft Brexit approach to minimise damage to their economies. 

4.5.4. CALIBRATION YEAR OF ACCESSION TO THE EU  

Generally, it is expected that the founding six are more inclined to favour a position that is beneficial to preserving 
the progress made in EU integration. How this affinity with the EU is expressed in the Brexit context, however, is 
contested. On the one hand, in the case of Brexit, this could translate to the theoretical expectation that a 
country that accessed the EU in a relatively early stage will be more likely to favour a softer Brexit, as it does not 
want to throw the close cooperation with the UK out of the window; most of this close cooperation was 
established in the context of closer EU cooperation. 

On the other hand, it is also generally accepted that a too soft of a Brexit could have a possible negative effect 
on the stability of the EU project, as it might ‘’encourage’’ Eurosceptic movements in several member states by 
claiming that leaving the EU is a viable option. Moreover, it is often argued that countries that have Eurosceptic 
governments will be more likely to give in to the favours asked by the UK, when dealing with the Brexit 
negotiations. Those countries can be expected to give in to the demands of the UK more easily, and will be more 
willing to give concessions in favour of the UK if it’s in their interest.  

However, a choice had to be made here to sufficiently calibrate this variable. It has been decided to calibrate this 
variable with the assumption that the earlier a member accessed the EU, the more in will be in favour of a soft 
Brexit, since it appears that these countries don’t want to lose all the benefits of continued close cooperation 
with the UK. Furthermore, it is also true that the member states that have a Eurosceptic government are just a 
small minority in the EU. Most member states have political elites that are still mostly in favour of EU integration, 
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so most member states still have governments that appear to be fairly positive towards EU integration and 
therefore appear to support a relatively soft Brexit approach. The Eurosceptic backlash from Eurosceptic 
movements and parties is not severe enough to make governments want to halt the current intense EU 
cooperation.  

To continue, the qualitative anchors are as follows:  

1958 -> 1; 1974 -> 0.5; 2003 -> 0.  

Because it’s expected here that the earlier a country accessed the EU, the more likely that it will be in favour of 
a soft Brexit. As we can see, the 1 anchor is assigned to the founding six of the EU (the Netherlands, Belgium, 
Luxembourg, Germany, France, Italy), since these countries are crucial for EU integration and also since there is 
a gap in the raw data between the founding six and the first enlargement in 1973 (the accession of the UK, Ireland 
and Denmark). The 0.5 anchor is assigned to 1974, so just after the first enlargement. When the 0.5 anchor is put 
at 1974, the calibration does justice to the importance of the first enlargement, as it gives these three countries 
a relatively high fuzzy set score. The 0 anchor is put at 2003, so that all countries that accessed the EU after 2003 
(so East-European countries, Bulgaria, Hungary and Croatia) are treated the same in the QCA software.  

4.5.5. CALIBRATION CONDITION SHARE OF POPULATION LIVING IN THE UK  

The larger the number of citizens of a member states live in the UK, the closer a member state’s score is to 1. 
After altering the qualitative anchors in the software several times, the following anchors were established: 1 -> 
1; 0.80 -> 0.5; 0.3 ->0.  

The 1 anchor has been put at 1 because there is a gap in the raw data between Portugal (1.276) and Romania 
(1.037). This anchor is also meaningful because it puts Romania in the same category as Bulgaria. These countries 
are often described as having similar interests when it comes to the issue of citizens’ rights and Brexit. It makes 
sense to put these in the same category so that the software will apply fuzzy set scores to these cases that are 
closer together, thereby doing more justice to the reality of those countries having similar interests. The 0.5 
anchor is put at 0.80 because by doing so, it groups together several Southern and Central European countries. 
The 0 anchor is put at 0.3. This 0 anchor separates a group of Northern countries (Denmark 0.385, Sweden 0.325, 
the Netherlands 0.312) from a data group consisting of Southern member states (Italy 0.229, Spain 0.228). It 
makes sense to separate those two ‘data groups’ because the data for both groups are very similar, with, for 
example, Spain being only 0.001 lower than Italy in the data. 

4.5.6. CALIBRATION CONDITION PROXIMITY OF RUSSIA  

A high score on this variable indicates that a member state is situated relatively close to Russia or has a direct 
border with Russia. The theoretical expectation is that countries that have a direct border with Russia and 
countries that are situated relatively close to Russia are more inclined to opt for a soft Brexit. This is expected 
because of the perceived Russian threat in these countries. In this context, a soft Brexit approach is favourable 
for these countries because it is a way to advocate for continued strong military, defence and intelligence 
cooperation with the UK. 

The following anchors were used: 0km -> 1; 800km -> 0.5; 1000km -> 0. 

The dataset used, which was provided by the Gleditsch and Ward Minimum Distance Data Project, includes 
distances between borders of countries and the Russian border up to 950 km. Therefore, all countries that are 
not included in the dataset automatically qualify as countries that are situated at least more than 950 km from 
the Russian border. This implies that the variable proximity of Russia is less significant to countries that are 
situated further away from the Russian border compared to the countries that are included in the dataset. 
Therefore, the 0 anchor is placed at 1000 km. The opposite is true for countries that have a direct border with 
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Russia – or in other words, those that have 0km in the dataset. These member states are directly affected by 
possible military threats from Russia. Thus, the 1 anchor is put at 0 km, so that all member states with a physical 
border with Russia are treated the same in the fsQCA software. The 0.5 anchor is put at 500km because there is 
a significant gap in the data between Denmark (302 km) and the Czech Republic (518 km). 

