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Executive Summary 

The EU is confronted with a serious challenge to its political legitimacy. More and more citizens have 

come to support Eurosceptic politicians who put the EU’s authority into question, and one country has 

even turned its back on the EU altogether after a majority of citizens voted to leave the Union. The EU 

is thus in need of reforms that could mitigate its legitimacy crisis. Against this backdrop, the present 

paper explores the ideal setting of the EU in the mind of European citizens. It addresses four aspects: 

1. How do European citizens think about a further transfer of political authority to the EU level? 

2. In how far do citizens support the redistribution of wealth from richer to poorer member states? 

3. In which policy areas do citizens want the EU to take political decisions? 

4. Which institutional characteristics of the EU affect citizens’ support for EU decisions? 

Moreover, we are interested in the extent to which people’s views on these topics are shaped by the 

new line of conflict between winners and losers of recent societal transformations such as 

modernization and globalization. We thus investigate to what extent citizens’ views on the “ideal EU” 

may be shaped by two objective variables – age and education – and two subjective perceptions – 

regarding citizens’ socioeconomic background and perceived societal marginalization. 

The paper presents novel data from the RECONNECT Citizen Survey, an online survey of 12,000 citizens 

in six EU member states: Denmark, France, Germany, Hungary, Poland, and Spain. The questionnaire 

includes a range of questions that shed light on the first three aspects of interest and an innovative 

conjoint experiment that yields particular insights into the fourth question. 

Seven main insights emerge from the study: 

1. Citizens are divided over the prospects of transferring additional powers to the European level or 

repatriating sovereignty back to the national level. The option that seems most acceptable to a 

majority of citizens is a distribution of competencies close to the current status quo. 

2. Citizens are equally ambivalent regarding the idea of European solidarity in the form of 

redistributing wealth from richer to poorer member states. There are great country differences on 

this question, and they run along the familiar division between richer net contributors and poorer 

net beneficiaries. Far-reaching reforms in the direction of more or less within-EU redistribution are 

thus likely to meet with public opposition in the respective countries. 

3. People’s preferences on which policy fields should primarily be tackled by the EU reveal that areas 

with clear transnational character are prioritized. There are also indications that many policy areas 

favored by citizens are related to perceptions of global threats, suggesting that EU action could be 

framed successfully along the lines of Emmanuel Macron’s slogan “Une Europe qui protège”. 

4. Analyzing the institutional parameters that could improve citizens’ acceptance of EU decisions 

reveals a relatively strong status-quo orientation, especially in areas that touch upon the 

distribution of powers between the EU and its member states. Reforms that change this balance of 

powers are thus likely to meet with public opposition. 

5. There is still room for improving people’s acceptance of EU decisions. The data reveal widespread 

support for more citizen participation and more transparency of EU decision-making processes. 

Citizens also place high importance on the capacity of EU policies to solve problems, and they 

appreciate the equal distribution of benefits among all member states. Distributive fairness trumps 

national self-interest. 
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6. The empirical analysis shows differences between winners and losers of recent societal 

transformations, but these are primarily relevant for the vertical distribution of powers between 

the EU and the member states. Older, less educated citizens with low socio-economic status and a 

high level of perceived societal marginalization are significantly less enthusiastic about deepening 

European integration. At the same time, many other aspects of the EU’s decision-making set-up, 

such as the support for more citizen participation, more transparency, and more effective policies, 

are shared across the different groups in society. 

7. Our analysis has several implications for the future avenues of EU reform. Policymakers who want 

to cater to the wishes of European citizens should strive to grant EU citizens more channels of 

participation and improve their ability to monitor political processes at the European level. 

Moreover, framing the nature of the EU as a protective force against external threats is likely to 

resonate well with many citizens. Lastly, since citizens are divided over the balance of power 

between the EU and its member states, policymakers should be cautious about trying to change the 

vertical distribution of power in the EU. The Conference on the Future of Europe could explore to 

what extent Eurosceptics and Europhiles attach different levels of salience to their preferences, 

which may suggest that reforms increasing the autonomy of member states might be less 

controversial than reforms tilting the balance of power further towards the supranational level. 
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1.  Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic represents the latest in a series of crises that have shaken the European Union 

during the last decade (see, e.g., Dinan et al. 2017, Zeitlin et al. 2019). Although the duration and long-

term consequences of the coronavirus crisis are yet unforeseeable, the recent progress made in the 

development and production of effective vaccines clears the way for resuming the debate on the EU’s 

future. While this discussion has recently been led somewhat under the radar (Martill and Staiger 2018, 

Harwood et al. 2020, Damro et al. 2021), the official start of the so-called “Conference on the Future of 

Europe” in May 2021 marks the beginning of an intensified political debate about EU reform. 

The Conference is supposed to give EU citizens a stronger say regarding the future trajectory of the 

Union. It is an attempt to address the EU’s profound “crisis of legitimacy” (Schweiger 2016, Schmidt 

2020), which can be understood as a lack of public acceptance among its citizens (Easton 1965). Since 

the 1990s, we have experienced a gradual erosion of citizens’ EU “legitimacy beliefs” (Dellmuth and 

Schlipphak 2020). As the Union’s authority reached beyond creating a common market and delved into 

more controversial policy areas and core state powers, many citizens turned towards Eurosceptic 

politicians who challenge the authority and legitimacy of the EU (Hooghe and Marks 2009). Besides, 

such popular and party-based Euroscepticism has been reinforced by the European crises in recent years 

(Serricchio et al. 2013, Taggart and Szczerbiak 2018, Vasilopoulou 2018, Schäfer and Gross 2020). As a 

result of this growing “political conflict over Europe” (Schäfer et al. 2021), major integration projects 

like the Constitutional Treaty foundered on public opposition in several national referendums (Hobolt 

2009). Eurosceptic parties celebrated electoral victories at both national and European levels (Henley 

2020, Treib 2014, 2021), and public rejection of EU membership even caused one former member state 

to leave the Union altogether. Moreover, the Union is increasingly under attack from authoritarian 

governments in some of its member states, which seek to shield their national attacks on democracy 

and the rule of law against EU criticism by actively mobilizing their domestic audiences against what 

they consider to be an illegitimate intervention into domestic affairs (Schlipphak and Treib 2017).  

Although there is widespread agreement on the EU’s need for thorough reforms to mitigate its 

legitimacy crisis, there is disagreement on the concrete reform avenue to be taken. In 2017, the 

European Commission published a "White Paper on the Future of Europe". It proposes five future 

scenarios for the EU with varying degrees of (dis)integration, leaving room for various forms of a more 

“differentiated integration” process where some member states cooperate more closely whereas 

others enjoy the right to opt-out (Leruth et al. 2019). Another much-demanded reform route is the 

further democratization of the EU in response to the Union’s alleged “democratic deficit” (Føllesdal and 

Hix 2006), especially by increasing participation opportunities for EU citizens and making EU governance 

more responsive to public preferences. The innovative process of the Conference on the Future of 

Europe is an ambitious example of such advances in transnational democracy. Although it is designed 

as a singular process, it could serve as a role model for future reform projects.  

In light of the key role that citizens are expected to play in reforming the EU, understanding people’s 

preferences on the future of European integration seems crucial. However, there is surprisingly little 

research on the ideal setting of the EU in the mind of European citizens. From previous studies, we know 

that EU attitudes are multidimensional (Boomgaarden et al. 2011) and are affected by various individual 

and contextual determinants (Ejrnæs and Jensen 2019). However, as De Vries and Hoffmann (2015: 8) 

put it, “while studies about support for European integration are abundant, today we know virtually 

nothing about EU citizens’ opinion about possible reforms.” In a similar vein, Goldberg et al. (2020: 1) 

add that “we know very little about what EU citizens want for the future of the EU”. The few existing 

studies on these questions find, for example, that citizens prefer a Union that focuses on peace and 
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security, that they demand the use of referendums and support the current size of the EU (De Vries and 

Hoffmann 2015). Moreover, Hahm et al. (2020) show that people reject the Commission's exclusive 

right of legislative initiative, support the existing bicameral legislative structure, and prefer majority 

voting over unanimity, whereas they disagree about who should decide on law violations. 

However, despite these first findings, the overall research gap appears worrisome. In light of the 

negative Brexit referendum outcome, public support for the EU seems essential for the future of 

European integration. In this paper, we investigate people’s EU preferences in order to identify the 

future avenues of European integration that are most preferred by European citizens. We argue that 

potential reforms could touch upon several core issues of European integration, namely 1) the balance 

of power between the supranational and the national level, 2) the level of European solidarity in the 

form of financial transfers from richer to poorer EU member states, 3) the integration of particular policy 

areas, and 4) the institutional set-up through which EU policy decisions are being taken. 

