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Twenty Years After the Big Enlargement:
Integration Within the Single Market

The enlargement of the European Union in 2004 marked a significant milestone in the history
of European integration, bringing ten new member states into the Union. This paper provides
a comprehensive analysis of the economic impact of this enlargement two decades later.
Drawing from the economic literature and descriptive analysis, the paper examines both
anticipated benefits and realised outcomes. Preceding the enlargement, ex ante analyses
projected substantial gains in GDP, trade integration and welfare for both acceding and
existing member countries. These expectations were largely met. At the macroeconomic
level, the paper shows a significant reduction in trade costs, enhanced trade integration

and deepening participation in cross-border value chains within the Single Market. Some
challenges remain, however, in terms of social and territorial cohesion in these countries.
The lessons learned from this enlargement underscore the continuous nature of integration,
beginning with accession preparation and producing tangible effects throughout the process.

The enlargement of 2004 was the most significant wave
of expansion in the history of the European Union so far,
as it brought almost 75 million people into the Union. It
marked the accession of ten new member states (EU10),
predominantly from Central and Eastern Europe, as well
as the Mediterranean region.!

This enlargement was the culmination of a long process
that began shortly after the fall of the Iron Curtain and the
collapse of communism in Eastern Europe. The promise
of stability and shared long-term prosperity was arguably
the main driver for the desire of Central and Eastern Eu-
ropean nations to join and for the EU to expand. Geopo-
litical considerations were at the root of the EU’s decision

1 The ten new member states (EU10) were Cyprus, Czechia, Estonia,
Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia.
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to include new member states, particularly the fear that
keeping them out would endanger their economic transi-
tion, and, in turn, threaten the prosperity of western Eu-
rope (Baldwin, 1995).

This paper analyses the economic impact of the 2004
enlargement, 20 years on. It first reviews the economic
literature about the impacts. It then provides some de-
scriptive evidence about the economic benefits that this
enlargement brought to the ten member states and to the
rest of the EU. Subsequently, it presents general evidence
at the macroeconomic level along four dimensions (trade
costs, overall trade integration, supply chains integration,
and impact on growth and consumption) and offers con-
clusions.

Economic literature about the big enlargement

The economic literature about the EU enlargement has
discussed integration within the Single Market and the
analysis of the benefits arising from this integration. In this
section, we review the studies that were conducted be-
fore the accession and propose a prospective analysis of
the enlargement. Then, we review those studies that pro-
vide ex post empirical estimations of the impacts of the
enlargement.

The enlargement was seen as an opportunity for both
the new entrants and the current members of the Un-
ion. Baldwin et al. (1997) estimated with a global applied
general equilibrium model that EU membership would
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be “enormously beneficial” to the countries joining and
that the others, too, would gain from the accession of the
new members. However, they estimated that the benefits
would be unevenly distributed, with Germany, France and
the UK reaping two-thirds of the total gain.

Lejour et al. (2001) examined the economic implications of
EU enlargement with a focus on integration aspects be-
yond formal trade barriers, such as accession to the inter-
nal market and free movement of labour. They argued that
candidate countries would gain substantially from acces-
sion to the internal market, with GDP per capita increas-
ing by more than 8% in the long run (9% in Hungary and
5.8% in Poland). They also suggested heterogeneous im-
pacts across sectors, and that most EU countries would
experience small welfare gains.

Interestingly, Breuss (2002) suggested that the enlarge-
ment would act as an exogenous asymmetric shock for
the Union: Central and Eastern European countries would
gain “around ten times more from enlargement” than the
other EU countries; Hungary and Poland would increase
their real GDP by around 8%-9% percent over a 10-year
period, Czechia a little bit less (5%-6%). The EU on aver-
age would gain around 0.5% of real GDP over a six-year
period. Although on average the enlargement was seen
as a win-win game, the impact would be quite different
across countries, with Austria, Germany and Italy gaining
the most and with some expected net losses for Spain,
Portugal and Denmark.

