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Abstract: This article introduces the Sub-state Autonomy Scale (SAS), an indicator and 

database for autonomy demands and statutes at the sub-state level. The usefulness of the SAS 

comes with two analytical properties. First, it allows evaluating autonomy in kind (whether 

competences are administrative or legislative), in degree (how much each dimension is present) 

and by competences (as a function of the extent of comprised policy domains) at the same time. 

Second, it can be used for analysing both autonomy demands and statutes. Taken together, the 

two aim at a refined analysis of sub-state mobilization and restructuring as well as their 

interplay. 
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Introduction 

 

In the last century, many formerly centralized states considerably restructured their territorial 

organization by transferring political competences from the state to sub-state entities (Keating, 

2017). In some instances, this decentralization followed functional ambitions to provide public 

goods at the most efficient scale. In others, it was the fruit of political contestation between the 

state and sub-state actors seeking recognition and power for regional political communities 

(Hooghe & Marks, 2016). Also, while in some cases the sub-state restructuring was limited to 

administrative decentralization, in others it went as far as to confer full legislative powers. The 

different regional political spaces that resulted from this variety of trajectories and powers, and 

its consequences for sub-state identities, institutions, interests and policies, have attracted 

significant attention from both regionalism scholars who examine the phenomenon itself (Allen 

& Cochrane, 2007; Aray, 2019) and comparatists who want to control for it (Loughlin, Kincaid 

& Swenden, 2013). 

To enable a systematic study of these questions, numerous efforts have been made to 

develop indicators accounting for the depth of decentralization statutes (Harguindéguy, Cole & 

Pasquier, 2021). More recently and fewer in number, indicators assessing the extent of 

decentralization demands by political parties have also been created. Despite their increasing 

in quality, there are two analytical properties that existing indicators do not yet comprise. First, 

none allows one to assess decentralization in kind (i.e., distinguish between different types of 

autonomy), in degree (i.e., distinguish between different extents of autonomy) and by 

competences (i.e. for various policy fields) at the same time. Second, they concern either 

decentralization statutes or demands, but there is no indicator available for both.  

When considering that differences in power and in political dynamics come not only with 

gradual but also with qualitative (administrative versus legislative) autonomy differences as 

well as with the depth of controlled policy fields; and when considering that the interplay 

between autonomy demands and statutes provides important insights for the evolution of sub-

state restructuring (McLean, 2001), there is a clear need for an indicator to incorporate these 

properties when studying these issues. Based on this observation (coming with the needs of my 

own research), I created the Sub-state Autonomy Scale (SAS), a 0-1 ratio relying on three 

dimensions of autonomy (group rights, self-rule and shared rule) that allows for the evaluation 

of sub-state autonomy demands and statutes in kind, in degree and by competences at the same 

time. It is suitable for regression, set-theoretic and qualitative analyses. At this stage, it is 

available for sub-state entities in Belgium, Spain and the United Kingdom between 1707 and 

2020 (starting dates vary across countries, see below). Updates and extensions are possible. 

The remainder of the article is structured as follows. The next section is dedicated to the 

review of existing indicators of sub-state autonomy statutes and demands. In the third section, 

the conception of the SAS is introduced, together with its database. The fourth section illustrates 

how the SAS measures the evolution of autonomy in different cases compared to existing 

indicators and how it allows to directly compare autonomy demands and statutes in a unified 

framework. The article concludes with a reflection on the main strengths and limitations of the 

SAS, as well as on the perspectives it provides for the study of contemporary sub-state 

mobilization and restructuring. 
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Measurements of sub-state autonomy 

 

The increasing interest in measuring sub-state autonomy statutes and demands comes with two 

developments. The last 50 years have witnessed an increasing demand and conferral of political 

autonomy below the state level, which was followed by an equally increasing scholarly interest 

in understanding the determinants and consequences of the visibly varying types and degrees 

of demanded and enacted political decentralization (Keating, 2017). At the same time, political 

science has become increasingly comparative and experienced a revived interest for (regional) 

institutions and party politics since the 2000s (Erk & Swenden, 2010; Hepburn, 2009). 

Taken together, both developments led to the creation of about 25 decentralization 

indicators that inspired Harguindéguy, Cole and Pasquier (2021) to provide a comprehensive 

review. More recently and fewer in number, scholars interested in party politics started to create 

indicators that assess the type and extent of autonomy demands by national or regional(ist) 

parties. This section reviews those that measure the type or degree of regional (not local) 

autonomy with a generalist approach (i.e., accounting for more than one policy field). Doing 

so, it explains why a new indicator – measuring autonomy not only in kind, in degree and by 

competences at the same time but also allowing to directly compare autonomy demands and 

statutes in a unified framework – is needed. 

 

Existing indicators measuring autonomy statutes and demands 

 

For autonomy statutes, 10 indicators measuring the type or degree of regional autonomy with a 

generalist approach were identified, as listed in Table 1. When comparing them, four main 

lessons can be drawn. First, excepting the Regional Authority Index (RAI), which analyses 

regional tiers of government, all indicators are measured at the country-level (with the 

Autonomy Index (AI) accounting for regional asymmetry). Second, while most measure 

autonomy foremost in degree (those by Lijphart (2012 [1999]) and Treisman (2002) could also 

be used as categorical in-kind measurements), the Unitarism-Federalism Scale and the AI are 

the only ones to assess autonomy in both degree and kind at the same time. Third, the RAI and 

AI are the only indicators that try to account for varying degrees of competences. Fourth, the 

RAI stands out in both cross-sectional (728 regions/tiers) and longitudinal comparison (68 

annual measurements). 

For autonomy demands, three indicators assessing the type or degree of autonomy 

demanded by national or regional political parties were identified, also listed in Table 1: the 

Chapel Hill Expert Survey, the Ethnopolitics and Party Competition dataset, and the Regionalist 

Party Ideology Scale. When comparing these, three more points stand out. First, all indicators 

are party-level studies, which is probably the most suitable approach given the heterogenous 

agency of sub-state entities and valid constructivist warnings against essentialization (Paasi & 

Metzger, 2017). Second, while the Chapel Hill Expert Survey and Ethnopolitics and Party 

Competition dataset scales measure demands in degree, the Regionalist Party Ideology Scale 

relies on a typology with in-kind distinctions. Third, while the former two stand out in cross-

sectional comparison (22/31 countries), the latter does so in longitudinal (56 years). 

 



Table 1. Pre-existing indicators of sub-state autonomy statutes and demands 

Name Reference Unit of analysis Observation Indicator Included cases Period 

Indices evaluating regional autonomy statutes 
       

Institutional Autonomy 

Index 

Lane and Ersson 

(1999 [1987]) 

Countries Degree of decentralized 

autonomy 

10-point 

index 

18 European countries 1945-1999 

(punctual) 
       

Federalism and 

Decentralization Index 

Lijphart (2012 

[1999]) 

Countries Degree of federalism and 

decentralization 

5-point 

index 

36 countries worldwide 1945-2010 

(evolution-based) 
       

Unitarism-Federalism 

Scale 

Keman (2000) Countries State structure and 

decentralization degree 

Continuous 

(-1.23–1.72) 

18 European and 

OECD countries 

2000 

(punctual) 
       

Party Government Index Woldendorp, Keman 

and Budge (2000) 

Countries Degree of independence 

of decision-making 

8-point 

index 

37 European and 

OECD countries  

1945-1998 

(punctual) 
       

Decision-making 

Decentralization Index 

Treisman (2002) Countries Degree of decentralized 

authority 

3-point 

index 

133 countries worldwide Mid-1990s 

(punctual) 
       

Institutional 

Decentralization Index 

Arzaghi and 

Henderson (2005) 

Countries Degree of decision- and 

fiscal decentralization 

0-4 

index 

48 countries worldwide 1960-1995 

(quinquennial) 
       