Therefore, we specifically focus on the following four questions: 

1. To what degree do EU citizens support further transfers of political authority to the EU level or 

demand that competencies are referred back to the member states? (integration vs. disintegration) 

2. In how far do EU citizens support the redistribution of wealth from richer to poorer member states? 

(redistribution among EU member states) 

3. In which policy areas do EU citizens want the EU to take action? (preferred EU policy area) 

4. Which institutional characteristics of the EU affect people’s support for EU decisions? (most 

legitimate institutional set-up) 

Moreover, we are interested in the factors that shape people’s view on the “ideal EU”. The Brexit 

referendum revealed that the Eurosceptic Leave vote was dominated by older, less educated, and 

poorer voters who felt marginalized by the process of increasing international cooperation (Hobolt 

2015). In our view, such analyses demonstrate the existence of a new line of conflict between – often 

more subjectively perceived than objectively defined – winners and losers of recent societal 

transformations such as modernization and globalization (Kriesi et al. 2006, 2012, Teney et al. 2014, 

Hooghe and Marks 2018, Ford and Jennings 2019). Following this line of argument, we investigate to 

what extent citizens’ views on the “ideal EU” may be shaped by two objective variables – age and 

education – and two subjective perceptions – regarding citizens’ socioeconomic background and their 

level of perceived societal marginalization (Bollwerk et al. 2021). In doing so, we capture the effects of 

both an objective and a subjective dimension of the societal division. 

For our empirical analysis, we conducted online surveys with 12,000 respondents in six EU member 

states: Denmark, France, Germany, Hungary, Poland, and Spain. Besides several questions on people’s 

attitudes towards European integration, which allow us to answer questions 1, 2, and 3, we additionally 

embedded a conjoint experiment within the survey. Conjoint analyses have become increasingly 

popular in political science, especially after the works of Hainmueller and colleagues (Hainmueller et al. 

2014, 2015, Bansak et al. 2019). They allow researchers to identify causal effects of various treatment 

components in surveys (Hainmueller et al. 2014: 2), thus enabling us to investigate which institutional 

settings may increase public legitimacy of the European policy-making (question 4). Therefore, we 

contribute to the emerging literature on EU attitudes using experimental survey methods and conjoint 

analyses (see also Franchino and Segatti 2019, Schneider 2019, Kuhn et al. 2020, Nicoli et al. 2020).  
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2.  The RECONNECT Citizen Survey 

In the following, we present the dataset, the main variables, and the methods of our empirical analysis. 

We start by describing the collection of the data (2.1) before illustrating the socio-demographic 

structure of the dataset (2.2). After that, we lay out the EU-specific questions (2.3) and the conjoint 

experiment (2.4), with which we provide answers to our research questions. 

 

2.1.  Data collection  

We conducted an online survey in the six EU member states Denmark, France, Germany, Hungary, 

Poland, and Spain. The country selection is based on the objectives of the RECONNECT project and 

reflects diversity in geography, population size, economic conditions, duration of EU membership, and 

level of democracy. In each country, respondents aged 18-89 years were sampled from an online access 

panel database (“Lightspeed”) provided by the survey company KANTAR. The basic population of the 

online access panel (gross figures for sampling) in the respective countries were as follows: 

Denmark=0.5 million, France=2.4 million, Germany=1.9 million, Hungary=0.2 million, Poland=0.8 

million, Spain=1.5 million. We applied a random quota sampling regarding gender, age, and educational 

attainment based on 2019 Eurostat population data. Although our sample approaches the reference 

population data, certain groups (e.g., older people or those with lower education) were under-

represented in our dataset. Therefore, we applied post-stratification weights in all our descriptive 

analyses. The sample size per country is 2,000 respondents, yielding an overall sample size of n=12,000. 

The interviews were conducted between 11 September and 23 October 2020 and took, on average, 

between 12 and 14 minutes, depending on the country (see Box A-1 in the appendix for more details 

on measures taken to ensure high data quality).   

 

2.2.  Survey demographics 

This section presents the distribution of four key variables measuring respondents’ – objective and 

subjective – position regarding the societal division between winners and losers of recent societal 

transformations across the six countries surveyed (see Figure 1, see also Table A-1 in the appendix for a 

complete overview). Following empirical insights from previous research, we consider older and less 

educated respondents to be rather on the losing side of modernization and globalization. Not only have 

these developments increased the societal status and the economic benefits of higher education1, they 

also come with a loss of traditional values and concepts of life more widely shared by the older 

generation. In addition, there may be a subjective side to being a winner or a loser of societal 

transformations. Hence, we include two more subjective measures, respondents’ self-reported 

socioeconomic status (relative to the overall distribution in society) and respondents’ perception of 

being marginalized economically, culturally, and politically. These perceptions may differ from the more 

 

 

 

1 As there always is a very strong correlation between reported education and reported income, and as the latter 
is more prone to biased answering behavior, we focus on education rather than income here.  
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objective factors of age and education, as these perceptions are dependent not only on people’s actual 

living and working conditions but also on individual (psychological) predispositions.  

Figure 1: Distribution of four main sociodemographic variables in the survey (unweighted) 

 

Regarding the respondents’ age, we asked survey participants for their birth year and subtracted it from 

the year in which the survey took place (2020). Overall, the mean age of respondents in our sample is 

40.93 years (median=40 years), implying that older citizens are slightly under-represented (see Figure 

A-1 in the appendix). In a second step, we re-coded the numeric age into five age groups: 18-24 years, 

25-34 years, 35-44 years, 45-54 years, and 55+ years. The largest age cohort is the middle group (35-

44, around 24% of all respondents), whereas the youngest (18-24, 16%) and the oldest cohorts (55+, 

18%) represent the smallest age groups (see Figure 1). However, this distribution varies per country (see 

Figure A-2 in the appendix). It is worth noting that participants in the Eastern and Southern European 

sub-samples (Hungary and Poland, but also in Spain) are younger than in the North-Western European 

countries (esp. Denmark and Germany, but also in France). 

Concerning respondents’ education, we asked, “what is the highest level of education you have 

achieved?” and provided different educational attainments to choose from (see Table A-2 in the 

appendix for a complete overview). These country-specific attainments were re-coded into the 

education levels “high”, “medium”, and “low” according to the International Standard Classification of 

Education (ISCED, UNESCO 2011). Overall, about half of the respondents have a medium-level education 

(51%), and a third of the sample has a higher education degree (34%), whereas only 15% have obtained 

lower levels of education. The distribution of educational attainment varies across the six countries (see 

Figure A-3 in the appendix). Our samples slightly under-represent citizens with lower education, but the 

under-representation is not systemically related to the survey country (see Table A-3 in the appendix). 

The difference between sample and population is roughly -10 percentage points in each country (except 

for Germany), reflecting the problem of online access panels to acquire participants with lower 

education. We counter-balance the under-representation with post-stratification weights.  
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Concerning the more subjective variables, we asked respondents for their perceived social class. More 

specifically, the item reads: “Imagine a ladder with 11 steps, which reflects the social positions of the 

population in [COUNTRY]. Where would you place yourself and your own family on this ladder if 0 means 

‘at the bottom’ and 10 means ‘at the top’?” (plus, respondents were shown a graphic image of a ladder). 

The distribution of answers to this question is approximately normal (see Figure A-4 in the appendix). 

We then re-coded answers into three categories: “lower class” (0-3), “middle class” (4-6), and “upper 

class” (7-10). More than half of the total sample (57%) perceive themselves to belong to their society’s 

middle class, whereas the lower and upper classes have roughly the same size (21/22%). Interestingly, 

the variation between countries is quite small regarding this distribution (see Figure A-5 in the 

appendix). 

Lastly, we use a measure labeled perceived societal marginalization that has recently been introduced 

(Bollwerk et al. 2021). It includes perceptions of being marginalized economically, culturally, and 

politically, asking respondents to indicate on a scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 6 (“strongly 

agree”) their views on statements such as “The values of people like me are becoming less and less 

important in society” (for the full set of questions included in the instrument, see Box A-2 in the 

appendix). The general level of a citizen’s perceived societal marginalization (PSM) is measured as the 

average mean of a respondent’s agreement with all statements across the economic, cultural and 

political dimensions, again ranging from 1 (low PSM) to 6 (high PSM). For the analysis in this paper, we 

created three groups: respondents with a low (PSM from 1 to <2.7), medium (PSM from 2.7 to 4.4), and 

high (PSM >4.4 to 6) level of perceived societal marginalization (for more details on the calculation of 

the data, see Box A-2 in the Appendix). Interestingly, the distribution in Figure 1 indicates that about 

half of all respondents perceive themselves as highly marginalized, with a further 40% displaying 

medium levels of societal marginalization. While the shares slightly vary over the countries (see Figure 

A-6 in the appendix), the overall picture stays the same: feelings of belonging to the losers of current 

political, economic and cultural developments seem to be very widespread among citizens. 