Maliszewska (2004) used a computable general equilib-
rium model to study the accession to the Single Market,
with an explicit focus on the removal of border costs and
of costs of producing to different national standards. The
results of that study pointed to significant welfare gains
for the candidate countries (with GDP expected to in-
crease by 1.4%-2.4%) and modest gains for the rest of
the EU. Poland was expected to gain 3.4% of GDP, while
Hungary almost 7%. Wages of unskilled workers were
also expected to rise at a faster pace than those of skilled
workers.

Another important aspect of accession was its effect
on the labour market in the candidate countries. Nahuis
(2004) expected significantly heterogeneous impacts
across industries, with enlargement likely to benefit some
industries while negatively affecting others; he also em-
phasised the importance of flexibility in labour market
policies to reap the potential benefits of enlargement.
Some sectors were expected to benefit greatly from the
accession into the EU Single Market, while others were
expected to suffer significant losses. Internal flexibility,
which would expedite the relocation of jobs across sec-
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tors, was considered the key to success for the EU10
economies. This is, in fact, what happened in most cases.

A few years after the enlargement, a number of studies
have tried to assess the economic impacts of the acces-
sion of those ten new member states. They have high-
lighted both the benefits and the challenges associated
with integration into the EU. Campos et al. (2014) used a
synthetic counterfactual method and found that EU mem-
bership had positive effects on GDP per capita and labour
productivity for most countries that joined. These posi-
tive effects have led to an average 12% gain in per capita
incomes, but such gains have nevertheless been quite
heterogeneous across countries and over time. Per capita
GDP and labour productivity increased in particular in Es-
tonia, Hungary, Latvia, Slovenia and Lithuania, while the
effects were smaller, albeit still mostly positive, in Poland,
Czechia and Slovakia.

Gilbert and Muchova (2018) studied the changes in the
export shares of the Central and Eastern European
economies that joined the EU in 2004 and measured the
changes in export competitiveness. They found that all
of these economies increased their share of world mer-
chandise exports over the period, with the most signifi-
cant changes in Poland, followed by Lithuania, Slovakia
and Latvia. Changes in Slovenia and Hungary were much
smaller. The average world export market share for the
other EU economies, by contrast, declined substantially
over the period. Increased competitiveness was noted in
all of the countries joining the EU in 2004, the largest of
which was in Poland, Slovakia and Czechia. At the same
time, a substantial decline in competitiveness in the old
members of the EU was also observed.

The question of the asymmetric benefits between the
accessing countries and those already within the Single
Market is an open one. Caliendo et al. (2021) use a multi-
country dynamic general equilibrium model with trade in
goods and labour mobility across countries to study and
quantify the economic effects of trade and labour mar-
ket integration. They found that EU enlargement primarily
benefited new member states, with increasing employ-
ment rates for low-skilled workers, and had smaller wel-
fare gains for old member states. Trade policy moderated
migration flows and mitigated congestion effects,? ben-
efiting both new and old member states.

2 Caliendo et al. (2021) refer to congestion effects “associated with the
strain put on local fixed factors and from a worsening of the terms of
trade associated with the downward pressure on wages...that nega-
tively impact high- and low-skilled households more than offsetting
the welfare gains from trade policy in EU-15 countries”.
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Other studies have explained the benefits of the acces-
sion into the Single Market through the analysis of the
border effect. Vermeulen (2022) found that five years after
the enlargement, firms in non-EU member states near a
new external EU border experienced a fall in sales of 40%
and in exports of 70% relative to firms near borders that
did not change. Firms on the EU side of the same border
experienced no such negative effect. This suggests that
establishing a common EU market affects not only firms
inside, but also those outside.

Trade integration

This section delves into the descriptive evidence of the
various dimensions of the enlargement, providing a com-
prehensive overview in terms of reduction in trade costs,
export and import shares, and integration in cross-border
supply chains.