Political Decentralizat-

ion Index 

Brancati (2006) Countries Degree of decentralized 

competences 

5-point 

index 

30 countries worldwide 1985-2000 

(annual) 
       

Index of Decentralizat-

ion 

AER and BAK 

(2009) 

Regions Degree of decision- and 

financial decentralization 

0-100 

index 

29 European countries 

(234 regions)  

2009 

(punctual) 
       

Regional Authority 

Index 

Hooghe et al. (2016) Regional tiers of government with 

an average population ≥ 150 000 

Degree of self- and of 

shared rule 

30-point 

index 

96 countries worldwide 

(728 regions/tiers) 

1950-2018 

(annual) 
       

Autonomy Index Dardanelli (2019) Countries – with regional specifi-

cations in case of asymmetries 

Decentralization degree of 

unitary and federal states 

14-point 

index 

15 European countries 

(22 regional tier types) 

1950-2015 

(quinquennial) 
       

Indices evaluating regional autonomy demands 
       

Chapel Hill Expert 

Survey 

Bakker et al. (2015) Political parties on the national 

level 

Degree of regional and 

local decentralization 

11-point 

scale 

14-31 European countr. 

(143-268 parties) 

1999-2014 

(quin-punctual) 
       

Regionalist Party 

Ideology Scale 

Massetti and Schakel 

(2016) 

Regionalist parties Regionalist ideology type 4-point 

index 

11 OECD countries 

(78 parties) 

1944-2010 

(each election) 
       

Ethnopolitics and Party 

Competition Scales 

Szöcsik and Zuber 

(2015)  

Political parties represented in 

parliament 

Degree of terr. autonomy 

and ethnonationalism 

11-point 

scale 

22 European countries 

(210/222 parties) 

2011-2017 

(bi-punctual) 

Note: For an approach measuring ‘territorial political capacity’ rather than autonomy or authority, see Cole et al. (2018). For data on federal entities’ policy autonomy in various fields without 

operationalization as indicator, see Dardanelli et al. (2018). For a dataset with regionalist parties’ position on various types of territorial demands and their framing without operationalization as 

indicator, see Elias et al. (2021). 

Sources: Schakel (2008), Dardanelli (2019), Harguindéguy, Cole and Pasquier (2021) and own research for autonomy statutes; own research for autonomy demands. 
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With the help of these measurements, scholars were able to identify the overall 

trajectories, logics and structural reasons for de- and re-centralization in many regions of the 

world from the middle of the last century (Arzaghi & Henderson, 2005; Dardanelli et al., 2018; 

Hooghe & Marks, 2016; Lane & Ersson, 1999 [1987]; Lijphart, 2012 [1999]; Shair-Rosenfield 

et al., 2021; Treisman, 2002; Woldendorp, Keman & Budge, 2000). The measurements also 

made it possible to look into the consequences of decentralization, for example, on policy 

performance (Keman, 2000), economic growth (AER & BAK, 2009; Filippetti & Sacchi, 2016) 

or corruption (Neudorfer & Neudorfer, 2015). The measurement of autonomy demands, in turn, 

was associated with that of autonomy statutes when explaining how decentralization impacts 

regionalist party strength (Brancati, 2006; Massetti & Schakel, 2017) and ideological 

radicalization (Massetti & Schakel, 2016). It was studied for itself when showing how 

regionalist party positions vary based on ethnic voting, ethnic party competition and the relative 

importance of different policy issues (Zuber & Szöcsik, 2015). 

 

Why another indicator for measuring autonomy statutes and demands? 

 

When looking at the decentralization processes that many formerly centralized states have 

undergone in the last 50 years, changes in kind (i.e., distinguishing between different types of 

autonomy), in degree (i.e., distinguishing between different extents of autonomy) and by 

competences (i.e., for various policy fields) appear of considerable political importance. In 

Belgium, for example, federalism and the legislative competences that came with it have been 

the ‘f-word’ of politics from their first mention in the 1900s until after the first state reforms in 

the 1970s and 1980s. Since then, the country has seen five more heavily debated state reforms 

with incremental competence enlargements in fewer than 45 years (Deschouwer, 2012). 

‘Devolution’ of legislative powers in the United Kingdom was equally contested from the 1920s 

to the 1990s – even within Scotland and Wales. After their statutes had been in place, they were 

extended twice for both of them following regionalist pressures (Deacon, 2012). In Spain, it 

was only after important regional mobilization in the 1970s and 1980s that autonomy statutes 

with legislative powers were envisioned for entities other than the so-called ‘historic’ 

communities of Catalonia, the Basque Country or Galicia. Once again, two competence 

extensions have fuelled political discussions (Moreno, 2002). In centralized cases such as 

metropolitan France, in turn, demands for regional legislative autonomy have been repeatedly 

rejected until today – even when faced with violent upheavals such as Corsica, whose 

assembly’s acts still need national parliamentary assent to acquire legal force (Kernalegenn & 

Pasquier, 2018). 

One could go on with this illustration, but two points should become clear. First, 

decentralizing administrative competences and decentralizing legislative competences are very 

different things. With legislative institutions come sub-state policies that can shape different 

sub-state interests and identities. Second, once legislative institutions are in place, the 

distribution of competences between the state and sub-state level is of critical importance and 

can lead to considerable tensions between both levels (Toubeau & Wagner, 2015). 

The two existing indicators of sub-state autonomy statutes that stood out in the preceding 

review are the RAI and the AI. Yet even these most advanced indicators do not, despite their 

merits pointed out below, fully allow the capture of the political dynamics described above. 
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While the RAI provides an impressively detailed additive account of a region’s degree of 

decentralization on 30 points, it does not specify their relative position vis-à-vis a qualitative 

anchor that would allow to distinguish administrative from legislative powers. All self-rule 

components (institutional depth, policy scope, fiscal autonomy, borrowing autonomy and 

representation) are indeed added up irrespective of regions’ legislative capacity (Hooghe et al., 

2016, p. 106). This leads, for example, to entities with administrative competences such as the 

French regions (1986-2010) to score 10 on self-rule, while entities with legislative competences 

such as the Flemish or Walloon regions (1980-1988) in Belgium score 7 and 6 respectively. 

The French score is higher because of the fiscal and borrowing autonomy of the regions, which 

were at that time absent in Belgium. Yet, the Belgian regions enjoyed legislative competences 

in different policy fields. Now, one may just want to operationalize things differently based on 

the RAI’s policy scope dimension that distinguishes between ‘very week authoritative 

competences’ (0) and ‘authoritative competences’ in several extending policy sectors (1-3) (p. 

28). By ‘authoritative’, the authors mean ‘having the capacity to develop binding rules through 

legislation or executive orders’ (p. 67). However, this does not capture the difference between 

administrative and legislative competences because the French regions (1986-2010) obtain the 

same score (2) as Flanders (1980-1988), while Wallonia (1980-1988) even gets a smaller one 

(1). 

When we look at the way the RAI captures competence enlargements, we see that the 

policy scope dimension distinguishes between economic policy, cultural–educational policy, 

welfare policy and special competences such as residual powers, police, own institutional set-

up and local government. Score 1 is given for ‘authoritative’ competences in one of the above. 

Score 2 is given for two of the above. Score 3 is given for special competences and two others 

of the above. Score 4 is given when, furthermore, there are competences over immigration, 

citizenship and right of domicile. While this covers an impressive variety of competences, one 

should note that having some competences in one domain qualifies as being competent in it. In 

other words, there is no account for how much decentralization in each domain occurred. This 

leads entities such as the Spanish autonomous communities (1982-2010) to score 3 for their 

policy scope, although most of their competences are only partial. Furthermore, the 1992 

extension remains unnoticed because there were pre-existing competences in the extended 

fields (education and health care, see Machado, 1992). An entity such as Scotland (1999-2010) 

equally scores 3 on the policy scope dimension, although its devolved policy areas were much 

more comprehensive than the Spanish ones (Cairney, 2011). 