The first steps of QCA were repeated several times. Different variables were added and eliminated, and some 
qualitative anchors were altered several times based on theoretical assumptions to, for example, solve as many 
contradicting configurations as possible. This iterative process has resulted in the final truth tables for the 1 and 
0 outcome, which can be found below. 

4.6  TRUTH TABLES 

4.6.1. TRUTH TABLE 1-OUTCOME 

Truth table 1-outcome, source: fsQCA software 

After all the cases obtained a fuzzy set score between 0 and 1 for each condition, a cutoff point was chosen to 
create a complete truth table. First, when using fsQCA software, the cutoff point consistency in the truth table 
must be at least 0.75, and preferably higher. Ragin stresses the importance of this cutoff point, writing that ‘[w]ith 
observed consistency scores below 0.75, it becomes increasingly difficult on substantive grounds to maintain 
that a subset relation exists’ (Ragin, 2006, p. 293). This minimum for the cutoff point consistency is needed 
because all combinations with a consistency score above this cutoff point will be marked with the 1 outcome 
(Haesebrouck, 2015, pp. 116-117). Second, a meaningful distinction needs to be made between the combination 
rows: the choice to assign the 1 outcome to one row and not to another one must be justified by a significant 
gap in the consistency scores – in other words, the consistency scores of two combinations cannot be too close 
to each other. For this reason, the cutoff point is placed at 0.76. Additionally, there is also a big gap in the 
consistency scores in row 3 (consistency score of 0.78) and row 4 (consistency score of 0.74). There is also another 
gap of roughly the same size in the data between row 4 and row 5, but putting the cutoff point there is not 
meaningful in the context of this research, since then the software would assign a 1 outcome to a row with too 
low a score to be a sufficient combination. 

Once the truth table was established, it had to be minimised, which was done in the fsQCA software using 
Boolean algebra (Ragin & Davey, 2016). The Boolean minimisation in the fsQCA software ensures that the 
simplest possible configurations that lead to the outcome are found. 
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4.6.2. TRUTH TABLE 0-OUTCOME 

 

Truth table 0-outcome, source: fsQCA software 

The same logic applies to the cutoff point applied in 0-outcome truth table. However, a ‘1’ score when reading 
the truth table indicates that the rows score 1 on the 0-outcome, so the visual representation of the truth table 
should be interpreted as follows: a 1 score on ~BrexitPosition means a 0 score on BrexitPosition in the 1-outcome 
truth table. It is essentially a mirror image of the 1-outcome truth table, and the rows are composed the same 
way as in the 1-outcome truth table. The cutoff point here has been placed at 0.76. There is a significant in the 
data between row 8 (consistency score of 0.80) and row 9 (consistency score of 0.71). Placing the cutoff point 
between these rows also makes a meaningful distinction between the row with the case Czech Republic (scores 
0.33 on 1-outcome) and the row that has a low consistency and consists of cases with mixed scores on the 1-
outcome (e.g. Ireland scores one, Portugal and Malta score 0.33, Slovakia scores 0 on the 1-outcome). 
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5. RESULTS AND INTERPRETATION 

5.1  RESULTS: ANALYSIS 1-OUTCOME AND 0-OUTCOME 

NECESSARY CONDITIONS 1-OUTCOME AND 0-OUTCOME 

 

Necessary conditions 1- and 0-outcome, source: fsQCA software 

The results of the necessary condition analysis generated by the software can be found above. Generally, a 
condition is considered necessary when the consistency score of the condition is 0.9 or higher. No necessary 
conditions were found for the 1-outcome. In other words, there appears to be no condition that can explain on 
its own in isolation why a member state is in favour of a soft Brexit approach. There were also no necessary 
conditions found for the 0-outcome, which means that there is also not one individual condition that can explain 
why some member states are in favour of a hard or a hard-core Brexit. These findings reject hypothesis 1, which 
expected the economic factor to be a necessary condition. 

5.1.1. THE 1-OUTCOME: TWO DIFFERENT PATHS LEADING TOWARDS SOFT BREXIT 

The fsQCA software produces several solutions for the 1-outcome. Each solution is the result of different 
assumptions used by the software. For this QCA research, the focus will be on the parsimonious solution. This 
solution makes use of so called simplifying assumptions: it assumes that if the selected remainders would have 
existed, then they would have had the 1-outcome. It has been decided to focus on the parsimonious solution 
because this solution has the advantage of including these logical remainders, which after minimisation results 
in a solution that is easier to interpret. The logical remainders are the rows for which no cases were found. This 
solution also has the advantage of providing more certainty about the separate conditions being INUS conditions, 
or in other words, insufficient but necessary parts of unnecessary but sufficient combinations. This increased the 
certainty that the sufficient combinations are very important for these specific QCA findings, as this specific 
research did not succeed in finding necessary conditions. However, this research still yielded interesting sufficient 
combinations, and so focussing on the sufficient combinations rather than necessary conditions allowed for a 
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more substantial discussion of the obtained results. Two sufficient combinations of conditions that lead to the 
1-outcome were found using this solution. These two combinations are explained below in greater detail.  

