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The year 2004 saw the largest enlargement of the European Union (EU) with the 

accession of 10 new countries, mainly from Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). This process 

was accompanied by both great hopes and fears, as the EU accepted less developed countries 

and undertook to support them under the principles of economic, social, and territorial 

cohesion (Kosiedowski, 2008a, p. 11). The aforementioned backwardness resulted from many 

factors, among which we can list (Głąbicka and Grewiński, 2005, p. 19): differences in the 

endowment of regions in natural resources and the quality of the environment, demographic 

and population density differences, different institutional and policy models that affected the 

attraction of capital, innovation and investment, the age structure of the population and labor 

force participation, economic structure and the level of production and income, as well as the 

level of education, consumption and unemployment rates. All these factors can significantly 

determine regional (socio-economic) development and contribute to the differentiation of 

welfare measured by the level of production/income and the situation in the labor market. 

The EU's response to the challenges associated with the accession of new countries was the 

reorientation of the European regional policy (cohesion policy), the impact of which has an 

important influence on the processes taking place in the international, national, and regional 

dimensions - both in relations within the EU and shaping its position on the global arena 

(Slugocki, 2013, p. 9). The main financial instrument for shaping the EU regional policy is the 

structural funds, and the funds derived from them are intended to eliminate the differences 

in the development of individual regions, creating conditions and supporting stable and 

sustainable development of the economies of individual member states and the EU economy. 

Thanks to structural funds the conditions were created for carrying out necessary reforms and 

adaptation processes allowing for the efficient functioning of both the EU administrative 

structures and the Single European Market (SEM) and in effect the Economic and Monetary 

Union (Klimowicz, 2010, p. 5). 

The subject of this dissertation is the impact of EU structural funds (European Regional 

Development Fund (ERDF) and European Social Fund (ESF)) on the socio-economic 

development of regions in the countries that joined the EU in 2004 (Czech Republic, Estonia, 

Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia). 

The concept analyzed in the paper is socio-economic development, which is the result 

of economic growth, economic development, and social development, and according to the 

author of this dissertation, one of the best definitions is presented by Kupiec (1995, p. 23), 
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who believes that socio-economic development is "a process of positive quantitative and 

qualitative changes involving the increase and improvement of existing and the emergence of 

new phenomena in the sphere of all economic, cultural and social activities". 

The choice of the topic of the work was dictated by theoretical and empirical 

considerations. In the theoretical layer, it should be pointed out that the study of EU regional 

policy and the impact of its instruments on the socio-economic development of regions (in 

different perspectives) is an area of interest in many studies (Bache and Jones, 2000; Bachtler 

and McMaster, 2008; Becker et al, 2010, 2012, 2013; Bloom and Petrova, 2013; Boldrin and 

Canova, 2001; Bourne, 2003; Bouvet and Dall'erba, 2010; Cappelen et al, 2003a; Churski, 

2004b; Crescenzi and Giua, 2014; Dall'erba and Le Gallo, 2007, 2008; Dellmuth, 2011; 

Dominicis, 2014; Ederveen et al, 2006; Fratesi and Perucca, 2014; Gorzelak et al, 2018; 

Kawecka-Wyrzykowska, 2014; Kudrycka, 2009; Le Gallo et al, 2011; Mohl and Hagen, 2010b; 

Mohl, 2016a; Murzyn, 2018; Percoco, 2017; Puigcerver-Peñalver, 2007; Ramajo et al, 2008; 

Rodríguez-Pose and Fratesi, 2004; Rodríguez-Pose and Novak, 2013; Smetowski, 2013; 

Tomova et al, 2013). Despite the analyses undertaken in this research area, there is still no 

clear answer to the question - of whether and how European regional policy affects the socio-

economic development of regions? The results of numerous empirical studies on the research 

problem undertaken in this paper do not provide a clear answer to the question posed. There 

are both studies indicating a positive influence of structural funds on socio-economic 

development and results showing a negative relationship between these categories or 

indicating the lack of any relationship between them. One of the reasons for undertaking work 

on this issue was the creation of a new data source from the European Commission, which 

contains the exact amounts received by individual EU regions (at the NUTS-2 level) under the 

Structural Funds. 