This distribution may seem counterintuitive. Note, however, that feeling marginalized does not 

necessarily coincide with a low socioeconomic status. Citizens can feel marginalized despite being on 

higher steps of the socioeconomic ladder – in fact, a substantial share of respondents from the middle 

and upper classes do. Differentiating between perceived socioeconomic status and the feeling of not 

being adequately represented in society and politics is important for fully capturing the effect of self-

perceived losers vs. winners of societal transformations. It coincides with the observation that populist 

attitudes and voting behavior are not as strongly determined by economic factors as one may think 

(Norris and Inglehart 2019). As Bollwerk et al. (2021) demonstrate in their validation of the 

marginalization measure, it is the perception of being marginalized that strongly correlates with populist 

positions and dissatisfaction with democracy on the national and the European level.  

Finally, it seems worthwhile to note that the survey was fielded during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

crisis might have influenced respondents’ attitudes toward European integration, European solidarity, 

and the future setting of the EU. Therefore, to rule out potential effects of the pandemic, we included 

a survey item asking citizens whether they felt that they were (strongly) affected by the pandemic. 

However, groups of respondents with varying degrees of subjective affectedness by the pandemic did 

not display any substantively meaningful differences concerning our EU-specific key questions and the 

EU’s future setting. 

 

 



 

 

www.reconnect-europe.eu  Page 12 of 45 

 

2.3.  EU-specific key questions  

As laid out in the introduction, we are mainly interested in four key aspects of European integration 

that, in combination, should provide us with a clearer image of what the ideal EU looks like to European 

citizens. First, we are interested in the integration-disintegration dimension, i.e., the degree to which 

people wish to concentrate political authority at the EU level further or demand that political 

competencies are referred back to the member states. Therefore, we asked respondents, “Some people 

say that the European Union should have more competences to take political decisions in Europe. 

Others say that the nation states should regain competences that were transferred to the EU. What is 

your opinion on this topic?” Survey participants could then indicate their stance on a 6-point scale 

ranging from “Nation states should regain competences” (1) to “The EU should have more 

competences” (6).  

Second, as we are also interested in European solidarity, defined here as the horizontal redistributive 

dimension of European integration, we asked respondents about their views regarding the 

redistribution of wealth among EU member states. More specifically, we asked them to locate 

themselves on a 10-point scale, where 1 means that they “fully agree” with the statement “Wealth 

should be redistributed from the richer to the poorer countries in the EU” and 10 means that they “fully 

agree” with the statement “Wealth should not be redistributed from the richer to the poorer countries 

in the EU”. We inverted the scale, so that 1 means an anti-redistribution position and 10 implies being 

pro-redistibution at the European level. 

Our third aim is to learn about the policy areas that people would like to be dealt with at the European 

level. However, we did not request respondents to state their view on every potential policy field but 

instead asked them to indicate their most preferred EU policy area. More specifically, the item reads: 

“The European Union can take political decisions in several policy areas. However, other policy areas 

are reserved to the sole competence of the member states. In which of the following policy areas would 

you prefer most that the EU takes political decisions?”. Responses included twelve different policy fields 

that were randomly ordered to avoid order effects (only single choice possible): “Immigration and 

asylum”, “Disease control and emergency management”, “Climate change and environment”, 

“International trade agreements”, “Foreign and defense policy”, “Security and anti-terrorism”, 

“Monetary policy and the common currency”, “Economy and employment”, “Social and welfare policy”, 

“Education and research”, “Civil liberties and minority rights”, or “Structural funds and regional 

development”.  

 

2.4.  The conjoint experiment 

The fourth goal of our analysis is to examine which institutional parameters of EU decision-making 

improve people’s EU-related legitimacy beliefs. To study their support of EU decisions, we integrated a 

conjoint experiment. With the help of this technique that has become a somewhat fashionable tool in 

political science, we can analyze “situations in which a decision maker has to deal with options that 

simultaneously vary across two or more attributes” (Green et al. 2001: 57). The EU, with its complex 

institutional design, surely represents such an attitudinal object with various features that can influence 

people’s overall legitimacy beliefs. Therefore, we presented respondents with several hypothetical EU 

policy decisions, with each EU decision representing a profile that varies in six different (institutional) 

attributes. Importantly, we showed these profiles in pairs (see also Hainmueller et al. 2015), asking 

respondents to choose their preferred profile. 
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Out of many potential institutional characteristics, we chose six attributes that are likely to impact 

citizens’ legitimacy beliefs and ordered them according to a policy-process logic to make them 

accessible (see Table 1). In line with legitimacy research, we integrated three general sources of 

legitimacy: input, output, and throughput legitimacy (Scharpf 1999, Schmidt 2013). Output legitimacy 

stresses the ability of the political regime’s policies to solve problems (“problem-solving”), which is 

tightly connected to the traditional functionalist and neo-functionalist narratives about the need for the 

EU to produce beneficial policies to elicit public support (Haas 1958, Mitrany 1966). Input legitimacy, in 

contrast, presumes that citizen support for a political regime depends on opportunities for effective 

citizen participation in the collective decision-making process (“citizen participation”). Lastly, 

throughput legitimacy focuses on the transparency of decision-making processes (“public information”). 

Table 1: Conceptual dimensions, institutional attributes, attribute descriptions and attribute levels of 

the conjoint survey experiment 

Dimension Attribute Description Levels 

A
U

TH
O

R
IT

Y 

Bindingness “How binding or optional is the 
decision for the EU member 
countries, including [Country]?” 

(1) Every country must apply the decision 
(2) Single countries may deviate in exceptional 

circumstances 
(3) Each country may apply the decision 

voluntarily 
 

Possibility of 
being 
outvoted 

“If a country, including [Country], 
disagrees with the decision, can it 
be outvoted by other EU member 
countries?” 

(1) A country cannot be outvoted (veto power) 
(2) A country can be outvoted only by a large 

majority (75%) 
(3) A country can be outvoted by a small 

majority (50%) 

PR
O

C
ED

U
R

E 

Citizen 
participation 

How can European citizens 
influence the decision-making 
process? 

(1) Through parliamentary elections only 
(2) Through parliamentary elections and a 

citizen consultation 
(3) Through parliamentary elections and a 

referendum 
 

Public 
information 
 

Is information about the decision-
making process publicly available 
for all citizens? 

(1) Not available 
(2) Available after the decision has been made 
(3) Available throughout the whole process 

PE
R

FO
R

M
A

N
C

E 

Benefit for 
own country 

“What is the expected benefit of 
the decision for [Country]?” 

(1) Less than for other countries 
(2) The same as for other countries 
(3) More than for other countries 
 

Problem-
solving 
 

“Based on previous experiences 
with comparable policy decisions, 
to what degree will the decision 
solve the underlying policy 
problem?” 

(1) To a small degree 
(2) To a moderate degree 
(3) To a large degree 

 

Among three more EU-specific institutional attributes, we first included the EU’s authority vis-à-vis its 

member states. This balance of power is crucially shaped by the extent to which EU decisions are binding 

or voluntary for all members, also known as the degree of differentiated integration (“bindingness”). 

Second, the supranational-intergovernmental dimension of EU decision-making becomes apparent in 

the availability of veto powers for individual member states, particularly visible in Council votings 

(“possibility of being outvoted”). Finally, we explored the effect of the relative distribution of integration 
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benefits between member states, determined by the expected benefit of decisions for one’s own 

country compared to others (“benefit for own country”). 

To raise the attention level of survey respondents, we first described to them that the fictional EU 

decisions were taken in the policy area that they had previously chosen as most preferred to be dealt 

with at the EU level. Moreover, we told respondents that “each decision would have a substantial impact 

on people's lives” to increase the perceived importance of the following decision task. Then, 

respondents were provided with descriptions of the six attributes (see Table 1) before the actual 

conjoint experiment started (see Figure A-7 in the appendix for an example). Each respondent was 

confronted with eight different EU policy decisions (4 pairs*2 profiles). For each pair, respondents were 

asked to indicate which of the two policy decisions they preferred over the other.  