 

Parsimonious solution 1-outcome, source: fsQCA software 

As we can see here, there are two paths that lead to the 1-outcome. Both combinations of conditions have a 
consistency well above the required 0.75 consistency threshold. First, the first path shows that the combination 
of the absence of the Euroscepticism condition (~Euroscep1) and the presence of the share of population living 
in the UK (PopUK1) leads to 1-outcome of Cyprus (with a membership score of 0.72). In other words, it can be 
concluded that the combination of the negative attitude of many Cypriots towards the EU and the fact that a 
relatively large share of Cyprus’ citizens live in the UK leads to Cyprus opting for an overall soft Brexit position. 

Second, the other combination of conditions has great explanatory value. This second path leading to the 1-
outcome explains the soft Brexit position of the six other member states, which are the three Baltic states, 
Poland, Denmark and Sweden. Therefore, this path covers six of the eight member states that have a soft Brexit 
approach. The consistency of this combination of conditions is slightly lower than the first path, but the coverage 
is significantly higher. This path consists of the combination of the presence of the condition trade relations with 
the UK (TradeUK1) and the presence of the distance to the Russian border condition (BorderRussia1). It can be 
concluded that the combination of an economic and of a geopolitical factor is decisive for these member states 
to opt for a soft Brexit approach. These conclusions are explained in greater detail in the following chapter. 

For additional information, the other two solutions generated by the software, the complex solution and the 
intermediate solution, can be found in appendix 3. The complex solution uses only empirical cases to establish 
the solution. Put differently, this solution does not use logical remainders; it only minimises the configurations 
that include cases (rows). The complex solution is therefore often more difficult to interpret – hence the name. 
In addition, the dilemma of choosing between two theoretical explanations that both make sense can be solved 
by the intermediate solution. The intermediate solution gives the researcher several options: a condition can be 
expected to contribute to the 1 or 0 outcome by being present, absent or both. By selecting ‘both’ here, both 
theoretical expectations are taken into account in the software, while it still does justice to the importance of a 
variable.  

5.1.2. THE 0-OUTCOME: TWO DIFFERENT PATHS LEADING TOWARDS HARD OR HARD-CORE 
BREXIT, FOR SOME CASES BOTH PATHS 

The software also found two sufficient combinations of conditions that lead to the 0-outcome. This solution 
explains which conditions contributed to member states not wanting a soft Brexit but wanting a hard or hard-
core Brexit.  
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Parsimonious solution 0-outcome, source: fsQCA 
 
The first path shows that the combination of the absence of a large share of the population living in the UK 
condition and the absence of the Russian border condition. In other words, the combination of not having a large 
share of a countries’ population living in the UK with an absence of perceived direct threat from Russia results in 
a hard or hard-core view on Brexit. This combination of conditions is sufficient for explaining the 0-outcome for 
many cases belonging to both the hard Brexit and the hard-core Brexit category of the EIU index. This path 
explains the hard-core Brexit position of the member states Austria, Belgium, France and Germany. It explains 
the hard Brexit position of the member states Croatia, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Spain, Greece, 
Hungary, Slovenia and the Czech Republic. 

To continue, the other sufficient combination of conditions also explains the position of member states for both 
a hard-core Brexit and hard Brexit. The combination of the absence of strong trade relations with the UK and the 
absence of a direct perceived threat from Russia results in the hard-core Brexit position of the member states 
Austria, Bulgaria and Romania. This combination of conditions is also sufficient to explain the hard Brexit position 
of the member states Croatia, Greece, Luxembourg, Italy, Slovenia. 

Moreover, note that a few member states are particularly interesting here: the hard-core member state Austria 
and the hard Brexit member states are explained by both paths. For these countries, both paths can result in the 
0-outcome. Thus, either the absence of strong trade relations with the UK or the absence of a large share of the 
population living in the UK combined with the absence of perceived direct threat from Russia leads to their Brexit 
position. However, this does not mean that the border with Russia condition can be treated as a necessary 
condition. Earlier, it was shown that no necessary conditions were found because no individual condition had a 
consistency higher than 0.9. The fact that the absence of this condition still does not mean it is a necessary 
condition is explained by the fact that the condition is not necessary on its own. To result in the 0-outcome, it 
still needs the combination with either the absence of the trade relation or the population condition to have any 
explanatory value in this research. 

5.2  INTERPRETATION 1-OUTCOME  

5.2.1. PATH 1: ~EUROSCEP1 AND POPUK1 

The first path covers the Cyprus 1-outcome; this path consists of a combination of the absence of a large part of 
the public opinion being positive about the EU (~Euroscep1) and the presence of a large share of the population 
living in the UK (PopUK1). It might not come as a surprise that Cyprus has its own sufficient combination 
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explanation instead of being grouped together with the other soft Brexit member states, as Cyprus is a special 
case. Cyprus is a special case because, unlike the other cases in the second path, it has a very special relationship 
with the UK. Cyprus is a former British colony, and it is still part of the Commonwealth2 today (Commonwealth 
Secretariat, 2018, 10 May). Dr Adonis Pegasiou, who explained Cyprus’ view on Brexit in 2016, also mentioned 
the special Cyprus–UK relationship and the decision of Cyprus to ‘[t]ry to make this development [Brexit] as 
smooth as possible’ (Pegasiou, 2016, 10 May). This fact also illustrates the importance of historical links with the 
UK3. Pegasiou also drew a direct link between the large share of the population of Cyprus living in the UK and the 
soft Brexit approach of Cyprus, stating that ‘[t]he number of Cypriot nationals living in the UK (and vice versa) is 
significantly high. As a result, Cyprus will want to see the UK remain within a European free trading area that also 
includes free movement of people, so that existing ties that have been further strengthened after Cyprus’s EU 
entry, will not be jeopardised in any way’ (Pegasiou, 2016, 10 May). This also supports the credibility of the 
PopUK1 condition in the path of Cyprus leading to the 1-outcome. 
 