Reduction in trade costs

One way to measure the process of integration is to ana-
lyse the progressive reduction of average bilateral trade
costs. The World Bank publishes a database of bilateral
trade costs between countries. By grouping all country
pairs and calculating the averages by year, we can get the
evolution of average trade costs within a group of coun-
tries and between groups, too. This way, we calculate
the evolution of average trade costs: between the EU10
(countries that joined on 1 May 2004) and the EU14 (coun-
tries which were already part of the Union, without the
UK); within the group EU10; and within the group EU14.
Figure 1 shows this trend between 1995 and 2021, the
most recent year for which data is available.

There has been a considerable reduction in trade costs
between the countries that joined the EU in 2004 and
those that were already part of the Union (green line); this
points to a clear path of convergence and integration. In
parallel, there has been a considerable reduction of trade
costs within the EU10 group (blue line), pointing to clear
benefits for the enlargement countries. These trends
started well before the official accession of 2004, proving
the importance of the accession process in driving inte-
gration within the Single Market, but it continued also af-
ter 2004, until reaching the same levels as within the EU14

group.

While average trade costs did pick up since 2019, this can
be mainly attributed to two specific cases (Luxembourg
and Cyprus) and hence is unlikely to constitute a sustained
reversal in trend. Questions remain about whether the post-
pandemic world is going to be less integrated, and what
sort of implications there may be for the Single Market.

Figure 1
Average trade costs, 1995-2021
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Notes: The indicator shows the evolution of an index calculated as the
average of all indices of bilateral trade costs, for each country pair within
each group. The green line shows the average of the country pairs across
the two groups. The EU10 are countries that joined the EU on 1 May 2004;
the EU14 are countries that were already part of the EU, without the UK.

Source: Author’s own elaboration on World Bank data.

Trade flows

We now look at the evolution of cross-border trade in
goods between the countries that joined the Single Mar-
ket in 2004 and those that were already part of it. While
total trade increased in absolute terms and as a share of
GDP, we adopt a more focused approach. We analyse the
evolution of the value of total trade between each country
pair and aggregate the results for the two blocs, to calcu-
late the respective import and export shares.

First of all, we find a difference in terms of levels: while the
EU14 is the main trade partner of the EU10, accounting
for more than half of total export and import, the oppo-
site is not true: the EU10 represents a lower share for the
EU14 (less than 10% in most recent years). However, this
is driven by a size effect, as the size of the group of coun-
tries that joined the EU in 2004, in terms of GDP, is about
one-tenth the size of the group that was already part of
the Union.

The second, and probably more important, observation
is that while the EU14 remains a relevant partner for the
EU10, its relative importance as a trade partner has ac-
tually decreased compared to the rest of the world. This
may seem counterintuitive; however, it is most likely linked
to the fact that the EU10 has been increasingly opening
up to the rest of the world, in particular after the acces-
sion. This is proved by the fact that the share of EU14 in
total EU10 imports and exports has been declining, while
the absolute value has been increasing as total trade has
increased. We could argue that the preparation for acces-
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Figure 2
Trade of EU10 with EU14 - Relevance by country
Share of EU14 in total exports (in %)
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Note: The EU10 are countries that joined the EU on 1 May 2004; the EU14 are countries that were already part of the EU, without the UK.

Source: Author’s own elaboration on IMF data.

sion has been the driver of fast trade integration with the
EU, and that the accession has been a kind of gateway for
global trade integration of the EU10.

On the other side, then, we see that, despite the initial low
level, the share of the EU10 in total EU14 imports and ex-
ports has been increasing steadily throughout the entire
period. This tells us that the EU10 is an increasingly rel-
evant trade partner for the EU14.

The country detail visualisation presented in Figure 2 con-
firms that for each country that joined the EU in 2004, the
share of the EU14 in total exports and imports is lower today

Figure 3
Trade of EU14 with EU10 - Relevance by country
Share of EU10 in total exports (in %)
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(or the most recent available data point) than at the moment
of the accession. The overall share remains particularly high
(above 40% in all cases, except for Cyprus’ exports), but
the trend suggests that the EU10 economies have indeed
been increasingly open towards the rest of the world.