In total, the 12,000 respondents evaluated 96,000 profiles (i.e., eight profiles per respondent displayed 

in four choice tasks). From all these individual choices, we can statistically estimate the average marginal 

effect that each attribute level (“component”) exerts on the choice for a given EU policy decision. Since 

the single profile represents the unit of analysis, the dependent variable of this analysis is binary 

(0=profile not chosen, 1=profile chosen). Therefore, the estimation technique we use is logistic 

regression analysis, and the regression outputs will be computed as average marginal component 

effects – also known as AMCEs (Hainmueller et al. 2014, Bansak et al. 2020). Taken together, the 

conjoint analysis provides insights into the relative explanatory power of each of the six institutional 

variables.  

 

3.  Empirical analysis and results 

In the following, we present descriptive results regarding the four EU-specific variables described above. 

For each EU preference under observation, we show the overall distribution across the six countries 

surveyed and the conditional distributions dependent on our four indicators of belonging to the winning 

or losing side of current economic, social, and cultural transformations. Hence, we first illustrate our 

findings regarding the integration-disintegration dimension (3.1) and the redistributive dimension of EU 

politics (3.2) before illustrating people’s most preferred EU policy areas (3.3) and their institutional 

preferences (3.4). 

  

3.1.  Integration vs. disintegration 

Starting with people’s preferences on further European integration, we observe that the overall public 

opinion is rather ambivalent (see Figure 2). Most people locate themselves somewhere in the middle 

along the integration-disintegration dimension, meaning that 45.3% of the respondents chose values 3 

or 4. However, the “dis-integrationist camp” (1/2: 27.8% of respondents) is larger than the integrationist 

camp (5/6: 20.4%). Accordingly, the (weighted) mean value across the whole sample is 3.35 and, thus, 

slightly below the (theoretical) scale mean (3.5). Yet, the overall picture reveals a general preference for 

the status quo. 

 

 



 

 

www.reconnect-europe.eu  Page 15 of 45 

 

Figure 2: Distribution of preferences on further European integration (integration-disintegration 
dimension) among all survey respondents (unweighted)  

 

 

This ambivalence is visible for the total sample as well as across the six countries (see Figure A-8 in the 

appendix). However, when we compare the weighted country means (see Figure 3), one country sticks 

out: citizens in Denmark show, by far, the least appetite for a further transfer of competencies to the 

European level. Instead, their comparably low mean (2.76) discloses that a relatively large part of the 

Danish society wishes that political authority be referred back to the nation state.  

Figure 3: Mean preference on further European integration across the six survey countries (weighted 
averages, the dashed line represents the theoretical scale mean) 

 

This empirical finding fits the Danish tradition of having a rather Eurosceptic public opinion (Raunio 

2007), which has repeatedly led to negative outcomes in EU-related referendums and subsequent opt-

outs from EU policies. In contrast, people in Spain have the strongest preference for further political 
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integration (3.67), also underlining the historically pro-European public sentiment (Arana 2020). Taking 

the theoretical mean as the (red) line that distinguishes between proponents of more (>3.5) and less 

(<3.5) integration, the graph indicates that in four out of six countries, citizens are slightly leaning toward 

disintegration. 

When comparing the mean values of groups mirroring different positions on the continuum between 

winners and losers of societal transformation processes, several observations are worth noting (see 

Figure 4). First, age seems to be almost linearly correlated to the integration-disintegration dimension. 

The younger European citizens are, the higher is the preference for deeper political integration. 

However, the oldest cohort (55+) is not the most dis-integrationist group, perhaps due to their higher 

heterogeneity (comprising individuals from 55 to 89 years). We assume that the oldest respondents in 

this age bracket, having experienced the harsh effects of the Second World War during their early 

childhood years, are most likely to support the EU as a peace project. In this older subgroup, therefore, 

the peace-related benefits of European integration may outweigh the disadvantages associated with 

further European integration. Second, the more educated people are, the higher is their preference for 

further political integration. However, the difference between high and medium levels of education is 

greater than the difference between medium and low educational attainments. In sum, for both 

objective variables tapping into the difference between winners and losers of societal transformations, 

the emerging trend seems to mirror the expectations one would have based on previous findings 

(Hobolt 2015). 

Figure 4: Mean preference on further European integration across different sociodemographic groups 

(weighted averages) 

 

Third, perceived social class matters a great deal. The higher people perceive themselves to be in their 

society's social order, the stronger is their preference for further European integration. Those who 

consider themselves to be at the lower end of the socioeconomic ladder, in contrast, have the strongest 

preference for dis-integration among all sociodemographic groups under observation. Both effects 



 

 

www.reconnect-europe.eu  Page 17 of 45 

 

suggest that material or resource-related determinants play a role in integration attitudes. More 

educated and more economically satisfied respondents perceive European integration as less of a risk 

than a chance, with higher levels of education making citizens better able to work in different contexts 

and countries than lower levels (e.g., Gabel 1998). Lastly, the impact of perceived societal 

marginalization seemingly did not shape people’s views on EU integration to a large extent. Still, 

respondents in the group with the highest level of perceived marginalization are significantly less 

favorable toward more integration.  

Taken together, public opinion towards deepening European integration or cutting it back seems 

ambivalent. Overall, a majority of respondents are opposed to further transfers of power to Brussels. 

This anti-integrationist sentiment is particularly pronounced in Denmark. Spanish respondents, in 

contrast, are the most pro-integrationist. At the same time, large numbers of respondents in all 

countries place themselves close to the middle of the scale, suggesting that they are satisfied with the 

current distribution of political competencies between the EU and its member states. Variables 

mirroring the conflict line between winners and losers of modernization and globalization affect 

people’s stance on the integration-disintegration dimension. The typical “integrationist” is 18-24 years 

old, highly educated, and with an upper-class background, whereas the typical “dis-integrationist” is 45-

54 years old, comparably low educated, has a lower-class background, and feels societally marginalized. 

These effects also hold when controlling for other individual-level variables (see Figure A-9 in the 

appendix). 

 

3.2.  Redistribution among EU member states 

Turning to the second EU-specific attitude, people’s views on redistribution from richer to poorer 

European countries, we again observe an ambivalent preference structure among European citizens 

(see Figure 5). Roughly a third of the respondents indicated a middle position (5-6) with a slight tendency 

to favor redistribution. Similarly, at the ends of the dimension, we find both a hard anti-redistribution 

camp (1=8.1%) and a completely pro-redistribution camp (10=10.2%). 

The distribution looks similar in all six countries, even though there are noteworthy differences (see 

Figure A-10 in the appendix). In Denmark and Germany, for example, the anti-redistribution camp is 

stronger than the pro-redistribution side, whereas the opposite is true for Hungary, Spain, and Poland. 

The differences are also reflected in the (weighted) country means, displayed in Figure 6. We see that 

people in Denmark (5.04) and Germany (5.18) are the most averse to financial redistribution within the 

EU, showing the only two values that are closer to the anti-redistribution pole than to the pro-

redistribution pole (with the theoretical mean being 5.5). On the contrary, Hungarian (6.39), Spanish 

(6.51), and Polish (5.77) citizens are, on average, more positive towards financial redistribution in 

Europe. This is by no means a surprising finding given the net contributor and net beneficiary roles of 

the respective countries (Vasilopoulou and Talving 2020). Hungary, Spain, and Poland have long 

traditions of belonging to the net recipients of the EU budget. The richer countries Denmark and 

Germany, in contrast, are among the greatest net contributors, which can explain the relative scepticism 

toward EU transfers in these countries. 
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Figure 5: Distribution of preferences on the redistribution of wealth among EU member states 
(redistributive dimension) among all survey respondents (unweighted) 

 

Figure 6: Mean preference on the redistribution of wealth among EU member states across the six 
survey countries (weighted averages, the dashed line represents the theoretical scale mean) 

 
  

Comparing the group-specific means conditional on our four winners vs. losers variables (see Figure 7), 

we can immediately spot that age does not have much of an impact on this EU attitude, as all age groups 

are close to the overall mean value (5.74). In contrast, education and perceived social class seem more 

influential. Lower education and a lower perceived social class are related to more pro-redistribution 

views, whereas people with higher education and higher-class affiliation show a slight tendency to 

prefer non-redistribution among EU member states. Interestingly, the bivariate analysis somewhat 

underestimates the linear effect of perceptions of societal marginalization in a more robust multivariate 

regression model, with persons not feeling marginalized being substantively more in favor of 

redistribution than respondents in the groups indicating medium and high levels of PSM (see Figure A-
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11 in the appendix). Hence, respondents with higher socioeconomic status (=”winners”) and medium 

to high levels of perceived marginalization (=”losers”) tend to be less favorable to redistribution. Again, 

as outlined before, this demonstrates the need to differentiate between socioeconomic perceptions 

and more general perceptions of not being represented in society and politics.  