To continue, the combination of conditions specific to Cyprus also shows the importance of Eurosceptic pressure 
felt by governments. Looking at this path, it appears that the increased Eurosceptic sentiments of the public 
results in the government favouring a soft Brexit approach. With a score of -9 in the raw data calculation, based 
on the Eurobarometer from November 2016, Cyprus is one of the member states where a relatively large share 
of public opinion has a negative view of the EU in general, despite its image as a pro-EU country. 
 
Moreover, Cyprus is an exceptional and complicated case because of the deep political divide between the Greek 
Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot communities on the island of Cyprus. According to Agapiou-Josephides, 
Euroscepticism in Cyprus cannot be understood without understanding this context of the Cyprus conflict, 
observing that ‘GCs [Greek Cypriots] saw accession as being part of the solution, whereas TCs [Turkish Cypriots] 
considered accession prior to a solution as an impediment in itself to any solution. They also saw EU accession 
as the best way out of their dire economic situation’ (Agapiou-Josephides, 2011, pp. 161-162)4. Thus, this unique 
situation of Cyprus, which include several issues specific to Cyprus, explains the fact Cyprus could not fit in the 
same path as the other soft Brexit countries. 

5.2.2. PATH 2: TRADEUK1 AND BORDERRUSSIA1 

By contrast, the second path of the parsimonious solution is not a path specifically applicable to one country. 
What is more, the second path, consisting of the combination of the presence of deep trade links with the UK 
and the perceived direct threat from Russia, is sufficient for all member states in favour of a soft Brexit, except 
for Cyprus and Ireland5. 

                                                                 
2 Malta is the only other European country that is a current member of the Commonwealth, but Malta was 
categorised as ‘’hard Brexit’’ by the EIU index and could therefore not be included in the 1-outcome 
explanation. 
3 The historical ties with the UK is one of the factors that emerged from the literature as being extremely 
relevant in the context of Brexit. Unfortunately, I was unable to include this factor in my QCA because of 
practical limitations. This limitation will also be mentioned in the critical reflection chapter. 
4 I highly recommend the article by Agapiou-Josephides to everyone who is interested in gaining in-depth 
knowledge about the differences in Euroscepticism between the Greek and Turkish Cypriot communities. 
5 Ireland also has a connection with the Commonwealth. Ireland was a former member of the Commonwealth, 
but it left the Commonwealth immediately after The Republic of Ireland Act of 1948 came into effect. The 
Republic of Ireland Act can be retrieved from 
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1948/act/22/enacted/en/print (Government of Ireland, n.d., 10 May). 
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The unique case of Cyprus has been discussed already, but the Irish position needs some extra attention as well, 
because the Irish position is also very complex. The next paragraph will give a more in-depth explanation about 
the Irish position. 

It can be concluded that the economic aspect (TradeUK1) and the geopolitical aspect (BorderRussia1) are two 
very important elements in the case of being in favour of a soft Brexit. This result also firmly rejects hypothesis 
1, which expected that the economic aspect on its own would be the decisive factor for a country to favour a soft 
Brexit, similar to how the absence of the discovery of any necessary conditions did. Although path 2 does not 
confirm hypothesis 1, it still largely confirms hypothesis 2 by showing that economic and geopolitical motives are 
both parts of the sufficient combination. It seems that combining realist assumptions (which consider security 
concerns as one of the most important aspects of national interest) with a liberal intergovernmentalist approach 
(i.e. one in which economic links are seen not as one but as one of many important aspects of national interests) 
results in an explanation for why Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Sweden, Denmark and Estonia –the six countries that 
are part of path 2 – favour a soft Brexit. The combination of economic and geopolitical factors is crucial for the 
soft Brexit approach of these countries. 

5.3  INTERPRETATION 0-OUTCOME 

The research focuses on the 1-outcome, primarily because these results have the most explanatory value: all 
contradictory configurations were solved in the 1-outcome truth table. It was not possible to obtain ‘clean’ rows 
with the same scores on the 0-outcome. Therefore, this research cannot make any certain claims about whether 
the found paths only lead to a hard or hard-core Brexit outcome. However, with this knowledge, the two 
sufficient combinations of conditions can still be interpreted. It simply means that the two paths that were found 
illustrate the paths that lead to a 0-outcome, including both hard Brexit and hard-core Brexit position. Therefore, 
it indicates the paths that lead to the absence (~BrexitPosition means ‘’absence 1-outcome’’) of the soft Brexit 
position (the 1-outcome, BrexitPosition). 