The AI, in turn, varies a little less (14 points, with 7 additional half-points) but is 

conceived in such a way that the point-8 anchor distinguishes between administrative and 

legislative autonomy. In addition, when assessing policy autonomy (0-7 points), it accounts for 

whether sub-state entities have concurrent or exclusive competences in one or at least two ‘key 

areas of government’ (economic policy, cultural-educational policy, welfare state policy) 

(Dardanelli, 2019, pp. 280, 285). Concurrent primary law-making powers are worth 3.5 points 

when extending to one area. They are worth 4 when extending to two. Exclusive primary law-

making powers are worth 5 points when extending to one area. They are worth 6 when 

extending to two. The score is further increased by half a point when sub-state entities have 

control over either civil and criminal law, police, the judiciary or local government, or when 

they have a veto on central government decisions affecting the entity. It is decreased by half a 
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point when the central government can veto sub-state decisions. While this constitutes a 

considerable advancement towards a more accurate assessment of the extent of competences 

held by sub-state entities, extensions are not captured if a sub-state entity already possesses 

competences in two of the three areas. For example, the Spanish autonomous communities 

score 4.5 on the policy autonomy dimension from 1985 to 2015 – without an increase between 

1990 and 1995 for the 1992 reform mentioned above. In Belgium, the federal entities score 6.5 

on the policy autonomy dimension from 2010 to 2015 – without an increase for the sixth state 

reform in 2014 which conferred further competences in the social security sector. Two more 

caveats deserve mentioning. On the one hand, the coding is expressed in quinquennial intervals, 

which makes it more difficult to account for their precise historical occurrence. In addition, 

given that areas are frequently subject to shared competences, the comparison of state and sub-

state competences in a particular policy field could be further refined. 

For indicators of sub-state autonomy demands, although significant progress has been 

made in recent years, existing measurements are less sophisticated than for autonomy statutes. 

While the Regionalist Party Ideology Scale comprises four in-kind differentiations, the Chapel 

Hill Expert Survey question and the Ethnopolitics and Party Competition scales provide relative 

in degree differentiations, but none combines both in kind and in degree differentiations or 

explicitly looks for particular policy fields. 

Finally, one should note that there is hitherto no decentralization indicator with data 

available for both autonomy demands and statutes. Yet, it has been shown that decentralization 

reforms have often been enacted following political pressures by regionalist parties (Hepburn, 

2009; Toubeau, 2018), while decentralization has, at the same time, the potential to create new 

demands (Erk & Anderson, 2009). To disentangle these dynamics, research on sub-state 

mobilization and restructuring would clearly benefit from an indicator available for both 

autonomy demands and statutes. 

Now, to avoid any misunderstanding, the argument is not that existing indicators are 

flawed or henceforth useless – on the contrary. That the RAI and AI do not account for all 

competence extensions comes with the advantages of parsimony if their degree of precision is 

sufficient for specific research (especially when needing a broad cross-sectional coverage such 

as that of the RAI). Furthermore, that the RAI and the AI do not account for autonomy demands, 

and that the three demand indicators do not account for autonomy statutes, comes with the fact 

that they were not designed to do so. The argument is that research problems that look into 

political dynamics that are influenced (1) by the qualitative distinction between administrative 

and legislative autonomy and by competence distributions and extensions; or (2) by the 

interplay of autonomy demands and statutes, can be resolved more meaningfully with an 

indicator such as the SAS. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



8 

The Sub-state Autonomy Scale 

 

Conception 

 

The conception of the SAS required three conceptual and methodological steps, presented 

hereunder: (1) defining the concept of sub-state autonomy; (2) operationalizing its dimensions; 

and (3) translating the operationalized dimensions into a scale measuring the defined concept. 

Concept. The SAS aims to capture what prerogatives sub-state entities demand and 

obtain to become more ‘autonomous’. Etymologically, ‘autonomy’ means living according to 

one’s own rules (Greek: ‘auto’ meaning ‘self; ‘nomos’ meaning ‘rule’/‘law’). Therefore, sub-

state autonomy is defined here as the ‘legal prerogatives allowing a political entity below the 

state level to live according to its own rules’. 

Three types of prerogatives allow a political entity to become more autonomous: group 

rights, shared rule and self-rule (Barter, 2018). Group rights allow a political community to 

preserve its culture and use its language in the main state institutions (e.g., administration, 

education, judiciary) – provided that these are different from the rest of society. Shared rule 

allows an entity to co-determine decisions taken for the state as a whole. Self-rule prerogatives, 

finally, allow an entity to take decisions for itself alone.  

Depending on how broadly autonomy is conceived, the prerogatives that are associated 

with it differ. A narrow approach, such as the one Dardanelli (2019) uses for his AI, only 

includes self-rule because it is the only prerogative allowing a sub-state entity to take decisions 

on their own. A broader approach recognizes that shared rule allows (co-)determination of the 

rules according to which one lives and should be added to self-rule. This is what Hooghe et al. 

(2016) do with their RAI. The present approach goes even further by considering that decisions 

taken outside the sub-state entity can also render it more autonomous when allowing a political 

community to integrate society while preserving its own language and culture. For the SAS, 

autonomy is hence conceived as encompassing self-rule, shared rule and group rights. Despite 

this broader approach, it needs to be taken into consideration that these dimensions weight 

differently in rendering an entity autonomous: with self-rule prevailing over shared rule, which 

prevails over group rights. This reflects in the scaling below. 

Operationalization. Group rights can be operationalized based on different prerogatives 

with gradually increasing importance. Being recognized by the state (in law or practice) as a 

relevant political group (not only as an administrative division) is one thing. Being allowed to 

use an own different language in primary education, secondary education, administrations, the 

judiciary and supporting cultural distinctiveness is another. For the SAS, when one to three of 

the former prerogatives are involved, cultural and linguistic facilities are considered to be 

partial. When four to five are involved, cultural and linguistic facilities are considered to be 

advanced. When sub-state entities do not have such specificities, this dimension is only of 

limited relevance and not taken into consideration. 

Shared rule, in turn, can be operationalized based on co-decision power in different 

institutions. The SAS accounts for the two most important ones, namely the state parliament 

and the executive. Since degrees of influence within these institutions can vary, whether sub-

state entities only have a guaranteed representation in them or if their support is also required 

to take decisions, that is, if they have veto powers, is accounted for. 
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Self-rule, finally, involves a variety of operationalizable sub-dimensions. Its depth is 

determined by the capacities of institutions and their policy scope. For institutional capacities, 

one can rely on the distinction between ‘administrative’ and ‘legal’ self-rule. 

Administrative self-rule allows sub-state entities to implement policies whose content has 

been determined by state institutions. Three types with increasing importance exist. (1) 

Executive administration allows the implementation of policies through a sub-state ministry, 

but as determined by state institutions. (2) Advisory administration, in addition, allows for the 

voicing of sub-state concerns through an own representative body. (3) Discretionary 

administration allows sub-state entities to decide themselves how they implement 

predetermined policies. Furthermore, administrative autonomy increases in function with the 

controlled policy areas, with fiscal and borrowing autonomy and with institutions’ legitimacy. 

While executive administration relies only on an own ministry, advisory and discretionary self-

rule can come with an elected assembly that deepens the popular ownership. Discretionary 

administration can even involve an own executive. 

Legislative self-rule, in turn, allows to determine directly the content of specific policies. 