The main objective of this paper is to determine the mechanism of structural funds' 

influence on the socio-economic development of European Union regions. The following 

specific objectives were subordinated to the realization of the general objective: 

• presentation and analysis of theoretical achievements and empirical research on 

socio-economic development and the influence of structural funds on it, 

• presentation of genesis and evolution of EU regional policy 

• Development of a concept of a synthetic indicator for the level of socio-economic 

development of regions, 
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• identification of strength and direction of structural funds' influence on socio-

economic development. 

The paper formulates the following research hypotheses: 

H1: The impact of structural funds on the socio-economic development of regions is 

subject to the law of diminishing returns. 

H2: Structural funds increase regional resources of determinants of socio-economic 

development. 

H3: The direction and strength of the impact of structural funds on socio-economic 

development depend on the degree of use of regional resources in economic 

processes. 

The basis for empirical verification of the formulated hypotheses was a study using 

econometric methods conducted for 41 regions at the NUTS-2 level (according to the division 

of 2013) in countries that joined the EU in 2004. The time scope of the study covered the years 

2007-2018 and was dictated by the availability of statistical data and the possibility of 

considering the EU financial perspective for the years 2007-2013. The inclusion of the years 

2014-2018 was since structural funds are accounted for according to the "n+2" rule, and their 

potential impact does not include only the year in which they were paid, but also subsequent 

years. 

The dissertation has a theoretical and empirical character. The content of the 

dissertation consists of an introduction, four chapters, a conclusion, a statistical appendix, a 

literature list, diagrams, graphs, and tables. The layout of this dissertation and its content are 

subordinated to the purpose of the work and the specific objectives. 

The first chapter discusses the theoretical basis of issues related to socio-economic 

development, with particular emphasis on the regional context. The chapter presents various 

methods of measuring and indicators of socio-economic development and its determinants. 

The second chapter contains a discussion of European regional policy and its links with 

other policies pursued by the EU. In this part of the work, the genesis of the EU regional policy 

is presented together with the distinction of its objectives adopted in different periods of 

implementation. The chapter also presents the principles of functioning of the Structural 

Funds along with the determination of their financial importance in the total EU expenditure. 

The last part of the chapter presents the results of empirical research on the role of the 

European regional policy in regional development. 
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The third chapter is devoted to the description of the methodology of the empirical 

study undertaken in this paper. This chapter contains an analytical scheme of the empirical 

study which distinguishes three stages of econometric analysis, characteristics of indicators 

used, presentation of research hypotheses, and discussion of applied methods of econometric 

analysis. 

The fourth chapter contains a discussion of the results of the empirical study 

conducted. The first part of the chapter presents the level of socio-economic development in 

the analyzed regions using the synthetic indicator of socio-economic development (SWR) 

constructed by the author. The second part of the chapter contains a comparative analysis of 

the streams of structural funds obtained by the regions under study. The last part of the 

chapter presents detailed results of empirical verification of the formulated research 

hypotheses together with the resulting conclusions. The last part of the chapter presents 

detailed results of empirical verification of the formulated research hypotheses along with the 

resulting conclusions. 

The research and analysis done in this paper allow us to draw several conclusions, both 

of theoretical and practical nature. Based on theoretical concepts, it was possible to link socio-

economic development with the following factors: economies of scale and agglomeration, 

human capital, social capital, material and financial capital, technological and organizational 

innovation, and trade. Thanks to the conducted literature review, it was also possible to 

conclude that the nature of the impact of structural funds on regional development in the 

countries that joined the EU in 2004 has been insufficiently recognized in the empirical studies 

conducted so far using econometric methods. Besides, it should also be noted that in the 

literature there is no model set of indicators of socio-economic development of regions, 

therefore a new measure was proposed - a synthetic indicator of socio-economic 

development (SWR), using which it is possible to measure the level of socio-economic 

development of a region. 