5.3.1. PATH 1: ~POPUK1 AND ~BORDERRUSSIA1 

The inclusion of the absence of the large share of citizens living in the UK condition shows that, while not being 
a part of a sufficient combination leading to soft Brexit, this condition is still important because it explains why 
some cases do not favour a soft Brexit. 

5.3.2. PATH 2: ~TRADEUK1 AND BORDERRUSSIA1 

This is the mirrored view of path 2 leading to the soft Brexit position. This strengthens the credibility of this 
explanation for the soft Brexit position, because the opposite is also proven to be true. The absence of being 
heavily dependent on UK trade and the absence of a direct security threat from Russia has the opposite result: 
it leads to a hard or hard-core Brexit instead of a soft Brexit. 

It is striking that the absence of a perceived direct security threat from Russia is included in both paths. Both 
paths also cover many cases. This means that the Russia variable plays an important role in shaping a member 
state’s position regarding Brexit: combined with either the absence of a significant population living in the UK 
and the absence of the trade condition, it leads countries to see no urge for a soft Brexit. 

5.4  CONCLUSION QCA 

In conclusion, no necessary conditions are found. However, the QCA produces very interesting and useful results, 
as two sufficient combinations of conditions leading to the soft Brexit outcome are found. The first path, 
consisting of ~Euroscep1 AND PopUK1, leads towards the 1-outcome of Cyprus. The second path, TradeUK1 AND 
BorderRussia1, leads towards the 1-outcome of six other 1-outcome cases, namely Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, 
Sweden, Denmark and Estonia. Ireland is identified as the only outlier of the soft Brexit countries. It’s the only 
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outlier of the soft Brexit cases because it is a contradictory configuration in the truth table. But most importantly, 
Ireland is an outlier because there are no combinations of conditions that can explain the Irish soft Brexit position. 
The paths leading to the 0-outcome show that ~BorderRussia1 is a necessary part of two different combinations 
of conditions, combined with either ~PopUK1 or ~TradeUK1.  

6. INVESTIGATING THE SOFT BREXIT OUTLIER: IRELAND SINGLE CASE STUDY   

As we have seen in the analysis of the 1-outcome, seven of the eight cases are in rows of combinations with high 
consistency. However, as also explained before, contradictory configurations had to be solved to generate the 
final truth table. The contradictory configurations for all rows including cases with a 1-outcome score were solved 
in the 1-outcome truth table, except for one. Ireland is the only case in favour of a soft Brexit that did not fit in 
the high consistency rows, despite the fact that the QCA was performed multiple times, adding and deleting 
several variables and altering the qualitative anchors. It was not possible to solve the contradictory configuration 
of Ireland in the lower half of the truth table; Ireland is part of row 10 in the 1-outcome truth table. It can 
therefore be concluded that Ireland is the one true outlier when looking at the 1-outcome, as Ireland’s soft Brexit 
position cannot be explained with the final QCA analyses. 

Therefore, more knowledge of the Irish position is required in order to present complete research, as all eight 
member states with a soft Brexit position need an explanation. Why is Ireland different from the other member 
states in favour of a soft Brexit (Denmark, Estonia, Sweden, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland)? Is there a known 
example unique to Ireland, such as the Common Travel Ara, (which established free movement of Irish and British 
citizens between the two countries after Irish independence in 1922)? Or maybe the Northern Ireland border 
issue, which has been resolved with the Good Friday agreement only 20 years ago? Is one of these factors  
decisive in Ireland’s position towards Brexit? Or are there perhaps other factors that have been overlooked in 
the research that could explain the Irish position? 

6.1  IRISH SITUATION: COMBINATION OF DIFFERENT DIMENSIONS 

To learn more about the story behind the Irish position, it has been decided to include a mini single case study 
of Ireland to find answers to these questions. Most of this case study is built on information collected from two 
interviews with two Irish experts on Brexit. I had the opportunity to travel to Ireland to conduct two interviews 
with Katie Daughen and Brenda Daly. Katie Daughen is Head of Brexit Policy at the British-Irish Chamber of 
Commerce. Brenda Daly is a law professor at Dublin City University and involved in Brexit-related research at the 
DCU Brexit Institute. The audio recordings of these interviews are available upon request to the author. From 
these interviews, it became clear that the Irish position is a combination of several factors that are all critical to 
the preference for a soft Brexit approach, making the Irish case a very complex one. These identified factors are 
discussed further below. 

When asked about what makes Ireland stand out from the crowd, Ms Daughen stated that it is a collection of all 
the different dimensions: ’The Irish situation is a sum of the motives some countries have. For example, Poland 
wants to go for a soft Brexit because the large share of their citizens living in the UK. For Denmark and some of 
the other Northern countries, it has more to do with trade, and with the Baltic countries, it has more to with 
security. And within Ireland you see all of these issues combined’ (Katie Daughen, personal communication, 13 
April 2018). Ms Daly also acknowledged the importance of the identified conditions used in the QCA analyses. 
For example, she stated that the share of a country’s population living in the UK could explain the Brexit position 
of Latvia, Lithuania and Poland. However, she directly added that, despite this factor being important for Ireland, 
it is not the only condition explaining the Irish position (Brenda Daly, personal communication, 13 April 2018). 
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6.2  TRADE AND THE CROSS-BORDER ASPECT OF TRADE 

First, trade in general is an important factor for Ireland, as it has an open and export-oriented economy. Ms 
Daughen pointed out that trade with the UK is extremely important for Irish indigenous industry as well, such as 
manufacture and agriculture, and these sectors are also often treated worse in trade negotiations. She continued 
that agriculture is always one of the last sector negotiated in these deals and it is a sector that is very critical and 
sensitive for the all-island economy. Ms Daughen continued by claiming that the tourism industry, waterways, 
and the all-island energy market are also sectors that make that Ireland is heavily dependent on cooperation 
with the UK. Cooperation with the UK is essential in so far as they are all-island bodies and cooperation 
agreements for these sectors borne out of the Good Friday Agreement (GFA), i.e. the UK cooperation is tied to 
Northern Ireland as part of the UK. 