Its scope increases with four features. (1) Institutional legitimacy (own assembly and executive) 

deepens popular ownership. (2) Controlled policy fields determine institutions’ room for 

manoeuvre. The SAS accounts for: culture; education; social and sanitary affairs; territorial 

affairs; economy; social security; citizenship and immigration; and five special areas of 

government (local government, police, defence, penal and civil law, judicial system). Table A1 

in the supplemental online appendices comprises their detailed content. (3) Fiscal and 

borrowing autonomy determine how independent from state resources a sub-state entity is. (4) 

Statutory autonomy determines how autonomous sub-state institutions themselves are: whether 

their functioning can be regulated, whether sub-state laws are subject to state veto, whether the 

statute is constitutionally guaranteed and whether international relations in own competence 

areas can be conducted. 

Scaling. Based on this conceptualization, the SAS was conceived as a 0-1 range following 

three principles (Table 2 and 3). First, based on the hierarchy elaborated above, 0-9% of the 

score was attributed to group rights, 0-16% was attributed to shared rule and 0-84% was 

attributed to self-rule. The sum does not equal 100 because self-rule and shared rule can be 

assessed independently of group rights for entities without cultural or linguistic distinctiveness. 

This means that group rights provide a higher SAS score in the absence of self-rule prerogatives. 

Once disposing of self-rule prerogatives, the SAS score follows fixed anchors on the self-rule 

dimension (see below). Like this, group rights prerogatives, which are often conferred prior to 

self-rule, are captured, but two sub-state entities with identical self-rule prerogatives will obtain 

the same score regardless of their group rights. Both sub-state entities with and without cultural 

or linguistic specificities can thus be directly compared. The shared rule score is always added 

up, either to the group rights score if the sub-state entity does not have self-rule prerogatives, 

or to the self-rule prerogatives if present (Table 3). 

Within legislative self-rule, the largest score share is attributed to controlled policy fields 

and special government areas (59%) because they are most significant in determining its depth. 

Institutional legitimacy, fiscal and borrowing autonomy and statutory autonomy count each for 

12-18% of the share. While these differences aim at respecting the conceptual hierarchy 

elaborated above and the relative importance between groups of sub-dimensions, the precise 
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shares were derived after giving equal weight to all components within a sub-dimension. 

Among policy fields and special government areas, no weight differences were introduced to 

remain value-free. Since the data are coded separately for each, weights can be given in specific 

research if deemed appropriate.  

Second, the scale relies on additive in-degree measurements within fixed scores defined 

by qualitative anchors on the self-rule dimension. The main anchor distinguishing between 

administrative and legislative self-rule is set at 0.50 to have a central anchor point. The anchors 

for the sub-dimensions of administrative self-rule are set at 0.12, 0.16 and 0.22 based on equal 

weighting of their components. To respect the 0.50 anchor, shared rule is added either to 

administrative or to legislative self-rule so that the total score never lies above 0.50 with 

administrative self-rule and never lies below 0.50 with legislative self-rule. 

Third, in-degree scores are assigned based on the simple presence or absence of the listed 

prerogatives, with two exceptions. (1) For policy fields, special government areas and statutory 

autonomy, sub-state entities’ competences are assessed relative to state competences. If an 

entity has exclusive competences, it receives the full score for a domain; if an entity has more 

competences than the state, it receives 75% of the score; if the entity and state competences are 

about equal, 50% of the score is given; if an entity has fewer competences than the state, it 

receives 25% of the score; if an entity has no competence, it receives 0% of the score. (2) For 

fiscal and borrowing autonomy, the SAS follows the RAI conceptualization (while subjecting 

it to the aforementioned anchors). Concerning fiscal autonomy, 25% of the score is attributed 

if the rate of minor taxes can be set; 50% is attributed if the base and rate of minor taxes can be 

set; 75% is attributed if the rate of one major tax (personal income, corporate, value added or 

sales) can be set; the full score is attributed if the rate and base of one major tax can be set. 

Concerning borrowing autonomy, 33% of the score is attributed if borrowing requires 

authorization by the state; 67% is attributed if only certain state rules apply; the full score is 

attributed if there are no restrictions. Notice that fiscal and borrowing autonomy are taken into 

consideration for both administrative and legislative self-rule because both can entail them. 

Fiscal and borrowing powers are considered as administrative when they consist in 

administrative acts in application of state laws. They are considered as legislative when they 

are exercised through own sub-state laws. Finally, for independence demands (not sub-state but 

state autonomy), the score ‘Ind.’ was assigned. 

The conception, operationalization and scaling of the SAS is summarized in Table 2 and 

3. While Table 2 lists all sub-dimensions and has the score cumulatively following the scale, 

Table 3 shows how real case calculations are made. 
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Table 2. Dimensions and scoring of the Sub-state Autonomy Scale (SAS) 

Dimension Content 
Fixed 

anchor 

Prerogative 

score 

Cumulative 

score 

I. Group rights 

Absent 0.00 +     0.00 0.00 

Recognition of group/entity particularism  +     0.03 0.03 

Partial ling./cult. facilities  +     0.03 0.06 

Advanced ling./cult. facilities  +     0.03 0.09 

II.a Administrative 

self-rule 

a.1 Executive 
Own administration for 1 policy sector 0.12 +     0.00 0.12 

Own administration for ≥ 2 policy sectors  +     0.02 0.14 

a.2 Advisory 

Advisory competences in 1 policy sector 0.16 +     0.00 0.16 

Advisory competences in ≥ 2 policy sectors  +     0.02 0.18 

Directly elected assembly  +     0.02 0.20 

a.3 Discretionary 

Discretionary administration of 1 policy sector 0.22 +     0.00 0.22 

Discretionary administration ≥ 2 policy sectors  +     0.02 0.24 

Fiscal autonomy (administrative)  +     0.02 0.26 

Borrowing autonomy (administrative)  +     0.02 0.28 

Directly elected assembly  +     0.02 0.30 

Own executive  +     0.02 0.32 

III. Shared rule (i) 

State parliament 
Guaranteed representation  +     0.04 0.36 

Veto power  +     0.04 0.40 

State government 
Guaranteed representation  +     0.04 0.44 

Veto power  +     0.04 0.48 

Self-rule anchor   0.50 

II.b Legislative 

self-rule 

Institutional 

statute 

Directly elected assembly 0.52 +     0.00 0.52 

Own executive  +     0.02 0.54 

Policy scope 

Cultural matters  + 0.00-0.02 0.56 

Educational matters  + 0.00-0.02 0.58 

Social and sanitary matters  + 0.00-0.02 0.60 

Territorial matters  + 0.00-0.02 0.62 

Economic matters  + 0.00-0.02 0.64 

Social security matters  + 0.00-0.02 0.66 

Citizenship and immigration matters  + 0.00-0.02 0.68 

Special 

competences 

Organization and oversight of local govern.  + 0.00-0.02 0.70 

Police and defence  + 0.00-0.02 0.72 

Judicial system and general penal and civil law  + 0.00-0.02 0.74 

Financial 

autonomy 

Fiscal autonomy (legislative)  + 0.00-0.02 0.76 

Borrowing autonomy (legislative)  + 0.00-0.02 0.78 

Statutory 

autonomy 

Constitutional autonomy  + 0.00-0.02 0.80 

International relations in competence areas  + 0.00-0.02 0.82 

No government veto & guaranteed statute  + 0.00-0.02 0.84 

III. Shared rule (ii) 

State parliament 
Guaranteed representation  +     0.04 0.88 

Veto power  +     0.04 0.92 

State government 
Guaranteed representation  +     0.04 0.96 

Veto power  +     0.04 1.00 
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Table 3. Real case calculations for the Sub-state Autonomy Scale (SAS) 
If sub-state autonomy demands or statutes include… …they score 

− legislative self-rule 0.52 +  its scores on this sub-dimension 

  +  its scores on the shared rule dimension 

  =  0.52 (min.) – 1.00 (max.) 

− discretionary administrative self-rule 0.22 +  its scores on this sub-dimension 

  +  its scores on the shared rule dimension 

  =  0.22 (min.) – 0.48 (max.) 