Figure 7: Mean preference on the redistribution of wealth among EU member states across different 

sociodemographic groups (weighted averages) 

 

Taken together, people are rather divided over the redistribution of wealth in the EU as a form of 

European solidarity. However, there are substantial country differences, which somewhat outperform 

the differences between social groups. While citizens from richer net contributor countries tend to 

oppose redistributive measures on the EU level, people in poorer net recipient countries are more 

positive towards financial redistribution. This finding is broadly in line with utilitarian accounts of (EU) 

policy preferences. Besides, a person’s (perceived) socioeconomic position in society matters for her 

views on international redistribution. People with lower education and those who subjectively belong 

to the lower classes but also those who do not feel marginalized support redistributive measures. In 

contrast, people with higher social status and feeling more marginalized rather oppose it. 

 

3.3.  Most preferred EU policy areas  

Our third interest is in citizens’ most preferred EU policy areas. When interpreting the results, readers 

should remember that the survey question asked respondents to select the policy area in which they 
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would prefer most that the EU takes political decisions. Respondents were offered twelve different 

policy areas and were forced to choose one of the options to progress with the survey.2  

Looking at the overall distribution of this variable, it is obvious that preferences are far from uniform 

(see Figure 8). Rather, policy preferences are highly heterogeneous, underlined by the observation that 

even the least preferred option was still chosen by 3.0% of respondents. However, it is also true that 

one key issue dominates the rest when it comes to areas in which the EU is most preferred to act. About 

one-fifth of the respondents (20.4%) believe that this is the policy field of climate change and 

environment. Two policy issues are in a close race for second place: security and anti-terrorism (11.7%) 

and economy and employment (11.3%). The fiercely disputed areas of immigration and asylum (9.8%) 

and international trade agreements (8.0%) rank fourth and fifth. Somewhat surprisingly, the field of 

disease control and emergency management (7.0%), which could have been expected to be highly 

salient due to the COVID-19 pandemic, only follows in sixth place. 

Figure 8: Most preferred EU policy areas among all survey respondents (unweighted) 

 

  

 

 

 

2 This choice was necessary because the following conjoint module built on the answer to this item, as it asked 
respondents to evaluate different sets of decision-making scenarios in the policy area that they had chosen in the 
preceding question. This forced-choice framework implies that responses can have different meanings across 
respondents. A Eurosceptic respondent, for example, might have picked the policy area in which she considered 
EU action to be least damaging, whereas a pro-integrationist respondent may have selected a policy area in which 
she wanted to see decisively more EU intervention. 
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Table 2: Most preferred EU policy areas across different sociodemographic groups (weighted means) 

 No 1  No 2  No 3  

Countries    

Denmark Climate change and 
environment (23.5%) 

International trade 
agreements (16.6%) 

Security and anti-terrorism 
(13.9%) 

France Climate change and 
environment (21.9%) 

Security and anti-terrorism 
(16.0%) 

Economy and employment 
(13.0%) 

Germany Climate change and 
environment (25.2%) 

Immigration and asylum 
(17.7%) 

Security and anti-terrorism 
(12.0%) 

Hungary Climate change and 
environment (19.4%) 

Social and welfare policy 
(11.9%) 

Monetary policy and the 
common currency (11.2%) 

Poland Climate change and 
environment (17.4%) 

Security and anti-terrorism 
(15.7%) 

Economy and employment 
(9.8%) 

Spain Economy and employment 
(27.1%) 

Climate change and 
environment (14.9%) 

Immigration and asylum 
(9.9%) 

Age groups    

18-24 Climate change and 
environment (25.8%) 

Economy and employment 
(12.6%) 

Education and research 
(10.9%) 

25-34 Climate change and 
environment (20.2%) 

Economy and employment 
(15.1%) 

Security and anti-terrorism 
(9.8%) 

35-44 Climate change and 
environment (20.1) 

Economy and employment 
(12.6%) 

Security and anti-terrorism 
(11.0%) 

45-54 Climate change and 
environment (18.9%) 

Security and anti-terrorism 
(13.7%) 

Immigration and asylum 
(10.7%) 

55+ Climate change and 
environment (16.7%) 

Security and anti-terrorism 
(16.2%) 

Immigration and asylum 
(11.0%) 

Education levels    

Low Climate change and 
environment (17.6%) 

Economy and employment 
(16.7%) 

Security and anti-terrorism 
(12.8%) 

Medium Climate change and 
environment (20.3%) 

Security and anti-terrorism 
 (11.9%) 

Economy and employment 
(10.4%) 

High Climate change and 
environment (22.8%) 

Security and anti-terrorism 
(10.4%) 

Economy and employment 
(10.3%) 

Perceived social class    

Lower class Climate change and 
environment (19.6%) 

Economy and employment 
(13.2%) 

Security and anti-terrorism 
(10.8%) 

Middle class Climate change and 
environment (21.0%) 

Security and anti-terrorism 
(12.0%) 

Economy and employment 
(11.6%) 

Upper class Climate change and 
environment (19.9%) 

Immigration and asylum 
(11.8%) 

Security and anti-terrorism 
(11.4%) 

Perceived societal 
marginalization 

   

Low Climate change and 
environment (27.3%) 

International trade 
agreements (10.2%) 

Security and anti-terrorism  
(9.7%) 

Medium Climate change and 
environment (20.9%) 

Economy and employment 
(11.6%) 

Security and anti-terrorism  
(10.5%) 

High Climate change and 
environment (19.0%) 

Security and anti-terrorism  
(12.8%) 

Economy and employment 
(12.6%) 
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Several observations stick out when comparing the top three most preferred EU policy areas across 

countries and societal groups (see Table 2). First, climate change is the policy field in which EU action is 

most strongly demanded across all communities and societal groups. Only among Spanish citizens, 

environmental policy is not the most preferred policy field (but in second place). Second, the variance 

in the preference structure is once again more pronounced between EU member states than between 

different socio-demographic groups. In individual countries, we find particular issues and policy fields 

to be important even when those are negligible in most other countries. This is the case for international 

trade agreements in Denmark or social and welfare policy in Hungary.  

Third, age matters for policy area preferences. The younger the citizens, the more relevant becomes EU 

action in the area of climate change, which was to be expected. Moreover, while younger age cohorts 

demand more EU decisions when it comes to the economy and employment, older cohorts have a 

stronger preference for joint action in the area of immigration and asylum. Fourth, higher education 

correlates with a stronger preference for EU climate change policies, but this area is also most preferred 

in the other educational groups. People with lower education have economy and employment as their 

second mention, whereas this place is occupied by security and anti-terrorism among people with 

medium to high educational backgrounds.  

Fifth, perceived social class is less relevant for EU policy preferences than for other EU attitudes, at least 

when it comes to the top mention. However, we can observe that the three class-based groups have 

different second most preferred EU policy areas: the lower class demands EU action in economy and 

employment, the middle class wishes more EU decisions in security and anti-terrorism, and the upper 

class has a stronger preference for immigration and asylum policies. Finally, perceived societal 

marginalization also has implications for people’s policy priorities. People not feeling marginalized are 

the group with the highest share of respondents mentioning climate change and the environment as 

their preferred policy area (27.3). Moreover, they also seem to have a higher priority for international 

trade agreements as an area in which the EU should take action. In contrast, for those in the medium 

and high PSM groups, the field of economy and employment seems to play a bigger role. This finding 

supports the previous impression that the economy matters most for those who are economically more 

vulnerable, who feel societally marginalized, or those experiencing economic hardship (e.g., Spanish 

citizens, younger cohorts, those with low education, and those who see themselves at the lower end of 

the socioeconomic ladder).  

