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UNDERSTANDING
THE EUROPEAN
UNION: A UNION
OF 27 MEMBER
STATES

The  European  Union
(EU) stands as one of
the  most  ambitious
political  and economic
partnerships in modern
history. At its core, the
Union  is  defined  by  its
m e m b e r
s t a t e s — s o v e r e i g n
nat ions  that  have
chosen to pool aspects
of their  sovereignty in

exchange for collective
s t reng th ,  sha red
values,  and  regional
s t a b i l i t y .
Understanding  the
member  states  of
the European Union
i s  e s s e n t i a l  f o r
grasping  how  th is
unique  bloc  functions,
why  it  continues  to
expand,  and  what  its
future  might  hold.
From the founding six
to the current 27, each
country brings its own
culture,  economy,  and
political  perspective,
creating a dynamic and
often complex whole.
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WHAT EXACTLY
ARE THE MEMBER
STATES OF THE

EUROPEAN UNION?

The member states of
the  European  Union
are  the  independent
countries  that  have
joined the EU's treaties
and  institutions.  They
abide by common rules
and  laws  (the  acquis
c o m m u n a u t a i r e ) ,
contribute  to  the  EU
budget, and participate
in  decision-making
through bodies such as
the  European  Council,
the  Counci l  o f  the
European  Union,  and
the  directly  elected
European  Parliament.
In  return,  they  enjoy
f ree  movement  o f
g o o d s ,  s e r v i c e s ,
capital, and people, as
well  as  access  to  EU
funding  and  a  unified
voice  on  the  global
stage. As of today, the
E U  c o m p r i s e s  2 7

nations,  following  the
wi thdrawal  o f  the
United  Kingdom  in
2 0 2 0 .  T h e  b l o c
continues  to  attract
n e w  c a n d i d a t e s ,
h i g h l i g h t i n g  t h e
enduring  appeal  of
European  integration.

The
Current
27
Member
States: A
Complete
Overview
Below is the full list of
E U  m e m b e r
c o u n t r i e s  i n
alphabetical  order,
representing  nations
spread  across  the
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continent  from  the
A t l a n t i c  t o  t h e
Mediterranean,  and
from the Baltic  to the
Black Sea:

Austria
Belgium
Bulgaria
Croatia
Cyprus
Czech Republic
Denmark
Estonia
Finland
France
Germany
Greece
Hungary
Ireland
Italy
Latvia
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Malta
Netherlands
Poland
Portugal
Romania
Slovakia
Slovenia
Spain
Sweden

Each  of  these  nations
i s  a  f u l l  member ,
enjoying  equal  voting
rights in EU institutions
( w i t h  c e r t a i n
t r a n s i t i o n a l
ar rangements  for
newer  members ) .
Col lect ively,  they
represent  over  447
mil l ion  people  and
constitute  the  world's
s e c o n d - l a r g e s t
economy  by  nominal
GDP.

How the
Union
Expanded
: Waves
of
Enlargem
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ent
The  European  Union
did not start as a 27-
nation bloc. It began in
1 9 5 1  w i t h  t h e
European  Coal  and
Stee l  Commun i ty
(ECSC), comprising just
six countries: Belgium,
France, Germany, Italy,
Luxembourg,  and  the
Netherlands.  These
founding members laid
the  groundwork  for
deeper  integration,
culminating  in  the
c r e a t i o n  o f  t h e
European  Economic
Community  (EEC)  in
1 9 5 7 .  O v e r  t h e
decades,  European
Union nations  joined
i n  s u c c e s s i v e
enlargement  rounds,
e a c h  d r i v e n  b y
geopolitical  shifts,
economic  incentives,
and  the  des i re  t o
strengthen  democratic
institutions.

THE FIRST
ENLARGEMENT
(1973)
Denmark,  Ireland,  and
the  United  Kingdom
became  members  in
1973. Norway had also
negotiated  accession,
but  voters  rejected
m e m b e r s h i p  i n  a
re fe rendum.  Th is
expansion brought the
bloc’s total to nine.

SOUTHERN
ENLARGEMENT
(1981–1986)
Greece joined in 1981,
followed by Spain and
Por tuga l  in  1986 .
These  nat ions  had
recently  transitioned
from  dictatorships  to
democracies,  and  EU
membership  helped
consolidate democratic
reforms and modernize
their economies.
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THE FALL OF THE
IRON CURTAIN

(1995)
After  the  Cold  War
e n d e d ,  A u s t r i a ,
F i n l a n d ,  a n d
Sweden—traditionally
neutral—joined  in
1995. This was the last
enlargement  before
the historic “big bang”
expansion.

THE 2004 AND
2007
ENLARGEMENTS

I n  2 0 0 4 ,  t h e  E U
welcomed  ten  new
countries:  Cyprus,  the
C z e c h  R e p u b l i c ,
Estonia,  Hungary,
Latv ia,  L i thuania,
M a l t a ,  P o l a n d ,
Slovakia, and Slovenia.
This  was  the  largest
s ingle  expansion,
uniting much of Europe
a f t e r  d e c a d e s  o f
division.  Two  more
nations—Bulgaria  and

Romania—followed  in
2007.