− advisory administrative self-rule 0.16 +  its scores on this sub-dimension 

  +  its scores on the shared rule dimension 

  =  0.16 (min.) – 0.36 (max.) 

− executive administrative self-rule 0.12 +  its scores on this sub-dimension 

  +  its scores on the shared rule dimension 

  =  0.12 (min.) – 0.30 (max.) 

− no self-rule 0.00 +  its scores on this sub-dimension 

  +  its scores on the shared rule dimension 

  =  0.00 (min.) – 0.25 (max.) 

 

Database 

 

After conceiving the scale, I created a database with SAS scores for the autonomy statutes and 

demands of sub-state entities in Belgium, Spain and the United Kingdom (coming again with 

the needs of my own research). This involved three more conceptual and methodological 

choices, clarified hereunder: (i) defining and operationalising autonomy statutes and demands, 

(ii) defining and selecting the sub-state entities under study and (iii) collecting and verifying 

the data for them. 

Operationalizing autonomy statutes and demands. To assess the ‘autonomy statutes’ 

of sub-state entities, the legal prerogatives obtained by them were taken into consideration. 

Assessing their ‘autonomy demands’, in turn, is more complicated because various actors (e.g., 

political parties, social movements, individuals) can issue them. Since political parties 

campaign with autonomy demands (or against them) in elections, can hence make certain claims 

of representativeness and are ultimately those who negotiate autonomy statutes with state elites, 

the present approach focusses on the autonomy demands of political parties within sub-state 

entities. 

Now, such autonomy demands can also be driven by different parties. With a high 

number, however, it is not only time consuming but also conceptually difficult to assess all 

parties’ positions precisely and coherently. To achieve such precision, and since there are two 

types of parties that can be considered particularly relevant for the autonomy dynamics in sub-

state entities, the present approach only focusses on the two types of parties that follow in each 

studied sub-state entity. 

Regionalist parties, that is, parties whose foundational issue is the defence of an entity’s 

political interest and/or autonomy, are usually pictured by the literature as reference for the 

autonomy demands in sub-state entities (Hepburn, 2009). Since there can be several regionalist 

parties within a sub-state entity, the one with the highest electoral support is retained here 

because it can be deemed most representative for an entity’s regionalist voters and most relevant 

for the perception of its regionalist demands by external actors. Before being considered 

relevant, a regionalist party needs to obtain at least 5% in regional or national elections. 



13 

Traditional parties, that is, parties that compete on the original political cleavages and are 

usually those detaining power in government, can also be decisive drivers of the autonomy 

question (the term ‘traditional’ is not related to their age but to them being in power and 

following one of the main traditional liberal, socialist or centrist positions). Although they are 

usually seen as the competitors and as threatened by regionalist parties, some traditional parties 

take up the autonomist question (because of this threat and/or as a political strategy) and become 

defenders of moderate forms of sub-state autonomy (Toubeau, 2018). While several traditional 

parties can have a positive attitude towards the autonomy question, there is often one pushing 

the most and strategically portraying itself as the main non-regionalist defender of autonomy. 

Examples today would be the Christian-Democrat party in Flanders, the Socialist Party in 

Catalonia or the Labour Party in Scotland. For the traditional party demand within a sub-state 

entity, it is therefore the official position of the traditional party with the highest autonomy 

demand that is taken into consideration.1 If two (or more) traditional parties have an identical 

position, this common position is taken into consideration. If the autonomy demands of one 

traditional party overtake another, the latter is substituted with the former. 

For example, in Scotland the Labour Party has been the most visible traditional party 

pushing for devolution since 1974. However, its position was not explicit on the matter between 

1934 and 1973, unlike that of the Liberal Party, which I take as reference for this period. The 

objective of this approach is to continuously capture the highest degree of autonomy demanded 

by one or several traditional parties within a sub-state entity at a given point in time. This comes 

at the cost, however, of not always referring to the same party behind the demands, and of doing 

so regardless of traditional parties’ vote share. Should the latter be important for particular 

research, then the demanded degree of autonomy could be weighted or put into relation to the 

parties’ vote share. 

Case definition and selection. By transposing Weber’s (2004 [1919], p. 33) conception 

of the state to the sub-state level, sub-state entities can be conceived in three different ways: as 

an institution applicable to the inhabitants of a certain territory, as a territory inhabited by a 

human community with or without special institutions, or as a human community inhabiting a 

certain territory with or without special institutions. The SAS follows the latter approach by 

calling these entities ‘sub-state communities’ and by defining them as ‘social groups for which 

autonomous institutions have been demanded or to which autonomous institutions have been 

conferred on a specific territory’. 

The objective of this conception is to do justice to the sociological dynamics of sub-state 

mobilization and restructuring, while at the same time avoiding essentializing sub-state 

communities as inherent and uniform social actors (Paasi & Metzger, 2017). By acknowledging 

the constructed nature of social groups and identifying them either based on an institutional 

reality or a significant political mobilization, the definition follows what Zuber (2013) 

developed as a ‘naturalized constructivist approach’. It is constructivist because it conceives 

social groups as formed by social practice and cognition rather than as intrinsic and 

essentialized categories. It is naturalized because it considers social groups as meaningful 

categories of analysis since they appear to be an important frame of reference for the agents of 

                                                      
1 If the position of the regional party branch differs from that of the national party, the position of the regional 

branch was taken into consideration. 
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sub-state mobilization and restructuring themselves. As was shown in the operationalization of 

autonomy demands above, it is not assumed that all the inhabitants of the territory for which 

the autonomy is claimed or to which it is conferred subscribe to the asserted political identity 

or autonomy claim. 

Note that this conception is anachronistic insofar as institutional or political communities 

today did not always exist in the same form in the past. The objective is to study institutional 

and political change longitudinally by accounting for the before and after of this change. The 

historical significance of the data needs to be interpreted accordingly. Table 4 lists all sub-state 

communities that were retained in the three countries. 

 

Table 4. Sub-state communities included in the initial database 

State Sub-state community Period under study 

Belgium Brussels (Francophones) 1830-2020 

 Brussels (Flemish) 1830-2020 

 Flanders 1830-2020 

 German-speaking Community 1925-1940, 1945-2020 

 Wallonia 1830-2020 

Spain Andalusia 1868-2020 

 Aragon 1868-2020 

 Asturias 1868-2020 

 Balearic Islands 1868-2020 

 Basque Country* 1868-2020 

 Canary Islands 1868-2020 

 Cantabria 1868-2020 

 Castile and Leon 1868-2020 

 Castilla-la Mancha 1868-2020 

 Catalonia 1868-2020 

 Extremadura 1868-2020 

 Galicia 1868-2020 

 La Rioja 1868-2020 

 Leon 1868-2020 

 Madrid 1868-2020 

 Murcia 1868-2020 

 Navarre 1868-2020 

 Valencia 1868-2020 

United Kingdom Cornwall 1707-2020 

 England 1707-2020 

 Ireland 1801-1921 

 London 1707-2020 

 Northern Ireland (Nationalists) 1921-2020 

 Northern Ireland (Unionists) 1801-2020 

 Scotland 1707-2020 

 Wales 1707-2020 

* Comprising the provinces of Álava, Gipuzkoa and Biscay, as for the current 

autonomous community. Navarra is treated as an own sub-state community. 
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Data collection and verification. The starting point for the data collection is the modern 

period of states’ history, provided that communities already belonged to it (otherwise it starts 

with this belonging). For Belgium, the observation starts with the creation of the state in 1830. 

For the United Kingdom, it starts with the Union of England and Scotland in 1707. For Spain, 

it starts with the first transition to democracy after the 1868 Glorious Revolution. Observations 

end in 2020. Communities within contested territorial spaces such as Brussels or Northern 

Ireland were analysed twice – once for each political community in the territory. Further 

country studies and updates are possible. 