Taken together, we see that European citizens prefer EU action in areas that have a clear transnational 

dimension (climate change and the environment, security and anti-terrorism, immigration and asylum), 

suggesting that people appreciate clear functional advantages of EU-wide collaboration. This 

observation is particularly evident for climate change, by far the most selected policy area. There is a 

plurality of reasons for respondents to choose exactly this category. First, the public salience of climate 

change is – despite the pandemic – still high. Second, climate change is an issue for which coordinated 

action at the international level is most obvious to all citizens. In contrast, policy areas without an 

obvious transnational dimension rank much lower (social and welfare policy, education and research, 

civil liberties and minority rights). Furthermore, several of the most popular EU policy areas seem 

instrumental in protecting EU citizens from (perceived) global threats such as climate change, terrorism, 

economic crises, and mass migration – which supports previous findings regarding a public demand for 

a Union that protects its citizens from insecurities (De Vries and Hoffmann 2015). 
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3.4.  Institutional parameters and legitimacy beliefs  

Last but not least, we present the results of our conjoint analysis. Note that survey participants were 

asked to choose one out of two hypothetical EU policy decisions (“profiles”) based on the six varying 

attributes bindingness, possibility to get outvoted, citizen participation, public information, benefit for 

own country, and degree of problem-solving (for details, see section 2.4). Figure 9 displays the average 

marginal effects (AMCEs) of each (institutional) attribute level on the predicted probability to choose 

the profile. Each attribute contains three different levels, but the medium level of each attribute only 

serves as reference category. An AMCE of 0.05, for example, means that this level (e.g., “information 

always public”) increases the probability that the profile is preferred (over the adjacent profile) by five 

percentage points compared to the medium level of the same attribute (e.g., “information public ex 

post”). 

Figure 9: The effects of institutional attributes on the preference for EU decisions among all survey 

respondents (AMCEs, 99% confidence intervals) 

 

Judging by the AMCEs in Figure 9, the most preferred institutional setting is one in which EU decisions 

allow the possibility of opting out (bindingness) and where member state governments can only be 

outvoted by a large qualified majority (possibility to get outvoted). These two results imply that 

European citizens accept the political authority of the EU over political decisions but that national 

sovereignty should remain relevant for decision-making at the supranational level. Interestingly, 

respondents display an intuitive preference for the fine balance between intergovernmental and 
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supranational modes of decision-making that is already prevalent in the present-day EU. Instead, the 

average respondent rejects both a strongly intergovernmental and a radically supranational decision-

making mode over the status quo. 

Second, people demand more opportunities for effective participation beyond parliamentary elections 

(citizen participation), which would be the status quo. Both citizen consultations and referendums seem 

to be attractive options in this regard. However, the slight preference for deliberative democratic 

instruments reveals the public demand for “people having their say” on EU matters. Moreover, citizens 

seem to place a high value on transparency and accountability, as illustrated by the strong effects 

exerted by the levels of public information (in either direction). We can infer from these results that 

Europeans have a demand for higher input and throughput legitimacy regarding EU governance (Scharpf 

1999, Schmidt 2013). Taken together, it shows that procedures matter to citizens and that positive 

outputs alone are not sufficient anymore for European integration support – if there ever was such a 

time. 

Third, we can certainly see that outputs also remain relevant to European citizens, as respondents 

demand that EU actions effectively solve their problems (problem-solving). Surely, the effect sizes are 

smaller than, say, the effects of information transparency. Nevertheless, the traditional 

(neo)functionalist argument about policies that are perceived to be beneficial by citizens as a source of 

public legitimacy still matters, albeit such performance considerations are not people’s only concern. 

Lastly, it seems even more interesting that people do not seem to evaluate EU policy decisions purely 

through the lenses of national self-interest, but that they are also interested in the benefits for their 

neighboring countries (benefit for own country). This conclusion is derived from the clear preference for 

equal relative benefits among all EU member states. On the other hand, however, we can see that as 

soon as people feel unfairly disadvantaged by EU policies, they sharply turn against the Union. 

Comparing the ideal institutional package across countries and different groups of winners and losers 

of societal transformations largely confirms the overall picture but also provides some noteworthy 

additions (see Table 3). First, most deviations can be, once again, observed at the country level. This is 

particularly the case for Denmark and Spain, where people prefer referendums over consultations, 

which might be derived from previous experiences with direct democratic instruments. Moreover, 

people in France and, in particular, Hungary would prefer if EU decisions were even less binding, to a 

degree where compliance is voluntary. These preferences displayed by Hungarian citizens might very 

well be the results of certain recent EU decisions taken against the will and vote of the Hungarian 

government in the Council.  

Second, apart from the low-education group and the high-marginalization group preferring voluntary 

compliance over opt-out possibilities, there is almost no deviation from the overall findings laid out 

above. Differences between social groups are mainly observed in the effect sizes exerted by the single 

attribute level and whether the difference between the most preferred and the second-best 

institutional setting on a given dimension is statistically significant or not (see the stars indicating the 

latter in Table 3). 
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Table 3: Most preferred institutional setting of the EU across countries and sociodemographic groups 

(options in red represent deviations from the majority preferences, a star means that the most 

preferred option is significantly different from the second-best option on a 99% level) 

 Bindingness Possibility to 
get outvoted  

Citizen 
participation  

Public 
information 

Benefit for 
own country 

Problem-
solving 

Countries       

Denmark Opt-out 
possibility* 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
referendums 

Always public* Same as for 
others 

Large degree* 

France Voluntary 
compliance 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
consultations 

Always public* Same as for 
others* 

Large degree* 

Germany Opt-out 
possibility 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
consultations* 

Always public* Same as for 
others 

Large degree* 

Hungary Voluntary 
compliance* 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
consultations 

Always public* Same as for 
others* 

Large degree 

Poland Opt-out 
possibility* 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
consultations* 

Always public* Same as for 
others 

Large degree* 

Spain Opt-out 
possibility 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
referendums 

Always public Same as for 
others 

Large degree 

Age groups       

18-24 Opt-out 
possibility 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
consultations* 

Always public* Same as for 
others* 

Large degree* 

25-34 Opt-out 
possibility 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
consultations 

Always public* Same as for 
others* 

Large degree 

35-44 Opt-out 
possibility 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
consultations 

Always public* Same as for 
others 

Large degree* 

45-54 Opt-out 
possibility 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
consultations 

Always public* Same as for 
others 

Large degree* 

55+ Opt-out 
possibility 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
consultations 

Always public* Same as for 
others* 

Large degree* 

Education levels       

Low Voluntary 
compliance 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
consultations 

Always public Same as for 
others 

Large degree* 

Medium Opt-out 
possibility 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
consultations* 

Always public* Same as for 
others* 

Large degree* 

High Opt-out 
possibility* 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
consultations 

Always public* Same as for 
others* 

Large degree* 

Perceived social class       

Lower class Opt-out 
possibility 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
consultations 

Always public Same as for 
others* 

Large degree* 

Middle class Opt-out 
possibility* 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
consultations 

Always public Same as for 
others* 

Large degree* 

Upper class Opt-out 
possibility 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
consultations 

Always public Same as for 
others 

Large degree* 

Perceived societal 
marginalization 

      

Low Opt-out 
possibility 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
consultations 

Always public* Same as for 
others* 

Large degree* 

Medium Opt-out 
possibility* 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
consultations 

Always public* Same as for 
others* 

Large degree* 

High Voluntary 
Compliance 

By qualified 
majority* 

Elections+ 
consultations* 

Always public* Same as for 
others* 

Large degree* 
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4. Conclusions 

What do our data tell us about the ideal setting of the EU in the mind of European citizens, and what 

are the implications of these findings for reforms that could be acceptable to a broad coalition of 

citizens? We believe that there are eight lessons to learn from our survey. 

First, public opinion is ambivalent regarding the prospects of transferring additional political powers to 

the European level or repatriating sovereignty back to the national level. This observation has become 

apparent by the findings on the integration-disintegration question, as we identified the majority of 

respondents to be located in the middle of the scale – with similarly large shares of supporters for 

deeper integration and disintegration at either side. This distribution implies that most citizens seem to 

be satisfied with the overall status quo of the European integration process. Hence, reform avenues 

that are perceived as a one-way street towards deeper political integration might be met with 

resistance. Policymakers should thus be careful in selecting policy areas in which a further transfer of 

competencies to the EU level creates obvious collective benefits. 

Second, we have received insights into the policy areas that the EU should primarily tackle in the future 

according to its citizens. Those are policy fields with a clear transnational dimension, suggesting that 

people are aware of the benefits emerging from coordinated EU action in these areas. This is particularly 

striking for the most preferred EU policy area across the board: climate change and the environment. 

However, we have also seen demands for joint action in other international policy issues, such as 

security and anti-terrorism or migration. Policy areas where the added value of EU action is not as 

evident, in contrast, rank much lower in citizens’ minds. Against this background, calls for more EU 

action in domestic policy areas like social policy or civil liberties and minority rights are likely to miss the 

mark in the eyes of many Europeans. The high priority placed on EU action in fields related to 

perceptions of global threats suggests that Emmanuel Macron’s narrative Une Europe qui protège 

should resonate with many citizens.  