Ms. Daughen added that specific cross-border trade, meaning trade within the island of Ireland between the 
republic and Northern Ireland, is also a crucial factor for Ireland. Many Irish supply chains operate cross-border: 
‘For example, a third of Northern Irish milk is going South for processing, before going back North for distribution. 
And all Irish wheat is send to the North of the border for milling, and for example 40% of lamb comes South, and 
40% of chicken goes North. Also, Guinness is brewed in Dublin but bottled in the North; just within that sector, 
there are numerous examples of cross-border flows. So, the cross-border trade is really an important aspect.’ Ms 
Daly also pointed out that these cross-border trade flows are accompanied by huge numbers of people crossing 
the border for their daily work commute. Ms Daly noted the relevance of the GFA in relation to these intense 
cross-border trade flows: customs issues and possible divergence could create significant problems here. She 
continued to say that the expertise for customs does not exist anymore on both sides because there was never 
any need for it, since not only the violence issues but also the practical border issues were solved with the GFA. 

The cross-border trade aspect is not only about the close proximity of the British market, but also about the 
similar tastes of the Irish and the British: in other words, this East-West trade has similar tastes. Ms Daughen 
illustrated this by giving the example of cheddar trade: 60% of Irish cheddar goes to the UK. ’If that market 
becomes more difficult to access, you’re not going to have people in France and Italy suddenly developing a taste 
for cheddar’, Ms Daughen argued. She stated the fact that the UK market has the same culture and business 
culture, and the similar tastes makes it an easy market for Ireland. She also pointed out that Ireland and the UK 
have the same legal systems and language, factors which make trade easier as well. 

6.3  IRISH CITIZENS LIVING IN THE UK AND VICE VERSA 

Ms Daughen pointed out that family links play an important role here. According to Ms Daughen, ‘There are more 
Poles in the UK than Irish; Irish are the second largest group of EU citizens in the UK. But then you look back in 
generations and the number of people within the UK having Irish parents or grandparents. Also, UK citizens are 
the largest non-indigenous population group here in Ireland, so there is huge cultural and family links that are 
there – for better or worse, we are tied together by 800 years of history or so. So, this aspect definitely plays a 
big role for Ireland.’ Additionally, Ms Daly recognized the importance of family connections: ‘Family connections 
are extremely relevant in the Irish case. Ireland is not even perceived ‘’foreign’’ by the British most of the time. 
Most people in the UK have close relatives on the other side of the border and vice versa.’ The fact that Northern 
Irish people are entitled to have both Irish and British citizenship emphasises the complicated and intertwined 
nature of British and Irish history and society. 

6.4  LOCAL SECURITY DIMENSION: BORDER ISSUE AND GOOD FRIDAY AGREEMENT 

Ms Daughen mentioned the security issue around the border as being of the utmost importance. According to 
Ms Daughen, ‘It’s almost existential in terms for what it means for people on the island of Ireland.’ The 
celebration of the 20th anniversary of the GFA was in April 2018, which shows how recent and new the peace 
process in Ireland still is. Ms Daughen pointed out that while many have not experienced the troubles first hand, 
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most are still aware of the damage that it caused. They are also aware of the progress that has been achieved 
because of the GFA. Regions have very significant links between Northern Irish and Irish people, and they are 
aware of the importance of the GFA in the past, the present and the future. Ms Daly illustrates the importance 
of the GFA in maintaining peace and stability on the island of Ireland, claiming that ‘officials in Dublin, London 
and Belfast have a platform to interact with each other because of the GFA. Also, different cross-border and 
government organisations providing continued open communication were established because of the GFA. In 
other words, the GFA helps to keep informal communications open. This is very valuable for maintaining peace 
and good relations in the area.’ 

Ms Daughen added that anything that could jeopardise the GFA is of crucial interest. Ms Daly also argued that 
the Good Friday Agreement is crucial for understanding the Irish position, and that any undermining of the GFA 
would have direct security implications. She raised the issue of the physical infrastructure in the border area as 
a point of great concern, as Ireland cannot police the entire 500 km border on its own. She said that this concern 
was raised by the Garda (Irish police), as they are extremely worried that they will not be able to police a hard 
border. She referred here to a recent Garda report discussed in the Irish Examiner (O’Keeffe, 2018, 13 April).  

