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Abstract

Before the Ukrainian conflict the EU-Russian relationships had been 
developing in the format of Strategic Partnership, and Russia had been 
considered as one of the ‘special ten’ to whom a special status of ‘strategic 
partner’ was awarded. The ‘special ten’ are unequal in size, political regimens, 
resource endowments, economic development, and power status. The main 
problem of this new concept of European Union Foreign Policy is that there is 
neither an official definition of strategic partnership nor any common criteria 
for being chosen as a strategic partner. 

It is worth mentioning that Russia at the same time has not only developed 
the integration with the European Union but has also promoted the integration 
in the post-Soviet area and as a result the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) has 
been created. Thus, speaking about the UE-Russian relations we should take 
into account the new Actor on the international arena, the EEU. 

The present paper aims at elaborating Strategic Partner’s Attractiveness 
Index (SPAI) for the EU, using the categorical principal components analysis 
(CATPCA). This analysis allows us to rank its declared strategic partners and to 
find out which position Russia and other members of the EEU hold in a rank. 



The proposal of the SPAI not only proves that in spite of political crises in 
EU-Russian relationships Russia continues being its core partner and the EEU 
is strategically important for the EU, but on the basis of this Index it is also sup-
posed to offer methodology for choosing EU’s strategic partners with a view to 
make its choice more science-based. 

Key Words: Strategic Partnership, Strategic Partner, Eurasian Economic 
Union, EU-Russian relations, Synthetic Index 

Resumen

Antes del conflicto ucraniano, las relaciones entre la UE y Rusia se habían 
desarrollado en el formato de Asociación Estratégica, y Rusia había sido 
considerada como una de las “special ten” a las que se otorgaba un estatus 
especial de “socio estratégico”. Los “special ten” son desiguales en tamaño, 
regímenes políticos, dotaciones de recursos, desarrollo económico y posición 
de poder. El principal problema de este nuevo concepto de política exterior de 
la Unión Europea es que no existe una definición oficial de asociación estra-
tégica ni ningún criterio común para ser elegido como socio estratégico.

Vale la pena mencionar que Rusia, al mismo tiempo, no solo ha desarrol-
lado la integración con la Unión Europea, sino que también ha promovido la 
integración en el área post-soviética y, como resultado, se ha creado la Unión 
Económica Euroasiática (EEU). Por lo tanto, hablando de las relaciones entre 
la UE y Rusia, deberíamos tener en cuenta al nuevo actor en el ámbito inter-
nacional, la EEU.

El presente documento tiene como objetivo elaborar el Índice de atractivi-
dad del socio estratégico (SPAI) para la UE, utilizando el análisis de compo-
nentes principales categóricos. Este análisis nos permite clasificar a sus socios 
estratégicos declarados y averiguar qué posición tiene Rusia en el ranking y 
otros miembros de la EEU.

La propuesta del SPAI no solo demuestra que, a pesar de las crisis políticas 
en las relaciones entre la UE y Rusia, Rusia sigue siendo su socio principal y 
la EEU es estratégicamente importante para la UE, sino que, sobre la base de 
este Índice, también debe ofrecer una metodología para la elección de los so-
cios estratégicos de la UE con el fin de hacer su elección más científica.

Palabras clave: Asociación estratégica, Socio estratégico, Unión económi-
ca euroasiática, Relaciones UE-Rusia, Índice sintético.

JEL Codes: F02, F15, F50, F55, F59.
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1. Introduction

The relationship between the RF and the EU is of fundamental importance, 
but it is enormously complex and difficult. Just taking into account the high 
status of the parties it would be already enough to speak at international level 
about global political and economic affairs, but that is also complicated by the 
close geographical proximity.

Before the Ukrainian conflict the EU-Russian relationships had been 
developing in the format of Strategic Partnership.  It is worth mentioning that 
the partners during their history of collaboration have advanced significantly in 
different fields. However, their relations can be characterized as unstable due 
to various political and economic crises that the partners have experienced 
during their history of relations.