Third, European public opinion is divided over the idea of transnational financial transfers and European 

solidarity. Many citizens support redistributing wealth from richer to poorer member states, but many 

also reject this idea. However, the largest share of people is located somewhere in-between, which 

reveals that European solidarity in the form of transnational financial transfers is publicly accepted to a 

certain degree. However, there are significant country differences on this question, and they run along 

the familiar division between richer net contributors and poorer net beneficiaries. These divides were 

particularly visible during the negotiations around the NextGenerationEU recovery fund to support 

member states hit by the COVID-19 pandemic. It shows that financial redistribution on the European 

level will continue to be a highly disputed topic. Decisive reforms in the direction of more within-EU 

redistribution are likely to meet public opposition, so EU policymakers are again well-advised to pursue 

such plans with caution.  

Fourth, our analysis of the institutional parameters that affect citizens’ acceptance of EU decisions 

reveals a relatively strong status-quo preference, especially in areas that touch upon the distribution of 

powers between the EU and its member states. The average citizen favors decisions to be taken by 

qualified majority voting in the Council and wants EU laws to be generally binding, but with opt-out 

possibilities for individual countries in exceptional cases. This setting is close to the status quo in many 

policy areas. Moving away from this “goldilocks principle” – either in the direction of more supranational 

powers (e.g., binding decisions without opt-out possibilities, simple majority voting) or toward returning 

significant powers to member states (e.g., fully voluntary compliance with EU laws, unanimity rule) – is 

rejected by the majority of citizens. This finding ties in with our results on transferring powers to the 

EU: It seems that large parts of the citizenry are satisfied with the current balance of powers between 
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the European and the national level. Reforms that touch upon this balance of powers might face strong 

public opposition – especially by Eurosceptic citizens for whom protecting national sovereignty is 

particularly salient.  

Fifth, there is still room for increasing people’s acceptance of EU decisions. In particular, we have found 

widespread support for more citizen participation in EU decision-making. Citizens are not satisfied with 

the sole option of casting a ballot for the European Parliament every five years. They want to have more 

say in European affairs. Interestingly, however, they are less in favor of referendums but rather support 

forms of citizen consultation. The Conference on the Future of Europe could be a first step to heed the 

call for more citizen participation. However, there could also be other forms of increased citizen 

involvement, such as strengthening the European Citizens’ Initiative, which is currently hampered by 

relatively high hurdles regarding numbers of supporters and countries covered and unfavorable 

administrative barriers in some member states. Moreover, there is strong support for more 

transparency of EU-level decision-making processes. Both of these findings suggest that reforms in 

these areas are likely to improve people’s (input) legitimacy beliefs without moving into a clear federalist 

or intergovernmentalist future. 

Sixth, a further insight emerging from our conjoint experiment is that output legitimacy still plays a role 

in influencing citizens’ legitimacy beliefs. The ability of EU decisions to solve underlying policy problems 

is a relevant parameter for citizens to decide whether they support it or not. Even though this might 

seem like a straightforward result – who would support a policy that is expected to be dysfunctional? – 

we still consider it an important finding since parts of the debate about the democratic deficit of the EU 

seemed to suggest that the focus of the legitimacy debate has completely shifted from outputs to 

inputs. Hence, even though our findings support the idea that improving citizen participation and 

transparency could boost citizen support, they also show that we should not forget traditional accounts 

on output legitimacy. This implication ties in with the results of earlier research about the relevance of 

output considerations for EU attitudes (see, e.g., Kritzinger 2005).  

Seventh, an important observation from our conjoint analysis is that citizens appreciate an equal 

distribution of benefits among all member states. The dominant view among citizens is that EU decisions 

should provide similar benefits for their own country as for others. Although analysts often stress the 

relevance of national self-interest when interpreting European politics, it is noteworthy that comparably 

few people favor decisions that would provide their own country more benefits than others. This 

preference for international fairness and distributive justice also sheds new light on our findings 

regarding European solidarity and citizens’ support for international redistribution. We conclude from 

this finding that policymakers need to provide good reasons for international redistribution and how 

such transfers contribute to the higher goal of fairness and just equity. Moreover, they need to make 

sure that one country’s population does not feel disadvantaged compared to other countries, as this 

perception could prove toxic for the EU’s public legitimacy – especially when it is exploited by domestic 

bad faith actors who aim to gain votes from “playing the blame game” on external actors. 

Eighth, we found evidence suggesting that opposition to European integration is concentrated among 

the losers of societal transformations. In line with findings from previous research, older, less educated 

citizens with a low level of socioeconomic status and a high level of perceived societal marginalization 

are significantly less enthusiastic about deepening European integration. However, these effects are 

primarily relevant for the vertical distribution of powers between the EU and the member states, not 

for many other aspects on the reform agenda. Moreover, differences between countries are relevant, 

but they primarily pertain to the idea of European solidarity. Citizens from richer and poorer member 

states have particularly opposing views on the redistribution of wealth between more and less affluent 

countries. The main findings on institutional reform options apply to all countries and societal groups 
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alike: there is widespread citizen support for more citizen participation, more transparency, and policies 

that solve problems.  

Hence, when it comes to recommendations for EU reform policies and initiatives, we would flag three 

main points. First, and in line with the idea of the Conference for the Future of Europe, EU citizens 

should be taken more seriously in EU decision-making processes. Citizens should be granted more 

channels of participation, and they should be able to monitor what is going on at the European level 

more closely by providing greater levels of transparency.  

Second, the debate on EU reforms may focus on the EU's role as a protective force against threats 

emanating from the outside. As previous research has indicated a strong correlation between 

perceptions of (external) threats and Eurosceptic attitudes, the EU taking on such a role may even 

convince some of the Eurosceptics to become more favorable. Note that a similar narrative seems to 

underly the higher level of EU support among the oldest group of respondents, highlighting the EU's 

role in preventing war and bringing peace and stability to the continent. Hence, framing the EU as a 

protective force could provide the EU with what Joseph Weiler (2012) has called telos legitimacy – a 

legitimacy emanating from a vision for a better future.  

Third, both EU policymakers and researchers on citizens’ EU attitudes should pay more attention to the 

salience of citizens’ reform preferences. The diverging opinions between countries and groups of 

respondents seem to prevent reforms to the institutional setting of the EU, especially with a view to the 

distribution of power between the EU and the member states. Reforming the vertical power relations 

in the EU thus confronts a catch-22 situation: while pro-integrationists prefer more EU competencies, 

Eurosceptics favor less integration, suggesting that the best available option is the status quo. However, 

this only seems true if all groups ascribe the same degree of saliency to their preferences. While we are 

still in need for good data on the salience people attach to their EU-related attitudes, we may expect 

that the salience of EU positions varies. Previous research has argued that the politicization of European 

integration was usually pushed forward by anti-EU parties, so we might assume that the preferences of 

the Eurosceptic camp are stronger and more charged with emotions than those of other citizens – e.g., 

those in the pro-integrationist camp. If this is the case, reforms that increase the autonomy of member 

states vis-à-vis Brussels might thus be politically less controversial than reforms that tilt the balance of 

power further towards the supranational level. However, the recent success of movements such as 

Pulse of Europe or political parties such as Volt indicates that the salience of the EU among Europhiles 

may have increased as well. The Conference on the Future of Europe would thus seem like a perfect 

opportunity to inquire whether there are differences in the salience of EU-related preferences between 

Eurosceptics and Europhiles and, if so, whether this may provide more leeway for institutional reforms 

that touch upon the distribution of power between the EU and its member states.  
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Appendix 

 

Box A-1: Measures taken to ensure high data quality of the survey 

To secure high data quality, the polling company that implemented the survey, KANTAR, 

deliberately oversampled and then excluded 1,586 respondents (11.7%) on the basis of a range of 

quality criteria (e.g., IP and identity verification, interview length and number of missing values, 

honesty and other “survey health” checks). As an example, we excluded respondents who 

completed the survey in less than 40% of the country’s median time (“speedsters”). After an initial 

pre-test took place in all six countries on 13/14 July 2020 (n=120), we corrected some last 

mistranslations, but were confident that the questionnaires were easy to understand by ordinary 

respondents. 

 

Box A-2: Conception of the Perceived Societal Marginalization instrument 

The instrument of perceived societal marginalization is based on the following survey module: 
 

“The following statements are about your opinion on social developments and the situation of 

people like you in our society. When you think about ‘people like me’, think of people in our society 

who are in a similar situation to you or to whom you feel a sense of belonging. How much do you 

agree with the following statements [on a scale from 1= strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree]? 
 