To collect the necessary information for attributing SAS scores, two types of sources were 

used. First, I read political, historical, legal and sociological secondary literature and assigned 

scores provisionally on this basis. Cases were disaggregated temporarily for each change in 

either traditional party demands, regionalist party demands or the autonomy statute of a 

community. Ranges were expressed annually. Second, I conducted expert interviews to discuss 

and verify all scores.2 For each country, I started interviewing legal scholars to check the coding 

for all communities’ autonomy statutes. I continued by interviewing political scientists and 

historians on regionalist and traditional party demands to verify my coding for them – ensuring 

as main coder both coherence within and across cases. In case of doubts, I consulted additional 

experts until I had sufficient information to assign the scores with confidence. In total, I 

conducted 44 interviews. Eventually, I compiled a database with scores for all scale components 

so that aggregated values can be verified and adapted for specific research purposes. The 

database is available and will be maintained in case of updates or extensions on the following 

dataverse: https://doi.org/10.34934/DVN/LSXXZV. 

To ensure scientific quality, the process was guided by four criteria, as set out by 

Harguindéguy, Cole and Pasquier (2021). The scale conception and data collection were (1) 

presented transparently in this article; and (2) made available publicly. (3) Two validity checks 

were conducted: conceptual validity through critical exchange with other scholars, and content 

validity through systematic verification of the coding by case experts. Convergent validity with 

existing measurements, although checked and confirmed in Figure A1 and Figure A2 that can 

be found in the supplemental online appendices, was not retained as a validity criterion because, 

despite significant intercorrelation, substantial conceptual and empirical differences between 

the measurements exist. They are illustrated in the next section. Finally, (4) reliability was 

sought through ‘snowball checks’ with unconfirmed information being (re)submitted to experts 

until confirmation could be given. The present approach follows Hooghe et al. (2016, pp. 30-

32) in not conducting intercoder reliability tests because for complex measurements such as the 

RAI or SAS, dialogue with experts is essential and can be considered much more reliable than 

a non-dialogued expert survey. 

 

Illustration and comparison to existing indicators 

 

In this last section, the usefulness of the SAS will be illustrated vis-à-vis the two main properties 

that justified its creation: (1) the need for an indicator that assesses autonomy in kind, in degree 

                                                      
2 While interviews were usually conducted face to face (in person or via video-conference), some interviewees 

preferred to answer questions in writing. 

https://doi.org/10.34934/DVN/LSXXZV
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and by competences; and (2) the need for a unified framework when studying autonomy 

demands and statutes. Put differently, the objective is to show that the scale lives up to the 

raised expectations and, at the same time, to provide some case illustrations. 

 

Assessing autonomy in kind, in degree and by competences 

 

To demonstrate the capacity of the SAS to measure autonomy in kind, in degree and by 

competences at the same time, and that this actually yields different results than existing 

indicators, the illustration starts with a discussion of the Flemish case by comparing the entity’s 

scores on the SAS, the RAI and the AI. The starting point is 1950, that is, when the first AI data 

are available. The important evolutions that one would want to see captured are the extension 

of cultural and linguistic rights to an own executive administration in 1964, the conferral of 

legislative institutions with a first set of competences through the first state reform in 1970, and 

the subsequent competence extensions through the second (1980), third (1989), fourth (1993), 

fifth (2001) and sixth (2014) state reforms. 

As shown in Table 5, all these changes are captured by the SAS that accounts for the shift 

from administrative to legislative autonomy in 1971 with the score passing from below to above 

0.50, as well as for the extensions of both administrative and legislative autonomy with 

extending scores. The RAI (self-rule dimension) and AI, in turn, account for some of these 

changes but not for all. The 1990 competence extension remains unnoticed by the AI because 

there had been some decentralization already in the extended fields (educational and social and 

sanitary matters). The 2014 competence extension remains unnoticed by both the AI and the 

RAI because Flanders was already competent in more than two important areas of government 

they account for. While the shift from administrative to legislative autonomy is the starting 

point for the RAI measurement and captured by the AI with a score increase, both fail to 

distinguish it from entities with administrative powers. For the RAI where administrative 

entities can score higher (see discussion above), this is due to the absence of a fixed anchor 

distinguishing administrative from legislative powers. For the AI, this is probably due to a 

coding mistake because it comprises such a fixed anchor (8) and it works in other cases (see 

below). As for the linguistic partition of the national ministries for culture and education in 

1964 that conferred de facto an executive administrative autonomy to the two main linguistic 

communities, it also remains unnoticed by the AI. 

 

 Table 5. RAI (self-rule), AI and SAS scores for Flanders 

Autonomy 

change 

1950-1963 1964 1971 1981 1990 1994 2002 2014 

Linguistic 

rights 

Administrative 

partition 

Legislative 

autonomy 

Competence 

extension 

Competence 

extension 

Competence 

extension 

Competence 

extension 

Competence 

extension 

RAI (self-rule) NA NA 4 7 11 13 14 14 

AI 3,5 3,5 6,5 8 8 11 11,5 11,5 

SAS 0,170 0,220 0,705 0,770 0,802 0,857 0,890 0,905 

 

Second, the illustration is pursued with the case of Scotland that has, similarly to the 

Flemish case, obtained legislative autonomy after a long period of political mobilization but 

with far fewer incremental competence increases. Instead, it received a higher degree of 

autonomy at the beginning, with fewer and less far-reaching subsequent extensions than 
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Flanders. The autonomy changes one would like to see captured are the shift from the 

administrative Scottish Office to the legislative Scottish Parliament in 1998, as well as the 

competence extensions of the 2012 and 2016 Scotland Acts. 

As shown in Table 6, the SAS is again able to capture all these changes, both with regard 

to the qualitative turnover point discriminating administrative from legislative autonomy and 

with regard to its subsequent extensions. The RAI and AI, in turn, also register a considerable 

increase in 1998, which this time correctly crosses the legislative anchor for the AI. They fail, 

however, to account for the following competence extensions (keeping in mind that the AI 

observations stop in 2015). This is once again due to the fact that important political 

competences had been conferred in more than two policy fields previously. The problem of not 

registering any competence extension is more pronounced than in Flanders, though, because in 

Scotland higher levels of sub-state autonomy had been immediately conferred in 1998. 

 

Table 6. AI, RAI (self-rule) and SAS scores for Scotland 

Autonomy 

change 

1950-1997 1998 2012 2016 

Admin. autonomy 

(Scottish Office) 

Devolution 

statute 

Competence 

extension 

Competence 

extension 

RAI (self-rule) 1 14 14 14 

AI 6,5 11,5 11,5 NA 

SAS 0,320 0,740 0,752 0,782 

 

Besides correctly capturing these evolutions, the SAS also provides coherent absolute 

scores with the Flemish statute exceeding the Scottish. This comes mainly with its larger 

economic competences, borrowing autonomy, international relations capacities and some 

slightly exceeding areas (culture, education, local government), while the Scottish statue only 

exceeds the Flemish in a few areas (police, judicial system, penal/civil law, constitutional 

autonomy) (see detailed scores in the database). 

 

A unified framework for studying autonomy demands and statutes 

 

To illustrate the ability of the SAS to provide a unified framework for studying the evolution 

of autonomy demands and statutes, another example is used, that of Catalonia. Since a detailed 

discussion is required, the illustration is limited to one case. In the absence of an existing 

indicator available for both autonomy demands and statutes, only the SAS is taken into 

consideration. 

