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Abstract
The article seeks to explain the bargaining success of Poland and Germany in EU 
lawmaking. Specifically, it explores how the similarity of Poland’s and Germany’s 
preferences affects their bargaining success and whether it is more beneficial than 
their proximity to other member states holding the highest voting power. The anal-
ysis conducted on the DEUII dataset leads to three conclusions. First, there is a 
strong discrepancy between Poland’s and Germany’s preferences. Second, despite 
having divergent preferences, both Poland and Germany are more successful when 
they approximate or hold similar positions on EU legislation. Importantly, this rela-
tionship is robust to the extremity of their preferences, the status quo position, their 
closeness to the Parliament and Commission, the proposal’s multidimensionality, 
procedure or policy area. Third, bringing preferences closer provides both Poland 
and Germany with higher success than moving their policy positions towards other 
pivotal member states, namely France, the UK (except for Poland), Italy and Spain. 
Overall, the paper demonstrates that mutual cooperation (i.e. the approximation or 
exchange of preferences) is extremely profitable for Poland and Germany as their 
success is strongly dependent on the level of similarity of their preferences, irrespec-
tive of other negotiating conditions and relations with pivotal actors.

Keywords European Union · EU lawmaking · Polish–German relations · EU 
legislative decision-making · Bargaining success

Introduction

For the last decade, there has been a growing literature explaining the bargaining 
success of member states in EU lawmaking (Aksoy 2012; Arregui 2016; Arregui 
and Thomson 2009; Bailer 2004; Cross 2013; Golub 2012; Lundgren et  al. 2019; 
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Thomson 2011; Thomson et al. 2006; Warntjen 2017). However, this literature con-
tains one limitation that is the rationale for this article. So far, existing studies have 
not evaluated the determinants of bargaining success of two key European Union’s 
member states: Germany and Poland. This is surprising given that both these coun-
tries are the most powerful actors in the Council in terms of voting power.

This paper seeks to address this lacuna. Its main purpose is to explain how the 
similarity of Poland’s and Germany’s preferences affects their bargaining success 
in EU lawmaking. It also examines how their success is influenced by the proxim-
ity of their policy positions to pivotal actors, i.e. member states holding the highest 
voting power in the Council. Drawing from the spatial theory, two hypotheses are 
delineated. The first expects Poland’s and Germany’s success to increase when both 
these countries approximate or have similar policy positions on EU legislation. The 
second stipulates that the similarity of Poland’s and Germany’s preferences provides 
both these countries with greater success than their closeness to other pivotal mem-
ber states, namely France, the UK, Italy or Spain. Both hypotheses are tested using 
a linear regression on the DEUII dataset. The results show that cooperation between 
Poland and Germany in EU lawmaking is highly beneficial: not only bringing their 
preferences closer increases both countries’ success, but also it is significantly more 
profitable than moving their positions towards other member states with the highest 
voting power, as well as it weakens the negative effect of the preference extremity on 
their success.

The remainder of the paper is as follows. The second section develops a theo-
retical framework. It discusses the assumptions of spatial theory and delineates two 
hypotheses. The third chapter depicts the research design. The fourth part utilizes 
descriptive statistics tools to analyse the level of Poland’s and Germany’s success 
in EU lawmaking as well as the similarity of their preferences. In two subsequent 
sections, a linear regression is conducted to test hypotheses and determine the effect 
of Polish–German cooperation on the success of Poland (fifth section) and Germany 
(sixth section). The article concludes by summarizing the results.

Theoretical framework

According to the spatial theory of decision-making (Crombez and Vangerven 
2014; Hörl et al. 2005; Tsebelis 2000), legislative negotiations in the EU take place 
between several actors, namely member states forming the Council, the Parliament 
and the Commission. Each actor has specific preferences on legislation that can be 
represented by points in the Euclidean space. In other words, the actor has an ideal 
policy, i.e. a legislative solution that is the most beneficial for him, and his utility 
decreases as the final outcome of negotiations moves further away from this ideal 
point. In this theory, the Parliament and the Commission are represented as unitary 
actors, since they both have one, own legislative position usually adopted by a sim-
ple majority and allow amendments in their internal decision-making. It is assumed 
that, according to the median voter theorem (Black 1958), their preferences are 
equal to the median preferences of their members. By contrast, the Council cannot 
be treated as a unitary actor, because, first, it consists of countries having different 
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preferences, and second, it adopts its positions rather by qualified majority or una-
nimity than by simple majority.

Such spatial conceptualization of negotiations assumes that actors’ bargaining 
success is primarily shaped by the positioning of their preferences across issues, 
in particular its extremity. However, given that states differ in terms of their voting 
strength, the proximity to certain actors may play a relevant role in determining bar-
gaining satisfaction. Specifically, having a preference close to a pivotal state hold-
ing the highest voting power may lead to higher bargaining success, while sharing 
similar position with less powerful country may be less advantageous. The justifica-
tion for this statement is twofold. First, since the Council takes a vast majority of 
decisions by qualified majority, member states need to build winning majorities to 
realize their preferences. It is argued that a state with a larger number of votes exerts 
more influence on this process, because it is more likely to be pivotal in turning a 
losing coalition into a winning one (Shapley and Shubik 1954). Hence, proximity 
to such a key player could be beneficial to other actors. Second, as Häge (2013) 
showed, actors in the Council are blocking-minority seekers: they band together 
with states holding similar positions in order to form coalition that is large enough 
to block a decision. The reason is that building a blocking minority strengthens a 
state’s bargaining power by ensuring concessions from other negotiating partners 
(Nedergaard 2007; Warntjen 2017). Hence, when an actor has a policy position 
close to that of a state with high voting power, it is more likely to reach the nec-
essary numbers to constitute a blocking minority, thereby increasing its bargaining 
position. Against this backdrop, I theorize that actors’ bargaining success is influ-
enced by their proximity to the most powerful states.