It is worth mentioning that Russia at the same time has not only developed 
the integration with the European Union but also has promoted the integration 
in the post-Soviet area and as a result the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) has 
been created. Thus, speaking about the EU-Russian relations we should take 
into account the new Actor on the international arena, the EEU.

The main objective of this paper is to elaborate Strategic Partner’s 
Attractiveness Index for the EU that will allow us to rank the countries and to 
point out which positions Russia and other members of EEU hold in the rank 
and on the basis of this index to propose the Strategic Partnership between the 
EU and the EEU taking into account the interdependence of their geopolitical, 
geostrategic and energy dimensions. The EU and the EEU are neighbours and 
regardless of their willingness they have to consider each other given that it 
is impossible to resolve separately such common problems as regional con-
flicts, terrorism, international crime, illegal emigration and ecological problems 
among others. 

2. Literature review 

The relation of strategic partnership occupies a special position aside from 
other types of relations in EU’s Foreign Policy. The main problem regarding the 
EU’s conception of strategic partnership is the absence of an official definition 
of the term (Jain 2008; Renard 2010). Moreover Khandekar (2011) argues 
that there is not any criteria in the choice of its strategic partners while Biscop 
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and Renard (2010) believe that there are few established criteria such as the 
capacity to exert a significant influence on global or regional issues. Franco 
Hijuelos (2010), Quevedo Flores (2012) stress the importance of sharing com-
mon values between the partners. Vahl (2001) besides common interest and 
values highlights the ‘equality of size’. In such a situation Grevi (2010) recom-
mends the EU to define its interest and main objectives while Gratius (2011 a) 
argues that the EU should take into account the existence of different ‘classes’ 
and ‘levels’ of strategic partners. Another problem is the debates concerning 
the conception of the multilateral objective and bilateral approach of strategic 
partnerships. Thus, Gratius (2011a), Vasconcelos (2010), Grevi (2010) highlight 
the inherent tension between the multilateral objective and bilateral approach 
while Biscop and Renard (2010), Bendiek and Kramer (2010) and Quevedo 
Flores (2012) consider the conception as confusing given that it implies the 
mixing of partnerships with multilateral institutions, regional groups and in-
dividual Actors. Blanco (2016) called strategic partnership “the new joker” in 
the language of international politics proposing to focus on its functions rather 
than on the definition of the term.

With regard to conception of strategic partnership between Russia and 
the EU, Smith and Timmins (2003) and Lavrov (2013) absolutely deny the 
existence of a real strategic partnership between Russia and the EU and define 
their relations as a pragmatic partnership. De Wilde and Pellon (2006) argue 
that the strategic partnership between the EU and Russia is a real challenge. 
Vahl (2001) recognizes the problem of understanding the strategic partnerships 
in the case of EU-Russian relations and highlights that Russia strongly 
emphasizes the necessity of equality between the parts. Lavrov (2013) and 
Razvan-Alexandu (2015) argue that the EU can’t enforce Russia to following 
EU’s norms and should use a special approach for the construction of a positive 
bilateral relationship. Even though Mogherini F. (2014) announced that Russia 
is no longer EU’s strategic partner and the European Council decided to 
suspend talks on a new EU-Russian Strategic Partnership Agreement   due to 
the situation in Ukraine, according  to Voynikov (2015)  the freezing of relations 
did not mean the cancellation of common projects, who defined  the  current 
EU-Russia  cooperation as a ‘forced  strategic partnership’  concluding that  the 
partnership between parties continues existing but it is a frozen state.