Furthermore, Ms Daly discussed the role of the EU in the Belfast Agreement, though not in the direct negotiator 
role one might expect: ‘There’s not a significant mention of the EU in the Belfast Agreement, but it was written 
in the understanding that both Ireland and the UK are members of the EU.’ The existence of the Common Travel 
Area complicates this matter: certain rights have emerged from the establishment of the Common Travel Area 
(which predates Irish EU membership, established shortly after Irish independence) and the GFA (EU law, both 
countries EU members), and now it is difficult to distinguish which rights emanate from the Common Travel Area 
and which emanate from the GFA (e.g. EU rights to work and travel abroad). Ms Daly also discusses the role of 
the EU in Ireland: ‘When looking at the GFA, the EU is not really an official but more a financial sponsor – for 
example, trough EU peace funds; many border communities sponsored by these funds. The EU also plays a role 
in the provision of cross-border health care in the area.’ Thus, the EU contributed to peace in Northern Ireland 
in a more indirect way, mostly through funding (e.g. promoting peace for example trough peace funds for 
communities) and by acting as a facilitator. Ms Daly observed that one of the problems arising from Brexit 
regarding the border issue is the fact that EU money (e.g. funds) is neutral, while British and Irish money is not. 
She argued that this could create serious tensions in the border regions and in other regions that rely on EU 
funds, such as the rural areas in Northern Ireland that receive European Regional Development funds. 

6.5  INTERNATIONAL SECURITY DIMENSION 

Ms Daly stated that Ireland is primarily concerned about the security of the border with Northern Ireland. Ms 
Daughen said the same, arguing that the international security dimension does not play a big role for Ireland in 
the context of Brexit or in Irish foreign policy in general. Ms Daly also pointed out that the geographic position 
of Ireland makes the international security dimension less significant to Ireland, as it is not connected to directly 
connected to mainland Europe. Ireland cooperates internationally with several NATO peacekeeping operations, 
but this is not considered a priority in Irish foreign policy and in Irish politics. For example, Ireland is not a NATO 
member because of the country’s neutrality status. According to Ms Daly, ‘When it comes to security, Ireland’s 
focus is almost completely on internal and local issues, and not so much on international issues. Global security 
has the potential to become a more important issue for Ireland, but only if recent developments (e.g. Trump and 
North Korea or relations between the West and Russia) escalate.’  

6.6  CONCLUSION 

The Irish situation is a combination of several factors, which are all equally important, coming together in one 
single country. Shared history and identity run as a common thread through the abovementioned dimensions. 
Ms Daughen and Ms. Daly both came to the same conclusion: there is not one issue that is most important for 
explaining Ireland’s soft Brexit position. Rather, all factors discussed above are equally important and cannot be 
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observed in isolation when talking about the Irish case. Ms Daly observed that this diversity is also reflected in 
the GFA itself: border travel, trade and culture are all mentioned in this agreement, illustrating the overlap the 
different dimensions. Despite their agreement that one factor cannot be isolated to explain Ireland’s soft Brexit 
stance, both Ms Daughen and Ms Daly claimed that the border issue is the most pressing and most significant 
issue. 

7. CONCLUSION AND CRITICAL REFLECTION 

7.1  RESEARCH RESULTS 

In conclusion, no necessary conditions leading to a member states’ stance on Brexit are found. This isn’t an 
unusual result, as the literature review already led to the expectation that a combination of multiple variables is 
needed to explain a member state’s position on Brexit.  

The added value of the conducted QCA research is the discovery of the two combinations of conditions explaining 
the soft Brexit position of the cases Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Sweden, Denmark and Estonia. The first path, 
consisting of the absence of an overall positive public opinion towards the EU (~Euroscep1) and the presence of 
a large share of the population living in the UK (PopUK1), leads towards the soft Brexit position of Cyprus. As 
explained earlier, the Eurosceptic part of the paths is partly explained by the peculiar situation Cyprus is in. Its 
divide between the Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot communities results in divergent and unique expressions 
of Euroscepticism. Issues specific to Cyprus explain the fact Cyprus couldn’t fit in the same path as the other soft 
Brexit countries. The case of Cyprus can be seen as a confirmation of the importance that intergovernmentalism 
and liberal intergovernmentalism attribute to domestic politics in foreign policy.  

To continue, the second path leads towards the soft Brexit position of Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Sweden, 
Denmark and Estonia. The combination of the importance of trade with the UK (TradeUK1) and the perceived 
threat from Russia (BorderRussia) shows that economic and geopolitical factors together result in the soft Brexit 
position of these countries. This indicates that the combination of intergovernmentalist (economic) and realist 
(security, geopolitics) concepts succeeds in providing a part of the answer to the question of what factors 
influence a member state’s position towards Brexit. Ireland identifies as the only outlier of the soft Brexit 
countries, because there are no possible combinations of conditions that can explain the Irish soft Brexit position 

Furthermore, the two paths leading towards either hard or hard-core Brexit (~PopUK1 AND ~BorderRussia1) and 
(~TradeUK1 AND ~BorderRussia1) show the importance of the absence of a large number of citizens living in the 
UK and even more the importance of the perceived threat from Russia. The ~BorderRussia1 condition being part 
of both paths towards the 0-outcome indicates that geopolitics is also a consideration that can be absent for 
member states. However, this cannot be claimed with certainty, as the research only included the threat of 
Russia, and didn’t include other geopolitical issue that might be relevant. Additionally, this second path being a 
mirroring of the second path leading to the soft Brexit position is remarkable. It increases the explanatory value 
of this path towards the member states it covers.  