Assuming that the closeness to pivotal states matters, the question arises: With 
whom should Poland and Germany cooperate (approximate preferences) in order to 
be more successful in EU lawmaking? To answer it, two hypotheses are delineated. 
The first expects Poland’s and Germany’s bargaining success to increase when both 
these countries approximate or have similar positions on an issue. The rationale for 
this hypothesis is twofold.

First, Germany and Poland are two of the most powerful actors in the Council. 
According to power index studies, the former country has the largest mathemati-
cal influence on the final shape of legislative acts, as well as on the blocking of 
negotiations in this institution (Barr and Passarelli 2009; Nurmi et  al. 2013). On 
the other hand, Poland ranks sixth in terms of voting power. Under the former Nice 
triple-majority rule (2003–2014/2017), its ability to influence legislation and block 
decisions did not differ significantly from France, the UK, Italy and Spain (Nurmi 
et al. 2013). The Treaty of Lisbon, by introducing a double majority system (from 
2014/2017 until now),1 has limited Poland’s bargaining position; however, this coun-
try still maintains sixth place (Kóczy 2012). The spatial theory assumes that higher 
voting power of an actor translates into more influence (Felsenthal and Machover 

1 Under this system, a decision is made when it is supported by: (1) 55% of member states, or 72% of 
them when acting on a proposal from neither the Commission nor the High Representative; and (2) 65% 
of the EU population.
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1998). There are several empirical studies confirming this expectation.2 For exam-
ple, Hosli et  al. (2011) found that states with high voting power are less likely to 
vote against a proposal, though this effect does not hold for the new member states. 
In turn, Warntjen (2017) discovered a robust positive relationship between the num-
ber of votes backing a member state request to change EU legislation and its success 
probability. On this basis, one can argue that when Poland and Germany approxi-
mate or have similar policy positions, their high voting powers combine, increasing 
their likelihood of success.

Second, the similarity of the Polish and German positions may also increase their 
chances of forming a blocking minority in the Council which, as mentioned above, 
provides a state with higher success. Under the Nice system, a blocking minor-
ity could be established by countries having 90/321 (in 2004–2006), 91/345 (in 
2007–2013) and 93/352 (in 2013–2017) votes. In this period, Poland and Germany 
had 56 weighted votes; therefore, they only needed 34–37 votes to block the deci-
sion. In addition, the Nice system provided an optional condition that the decision 
could be suspended if states supporting it did not represent 62% of the EU pop-
ulation. Since total population of Poland and Germany constituted approximately 
24.8%, both countries needed support from countries representing more than only 
13.2% of the EU population to block the decision. A double majority system intro-
duced by the Treaty of Lisbon has changed the conditions for building a blocking 
minority. Now, it can be established by: (1) four states representing more than 35% 
of the EU population or (2) 45% (currently 13 countries) or 28% (currently eight 
countries)3 of all Council’s members. Since Poland and Germany represent 23.4% 
of the total EU population (Decision 2014), their coalition needs only two additional 
countries representing more than 11.6% of the EU population to block the decision. 
Hence:

H1: Poland’s and Germany’s bargaining success is more likely when both these 
states approximate or have similar positions on the negotiation issue.

While H1 expects the cooperation between Poland and Germany to increase their 
bargaining success, it says nothing about the contemporaneous impact of their prox-
imity to other specific member states holding a pivotal position in the Council. In 
fact, both these states may also be more successful when bringing preferences closer 
to such actors, and not only to each other. Besides Poland and Germany, four addi-
tional member states play a pivotal role in the Council, namely France, the UK, Italy 
and Spain, since they are in the top six in terms of voting power in this institution. 
While the proximity to these states may also be advantageous for Poland and Ger-
many, I test the different hypothesis expecting the similarity of Poland’s and Germa-
ny’s preferences to be more beneficial for both these countries than their closeness 
to France, the UK, Italy and Spain. This supposition stems from three arguments.

3 When a proposal was made by neither the Commission nor the High Representative.

2 However, there are several studies that have not found a positive effect of voting power on states’ suc-
cess. See Arregui (2016), Arregui and Thomson (2009) and Bailer (2004).
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First, Poland and Germany are more capable of building a blocking minority 
when cooperating together than with other countries. The reason is that a poten-
tial Polish–German coalition is likely to obtain—through Poland—the support of 
the other members of the Visegrad Group (Czechia, Slovakia, Hungary), because 
Poland is a part of this organization and has relatively convergent preferences 
with these countries (Tsebelis and Yataganas 2002: 286). The coalition made up 
of Germany, and V4 accounts for 87 weighted votes (according to the Nice sys-
tem for 28 countries) and 28.5% of the EU population. As a corollary, under the 
former Nice system, it was sufficient for this group to team up with only one 
state holding more than four weighted votes (e.g. Lithuania) in order to achieve 
a blocking minority. Building such a minority under the contemporary Lisbon 
system is more difficult, but not impossible, since it requires the support of one or 
several additional states representing more than 6.5% of the EU population. This 
can be done through cooperation with only one of the countries with the highest 
voting power.