On the side of the EU14 group of countries, the picture is
different: while the overall level remains lower, the most
recent data show the highest share of EU10 in total ex-
ports and imports (Figure 3). As one would expect, the
EU10 group is a significant trade partner for Austria, and
a significant source of imports for Germany. We analyse
this in more detail in the following subsection.
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These findings are generally consistent with what other
studies had found. In particular, Gilbert and Muchova
(2018) highlight that the EU10 economies have for the
most part been successful in increasing their export
competitiveness with respect to the EU market; electri-
cal machinery and parts, mechanical appliances and
vehicle parts are the sectors that have been most suc-
cessful in gaining market shares. They also claim that,
given the low growth rate of the EU14 relative to the rest
of the world, a strong reliance on EU markets could ac-
tually hurt the gain of market shares of the EU10 relative
to the world average. The trend of increasing openness
towards the rest of the world that we observe here might
be justified by this fact. In terms of business cycle syn-
chronisation, Beck (2020) finds that after the global fi-
nancial crisis, there has been a clear decoupling; in the
Central and Eastern European countries, the role of the
European factor has been decreasing, while regional
and country factors have been increasing.

Supply chain integration

A third element of the progressive integration of the EU10
into the EU Single Market is the participation in cross-bor-
der value chains. The more these economies integrated
into the Single Market, the more the companies in these
countries participated in cross-border value chains with
businesses that were already part of the Single Market
(EU14).

To test the extent to which this process took place, we
look at the share of value added produced in each EU14
country that was actually due to intermediate inputs that
originated from each EU10 country. We aggregate the
figures of each country pair and calculate the overall
share of value added produced by the EU14 countries,
which depends on intermediate inputs coming from the
EU10 group. Between 1995 (the first year for which data
are available) and 2020 (the latest year for which data
are available) the contribution by the EU10 to EU14 sup-
ply chains has more than doubled. In the specific case
of integration in manufacturing supply chains, this con-
tribution is even larger and has increased by a factor
of three; and between 2004 and 2020, the contribution
has almost doubled. It is interesting to note that in the
specific case of progressive integration in supply chains
within the Single Market, the process started well be-
fore the official accession and continued throughout the
2004-2020 period.

To dig deeper into the details of integration within the EU
supply chains, in particular in manufacturing, we ana-
lyse the specific sectoral detail for each country. In other
words, we look at how much each country in the EU10

Figure 4

Relevance of the Single Market for the provision of
intermediate inputs - sectoral and country detail
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Note: The figure shows the percentage of total value added produced (by
country and sector) that originates from intermediate inputs coming from
cross-border supply chains within the Single Market.

Source: Author’s own elaboration on OECD data.

group relies on the Single Market for sourcing its interme-
diate inputs. To do so, we calculate the value added pro-
duced by each country in each sector that is due to inter-
mediate inputs originating from other countries within the
Single Market, excluding domestic intermediate inputs.
This is therefore a measure of how important the Single
Market is as a source of strategic inputs.

Six sectors stand out for their highest reliance on the
Single Market (Figure 4). First of all, we observe that
manufacturing of motor vehicles, which is the most in-
tegrated sector within the Single Market, is also the one
in which most of the EU10 economies rely extensively
on intra-EU supply chains. Only in the case of Malta,
Cyprus and Estonia does manufacturing of machin-
eries seem to be more integrated with the rest of the
Single Market than motor vehicles. The third sector in
which the integration of the EU10 in the Single Market
has reached very high levels is manufacturing of elec-
trical equipment, followed by manufacturing of rubber
and plastics products. Finally, chemical products and
pharmaceuticals are the other two most integrated sec-
tors. This picture of the EU10 economies does not vary
greatly from the rest of the EU.

We now look at one specific case, that of the largest EU
economy, Germany, which has benefitted the most from

Intereconomics 2024 | 4



Figure 5
Participation in Germany’s supply chains
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Note: The indicator shows the percentage of total value of German ex-
ports that depends on intermediate inputs originating from other econo-
mies.