Speaking about EU-Russian bilateral relations we should take into account 
the new regional Actor on the Post-Soviet Space, the Eurasian Economic 
Union. Despite Hartwell (2013), Berres (2014), Kuzmina (2015) and Zagorski 
(2015) consider the EEU as the most ambitious and the most successful 
model for regional integration in the post-Soviet area Libman (2007) agues 
that Russia is not sufficiently strong enough to entice other states to join 
regional organizations. Grinberg (2013) highlights that for Russia it is difficult 
to be partner with equal rights. Unfortunately the majority of scientists concur 
that the EEU is not so much an economic project, but rather a geopolitical one 
(Kubicek, 2009; Zagorski 2015; Satpayev, 2015; Sivickiy, 2015; Podadera 
and Garashchuk, 2016). 
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3. Empirical base of research

While observing the literature relating to our theme we can find a small 
number of works, which would offer a model or any index of strategic partners 
related to the relationship between countries. The indicators offered in the 
debate on strategic partnership do not seem to be convincing (Gratius, 2011). 
These indicators are the following: the power position of strategic partner; a 
regional power status; natural partners based on values; particular member 
states interests; core interests.

The European Strategic Partnerships Observatory (ESPO), launched by 
FRIDE and the Egmont Institute in 2012, is a policy-oriented, web-based and 
networked platform. It aims to provide information, analysis and debate on the 
EU’s relations with a selected range of key global and regional partners.  The 
platform offers the base of data with indicators of the EU’s strategic partners 
distributed by categories.  The categories offered by ESPO are the following: 
Economy; Trade and Investments; Demography and Populations; Research, In-
novation and Education; Military; Energy, Environment and Resources; Public 
Perception; Politics and Global Government. 

Gupta and Azad (2011) propose the Hierarchy Model for the selection of 
India’s strategic partnership based on Analytic Hierarchy Process. Although 
the model was elaborated for India, its categories have a common character 
and partly coincide with categories proposed by ESPO and, consequently, can 
be used for other countries. The criteria offered by them are the following: 
Economics; Politics; Defense; Technology; People to People. 

It is worth mentioning that unlike Gupta and Azad (2011), in order to avoid 
the subjectivity of experts’ assessments for our research we have chosen the 
quantitative method of analysis and we are going to select the indicators pro-
posed by ESPO and the indicators offered in the debate on strategic partnership 
described by Gratius (2011b), and we will add  some other indicators related 
to values of the EU (taking into account the 2003 European Security Strategy, 
where the EU highlights the strategic partnerships with countries which share 
EU’s norms and  values), common historical-cultural roots (taking into account 
the Declaration of RIO of 1999 about  the strategic partnership between the 
EU and LAC (Latin America and Caribbean), which is based on deep cultural 
inheritance and common interests and  values), absence of discriminating  ac-
tions between partners (taking into account the negative European-Russian  
strategic partnership experience), partner’s juridical-institutional base (taking 
into account the neo-institutional approach) and the common border factor.  

For elaborating Strategic Partner’s Attractiveness Index for the EU first we 
are going to use the CATPCA (CATegorical Principal Components Analysis). This 
tool has been developed for the data given mixed measurement level such that 
nominal, ordinal or numeric which may not have linear relationship with each 
other (Kemalbay and Korkmazoǧlu, 2013). 

Thus, this tool will allow us to decrease a number of variables, extract prin-
cipal components of Strategic Partnership and, consequently, to elaborate the 
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synthetic index and to rank the partners and find out which place Russia and 
other countries of the EEU occupy in a rank. Second to point out if there is a 
synergetic effect of being a regional organization and if the EEU occupies the 
higher position in a rank than every member has separately 

We should admit, that the relevant authors simply propose some factors 
as a theoretical framework, but until this moment there is not any empirical 
research. The indicators proposed by the European Strategic Partnerships Ob-
servatory (ESPO) merely describe the EU’s strategic partners in the context 
of its economical, political and social development and their weight at the in-
ternational and regional stage and common interests with EU. Thus, the origi-
nality of our work consists of elaborating the synthetic index on the basis of 
indicators proposed by ESPO together with some other variables proposed by 
other authors and our own, using the multi-criteria analysis. Furthermore our 
research is not limited just by the analysis of EU’s official strategic partners and 
we are going to investigate 184 countries for our model. 