Second, several studies using a multidimensional scaling showed a strong prox-
imity between the positions of France, Spain and Italy in the Council (Frantescu 
2017; Mattila 2009; Thomson 2009). At the same time, these countries’ prefer-
ences are significantly distant from those of Poland or Germany. This suggests 
that it is easier for France, Spain and Italy to bring preferences closer to each 
other than to Poland or Germany. Particularly that their potential coalition is very 
beneficial—since they represent together 34.14% of the EU population (and 85 
weighted votes under the former Nice system), they are able to achieve blocking 
minority easily by getting the support of a fourth country having more than 0.86% 
share of population (and eight votes under the Nice system).

Third, Poland and Germany, along with the UK, are states that most often vote 
against legislation in the Council. By contrast, France, Spain and Italy are less 
likely to contest acts in this institution (Van Aken 2012). Therefore, Poland and 
Germany have more opportunities to build effective blocking minorities together 
than with other states holding the highest voting power. Hence:

H2: The similarity of Poland’s and Germany’s preferences is more beneficial for 
both these countries than their closeness to other member states holding the highest 
voting power in the Council.

Research design

The following methodology is used to test the hypotheses. First, a dataset is con-
structed. Second, the dependent, independent and control variables are operation-
alized. Third, a statistical test of hypotheses is carried out using a multiple linear 
regression. Specifically, I conduct two tests, one for Poland and one for Germany, 
to investigate how the similarity of the Polish and German preferences affects 
their success.
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Dataset

In this study, I use the DEUII dataset (Thomson et al. 2006, 2012). It contains infor-
mation on 331 controversial issues that arose during negotiations over 125 impor-
tant EU legislative proposals. Since Poland joined the EU in 2004, the DEUII was 
reduced to files negotiated after this date. As a result, the hypotheses are tested on a 
sample of 124 legislative issues nested in 52 proposals. This means that issues are 
the units of analysis. For each issue, the DEUII contains actors’ policy positions 
expressed on the 0–100 scale. These positions were specified through semi-struc-
tured interviews with key informants who participated in negotiations over these 
issues. Informants were asked to: (1) identify key controversial issues that arose dur-
ing negotiations over selected proposals; (2) determine on the 0–100 scale the initial 
policy positions of all member states, the Parliament and the Commission on each 
issue; (3) estimate on the same scale the level of salience the actor attached to each 
issue; and (4) indicate on the same scale the final outcome of negotiations over each 
issue.

The logic of using the DEUII is presented in Fig. 1. It includes policy positions 
of member states, EP and Commission as well as the outcome of negotiations on a 
proposal for a directive on the promotion of clean and energy-efficient road transport 
vehicles (Directive 2009). During negotiations, several conflicting issues emerged, 
one of which was concerned with the methodology for calculating the operational 
lifetime costs of  CO2 emissions, in particular determining the monetary value 
assigned to each unit of  CO2 pollution. As Fig. 1 shows, actors were divided on this 
issue along three lines. The first called for maintaining the previous legal status (sta-
tus quo), according to which lifetime costs were individually specified by member 
states. This view was supported by a coalition of six states, including three countries 
with the highest voting power in the Council: Germany, Italy and the UK (position 
0). According to the second position, the monetary value for each  CO2 emission 

COM, BE, CY, CZ, 

DK, EE, FR, EL, HU, 

IE, LV, LT, LU, MT, 

NL, PL, PT, SI, SK, 

ES

AT, FI, 

DE, IT, 

SE, UK EP

Position 90:
3-4 

eurocents 

per kg 

(outcome)

Position 
100: 4 

eurocents 

per kg

Position 70: 

2 eurocents 

per kg

Position 0: 

Member 

States decide 

(status quo)

Fig. 1  Actors’ policy positions regarding the monetary value assigned to each unit of  CO2 pollution. EP 
European Parliament, COM European Commission, AT Austria, BE Belgium, CY Cyprus, CZ Czechia, 
DE Germany, DK Denmark, EE Estonia, EL Greece, ES Spain, FI Finland, FR France, HU Hungary, IE 
Ireland, IT Italy, LT Lithuania, LU Luxembourg, LV Latvia, MT Malta, NL the Netherlands, PL Poland, 
PT Portugal, SE Sweden, SI Slovenia, SK Slovakia, UK the United Kingdom. Source: Thomson et  al. 
(2012)
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unit had to be equal to 2 eurocents per kilogram. This view was backed by the Com-
mission and all other member states, including three countries with the highest vot-
ing power: France, Spain and Poland (position 70). The most extreme position was 
advocated by the Parliament, which proposed introducing the highest value for one 
unit of  CO2 emissions: 4 eurocents per kilogram (position 100). Ultimately, the 
negotiations ended with a compromise that the operational lifetime cost for one unit 
of  CO2 emissions of a vehicle shall be from 3 to 4 eurocents per kilogram (position 
90).

The operationalization of the variables

I created two dependent variables: Poland’s success and Germany’s success. They 
measure Poland’s and Germany’s bargaining success as the absolute distance 
between their initial policy position and the final outcome weighted by the salience a 
state attached to an issue:

where i is the legislative issue; p, Poland or Germany;  Positionpi, policy position of a 
state p on an issue i on the 0–100 scale;  Outcomei, the final outcome of negotiations 
over an issue i on the 0–100 scale; and Spi, the salience attached by a state p to an 
issue i on the 0–100 scale.4 This salience-weighted formulation of success is pre-
ferred in the literature over the unweighted distance between the actor’s position and 
the outcome (Arregui 2016; Cross 2013; Golub 2012; Thomson 2011). The reason 
is that states do not care equally about all issues; their success weighs more heavily 
when it is obtained in highly salient issues to a state, and vice versa. In addition, 
Schneider et al. (2008) found that models that account for the saliency actors attach 
to an issue have the best predictive accuracy. According to the equation, Poland’s 
and Germany’s success can take values from 0 to 100. The value 0 means that a 
state achieved full success since the outcome is perfectly consistent with its sali-
ence-weighted policy position. By contrast, the value 100 means a complete fail-
ure—the greatest possible salience-weighted distance between the outcome and a 
state’s position.