In Catalonia, whose SAS scores are summarized in Table 7, the first demands for sub-

state autonomy came up in 1871 with the Partido Republicano Democrático Federal, a wing 

of the traditional republican party, in favour of a federalized Spain. It lost significance during 

the arranged alternation in power (Turnismo) established by the Conservative and Liberal 

parties between 1876 and 1906, but came up again in 1907 when a massive vote for other parties 

started to end the Turnismo in Catalonia. The regionalist Lliga Regionalista was founded with 

an even more far-reaching federalist demand. In 1913, some symbolic recognition of the 

Catalan demands was granted through the creation of a unified administrative entity for the four 

Catalan provinces, the so-called Mancomunitat. After the dictatorship by Primo de Rivera 

(1923-1930), the regionalist Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya was founded with an 
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independentist position from 1931 to 1936. With the support of the leftist Republicans, a first 

legislative autonomy statute was installed (1932-1936) during the Second Spanish Republic. It 

was briefly suspended by the Spanish state between 1934 and 1935 after Catalan president Lluís 

Companys proclaimed an independent Catalan state within the Spanish republic (the wording 

was deliberately ambiguous). After the Francoist dictatorship (1936-1975), the regionalist party 

with the highest electoral support was at first Convergència i Unió (CiU), which demanded 

Catalan autonomy in a federal Spanish state. With the support of the Socialist party, a new 

Catalan autonomy statute was granted in 1979. It was extended in 1997 to comprise additional 

fiscal competences in exchange for CiU’s support of the national government. In 2010, 

additional policing competences that had previously been granted were exercised for the first 

time. The non-implementation of the 2006 statute, declared unconstitutional by the Spanish 

Constitutional Court in 2010, however, led to a radicalization of the regionalist party and, after 

the dissolution of CiU, to Junts pel Sí (2015-2016) and Junts per Catalunya (2017-2020) 

coming up as regionalist parties with an independentist position. Following the independence 

motion passed by the Catalan parliament in October 2017, the autonomous institutions were 

suspended by the Spanish government. They were reinstalled after new elections at the 

beginning of 2018. 

This short historical revisiting of the autonomy dynamics in Catalonia since the late 

nineteenth century, reflected in the SAS scores in Table 7, illustrates how traditional party 

demands, regionalist party demands and autonomy statutes evolved in this sub-state 

community. While unfortunately not all sub-dimensions and fields behind the scores can be 

discussed (for this, see the database), the illustration gives a sense of how the SAS allows to 

trace these evolutions, to directly compare autonomy demands and statutes on a single indicator 

and, by doing so, provides a unified framework for the analysis of autonomy demands and 

statutes. 

 

Table 7. SAS scores for Catalonia (1907-2020) 
Period Traditional party 

demand 

Regionalist party 

demand 

Autonomy 

statute From To 

1868 1870 PDR 0.100 - 0.000 0,070 

1871 1875 PRDF 0.662 - 0.000 0,070 

1876 1906 PC-L/PD-RP 0.070 - 0.000 0,070 

1907 1912 PRDF 0.662 LR 0.776 0.070 

1913 1922 PRDF/UFNR 0.662 LR 0.776 0.320 

1923 1930 - 0.000 - 0.000 0.000 

1931 1931 PRIzq 0.662 ERC Ind. 0.070 

1932 1933 PRIzq 0.662 ERC Ind. 0.662 

1934 1935 PRIzq 0.662 ERC Ind. 0.130 

1936 1936 PRIzq 0.662 ERC Ind. 0.662 

1937 1975 - 0.000 - 0.000 0.000 

1976 1978 PSOE 0.682 CiU 0.800 0.070 

1979 1996 PSOE 0.682 CiU 0.800 0.682 

1997 2009 PSOE 0.692 CiU 0.800 0.692 

2010 2014 PSOE 0.694 CiU 0.800 0.694 

2015 2016 PSOE 0.694 JxSi Ind. 0.694 

2017 2017 PSOE 0.694 JuntsxCat Ind. 0.280 

2018 2020 PSOE 0.694 JuntsxCat Ind. 0.694 
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Conclusion 

 

In recent decades, numerous states around the world have entrusted sub-state entities with 

increasing political autonomy. In many of them, this process has been pushed forward through 

the interplay of sub-state actors demanding and state actors conferring autonomy (Keating, 

2017). The determinants and consequences of these phenomena incited a revived interest in 

regional institutions and party politics (Erk & Swenden, 2010; Hepburn, 2009) which, together 

with a comparatist turn in political science, led to the development of numerous indicators 

trying to measure both the extent of autonomy demands and statutes. 

When looking at the political processes behind evolving autonomy demands and statutes, 

differences in autonomy types (administrative versus legislative), degrees (different 

prerogatives) and competences (policy fields) have proven of significant political salience. To 

account for these dynamics and issues, an indicator needs to (1) measure sub-state autonomy in 

kind, in degree and by competences at the same time; and (2) be available for both autonomy 

statutes and demands. In the absence of an existing indicator capable of fulfilling them, these 

two properties motivated and guided the creation of the SAS, introduced in this article. 

Notwithstanding these merits, some limitations need to be signalled. First, the detailed 

nature of the SAS comes at the cost of a complex and time-consuming data collection process. 

Consequently, despite further temporal updates and country extensions being possible, its cross-

sectional coverage is lower than that of the most relevant existing indicators. Second, by giving 

priority to a precise account of legislative self-rule whose evolution is crucial for the 

aforementioned dynamics, the SAS is less detailed on the administrative self-rule dimension 

than the Autonomy Index, and less detailed on the shared rule dimension than the Regional 

Authority Index. Third, while the relative weight of the main sub-dimensions followed 

conceptual considerations of their relative importance, the weight of elements within these sub-

dimensions were kept constant. Since the importance of elements such as policy competences 

might vary across context and time, this is – like in every scale – subject to some arbitrariness. 

Fourth, assessing political parties’ autonomy demands comes with the difficulty of determining 

the positions of heterogenous and numerous actors. Systematic expert checks were conducted 

to determine parties’ positions as precisely as possible. Their large number, however, made it 

possible to consider only the demands of the two most relevant autonomy actors in the party 

spectrum – the regionalist party with the highest electoral support and the traditional party with 

the highest autonomy demand – leaving others aside. Finally, while the SAS is able to account 

for the extent of these parties’ autonomy demands, it does not determine how salient the 

demands are for them. While beyond the scope of the present research, integrating this 

dimension in demand measurements certainly deserves further scholarly attention. 

Despite these caveats, the SAS makes three main contributions to regional studies and 

comparative politics more generally. First, by accounting for when autonomy demands and 

statutes evolve from administrative to legislative autonomy, when they evolve in prerogatives 

and when they evolve in policy competences at the same time, the SAS allows to complement 

existing accounts of overall decentralization trajectories (e.g., Dardanelli et al., 2018; Hooghe 

& Marks, 2016; Lane & Ersson, 1999 [1987]) by identifying with greater precision the 

politically relevant moments and anchors in state restructuring processes and to measure the 

extent of autonomy demands and statutes in a directly comparable and non-distorted way. This 
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should, in turn, also allow to reassess their determinants and consequences with an account of 

these relevant moments and anchors (e.g., Filippetti & Sacchi, 2016; Keman, 2000; Zuber & 

Szöcsik, 2015). Second, by being available with the exact same type of scores for both 

autonomy statutes and demands within sub-state entities, the SAS allows to not only assess the 

impact of decentralization on general party positions (e.g., Massetti & Schakel, 2016) but to 

directly compare and disentangle the mutual influence of party demands and statutes. The same 

holds for the comparison of regionalist and traditional party demands themselves. This allows 

opening and revisiting research agendas around these mutual influences, such as looking deeper 

into the paradox of federalism for example, which expects autonomy demands and statutes to 

push each other to a race to the top in the long run (Erk & Anderson, 2009). Since this is 

particularly relevant in countries with regionalist pressures and centrifugal decentralization 

trajectories, the first cross-sectional extension efforts should be directed towards such cases 

(e.g., Italy or France). Third, and finally, through the substantial time period it covers, even 

before the rise and evolution of autonomy demands and statutes, the SAS allows for long term 

and counterfactual studies. With these, the SAS aims at providing new perspectives on 

measuring, understanding and accounting for modern state restructuring. 