The main hypotheses of our research are the following: 
The Factor of the political and economic weight of the partner together 

with common commercial interests was the main indicator for choosing of EU’s 
strategic partner 

Despite the crises in EU-Russian relations Russia continues being one of 
the core partner for the UE. The EEU becomes more attractive for the EU as a 
strategic partner than every its members by separately

The empirical methodology of our research is described in Table 1.

Table 1. Empirical Methodology of Research

Type of analyses Quantitative  

Techniques CATPCA 

Coverage of research International 

Number of items About 184 countries and the EEU

Research period 2009-2015

Software SPSS

Base of date World Bank, ESPO, Eurostat, Economical and Political Forums

Source: Own elaboration.

4. Results

The CATPCA has a sense just if there is correlation between variables and 
that is why there is a possibility to reduce the number of variables.  Thus, first, 
we must be sure that there is correlation between our variables.  Our relevant 
results suggest that the correlation between variables does exist.1

1   The relevant correlations mentioned in the text are not reported to save space. They are available 
from the authors upon request. 



213Strategic partner’s attractiveness index for the European Union. 

Revista de Economía Mundial 51, 2019, 207-228

Second we should decide how much factors would be retained for our 
model.  Our total variance is about 62.2 and we decided to retain the first 
three diminutions, whitch are the best according to Cronbach’s alpha. George 
and Mallery (2003) give the following rules of thumb: “_ > .9 – Excellent, _ > 
.8 – Good, _ > .7 – Acceptable, _ > .6 – Questionable, _ > .5 – Poor, and_ < 
.5 – Unacceptable” (p. 231). The retained principal components are presented 
in Table 2.

Table 2. Total Cronbach’s Alpha Based on Total Eigenvalues

Dimension Cronbach’s Alpha
Explained Variance

Total % (Eigenvalues)

1 .966 31.88

2 .89 12.86

3 .839 9.28

Total .987a 54.02

Dimension Cronbach’s Alpha
Explained Variance

Total % (Eigenvalues)

1 .966 31.88

2 .89 12.86

3 .839 9.28

Total .987a 54.02

Sources: Own calculations on the basis of SPSS.

Our three dimensions explain about 54% of total variance. Then we ob-
tained the weights of every variable for every of three dimensions (see Ap-
pendix 1). 

The first dimension (Factor1) explains the majority of total variance and 
provides the highest weights in variables, which describe the economic and 
political position of partner and the core interest with the EU, especially the 
common commercial interest. But the most remarkable observation is that 
the variable ‘export of energy from the third country to the EU’ has the highest 
weight. So, we can conclude that the energetic interdependence is significantly 
important. Although we should not forget, that this interdependence is very 
sensitive to market condition. Thus, for instance, during the high petrol prices 
period the partner being the petrol importer becomes more strategic. Never-
theless the market tends to change dramatically, and given that the petrol is 
non-renewable resource, the EU when selecting its strategic partners should 
take into account this fact for long-term future even though today the petrol 
prices are low. 

Analysing the second dimension (Factor 2) we can conclude that it describes 
the common values with EU. Social development, human rights, political 
regimen are very significant in this component. The third dimension (Factor 3) 
describes in general terms the development of common juridical-institutional 
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base with the EU. The geographic proximity and trade with the EU have also 
significant weight in this component. The results by countries with respect to 
three components are presented in Appendix 2. 

Observing the results we can say that the EU’s official strategic partners 
have high positions and are situated very close to each other only in the first 
dimension (except South Africa, which is quite far away from the rest of EU´s 
strategic partners) that proves our theory and the fact that the indicators for 
our research have been chosen correctly. Thus, we should conclude that despite 
the rhetoric of EU’s leaders about human rights the most important criteria for 
choosing strategic partners was the partner’s economic and political weight to-
gether with commercial interests. So we can affirm our first hypothesis. 

In the second dimension the countries with political stability, democratic 
regime and high social development have the highest position.  We can say 
that they are EU’s spiritual partners. 