I also created several independent variables. H1 is tested with the POL-GER vari-
able which measures the absolute distance between the policy positions of Poland 
and Germany on an issue. This predictor ranges from 0 to 100, where the value 0 
means that both countries had identical preferences, while the value 100 indicates a 
total discrepancy between their positions.

To test H2, I created the variables POL-FRA, POL-UK, POL-ITA and POL-
ESP. Each measures the absolute distance on the 0–100 scale between the policy 
positions of, on the one side, Poland and, on the other side, France, the UK, Italy 

Successpi =

|
|
|
Positionpi − Outcomei

|
|
|
∗ Spi

100

4 The measure of salience was taken from the DEU dataset.
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and Spain on an issue. The closer these variables are to 0, the greater is the simi-
larity of their preferences. Likewise, I constructed similar predictors devoted to 
Germany: GER-FRA, GER-UK, GER-ITA and GER-ESP.

In addition, I created several groups of control variables emphasized in the 
literature on EU bargaining. The first captures the effect of the Parliament’s posi-
tion on Poland’s and Germany’s success. The reason is that this institution plays 
a key role in adopting EU legislation (Kardasheva 2013). Hence, two continuous 
variables were constructed: POL-EP and GER-EP, measuring the absolute dis-
tance between the policy positions of the Parliament and these two countries on 
an issue.

Besides the EP, an important role in EU lawmaking is played by the Com-
mission. This institution possesses the agenda-setting power by preparing legis-
lative proposals which are then negotiated by the Council and EP (Osnabrügge 
2015; Kreppel and Oztas 2017). Several studies found that member states are 
more successful when they hold a preference close to the Commission (Arregui 
2016; Cross 2013; Lundgren et al. 2019). Therefore, two control variables were 
designed: POL-COM and GER-COM. Both define the level of proximity between 
the policy positions of Poland, Germany and the Commission on an issue, meas-
ured as the absolute distance on the 0–100 scale.

Bargaining success may also be influenced by the extremity of an actor’s pol-
icy position. Previous studies discovered that states with more extreme prefer-
ences are less successful in achieving their preferred outcomes (Arregui 2016; 
Arregui and Thomson 2009; Bailer 2004; Cross 2013; Golub 2012; Lundgren 
et  al. 2019). Hence, I created two variables: POLEX and GEREX that measure 
the absolute distance between Poland’s and Germany’s positions and the average 
position held by other member states on an issue.

The literature also highlights the relevance of the status quo in EU decision-
making. It can be defined as the outcome that would occur in the event of no 
agreement. Some studies found that states with a position closer to the status quo 
are more successful (Arregui 2016). Hence, I created two variables: POLSQ and 
GERSQ. Each is equal to 1 if a state held the status quo position, and 0 if other-
wise or there was no status quo during negotiations.

Oftentimes, EU proposals are multidimensional, i.e. they contain multiple 
issues on which states hold different positions. The literature argues that actors 
are more successful when such files are negotiated (Aksoy 2012; Kardasheva 
2013). The explanation is that multidimensional legislation creates opportunities 
for package deals: actors can gain a better outcome by exchanging their support 
across issues to which they attached different preference intensities. Hence, I cre-
ated the Multidimensional variable. It takes the value 1 for proposals with more 
than one issue, and 0 for files involving one issue.

Additionally, I controlled for the legislative procedure by creating the Proce-
dure variable: 1 for proposals adopted under co-decision, and 0 for consultation 
files. Since states’ bargaining success can also vary across different policy areas, 
I included dummy variables capturing the policy area a file addresses. I used the 
responsible Commission’s Directorate General which issued the proposal as a 
proxy.
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A linear regression model

To test the hypotheses, I utilized a multiple linear regression model (Fox 2008). How-
ever, its use in the present study encounters two problems. First, observations are not 
completely independent due to the hierarchical structure of the data. Since issues are 
nested in proposals, it is likely that Poland’s and Germany’s success may strongly 
depend on the characteristics of the proposal to which an issue belongs. Second, the 
variance of errors is not constant which violates the assumption of homoscedasticity. 
To resolve these problems, OLS regression models were estimated with robust standard 
errors clustered at the proposal level (Cameron and Miller 2015).
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Fig. 2  Actors’ salience-weighted average distances from the outcome in 2004–2009. Source: own calcu-
lations based on Thomson et al. (2012)



738 A. Kirpsza 

Descriptive statistics

Figure  2 reports the actors’ level of success measured by their salience-weighted 
distance from the outcome.5 To remind: the smaller the distance, the greater the 
actor’s success. In the analysed period, Poland’s policy position was on average 
21.42 salience-weighted points away from the final outcome on the 0–100 scale. 
This means that out of 29 actors Poland occupied only 21st place (ninth from the 
end) in terms of bargaining success. This result can be perceived as unsatisfactory 
given that Poland is in the sixth place in terms of voting power. But Germany also 
punches below its weight. In the years 2004–2009, the position of this state was on 
average 22.82 salience-weighted points distant from the final outcome. As a corol-
lary, Germany occupied only 25th place (fifth from the end) which is a dramatically 
poor result given that this state holds the highest voting power in the Council. Thus, 
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Fig. 3  Average distances between Poland’s, Germany’s and other actors’ policy positions. Source: own 
calculations based on Thomson et al. (2012)

5 Arregui (2016), Cross (2013), Golub (2012) and Thomson (2011) carried out similar descriptive analy-
ses of states’ bargaining success but on different samples of issues.
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Fig. 2 refutes the common opinion that Germany is the most dominant actor in EU 
lawmaking.