 

 

* 

*    * 
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Table A1. Conceptual overview sheet 
 

SUB-STATE AUTONOMY SCALE 
     

Dimension Content 
Fixed 

anchor 
Prerogative 

score 
Cumulative 

score 

I. Group rights 

Absent 0.00 +     0.00 0.00 

Recognition of group/entity particularism  +     0.03 0.03 

Partial ling./cult. facilities  +     0.03 0.06 

Advanced ling./cult. facilities  +     0.03 0.09 

II.a 
Administrative 
Self-rule 

a.1 Executive 
Own administration for 1 policy sector 0.12 +     0.00 0.12 

Own administration for ≥ 2 policy sectors  +     0.02 0.14 

a.2 Advisory 

Advisory competences in 1 policy sector 0.16 +     0.00 0.16 

Advisory competences in ≥ 2 policy sectors  +     0.02 0.18 

Directly elected assembly  +     0.02 0.20 

a.3 
Discretionary 

Discretionary administration of 1 policy sector 0.22 +     0.00 0.22 

Discretionary administration ≥ 2 policy sectors  +     0.02 0.24 

Fiscal autonomy (adm.)  +     0.02 0.26 

Borrowing autonomy (adm.)  +     0.02 0.28 

Directly elected assembly  +     0.02 0.30 

Own executive  +     0.02 0.32 

III. Shared 
rule (i) 

State parliament 
Guaranteed representation  +     0.04 0.36 

Veto power  +     0.04 0.40 

State 
government 

Guaranteed representation  +     0.04 0.44 

Veto power  +     0.04 0.48 

Self-rule anchor   0.50 

II.b 
Legislative 
Self-rule 

Institutional 
statute 

Directly elected assembly 0.52 +     0.00 0.52 

Own executive  +     0.02 0.54 

Policy scope 

Cultural matters  + 0.00-0.02 0.56 

Educational matters  + 0.00-0.02 0.58 

Social and sanitary matters  + 0.00-0.02 0.60 

Territorial matters  + 0.00-0.02 0.62 

Economic matters  + 0.00-0.02 0.64 

Social security matters  + 0.00-0.02 0.66 

Citizenship and immigration matters  + 0.00-0.02 0.68 

Special 
competences 

Organisation and oversight of local govern.  + 0.00-0.02 0.70 

Police & defence  + 0.00-0.02 0.72 

Judicial system & general penal and civil law  + 0.00-0.02 0.74 

Financial 
autonomy 

Fiscal autonomy (leg.)  + 0.00-0.02 0.76 

Borrowing autonomy (leg.)  + 0.00-0.02 0.78 

Statutory 
autonomy 

Constitutive autonomy  + 0.00-0.02 0.80 

International relations in competence areas  + 0.00-0.02 0.82 

No government veto & guaranteed statute  + 0.00-0.02 0.84 

III. Shared 
rule (ii) 

State parliament 
Guaranteed representation  +     0.04 0.88 

Veto power  +     0.04 0.92 

State 
government 

Guaranteed representation  +     0.04 0.96 

Veto power  +     0.04 1.00 

      

SCORE CALCULATION 
      

If (II.b > 0) →    SAS    = II.b +    III. 

If (II.b = 0) and (II.a.3 > 0) →    SAS    = II.a.3 +    III. 

If (II.b = 0) and (II.a.3 = 0) and (II.a.2 > 0)  →    SAS    = II.a.2 +    III. 

If (II.b = 0) and (II.a.3 = 0) and (II.a.2 = 0) and (II.a.1 > 0) →    SAS    = II.a.1 +    III. 

If (II.b = 0) and (II.a.3 = 0) and (II.a.2 = 0) and (II.a.1 = 0) →    SAS    = I. +    III. 
 

      
      

      
SPECIFICATIONS 

      

I. Group rights 

− Recognition of group/entitiy particularism: in law or political practice. 

− Linguistic or cultural facilities: Sub-state language used in (i) primary education, (ii) secondary education, (iii) 

administrations, (iv) judiciary. (v) Cultural subsidies. Partial: 1-3 out of (i-v). Enhanced: 4-5 out of (i-v). 
 

II.a Administrative Self-rule  

− Executive:  institution implementing state decisions without room for manoeuvre (e.g. decentr. ministry). 

− Advisory: institution that is deemed representative consulted by the state on behalf of the community.  

− Discretionary: institution implementing state decisions with room for appreciation (e.g. decentr. ass./exec.). 
 

II.b Legislative Self-rule 

Policy scope & Special competences 

− Cultural: culture, media, leisure and sports, arts and patrimony, use of language. 

− Educational: primary, secondary and higher education, para-scholar education, scientific research. 

− Social and sanitary: social assistance, health. 

− Territorial: territorial management, environment, agriculture, housing, energy, transport, mobility, roads. 

− Economic: economy, employment, trade, monetary policy. 

− Social security: family allowances, health insurance, unemployment benefits, pensions. 

− Citizenship and immigration: territorial access, residence permit, integration policy, naturalization. 

− Organization and oversight of local govern.: municipal level (half score), intermediate level (half score). 

− Police & defence: police force (half score), defence force (half score). 

− Judicial system & general penal and civil law: judicial system (half score), penal law (quarter score), civil 

law (quarter score). 

→ To be coded by comparing state and sub-state competences: 

• Exclusive competence of the state level: 0.00 of the code. 

• State level detains more competences than the sub-state level: 0.25 of the code. 

• Competences of the state and the sub-state level are comparable: 0.50 of the code. 

• Sub-state level detains more competences than the state level: 0.75 of the code. 

• Exclusive competence of the sub-state level: 1.00 of the code. 
 

Financial autonomy (draws on the Regional Authority Index): 

− Fiscal: • Central government sets the base and rate of all sub-state taxes: 0.00 of the code 

• Sub-state level sets the rate of minor taxes: 0.25 of the code. 

• Sub-state level sets the base and rate of minor taxes: 0.50 of the code. 

• Sub-state level sets the rate of one major tax (income, corpor., VAT, sales): 0.75 of the code. 

• Sub-state level sets the rate and base of one major tax:  1.00 of the code. 

− Borrowing: • Sub-state level cannot borrow: 0.00 of the code. 

• Sub-state level can borrow after prior authorization of the state: 0.33 of the code. 

• Sub-state level can borrow without author. but within certain rules: 0.67 of the code. 

• Sub-state level can borrow without central restrictions: 1.00 of the code. 
 

Statutory autonomy: 

− Constitutive autonomy: determine the rules of functioning of the sub-state institutions. 

− International relations in competence areas: negotiate and ratify intern. agreements in competence areas. 

− No government veto & guaranteed statute: state law cannot break sub-state law (half score) and sub-state 

institutions cannot be removed unilaterally (half score). 
 

III. Shared rule 

− Guaranteed representation: de jure (through quotas) or de facto (through electoral districts). 

− Veto power: de jure (through special majorities) or de facto (through representation in cabinet). 
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Figure A1. Comparison of the SAS to the RAI and the AI for sub-state communities in Belgium, Spain 

and the United Kingdom 

 
Note: For the comparison, I respectively included all cases in Belgium, Spain and the United Kingdom that 

were covered by both the RAI and the SAS, and both the AI and the SAS. I disaggregated cases based on 

periods of change in either of the indicators. 
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Figure A2. Comparison of the SAS and the RPIS for sub-state communities in Belgium, Spain and the 

United Kingdom 

 
Note: For the comparison, I included all cases in Belgium, Spain and the United Kingdom that were covered 

by both the RPIS and the SAS. I disaggregated cases based on periods of change in either of the indicators. 
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