1)  Most politicians do not care what people like me think. 

2)  The values of people like me are becoming less and less important in society. 

3)  The work of people like me is not recognized enough in society. 

4)  Problems of people like me are unimportant to most politicians. 

5)  Customs, traditions, and manners of people like me are less and less appreciated. 

6)  No matter how hard we work, people like me are not appreciated. 

7)  People like me are no longer allowed to express their opinions in public freely.” 
 

We then calculated the mean value for each citizen on the economic (3 and 6), the political (1 and 

4) and the cultural (2, 5 and 7) dimension, before summarizing these dimensions into one measure 

of perceived societal marginalization (adding the average value for each dimension and dividing the 

result by 3). Finally, we calculated three groups with people showing low (values 1 to <2.7), medium 

(2.7 to 4.4), and high (>4.4 to 6) values of perceived societal marginalization. 

 

 

  



 

 

www.reconnect-europe.eu  Page 34 of 45 

 

Table A-1: Distribution of demographic variables in the survey 

 DK FR DE HU PL ES Total 

Age group        

18-24 15% 15% 13% 20% 18% 16% 16% 
25-34 17% 15% 19% 25% 25% 24% 21% 
35-44 22% 30% 24% 22% 21% 26% 24% 
45-54 23% 17% 25% 16% 21% 19% 20% 
55+ 22% 23% 19% 16% 15% 14% 18% 
        

Gender        

Male 51% 50% 52% 50% 47% 51% 50% 
Female 48% 50% 48% 49% 53% 49% 50% 
Other/n.a. 1% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 
        

Education        

Low 16% 14% 20% 9% 4% 29% 15% 
Medium 45% 45% 58% 63% 64% 29% 51% 
High 39% 41% 22% 28% 33% 42% 34% 
        

Perceived social class        

Lower class 15% 26% 19% 29% 16% 19% 21% 
Middle class 48% 58% 54% 56% 61% 64% 57% 
Upper class 36% 16% 27% 15% 23% 17% 22% 
        

Perceived societal 
marginalization        

Low 16% 5% 10% 7% 3% 6% 8% 
Medium 41% 35% 40% 39% 36% 43% 39% 
High 42% 60% 49% 54% 61% 51% 53% 
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Table A-2: Educational attainments per country and respective ISCED-2011 levels 

Denmark  

Jeg har ikke færdiggjort folkeskolen Low (1) 

Folkeskole Low (1) 

Gymnasium (STX) / Højere handelseksamen (HHX) / Højere teknisk 
eksamen (HTX) / Højere Forberedelseseksamen (HF) 

Medium (2) 

EUD-enkeltfag / Social- og sundhedsuddannelserne (SOSU) / 
Eksamensuddannelser (Soefart, etc.) / Landbrugs-, gartner- og 
skovbrugsuddannelser / Erhvervsfaglige uddannelser 

Medium (2) 

Korte videregående uddannelser af mere end 2 års varighed, herunder 
teknikere / Mellemlange videregående uddannelser (Datamatiker, 
byggetekniker, maskintekniker, Diplomingeniør, maskin- mester, 
sygeplejerske, folke- skolelærer m.fl.) 

High (3) 

Universitet / Højere Uddannelsesinstitution (Bachelor B.A., B.Sc / Cand. 
mag., cand. scient., cand. polyt., etc / Ph.D., Doktorgrad) 

High (3) 

  

France  

Jamais scolarisé Low (1) 

École Élémentaire Low (1) 

Brevet des collèges Low (1) 

CAP, BEP Medium (2) 

Baccalauréat Medium (2) 

Bac + 2 (BTS, DEUG, DUT, autres) High (3) 

Bac +3 / +4 (Licence, Maîtrise, Master 1) High (3) 

Bac +5 et plus (Grandes Écoles, DESS, DEA, Doctorat, Master 2) High (3) 

  

Germany  

Keine abgeschlossene Schulbildung Low (1) 

Grundschule Low (1) 

Volks- / Hauptschulabschluss oder Polytechnische Oberschule mit 
Abschluss 8. / 9. Klasse 

Low (1) 

Mittlere Reife / Fachoberschulreife / Mittlerer Abschluss / Qualifizierter 
Sekundarabschluss I / Qualifizierter Hauptschulabschluss oder äquivalenter 
Abschluss 10. Klasse 

Low (1) 

Abgeschlossene Lehre / beruflicher Abschluss ohne Fachschul- oder 
Fachhochschulabschluss 

Medium (2) 

Fachhochschulreife / fachgebundene Hochschulreife / Fachabitur Medium (2) 

Allgemeine Hochschulreife / Abitur Medium (2) 

Abschluss einer Fachschule oder Berufsakademie (z.B. staatlich geprüfter 
Gestalter / Techniker / Betriebswirt / Meister) 

High (3) 
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Universität/ Fachhochschule / Kunsthochschule Musikhochschule (Diplom, 
Staatsexamen, Bachelor, Magister, Promotion) 

High (3) 

  

Hungary  

Nem jártam iskolába Low (1) 

7 vagy kevesebb általános iskolai osztály Low (1) 

8 általános iskolai osztály Low (1) 

Szakmunkásképző, szakiskola (érettségi nélkül) Medium (2) 

Szakközépiskola, gimnázium, technikum (érettségivel) Medium (2) 

Főiskolai diploma, felsőfokú technikum, BA High (3) 

Egyetemi diploma (MA), egyéb posztgraduális képzés High (3) 

  

Poland  

Nieukończona szkoła podstawowa Low (1) 

Szkoła podstawowa Low (1) 

Gimnazjum Low (1) 

Zasadnicze zawodowe Medium (2) 

Średnie zawodowe (ukończone technikum, liceum zawodowe) Medium (2) 

Średnie ogólnokształcące (ukończone liceum ogólnokształcące) Medium (2) 

Policealne Medium (2) 

Wyższe (tytuł licencjata, inżyniera, magistra, lekarza) High (3) 

  

Spain  

Sin estudios o sin acabar educación primaria Low (1) 

Educación primaria Low (1) 

Educación secundaria obligatoria (Graduado en educación secundaria) Low (1) 

Formación profesional de grado medio (Técnico) Medium (2) 

Bachillerato Medium (2) 

Formación profesional de grado superior (Técnico superior) High (3) 

Enseñanzas universitarias / Enseñanzas artísticas de grado superior 
(Diplomado, Licenciado, Titulación Superior por especialidad, Máster, 
Doctorado, etc.) 

High (3) 
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Table A-3: Education quotas in the survey and the population 

 Survey data 
(RECONNECT) 

Population data 
(Eurostat) 

Lightspeed panel 
(KANTAR) 

Delta (survey-
population) 

Denmark     

Low 16% 26% 20% -9.7 
Medium 45% 41% 59% 3.8 
High 39% 33% 20% 5.9 
     

France     

Low 14% 23% 8% -9.05 
Medium 45% 43% 57% 2.2 
High 41% 34% 35% 6.85 
     

Germany     

Low 20% 20% 3% 0.65 
Medium 58% 55% 47% 3.35 
High 22% 26% 50% -3.9 
     

Hungary     

Low 9% 20% 26% -10.7 
Medium 63% 58% 37% 5.15 
High 28% 23% 37% 5.45 
     

Poland     

Low 4% 13% 12% -9.6 
Medium 64% 59% 44% 5.25 
High 33% 28% 44% 4.35 
     

Spain     

Low 29% 40% 9% -10.55 
Medium 29% 25% 64% 4.05 
High 42% 35% 27% 6.5 
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Figure A-1: Distribution of respondents’ age in the survey 

 

 

 

Figure A-2: Distribution of age groups across the six countries in the survey 
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Figure A-3: Distribution of educational levels across the six countries in the survey 

 

 

 

Figure A-4: Distribution of respondents’ perceived social class in the survey 
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Figure A-5: Distribution of perceived social classes across the six countries in the survey 

 

 

 

Figure A-6: Distribution of perceived societal marginalization across the six countries in the survey 
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Figure A-7: Example for the conjoint experiment as seen by respondents (German language version) 

 

 

 

Figure A-8: Distribution of preferences on further European integration (integration-disintegration 
dimension) among survey respondents over the six survey countries (unweighted)  
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Figure A-9: Predictors of the preference for more European integration (linear OLS regression results) 
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Figure A-10: Distribution of preferences on redistribution of wealth among EU member states 

(redistributive dimension) among survey respondents over the six survey countries (unweighted) 
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Figure A-11: Predictors of the preference in favor of redistribution among EU member states (linear 
OLS regression results) 
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