Another issue that is worth examining is the similarity of Poland’s and Germa-
ny’s preferences. Figure 3 illustrates average distances on the 0–100 scale between 
the policy positions of Poland, Germany and other actors on issues negotiated in 
2004–2009. It shows a strong divergence between Poland’s and Germany’s prefer-
ences. In the analysed period, Poland was on average about 43 points distant from 
Germany on a scale of 0–100. When excluding the Commission and the EP, this 
result situates Germany as Poland’s biggest opponent and the last partner having the 
most discrepant preferences from all member states. However, the same conclusion 
applies to Poland when looking from the Germany’s perspective. As Fig. 3 shows, 
Poland is on the fifth position from the end in terms of preference compliance. This 
result indicates not only the presence of a great divergence of interests between both 
countries, but also a serious difficulty in reconciling them in EU lawmaking.

Figure  4 illustrates the similarity of Poland’s and Germany’s policy positions 
across policy areas defined according to the Commission’s DG responsible for the 
proposal. It shows that over the period considered, both states had the most consist-
ent preferences in the area of external relations where the average distance between 
their positions was only 8 points on the 0–100 scale. One example of a strong pref-
erence compliance in this field is a proposal establishing a European Neighbour-
hood and Partnership Instrument (ENPI). This file raised two controversial issues 
on which Poland and Germany had the same position: 1) the involvement of the 

0 20 40 60 80 100

Internal Market and Services

Fisheries and Maritime Affairs

Employment and Social Affairs

Taxation and Customs Union

Judicial and Home Affairs

Information Society

Energy and Transport

Environment

Enterprise and Industry

Agriculture and Rural Development

External Relations

Average distance between Poland and Germany

Fig. 4  Average distances between the policy positions of Poland and Germany according to the policy 
area. Source: own calculations based on Thomson et al. (2012)
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Parliament in the implementation of the ENPI and 2) the allocation of funds between 
Southern and Eastern neighbours. On the first issue, both states demanded the EP to 
only be consulted in some areas of the ENPI instead of having co-decision pow-
ers (position 30). On the second issue, they sought to introduce general criteria on 
which potential recipients of EU external aid would compete for funding (position 
0; these criteria were expected to favour the Eastern neighbouring countries when 
allocating funds) instead of giving specific weights to historical allocations (which 
would favour Southern neighbours).

In contrast, Poland and Germany had the most divergent preferences in the area 
of internal market and services. Their policy positions were on average 94 points 
distant on the 0–100 scale, indicating that they were completely divided in almost all 
issues belonging to this policy area. Consider a directive on the internal market of 
postal services that raised two controversial issues: the protection of existing (usu-
ally national) postal service providers that are large employers and the timing of full 
liberalization. While Poland sought to introduce the protection for existing compa-
nies within the framework of EU-wide liberalization (position 33) and wanted the 
full opening of postal markets to took place later than 2010 (position 0), Germany 
called for a full liberalization without any exceptions (position 100) and by 2009 
(position 100). Figure 4 also leads to the surprising conclusion that, contrary to the 
conventional wisdom, Poland and Germany did not differ significantly in the field of 
environment or energy in the years 2004–2009. For instance, both states opposed the 
introduction of new recycling targets for waste in a directive on waste and the setting 
of long-term  CO2 emissions targets for new passenger cars in a regulation on car 
emissions. They also took conservative positions on the proportion of carbon credits 
the aviation industry should be allowed to auction (directive on emission allowances 
in the aviation sector).

The effect of proximity to Germany on Poland’s success

Table 1 reports the results of linear regression. The dependent variable is Poland’s 
success. In total, four OLS models were estimated. Model 1 contains only the POL-
GER variable. Model 2 complements model 1 with four predictors related to H2: 
POL-FRA, POL-UK, POL-ITA and POL-ESP. Model 3 adds control variables to 
model 2, while model 4 supplements model 3 with policy area fixed effects. Figure 5 
plots the substantive effects of the variables that are found to be statistically sig-
nificant in the best-fitting model—model 3. As a robustness check, I estimated other 
model specifications in the Online Appendix, including those with unweighted bar-
gaining success as the dependent variable and salience as an independent variable. 
The results are consistent across all models. 

H1 was corroborated in the analysis. As expected, holding preferences close to 
Germany provides Poland with a higher level of bargaining success in EU law-
making. This is indicated by the β coefficient of the POL-GER variable which is 
positive and statistically significant in all models. This result can be interpreted 
in two ways. First, the greater the divergence of Poland’s and Germany’s pref-
erences, the greater the salience-weighted distance between the Poland’s policy 
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position and the final outcome on an issue, and thus the lower the Poland’s suc-
cess. Second, the more the positions of both countries are convergent, the smaller 
this distance is, which translates into a higher Poland’s success. Holding other 
variables at a constant level, a one point decrease in the distance between the 
positions of Poland and Germany on the 0–100 scale leads to a 0.1–0.212 points 
increase in the level of Poland’s success (i.e. a decrease in the salience-weighted 
distance between Poland’s policy position and the final outcome). Accord-
ing to model 3, when Poland is 100 policy scale points away from Germany, its 

Table 1  Regression results—predictors of Poland’s bargaining success in EU lawmaking