In the third dimension we can observe that the EU develops the juridical-
institutional base with European neighbour countries. The highest positions 
that countries have with common border and trade with the EU such as Norway 
and Iceland, potential EU’s members like Ukraine and Serbia and countries-
neighbours with whom the EU develops the European Neighbourhood Policy 
such as Moldova, Georgia, Armenia and Belarus.  

The Strategic Dimension (Factor 1) = 0.892 x Energy Import to the EU 
(eur), G27 + 0.879 x World Bank Vote (% of all votes) + 0.865 x Import from 
the EU to the country (EUR) - 0.42 x Absence of Discriminative Actions, WTO 
pretensions - 0.644 x Perception of the EU according to the country. 

While the strategic dimension is the most important when the EU decides 
which strategic partners to choose, it should take into account the common 
values, the level of development of juridical and institutional base and the geo-
graphical proximity. Thus, the other two factors while they are not of such im-
portance, as the case of the first factor, at the same time they make the partner 
more attractive. Also the EU cannot ignore the common values and needs to 
develop the juridical-institutional base with the strategic partners; otherwise 
the conception of strategic partnership runs the risk of turning first into pro-
grammatic partnership and then even of transformation into confrontation, as 
now, we can observe in the EU-Russian relations at international stage.  Sum-
marizing, we can conclude that if the EU takes into account just the strategic 
dimension, in such case we can speak about the scenario of pragmatic concep-
tion towards the strategic partnership. 

In order to construct Strategic Partner’s Attractiveness Index (SPAI) for the 
EU we give the weight to every component on the basis of total variance as 
explained. The system of weighing for integration of partial indicators based on 
the total explained variance for every factor has been already used by many 
authors in different economic fields (Iglesias et al., 2000).

SPAI =0.59(F1)+0.24(F2)+0.17(F3)
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The results by countries with respect to Strategic Factor or Strategic Di-
mension (SD) and Strategic Partner’s Attractiveness Index (SPAI) are presented 
in Table 3. 

Table 3. Top 20 of UE’s Strategic Partners

Rank Country’s name
Strategic 

Dimension 
(SD) 

Country’s name
Strategic partner’s 

attractiveness Index 
(SPAI)

1 United States 5.500 United States 2.695

2 Japan 4.440 Switzerland 2.539

3 China 3.993 Norway 2.462

4 Canada 3.891 Canada 2.246

5 RUSSIAN FEDERATION 3.793 Japan 2.046

6 Switzerland 3.133 Australia 1.907

7 Brazil 2.668 Iceland 1.819

8 Norway 2.498 RUSSIAN FEDERATION 1.499

9 Australia 2.451 Liechtenstein 1.152

10 India 2.177 Korea Rep. 1.147

11 Korea Rep. 1.952 New Zealand 1.143

12 Mexico 1.705 Hong Kong SAR China 1.117

13 Turkey 1.603 Turkey 1.102

14 Saudi Arabia 1.252 Israel 1.094

15 Hong Kong SAR China 1.229 China 1.082

15 Iceland 1.200 Singapore 1.056

16 Singapore 1.080 Brazil 1.052

17 Israel .915 Monaco .987

18 South Africa .872 Chile .979

19 Indonesia .869 Mexico .903

20 New Zealand .776 Andorra .858

Sources: Own calculations.

The results of Table 3 lead to the conclusion that Russia occupies the core 
position in the rank and enters into the first 10 countries both according to the 
SD  (5th place) and the SPAI (8th place).

In regard to the SPAI, Russia was penalised like China by different common 
values and political regime that was quiet predictable. Thus we can prove our 
second hypothesis. 

Then the EEU was included in our analysis (see Table 4).
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Table 4. Top 10 of UE’s Strategic Partners (Including the EEU)

Rank Country SD Country
SPAI

1 United States 5.198 United States 2.681

2 Japan 4.192 Switzerland 2.510

3 EEU 3.851 Norway 2.457

4 China 3.817 Canada 2.222

5 RUSSIAN FEDERATION 3.665 Japan 2.083

6 Canada 3.657 Australia 1.877

7 Switzerland 2.979 Iceland 1.718

8 Brazil 2.459 EEU 1.529

9 Norway 2.382 RUSSIAN FEDERATION 1.485

10 Australia 2.279 Israel 1.151

Sources: Own calculations.