Source: Author’s own elaboration on OECD data.

integration with the EU10 bloc.® Germany has been in the
process of deepening economic integration, which has
led to the development of a dynamic supply chain within
Europe (the “Germany-Central European Supply Chain”)
with Czechia, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia in particular
(Elekdag et al., 2015). We analyse the extent to which the
German export-led economic model has relied on the in-
tegration of the EU10 countries into its supply chains over
time.

To this end, we study the so-called “backward participa-
tion in global value chains”, a measure of the extent to
which the exports of one country depend on intermedi-
ate inputs that this country sources from other countries
through integrated supply chains. In this specific case, we
analyse the value added share of German exports due to
inputs originating from the EU10 and compare it with the
share of the other major trading partners.

Figure 5 shows that the relative share of the EU10 almost
tripled between 1995 and 2020. During this period, the
relevance of the intermediate inputs provided by the EU10
to the German economy has overcome its traditional and
large trade partners such as Italy, France, the Netherlands
and the UK, to reach a level similar to that of to the Unit-
ed States. In 2020, the most recent year for which data

3 Dustmann et al. (2014) describe the German economic model, ex-
plaining how “to increase the competitiveness of its own final prod-
ucts, the manufacturing sector has made increased use of trade in-
tegration with Eastern European countries through inputs imported
from abroad, and far more so than other European countries”. In par-
ticular, the comparison showed a German reliance on inputs sourced
from the enlargement countries that was four times higher than that of
France and ltaly.
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are available, the relevance of inputs originating from the
EU10 for the German exports is slightly lower than those
originating from the United States and slightly higher than
those originating from China.

This striking result is even more significant when we con-
sider that the overall size of the EU10 bloc, in terms of
GDP, is about one-tenth the size of each of the two largest
economies of the world. This observation corroborates
the previous finding that the economies that joined the EU
in 2004 have deeply integrated into the Single Market.

Economic impact

The question then arises about the extent of the overall
economic impact of belonging to the EU Single Market.
Since the accession in 2004, the EU10 countries have
been among the fastest growing economies of the EU;
only Ireland’s economy grew at a faster rate than that of
Malta, and only two other economies out of those that
were already in the Union, namely Sweden and Luxem-
bourg, grew at a similar rate to the EU10 group. The bloc
altogether outperformed the other member states and
grew from representing 6.5% of the total EU economy to
9% today.

Even in terms of income per capita, all of the countries
that joined the EU in 2004 improved their conditions, in
most cases even outperforming the rest of the countries
that were already part of the Union. Nine EU10 countries
improved their position relative to the EU average since
the accession. All countries, except Cyprus, grew in that
period faster than the rest of the EU.

The difference between growth of the overall economy
and growth in relative per capita income is of course due
to population changes. In particular, in some countries,
the markedly positive change in relative per capita in-
come masks the fact that they also lost a relevant part of
the population due to emigration during the same period
(e.g. the case of Latvia). In others, the higher net migration
rate may reduce per capita income values (e.g. the case
of Malta and Cyprus).

Cohesion

A closer look at the territorial distribution of the posi-
tive growth performance of the EU10 countries unveils
significant dispersion in those countries in which the
accounts are available at the NUTS2 level (Figure 6). In
most of these countries, the drivers of growth have been
concentrated in metropolitan areas, while other areas
have lagged behind, with deepening interregional dis-
parities (European Commission, 2024). Poland exhibits
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Figure 6
Real GDP growth rate and dispersion at NUTS2 level,
2004-2022
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Note: The indicator shows the real GDP growth rate of each country, be-
tween 2004 and 2022, in percentage points, with the indication of the re-
gional dispersion within each country, at NUTS2 level.

Source: Author’s own elaboration on Eurostat data.

the greater disparity, as well as the best average growth
performance, after Malta. The dispersion of growth rates
is also considerable in Czechia and in Lithuania, where,
despite having only two NUTS2 regions, the difference
between the capital region and the other one is extreme-
ly large.