Standard errors are in parentheses. OLS models estimated with robust standard errors, clustered at the 
proposals to which the issues belong
*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Independent variables
POL-GER 0.212*** 0.126** 0.130*** 0.100**

(0.053) (0.053) (0.046) (0.047)
POL-FRA − 0.017 − 0.072 − 0.003

(0.052) (0.064) (0.050)
POL-UK 0.220*** 0.186*** 0.201***

(0.048) (0.062) (0.068)
POL-ITA 0.069 0.073 0.094

(0.064) (0.070) (0.062)
POL-ESP 0.013 − 0.014 − 0.007

(0.068) (0.069) (0.061)
Control variables
POL-EP 0.183*** 0.194***

(0.061) (0.053)
POL-COM 0.072 0.087

(0.067) (0.059)
POLEX 0.101 0.088

(0.120) (0.107)
POLSQ 0.757 5.542

(6.352) (5.029)
Multidimensional 4.678 4.048

(5.231) (4.980)
Procedure − 5.032 5.214

(4.878) (5.629)
Policy area dummies No No No Yes
Constant 12.236*** 6.346* − 5.900 − 15.171**

(2.314) (3.230) (7.942) (7.024)
R2 0.138 0.282 0.407 0.573
BIC 1100.866 987.097 898.334 907.439
Observations 122 109 98 98



742 A. Kirpsza 

salience-weighted distance from the outcome increases by 13 points. In addi-
tion, in model 1, the POL-GER variable alone explains 13.8% of the variance 
of Poland’s success, which is about 1/4 of the variance of the model containing 
all variables (model 4). Hence, the constellation of preferences with Germany is 
seen to be a relevant predictor of Poland’s bargaining position. This conclusion 
is also reinforced by the observation that the POL-GER variable is positive and 
significant even after controlling for other variables (see models 3 and 4). This 
means that the incremental effect of proximity to Germany on Poland’s success is 
robust to, inter alia, Poland’s preference extremity, its closeness to the status quo 
or a policy area the proposal addresses. In summary, the results show that hold-
ing a policy position close to that of Germany is extremely beneficial for Poland. 
Therefore, Poland should cooperate extensively with Germany in order to approx-
imate their positions and work out a common stance on EU legislation. However, 
as the descriptive analysis has shown, this is seriously hampered by a huge diver-
gence of both countries’ initial preferences.

The analysis also confirmed H2, but with one exception. According to the results, 
holding a position close to that of Germany guarantees greater bargaining success 
for Poland than its closeness to the policy positions of three other member states 
with the highest voting power, namely France, Italy and Spain. This conclusion 
stems from the observation that while the POL-GER variable is still positive and 
statistically significant in models 2–4, the POL-FRA, POL-ITA and POL-ESP vari-
ables are not. Hence, Poland is not much better off when it holds a preference close 
to France, Italy or Spain, but at the same time, its closeness to Germany translates 
into higher success.
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Fig. 5  Substantive effects of significant variables on Poland’s bargaining success (based on model 3)
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However, the analysis revealed one deviation from the effect assumed in H2, 
related to the UK. The coefficient of the POL-UK variable is found to be positive 
and significant in models 2–4. Hence, Poland is more successful when its position 
on the issue is closer to that of the UK, while a greater discrepancy between their 
preferences provides Poland with less bargaining success. Ceteris paribus, each one-
point increase in the distance between the positions of Poland and the UK leads to a 
0.186–0.220 increase in the salience-weighted distance between Poland’s preference 
and the final outcome. Interestingly, the coefficient of the POL-UK variable is even 
higher than that of the POL-GER measure, suggesting that the proximity to the UK 
is more beneficial for Poland than holding a position close to Germany. Overall, the 
obtained result can be explained by the fact that similarity of policy positions of 
Poland and Germany may produce a greater opportunity to build a blocking minor-
ity. Both these states are among actors which most often contest legal acts during the 
votes in the Council (Van Aken 2012). As a result, after co-opting several smaller 
member states, they are able to build a blocking minority and force other actors to 
give concessions (Warntjen 2017). At the same time, the obtained result leads to the 
conclusion that Brexit may significantly affect Poland’s bargaining capabilities. On 
the one hand, a strong divergence of preferences with UK would no longer translate 
into less Poland’s success. But on the other hand, Poland would not be able to sig-
nificantly strengthen its negotiating position by building a blocking minority with 
London (Frantescu 2017).

Turning to the control variables, the analysis revealed that the proximity to the 
Parliament has a strong effect on Poland’s success. The coefficient of the POL-EP 
variable is positive and significant in models 3 and 4. This means that increasing 
the distance from the EP decreases on Poland’s bargaining success, while sharing 
preferences with this institution translates into higher success. This result is con-
sistent with previous studies showing that member states are more successful when 
their positions are closer to that of the EP (Arregui 2016; Arregui and Thomson 
2009; Bailer 2004; Cross 2013). By contrast, the similarity of preferences with the 
Commission has no visible impact on Poland’s success. The β coefficient of the 
POL-COM variable is positive, though it does not have statistical significance and 
its value is small. This result is in contradiction with earlier studies showing that 
Council’s members are more successful when the Commission supports their policy 
positions (Arregui 2016; Cross 2013; Lundgren et  al. 2019). Hence, the obtained 
result may suggest that moving preferences closer to the Commission is beneficial 
only for selected countries.