The results of Table 4 suggest that we can conclude that the EEU improved 
its position in the SD (Strategic Dimension) and entered in the three EU’s most 
important strategic partners. As for the SPAI (Strategic Partner’s Attractiveness 
Index) despite the EEU improved a little bit its value in general, its position 
did not change and it continued remaining the 8th position in the rank. It can 
be explained by the fact that the members of the EEU do not have common 
values with the EU, they do not have democratic regime and have problems 
with human rights. Nevertheless we can prove our third hypothesis that the 
EEU becomes more attractive for the EU as a strategic partner than every its 
member by separately. The members of the EEU (except Russia) are not strong 
enough for being the EU’s strategic partners but together with Russia they are 
very important strategically and occupy a core position in the rank. 

5. Conclusions

In this contribution we have elaborated the Strategic Partner’s Attractive-
ness Index (SPAI) for the EU. As you will see, for this purpose the CATPCA was 
used, allowing us to reduce all data into three separate dimensions. The first 
dimension is strategic, which explains most of the total explained variance and 
can be applied absent the other two dimensions if the EU employs a pragmatic 
approach to strategic partnership.  

The results of our research have shown that the three hypotheses have been 
proved.  The EU’s ‘Special Ten’ occupy the highest position and are situated close 
to each other only in the Strategic Dimension which represents the political and 
economic weight of each partner together with their common interests, especially 
those of a commercial nature, with the EU. In this regard, it can be concluded 
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that despite the EU leaders’ rhetoric about the importance of common values, 
the main indicator in choosing its strategic partners was the partner’s economic 
and political weight together with its commercial interests. Nevertheless, the 
negative experience of the EU-Russian experiment with strategic partnership 
can be a good lesson, which proves that real partnerships cannot be based only 
on common commercial interests in long-term perspectives.

The present research offers an innovative methodology for the election of 
the EU’s strategic partners based on a geo-economic approach, which includes 
political, economic and geographic indicators. The SPAI aims to make the EU 
strategic partner choice more science-based and, consequently, its position will 
become more easily understood and appreciated in the international arena.

In addition, it should be mentioned that in the current situation wherein 
the new USA administration seems to be drawing back from globalization and 
liberal values, the EU can no longer totally count on its main traditional part-
ner in building efficient multilateralism. In such a scenario on the international 
scene, the strategic partnerships with other core players have no choice but to 
become more up-to-date than ever. In this regard, the right strategic partner 
choice can offer a viable alternative to the heretofore traditional ‘transatlantic 
relationship’.

Despite the political crises in EU-Russian relations, Russia occupies a high 
position in the rank. It means that EU-Russian relations remain of high of stra-
tegic importance. Although the members of the EEU (excepting Russia) are 
not attractive as strategic partners for the EU, together with Russia they can 
become strategically presentable partners. Moreover, the EEU is currently ex-
pressing a strong interest in building Free Trade Agreements. In this regard, 
if Russia and the EU can overcome the current crisis, then the EU and the 
EEU can combine their efforts to defend Free Trade and Globalization in New 
Multipolar World Order, effectively countering the USA Policy of Protectionism. 
Thus, the future lines of research can offer the possibility of establishing the 
Free Trade Agreement between the EU and the EEU or the renovation of the 
project of Four Common Spaces from Lisbon to Vladivostok, which was sus-
pended due to the situation in Ukraine, but this time taking into consideration 
the new architecture of relations due to creation the EEU. 

However, we cannot ignore that the strategic partnership is primarily a po-
litical decision and regardless of how favourable the economic and other in-
dicators can be, the practical application of strategic partnership depends on 
political leaders’ willingness to do so and to take the right steps.
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