The broadly positive performance in terms of GDP and
income per capita has gone hand in hand with the pro-
gressive integration of the EU10 in the Single Market. This
integration has developed over time, starting well before
the official accession, and has led to these economies be-
ing central in cross-border value chains of manufacturing
sectors. Some studies have linked this progressive inte-
gration to the specific labour market conditions of these
economies, where more flexible and lower wages than in
the rest of the EU could have improved their cost com-
petitiveness, allowing them to reap the benefits of an inte-
grated market, very much in line with the ex ante expecta-
tions of Nahuis (2004).

Szymczak et al. (2022) find that wages in these countries
are higher when their industry is at the beginning of the
value chain or at the end than in the middle; in sectors
close to final demand, greater production fragmentation
is associated with lower wages. These findings point to
a more nuanced picture, in which the progressive struc-
tural transformation of the economy towards higher value

Figure 7
Labour share in EU10, 1995-2023
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Note: The indicator shows the adjusted wage share, in percentage of
GDP at current market prices.

Source: Author’s own elaboration on AMECO data.

added sectors might lead not only to higher growth but
also to better wages.

In order to disentangle this possible effect, we look at the
distribution of growth over time within the EU10 coun-
tries. At the macroeconomic level, the functional distri-
bution of income captures the extent to which growth is
shared between labour and capital in one country (Bow-
ley & Stamp, 1927; Samuelson, 1964; Johnson, 1954;
Kaldor, 1957).

We take the labour share of total GDP, which tends to
be rather stable over time, but with relevant variations in
case of structural changes in the economy, and calculate
the average for each country over the three decades for
which data are available. We therefore compute this aver-
age for the decade preceding the accession in the EU for
the first and for the second decades after the accession,
and compare each country with the EU average.

As shown in Figure 7, the EU10 countries joined the EU
with an average share of income accruing to labour,
which was lower than the EU average, with the notable
exception of Slovenia. Income polarisation was also
higher in these countries than in the ones that were al-
ready in the EU (Wang et al., 2017). Over time, however,
the structural transformation of the economies has led
in most cases to an increased labour share, in particular
during the most recent decade, bringing it closer to the
EU average. The exceptions to this trend are Hungary,
Poland and Cyprus, where the share has actually de-
creased in the recent decade.

Intereconomics 2024 | 4



Figure 8
Income quintile share ratio (S80/S20), 2005 and 2022
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Note: The indicator shows the adjusted wage share, in percentage of
GDP at current market prices.

Source: Author’s own elaboration on AMECO data.

In order to have a closer look at the possible effects of
these trends on income inequality, we analyse the in-
come quintile ratio (S80/S20). This indicator measures
income inequality by comparing the income of the top
20% (S80) of the population to the income of the bot-
tom 20% (S20). A decreasing income quintile ratio in-
dicates a reduction in income inequality, meaning that
the income gap between the richest and the poorest is
narrowing.

In all countries, the level of inequality, as measured by
this indicator, has decreased or remained stable be-
tween the accession into the EU and the latest year for
which data are available (Figure 8). The only exception
is Malta, where this ratio has slightly increased, but re-
maining in line with the EU average. The Baltic States
joined the EU with levels of income inequality consider-
ably higher than the EU average, but these levels have
decreased since.

Poland is a special case. Income inequality in Poland
decreased the most among all countries of the group
during the seventeen years considered, bringing it be-
low the EU average. However, Poland’s labour income
share fell the most in the period considered, which may
seem counterintuitive and certainly peculiar. One reason
for this may be linked to shifts in income sources: even in
the case of a falling labour income share, policies such
as social welfare programmes, progressive taxation and
minimum wage increases can lead to an increase in in-
come for lower-income groups. Another reason may be
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linked to the progressive increase in the relevance of the
financial sector in the economy and the transfer of in-
come from the real sector to it. If a large part of the pop-
ulation gains access to the financial sector and financial
income is more equally distributed, this may explain the
peculiar case of a falling share of income accruing to la-
bour and a contemporaneous decrease in inequality.