No significant relationship was found between Poland’s bargaining satisfaction 
and the extremity of its policy position. This result is surprising in the light of previ-
ous studies showing that member states with more extreme preferences are less suc-
cessful in EU lawmaking (Arregui 2016). A closer inspection of this effect leads to 
the conclusion that the preference extremity has a negative and statistically signifi-
cant impact on Poland’s success (see models 7 and 8 in the Online Appendix), but it 
loses this significance when taking into account the variables measuring the similar-
ity of Poland’s policy positions with that of other member states holding the high-
est voting power, i.e. POL-GER, POL-FRA, POL-UK, POL-ITA, POL-ESP. This 
suggests that through adequate coalition strategy and moving preferences towards 
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congruent pivotal member states, Poland can mitigate the negative effect of hold-
ing extreme preferences on its bargaining success. Moreover, the coefficient of the 
POLSQ variable is not significant, indicating that Poland is not better off when it 
maintains the status quo position. This result is in contradiction with previous find-
ings: while earlier studies found the closeness to the status quo to generally affect 
member states’ bargaining success (Arregui 2016), this effect is not present in the 
specific case of Poland.

Also, the multidimensionality of the proposal is not a relevant determinant of 
Poland’s success. This suggests that this state does not benefit from the possibility of 
logrolling offered by proposals containing multiple issues in order to extract better 
negotiation outcomes. Likewise, the legislative procedure is not a significant factor 
when explaining Poland’s success.

The effect of proximity to Poland on Germany’s success

Table  2 reports the results of regression analysis devoted to Germany’s success. 
Similarly, model 1 contains only the POL-GER variable, and model 2 supplements 
model 1 with four predictors related to H2, while model 3 and model 4 add control 
variables. In Fig. 6, I plot the substantive effects of statistically significant variables 
in the best-fitting model—model 3. In the Online Appendix, I provided other model 
specifications (with unweighted success). Once again, the findings are similar. 

Like in the case of Poland, the analysis confirmed H1 expecting Germany’s suc-
cess to be higher when this state holds a policy position close to that of Poland. 
This is indicated by the β coefficient of the POL-GER variable which is positive 
and significant in all models. This means that the more divergent are the preferences 
of Poland and Germany regarding a legislative issue, the greater is the distance 
between the position of Germany and the final outcome of negotiations, imply-
ing smaller Germany’s success. This finding can also be interpreted in the oppo-
site way—greater similarity of the positions of these countries provides Berlin with 
a higher level of success. Ceteris paribus, each one-unit increase in the distance 
between the positions of Poland and Germany increases the distance of Germany’s 
position from the final outcome by 0.109–0.202 salience-weighted points. Based on 
model 3, when Germany is 100 points away from Poland’s policy position, its bar-
gaining success decreases by about 13 scale points. Additionally, the proximity to 
Poland alone explains about 12% of the variance of the dependent variable in model 
1, which is about 1/3 of the entire variance generated by the model with all vari-
ables (model 4). This implies that, as in the case of Poland, the similarity of both 
countries’ preferences is a relevant predictor of Germany’s success. Moreover, the 
coefficient of the POL-GER variable is positive and significant even after includ-
ing many control variables in models 3 and 4, indicating that the incremental effect 
of the Polish–German proximity on Germany’s success is independent of other key 
factors, such as the preference extremity, closeness to the status quo, procedure or 
policy area. In sum, not only does the similarity of the Polish and German prefer-
ences positively affect Poland’s bargaining success as shown in the previous chapter, 
but also it brings tangible legislative gains to Germany.
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H2 was also corroborated in the analysis. This conclusion stems from three obser-
vations. First, the coefficients of GER-FRA, GER-ITA and GER-ESP variables are 
not statistically significant in any model and their values are small. Hence, holding a 
policy position closer to that of France, Italy and Spain does not increase Germany’s 
bargaining success. Interestingly, this study shows that, contrary to the conventional 
wisdom, cooperation with France (often emphasized in the public discourse as the 
“Berlin-Paris axis”) is not beneficial for Germany. Second, while the GER-UK var-
iable is positive and strongly significant in model 2, it loses its significance after 

Table 2  Regression results—predictors of Germany’s bargaining success in EU lawmaking

Standard errors are in parentheses. OLS models estimated with robust standard errors, clustered at the 
proposals to which the issues belong
*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Independent variables
POL-GER 0.202*** 0.109* 0.127** 0.124*

(0.063) (0.056) (0.055) (0.063)
GER-FRA 0.024 − 0.039 − 0.041

(0.060) (0.069) (0.080)
GER-UK 0.192*** 0.111 0.124

(0.055) (0.079) (0.079)
GER-ITA 0.046 0.042 0.041

(0.074) (0.066) (0.081)
GER-ESP 0.069 0.020 0.003

(0.063) (0.060) (0.073)
Control variables
GER-EP 0.145* 0.152*

(0.079) (0.083)
GER-COM 0.086 0.093

(0.076) (0.085)
GEREX 0.165 0.176

(0.137) (0.151)
GERSQ 8.297 7.167

(6.507) (7.320)
Multidimensional − 0.835 − 3.496

(7.247) (7.873)
Procedure − 2.940 − 4.236

(5.655) (14.080)
Policy area dummies No No Yes Yes
Constant 14.016*** 7.262* − 3.273 − 3.181

(2.628) (4.242) (9.155) (17.227)
R2 0.120 0.208 0.354 0.372
BIC 1143.867 1030.602 939.531 978.251
Observations 123 110 99 99



746 A. Kirpsza 

including control variables in models 3–4. Therefore, while a greater compatibil-
ity with the UK preferences generally translates into a higher level of Germany’s 
success, the occurrence of this effect is strongly dependent on other factors, such 
as the preference extremity or policy area. Third, while GER-FRA, GER-UK, GER-
ITA and GER-ESP are not significant in models 2–4, the POL-GER variable is. 
Importantly, this effect even persists irrespective of other control variables. Hence, 
as expected by H2, holding or moving a preference closer to that of Poland brings 
evidently more success to Germany than its proximity to positions of other pivotal 
member states holding the highest voting power.