Finally, it can be observed that the presented findings give an interesting starting point for further research on 
the dynamic between member states regarding Brexit in the future. More specifically for studying new coalition 
building between member states in the EU post-Brexit. Because Britain is leaving the EU, the power balance in 
the EU is highly likely shifting towards the famous Franco-German axis. Many smaller member states are actively 
looking for new coalitions with other (small) member states. Especially the member states that identify 
themselves as ‘’friends’’ of the UK are keen to find new coalition partners in the EU. This ‘’anglophile bloc’’ 
consists at least of Denmark, Ireland, Sweden and the Netherlands (Blockmans & Weiss, 2015, p. 2). Moreover, 
recent advice to the Dutch government by the Advisory Council on International Affairs is a concrete example of 
this active search for new coalitions. The advicory council believes ‘’[o]nce the UK has left the EU it will be even 
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more important for the Netherlands to form part of various coalitions’’. Politico also noticed the development 
that Brexit is redrawing EU alliances (Taylor, 2018, 15 April 2018).  

7.2  CRITICAL REFLECTIONS AND DISCUSSION 

First, the index used by the Economist Intelligence Unit was sometimes counterintuitive; for example, the 
Netherlands belonged to the ‘hard’ instead of the ‘soft’ category. It would have been better to make my own 
index to score the cases for the outcome by conducting my own literature research. However, this was too time-
consuming for a master thesis, and therefore this thesis has focussed on the QCA factors used in the actual QCA, 
rather than on creating a new index beforehand. Creating another updated (and perhaps also more thorough) 
index would be highly recommended for conducting further research on this topic. Some country scores might 
seem counterintuitive; the Netherlands not been put in the soft category is a striking example here. However, 
the fact that results like these might appear counterintuitive support the idea that the dominant economic 
argument is not the only factor contributing to Brexit. Rather, other factors should be examined and combined 
because the reality is more complex in this Brexit context, even though most people might perceive economic 
losses (or gains) as the imperative and most important and decisive discourse. 

Further, the selection of the conditions: The time available and the research method (a QCA model like this 
generally allows no more than 8 conditions to be examined in 1 QCA analyses) narrowed it down to these five 
conditions. Additionally, these conditions made the final cut because of their quantifiable character: the essence 
of QCA is inputting qualitative data and case knowledge and generating qualitative comparative outcomes. In 
other words, the used conditions were also selected because they could be operationalised. Some conditions 
that emerged from the literature seemed highly relevant and useful, e.g. ideological connectedness with the UK 
and being a paper of receiver of the EU budget, but I either could not correctly operationalise them to fit in the 
QCA software because they were too hard to put in a box or define (ideological connectedness) or they did not 
show enough heterogeneity in the case scores on the condition, a key concept in QCA. Further research on the 
influence of the opinions of member states about the EU budget and EU funding in the context of Brexit could 
be very interesting indeed.  

To continue, the creation of the definition of the outcome: Despite using an index based on several different 
criteria, some positions of member states seem counterintuitive. For example, the Netherlands is often 
mentioned in the literature as a country that would very much like the Brexit negotiations to result in a soft 
Brexit. This approach is often supported in the literature based on an economic perspective, but it is also based 
on other arguments, such as the ideological connections with the UK. The UK is often mentioned as a ‘friend’ 
that wants ‘the same from Europe’, and in Holland Brexit is perceived by the government as ’losing our partner 
in Europe’. Arguments such as these were not part of this index, and including them might have resulted in some 
shortcomings in this index. However, the critique applies to my own research as well: my QCA analysis did not 
succeed in incorporating all conditions that we are expected to have an influence on a member state’s Brexit 
position, such as the ideological ties with the UK, as explained above. 

Also, one of the aims of this research was to produce results than can be generalized to all cases included in the 
research model. A QCA model demands a certain amount of diversity of the selected conditions, otherwise the 
model wouldn’t be able to produce interesting, insightful results. This demand of enough variation in the 
conditions was something that was kept in mind when selecting the conditions. At first, the choices of selected 
conditions and corresponding theories might appear of a random, but quite the opposite is true: a balanced 
selection of conditions is crucial for a good practice of QCA.  

Finally, it has to be noted that a few weeks after finalizing the QCA  the results, a LSE blog post by Tim Oliver was 
published. In this blog post, he stated that  in the case of Brexit multiple theories ‘[w]ill serve as a way of 
highlighting how important economic and security interests can be in explaining the behaviour of a state such as 
the UK, the member states of the EU, and the remaining EU as a single actor’ (2018, 10 May). This claim 
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corresponds with the main findings of my QCA analyses, proving the explanatory value of the theoretic elements 
on which the conditions selection was based. In the same blog post, Oliver also gives food for thought for further 
research, observing that several constructivist approaches may need to be used ‘’if we ever hope to explain how 
the UK and the EU handled Brexit’’ (2018, 10 May).  
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9. APPENDICES 

9.1  APPENDIX 1: EIU INDEX 

 

Source: the Economist Intelligence Unit, 2017, see also list of references 
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9.2  APPENDIX 2: RAW DATA (LEFT) AND CALIBRATED DATA (RICHT)  

 

9.3  APPENDIX 3: COMPLEX AND INTERMEDIATE SOLUTIONS, SCREENSHOTS FSQCA SOFTWARE 
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Intermediate solution 1-outcome 
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