Model estimates of net impact

The positive absolute figures about economic growth,
however, do not provide precise information about the
growth impact of having accessed and integrated the
EU Single Market. Some ad hoc model-based analyses,
built on counterfactual simulations, can provide broad
estimations of the total benefits derived from the inte-
gration of each country in the Single Market.

Felbermayr et al. (2022) use a quantitative multi-country,
multi-sector trade model to estimate the welfare losses
of “undoing Europe”, in terms of the change in real con-
sumption in percentage of the level in the baseline year.
They look at different integration layers: the Single Mar-
ket, the common currency, the Schengen Area and free
trade agreements with third countries. By estimating this
cost of “undoing”, they provide an estimation of the ben-
efits of being part of the Union.

Like in most analyses of the relevance of a common mar-
ket for individual countries, the benefits are of course in-
versely related to the size of the economy (the smaller,
the higher the reliance on external markets). Overall, the
breakdown of the Single Market is clearly the most im-
pactful scenario, for the majority of member states: the
largest effects are observed for Malta (-14.6%), Hun-
gary (-8.2%), Slovakia (-8.1%), Czechia (-7.4%), Estonia
(=7.2%) and Slovenia (-6.8%). These can be considered
measures of the benefit of being integrated in the Single
Market.

Fontagne and Yotov (in press) use a state-of-the-art
structural gravity model to quantify the effect of the EU
on each member state’s real GDP. They too simulate a
scenario without the EU. For the EU10, the impact rang-
es from 4.7% of GDP for Poland to 6.6% for Slovakia.
Since the authors looked at gains from trade integration,
those gains can be viewed as a conservative measure,
because other effects through capital or labour mobility
or EU funding are not assessed or captured.

Conclusion

In retrospect, the 20 years following the enlargement of
the European Union in 2004 have provided ample evi-
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dence of the transformative power of integration within
the Single Market. This paper has examined the eco-
nomic impact of the EU10 member states’ accession,
shedding light on both the anticipated benefits and the
realised outcomes. Through a comprehensive analysis
of economic literature, empirical studies and descrip-
tive evidence, it becomes clear that the accession has
yielded significant benefits for both the new entrants and
the existing members of the Union.

The economic literature reviewed paints a picture of
optimistic prospects preceding the enlargement, with
ex ante analyses projecting substantial gains in GDP,
trade integration, growth, and employment opportuni-
ties, for both the acceding countries and the existing
members. These expectations were largely met, as
evidenced by ex post empirical analyses, which high-
light positive effects on GDP per capita, labour pro-
ductivity, export competitiveness and trade integration.
Moreover, the findings suggest that the enlargement
facilitated deeper integration into global supply chains,
enhancing the EU’s overall competitiveness in key in-
dustries.

At the macroeconomic level, the evidence presented in
this paper reveals a significant reduction in trade costs,
enhanced trade integration, and deepening participation
in cross-border value chains within the Single Market,
leading to positive structural transformations of these
economies. It also shows significant gains in terms of
GDP growth and income per capita among the EU10
countries, outpacing many of the other EU countries.
Model-based estimations further underscore the net
benefits of EU membership, revealing substantial wel-
fare gains from trade integration and the preservation of
the Single Market.

A few remaining challenges for EU10 countries refer to
interregional disparities, with better living standards
concentrated in metropolitan areas, and to socioeco-
nomic disparities, with the need to ensure inclusive eco-
nomic growth and a more equitable distribution of in-
come.

In conclusion, we can say that the countries that joined
the EU on 1 May 2004 have integrated progressively and
steadily into the Single Market and today make a signifi-
cant contribution to the value added produced in the EU.
This has generated economic benefits for both new and
old member states. As we look to the future, the impor-
tant lesson that can inform the next waves of enlarge-
ment is that integration in the Single Market is a continu-
ous process that begins during the accession prepara-
tion and produces immediate tangible effects.
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