THE LATEST
MEMBER: CROATIA
(2013)
I n  2 0 1 3 ,  C r o a t i a
b e c a m e  t h e  2 8 t h
member  state.  After
Brexit  in  2020,  the
number dropped to 27,
but  the  enlargement
process remains alive,
with several candidate
countries  awaiting
accession.

BENEFITS OF EU
MEMBERSHIP FOR
MEMBER STATES

Why  have  so  many
independent  nations
chosen  to  jo in  the
member  states  of
the European Union?
The  benefits  are
multifaceted and have
evolved  over  time.
Economically,  the  EU
provides a vast  single
market  where  goods,
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services,  capital,  and
people  move  freely.
This internal market is
t h e  b a c k b o n e  o f
European  prosperity,
allowing businesses to
s c a l e  u p  a n d
consumers  to  enjoy
greater  choice  and
l o w e r  p r i c e s .
A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  E U
structural  funds  and
cohes ion  po l ic ies
transfer  resources  to
less developed regions,
he lp ing  to  reduce
inequality.
Politically, membership
reinforces  democracy,
the  rule  of  law,  and
h u m a n  r i g h t s .
Countries  that  join
m u s t  m e e t  s t r i c t
criteria—known as  the
C o p e n h a g e n
criteria—which  include
stable  institutions,  a
functioning  market
economy,  and  the
ability to adopt EU law.
This  “soft  power”  has
transformed  post-

communist  states  into
vibrant  democracies.
Security  is  another
pillar:  while  the  EU
itself  is  not  a  military
al l iance,  it  fosters
diplomatic  cooperation
and joint foreign policy
positions,  amplifying
the  global  influence  of
even  small  nations.
Citizens of EU countries
also  enjoy  concrete
rights:  they  can  live,
work, and study in any
other  member  state
without  visas  or  work
permits.  This  right  of
free movement is  one
o f  t h e  E U ' s  m o s t
popular  achievements,
c r e a t i n g  a  t r u e
European  space  for
e d u c a t i o n ,
employment ,  and
retirement.

Challenge
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s Faced
by EU
Member

States
No  par tnersh ip  i s
without  tension,  and
the EU is no exception.
European  Union
nations must navigate
complex  compromises
between  nat iona l
s o v e r e i g n t y  a n d
collective  governance.
Decision-making  can
be  slow,  and  policies
such  as  the  s ingle
currency  (the  euro)
require  convergence
that  not  all  countries
achieve  evenly.  The
eurozone  debt  crisis
and  the  refugee  influx
of 2015 exposed deep
divis ions  between
northern and southern
Europe,  as  wel l  as

between  eastern  and
w e s t e r n  m e m b e r
states.
Brexit—the  withdrawal
of the UK in 2020—was
a  stark  reminder  that
membership  is  not
i r r e v e r s i b l e .
Disenchantment  with
E U  b u r e a u c r a c y ,
perce ived  loss  o f
c o n t r o l  o v e r
immigration,  and  a
desire  for  national
autonomy  drove  the
British  vote  to  leave.
While no other country
h a s  f o l l o w e d ,
E u r o s c e p t i c
movements  remain
ac t i ve  i n  seve ra l
member  states,  from
France  to  Po land.
Another  challenge  is
the  rise  of  i l l iberal
democracy in some EU
n a t i o n s ,  w h e r e
governments  have
clashed  with  Brussels
o v e r  j u d i c i a l
independence,  media
freedom, and LGBTQ+
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rights. The EU has tools
to  enforce  its  values,
s u c h  a s  A r t i c l e  7
procedures and linking
funding  to  rule-of-law
criter ia,  but  these
mechanisms are  often
political and slow.

THE
ENLARGEMENT
PROCESS: WHO IS
NEXT?

The  EU  remains  open
to  new  members ,
though  the  process  is
rigorous.  Candidate
countries  must  meet
t h e  C o p e n h a g e n
criteria  and  negotiate
35  “chapters”  of  EU
l a w .  A s  o f  2 0 2 5 ,
several countries are in
var ious  s tages  o f
accession:

Albania –
candidate since
2014,
negotiations
opened in 2022.
Bosnia and

Herzegovina –
candidate status
granted in 2022.
Georgia –
candidate status
granted in 2023.
Moldova –
candidate status
granted in 2022.
Montenegro –
negotiations
opened in 2012,
most advanced
candidate.
North
Macedonia –
candidate since
2005,
negotiations
opened in 2022.
Serbia –
negotiations
opened in 2014.
Turkey –
candidate since
1999, but talks
are effectively
frozen.
Ukraine –
candidate status
granted in 2022,
negotiations
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opened in 2024.