SWR indicator allowed distinguishing more and less developed regions. In the course 

of the empirical study, it was found that there is no clear correlation between the level of 

socio-economic development of a region and the number of received funds, which may be the 

starting point for a discussion on possible changes in the criteria for awarding individual 

amounts of aid to EU regions.  
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The verification of the research hypotheses allowed us to draw the following 

conclusions: 

In terms of the level of socio-economic development, the central regions (Prague, 

Mazovia, Bratislava, and Central Hungary) stood out positively, which may confirm the views 

of the authors of the theory of polarization, according to which development is a phenomenon 

occurring unevenly in space and concentrated in certain areas.  

The division of regions into groups according to the amount of absorbed structural 

funds and the level of socio-economic development and the rate of its change shows that in 

the analyzed period there was no simple relationship between these categories. This 

conclusion applies to both the funds transferred under the European Regional Development 

Fund and the European Social Fund.  

There are no grounds for rejecting the research hypothesis according to which the 

impact of structural funds on the socio-economic development of regions is subject to the law 

of diminishing returns. However, it should be emphasized that this conclusion applies only to 

low-start regions and is limited only to the impact of the European Regional Development 

Fund on the synthetic indicator of socio-economic development. This hypothesis was not 

positively verified in the scope relating to the impact of the European Social Fund on the socio-

economic development of the studied regions, 

A significant factor determining the impact of European Social Fund streams on 

regional development was the size of its resources accumulated in individual regions. 

The results of the econometric analysis conducted in the second stage of the study give 

grounds to reject the hypothesis formulated in the dissertation, according to which the 

structural funds increase the regional resources of factors determining socio-economic 

development. The results obtained, however, may indicate that the relationship between 

structural funds and regional resources of determinants of socio-economic development is 

not linear, but subject to the law of decreasing or increasing revenues - the impact of funds 

on these factors may therefore change from positive to negative (or vice versa) with a change 

in the saturation of the region with these funds. 

Based on the recorded results, it was concluded that categories such as total 

employment, persons employed in science and technology, the employment rate of persons 

with higher education, and the gap in the labor market determine the direction and strength 

of the impact of structural funds on socio-economic development. The reasons for this can be 
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found in the views of representatives of the new growth theory, who indicate that the most 

important factors determining regional development are human and material capital, the level 

of technology development, and trade. 

Summarizing the results of the empirical study, it can be concluded that socio-

economic development in the regions of the countries admitted to the EU in 2004 is shaped, 

among others, by the structural funds. However, it should be emphasized that this influence 

is non-linear, and the relationship between structural funds and regional development and its 

areas is more complex and subject to the law of disproportionate income. In addition, not only 

the current streams of these funds but also their resources accumulated in the past play an 

important role in the development of regions. This means that the analysis of the research 

problem undertaken in this paper should cover the longest possible time horizon. It should 

also be emphasized that the function of structural funds is not to directly affect the socio-

economic development of regions but to create conditions for its further occurrence.  

In conclusion, it can be said that during deliberations, research, and obtained results 

both the assumed specific objectives and the main objective of the dissertation were realized.  

Theoretical considerations and empirical research carried out in the study allow us to 

indicate the directions of further analysis: 

• inclusion in the empirical study of countries grouped according to other criteria 

(e.g. countries that joined the EU in 2004 vs. countries of the so-called old 

Union or high GDP per capita vs. low GDP per capita), 

• Modifying the components of the synthetic indicator of socio-economic 

development and increasing their number, 

• Extending empirical research with new variables (e.g., through the emergence 

of an updated set of statistical data published by relevant agencies), 

• making comparisons concerning other periods, 

• considering in the empirical study the characteristics of regions, such as 

historical background, market structure, national and international linkages, 

demographic situation, or geographical conditions. 
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