Turning to the control variables, the proximity to the European Parliament is 
a relevant predictor of Germany’s success. This is evidenced by a significant and 
positive value of the GER-EP variable. Hence, consistent with previous findings 
(Arregui 2016) and similar to the case of Poland, holding a preference close to the 
EP translates into a higher level of Germany’s success. By contrast, the proximity 
to the Commission’s policy position has no effect on Germany’s success. Hence, 
bringing preferences closer to the Commission—which was generally found to have 
a positive effect on states’ bargaining satisfaction (Arregui 2016; Lundgren et  al. 
2019)—is not beneficial for Germany.

Surprisingly, the extremity of Germany’s position was not found to affect its 
bargaining success, as shown by the insignificant GEREX variable. This result is 
contradictory to earlier studies showing that member states with extreme prefer-
ences are less successful (Arregui 2016). However, after excluding variables cap-
turing the level of preference compliance with pivotal member states, GEREX 
reveals statistical significance and still has a positive sign (see models 7 and 8 in 
the Online  Appendix). This suggests that, as in the case of Poland, while having 
an extreme preference is generally disadvantageous in terms of reaching ideal out-
comes, Germany is able to mitigate this negative effect by bringing its position 
closer to selected pivotal actors. Additionally, the coefficient of the GERSQ vari-
able is positive and insignificant, indicating that the maintenance of the status quo 
position does not increase Germany’s bargaining satisfaction. Given that previous 
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Fig. 6  Substantive effects of significant variables on Germany’s bargaining success (based on model 3)
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studies discovered that member states with positions closer to the status quo are 
more successful (Arregui 2016), this study shows that this effect does not apply to 
Germany. Finally, Germany’s bargaining success is not dependent on the multidi-
mensionality of the proposal and the legislative procedure. None of these variables 
were found to be statistically significant.

Conclusions

This article explores how the similarity of Poland’s and Germany’s preferences 
affects their bargaining success in EU lawmaking and whether their cooperation is 
more beneficial than moving positions closer to other pivotal member states, namely 
France, the UK, Italy and Spain. Overall, three key conclusions can be drawn from 
the analysis.

First, despite geographical proximity and shared cultural background, there is a 
strong discrepancy between Poland’s and Germany’s preferences. Out of all mem-
ber states, Poland has the most incompatible policy positions with Germany, which 
places Berlin as its last coalition partner. However, the same conclusion applies to 
Poland when looking from the Germany’s perspective. These observations suggest 
that cooperation between both these states through bringing their preferences closer 
or building a coalition in EU lawmaking is seriously cumbersome.

Second, despite having divergent preferences, mutual cooperation is extremely 
profitable for Poland and Germany. The analysis shows that both these states are 
more successful in EU lawmaking when they approximate or hold similar positions 
on legislation. Importantly, this effect is significant even after controlling for the 
preference extremity, the maintenance of the status quo position, closeness to the 
Parliament and the Commission, the proposal’s multidimensionality, legislative pro-
cedure or policy area. Hence, by bringing their preferences closer Poland and Ger-
many are more likely to succeed, irrespective of other negotiating conditions, while 
avoiding cooperation and raising explicitly contradictory demands significantly 
increases the probability of their failure.

Third, cooperation between Poland and Germany provides both these countries 
with greater success than bringing preferences closer to other pivotal member states 
with the highest voting power. In the case of Poland, this country is not much better 
off when moving positions towards France, Italy or Spain, whereas its proximity to 
Germany is still advantageous in terms of bargaining success. However, a greater 
compatibility with the UK preferences also translates into higher success, suggest-
ing that a potential Brexit may negatively affect Poland’s bargaining capabilities. By 
contrast, the analysis devoted to Germany showed that its success is significantly 
and positively associated only with the proximity to Poland, while bringing prefer-
ences closer to either France, the UK, Italy or Spain is not beneficial.

Apart from that, the article contributes to the literature on EU bargaining in four 
additional facets. First, it shows that member states can mitigate the negative effect 
of preference extremity on their success by moving their positions closer to the most 
powerful actors. While previous studies showed that states with more extreme posi-
tions are less successful (Arregui 2016), this relationship was not found in the case 
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of Poland and Germany. A more in-depth analysis reveals that the extremity of pref-
erences decreases these states’ success, but it loses its significance when including 
the variables measuring the similarity of Polish and German policy positions with 
those of France, the UK, Italy and Spain. Therefore, future contributions should take 
into account not only the centrality of actors’ preferences, but also their proximity to 
pivotal states.

Second, while earlier studies revealed that holding a preference close to the Com-
mission positively influences a state’s bargaining success (Cross 2013; Lundgren 
et al. 2019), this study has not confirmed this effect for Poland and Germany. This 
suggests that cooperation with the Commission is not beneficial for all member 
states.

Third, no link was found between the maintenance of the status quo and Poland’s 
and Germany’s success, which is inconsistent with previous studies (Arregui 2016). 
This suggests that either the closeness to the status quo is profitable for selected 
states or it is not a good determinant of bargaining success as argued elsewhere 
(Thomson et al. 2006; Thomson 2011).

Fourth, surprisingly, multidimensional proposals were not found to affect 
Poland’s and Germany’s success. This result indicates that not all states are capable 
of exploiting the opportunities for an issue linkage to increase their bargaining satis-
faction. Hence, future contributions should examine which states are more success-
ful in applying this technique.
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