The  EU ’ s  eas te rn
e n l a r g e m e n t ,
particularly  regarding
Ukraine,  Moldova,  and
the Western Balkans, is
a  geopolitical  priority
fol lowing  Russia’s
invasion  of  Ukraine.
However,  exist ing
member  states  are
c a u t i o u s  a b o u t
a d m i t t i n g  n e w
countries that may be
p o o r e r ,  l e s s
d e m o c r a t i c ,  o r
embroiled  in  conflicts.
The  EU  mus t  a l so
r e f o r m  i t s  o w n
d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g
processes  be fo re
expanding further, as a
30-plus member Union
would  be  harder  to
manage.

INTERNAL
DIVERSITY: HOW
MEMBER STATES
DIFFER

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t

remarkable features of
the  member  states
of  the  European
U n i o n  i s  t h e i r
diversity.  The  bloc
encompasses countries
as  sma l l  as  Ma l ta
(population  500,000)
a n d  a s  l a r g e  a s
Germany  (83  million).
Economies range from
high-tech powerhouses
like the Netherlands to
a g r i c u l t u r e - b a s e d
nations  like  Bulgaria.
Political traditions vary
from  Scandinavian
social  democracy  to
Southern  European
clientelism,  and  from
Germanic consensus to
French centralism.
Culturally,  the EU is a
mosaic  of  languages
(24  official),  religions,
and  histories.  This
divers ity  is  both  a
strength—foster ing
c r e a t i v i t y  a n d
e x c h a n g e — a n d  a
c h a l l e n g e ,  a s
l e g i s l a t i o n  m u s t
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accommodate  very
different social models.
F o r  i n s t a n c e ,
Scandinavian countries
p r i o r i t i z e
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
r e g u l a t i o n  a n d
generous  welfare,
while Eastern European
m e m b e r s  o f t e n
emphasize  economic
growth  and  traditional
values. The EU’s motto,
“United  in  diversity,”
captures  this  delicate
balance.

Key
Institutio
ns That
Bind the
Member

States
Together
To understand how EU
member  countries
cooperate,  it  helps  to
k n o w  t h e  m a i n
institutions:

The European1.
Council – sets
the overall
political
direction,
composed of
heads of state or
government.
The Council of2.
the European
Union – where
ministers from
each member
state meet to
adopt laws and
coordinate
policies.
The European3.
Commission –
the executive
body that
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proposes
legislation and
enforces EU law.
It is independent
of national
governments.
The European4.
Parliament –
directly elected
by citizens, it co-
legislates with
the Council and
controls the
budget.
The Court of5.
Justice of the
European
Union – ensures
that EU law is
interpreted and
applied uniformly
across all
members.

Each  institution  has  a
carefully  designed
ba lance  be tween
supranational  and
i n t e r g o v e r n m e n t a l
elements,  ensuring
that  both  large  and
small  member  states
have  a  voice.

ECONOMIC AND
POLITICAL
WEIGHT: THE EU
AS A GLOBAL
ACTOR

T o g e t h e r ,  t h e
member  states  of
the European Union
f o r m  t h e  w o r l d ' s
largest  trading  bloc,
accounting  for  around
15% of global trade in
goods. The euro is the
second  most-used
c u r r e n c y  i n
i n t e r n a t i o n a l
transactions.  On  the
political  stage,  the EU
coordinates  positions
at the United Nations,
t h e  W o r l d  T r a d e
Organization,  and  in
c l imate  and  t rade
negotiations.  The  bloc
is  a  major  donor  of
development aid and a
l e a d e r  i n
environmental  policy,
sett ing  ambit ious
targets  for  carbon
neutrality  by  2050.
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However,  the  EU’s
global  influence  is
often hampered by the
need  for  unanimous
agreement  among
member  states  on
f o r e i g n  p o l i c y
decisions.  The  2022
Russian  invasion  of
U k r a i n e  l e d  t o
unprecedented  unity
and  rapid  sanctions,
but divisions remain on
issues  l ike  energy
imports  and  security
relat ionships  with
China.

CONCLUSION: A
DYNAMIC AND
EVOLVING UNION

The  member  states
of  the  European
Union  constitute  one
of the most successful
e x p e r i m e n t s  i n
i n t e r n a t i o n a l
cooperation.  From  a
small  coal-and-steel
club to a union of  27

democratic  nations,
the EU has proven its
resi l ience  through
economic  c r i ses ,
political upheaval,  and
a  global  pandemic.
Wh i le  cha l l enges
persist—between north
and  south,  east  and
west,  federalists  and
sovereignists—the core
i d e a  o f  s h a r i n g
sovereignty for mutual
benefit  continues  to
attract new candidates.
Understanding  which
countries belong to the
EU,  how  they  joined,
and  what  they  gain
from  membership  is
key  to  appreciating
Europe’s  present  and
future.  As  the  bloc
n a v i g a t e s
enlargement,  internal
reforms,  and  global
uncerta int ies ,  i ts
member states remain
the  essential  building
blocks  of  a  uniquely
ambitious project.


