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Abstract 

We analyze public confidence in the EU using the recently released fifth wave (2005-2008) of 

the World Values Survey.  We argue that confidence in the European Union depends on an 

underlying trust in social and political institutions, and that confidence in the EU does not differ 

substantially from confidence in other international organizations.  In a multivariate regression 

analysis of individual-level data, we also examine the impact of economic variables, knowledge, 

and territorial identity. 
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I. Introduction 

 

What accounts for differences in attitudes towards the European Union among citizens in 

its member states?  Past research has examined a variety of explanatory variables, including 

economic factors, political factors, knowledge, and identity, and it has found substantial 

empirical support for including each of these factors as part of our overall understanding of EU 

public opinion.  EU researchers have also benefited from the rapidly growing literature on social 

and political trust, which is our focus in this paper.  We argue that individual confidence in the 

EU, as with other international organizations, depends on an underlying trust in social and 

political institutions.  While this is not an entirely new thesis, in this paper we deepen our 

understanding of the factors that lead citizens to trust international organizations.  To better 

understand public confidence in the EU, we draw on a broader set of explanatory factors that are 

now available with the publication of the fifth wave of the World Values Survey (WVS).  The 

fifth wave includes socioeconomic and attitudinal data for citizens in thirteen EU member states.  

It also includes a question on citizens’ confidence in the EU.  Although we cannot analyze 

support for the specific policies of the EU with the WVS, the survey does allow us to investigate 

the underlying support for the EU upon which approval of EU policy is built.  The WVS also 

allows us to compare the opinions of EU and non-EU citizens on the question of international 

governance. 

 

II. Trust in International Organizations 

 

Theoretical and empirical attempts to evaluate trust in institutions of national or 

international governance lead to debates over the definition and nature of trust.  A central issue is 

whether trust is an inherited characteristic of individuals or a learned behavior.  Is trust 

developed with experience or as a cost-benefit analysis of the interaction with institutions and 

individuals?  Is trust in government related to interpersonal trust?  There is fundamental 

disagreement between scholars who argue that trust is a logical outgrowth of political 

experiences and reflects utilitarian attitudes towards the benefits of membership (Hardin 2002, 

Levi and Stoker 2000), and those who posit that trust is more deep-seated in personality and 

political socialization (Uslaner 2002).  Uslaner emphasizes the innate nature of trust, arguing that 

some individuals are simply more trusting than others.  Sztompka (1998) finds that trust is a 

function of three factors:  the ―reflected trustworthiness‖ of the target, the personality and 

disposition of the individual, and the general culture of trust that pervades society.  The existence 

of a general culture of trust may lead individuals to be more trusting of social and political 

institutions.  

 

A related question is whether recent reductions in government trust reflect shifting 

attitudes towards contemporary actors and conditions, or whether this decline signals longer-term 

consequences for the legitimacy of government and government programs.  In the context of the 

U.S., this issue is thoroughly examined in the widely-cited Miller-Citrin debate (1974) over 

whether criticism of government is fleeting (Citrin) or deep and abiding (Miller).  In a 

comparative context, Newton and Norris (2000, 53) claim that ―an erosion of confidence in the 

major institutions of government‖ is a ―serious threat to democracy,‖ and Inglehart (1999) argues 

that post-modern societies are less respectful of political authority and more demanding of their 

governments.  Nye (1997) believes that this loss of confidence will curb the willingness of 



 2 

citizens to pay taxes and dampen the enthusiasm of promising young people to seek leadership 

positions in government.  Crepaz (2008) identifies tensions between immigration and popular 

support of the welfare state in Germany, Sweden, and the United States.  The current tide of 

interest in the U.S. ―Tea Party‖ may be evidence of the growing popularity of anti-government 

rhetoric.  Clearly, the current political climate makes garnering support for new domestic and 

international governing initiatives a challenge. 

 

For the purpose of this manuscript we cannot settle these philosophical questions about 

the nature of trust.  Instead, we turn our attention to an empirical analysis of public trust of the 

European Union.  In earlier research, the authors have examined the determinants of public 

opinion on international policy and governance.  Using the World Values Survey data, we find 

that public opinion on the United Nations (Diven and Constantelos 2008) and on foreign aid 

(Diven and Constantelos 2009) varies with individuals’ knowledge, territorial identity, and trust 

in government.  We now analyze public opinion of the EU in light of our prior findings. 

 

III. Public Opinion of the European Union 

 

Public opinion research has analyzed both overall attitudes toward the EU and attitudes 

on specific topics, such as enlargement (Kentman 2008; Tanasiou and Colonescu 2008) and the 

expansion of the EU’s operations and powers (Niedermayer and Sinnott 1998).  Scholars have 

examined the impact of a variety of explanatory factors, including domestic politics, knowledge, 

territorial identity, and economic factors.  In this section we review the findings of prior research.  

We also take note of the limitations of these approaches.  Multivariate models of public opinion 

on the EU have generated R
2
 statistics that range from .04 to .40, with many clustered around .20 

(Hooghe and Marks 2005).  Clearly, our models have limited explanatory power, and efforts are 

underway to develop more complex models that combine (Hooghe and Marks 2005) or interact 

(Garry and Tilley 2009) key explanatory variables, often across multiple levels of analysis. 

 

One prevailing perspective on public opinion of the EU is that criticism and support of 

the organization is primarily a reflection of the popularity of the national government (Anderson 

1998).  This effect is especially noted in the context of referenda in the early 1990s (Franklin, 

Marsh and McLaren 1994), when the results clearly reflected government approval levels.  

Similarly, van Eijk and Franklin (1996) argue that European elections are fought on national 

issues, not European-level issues.  Due to a lack of specific information on the EU, and because 

of the more direct relationship between the nation-state and its citizens, Kritzinger (2003) argues 

that the public evaluation of the EU depends on the general performance of the nation-state.  

McLaren (2010) suggests that this explains the rejection of the Constitutional Treaty in the 2005 

French and Dutch referenda.  However, she notes additionally that the negative vote was also the 

result of poorly organized campaigns in favor of the referenda. 

 

Although national politics surely play an important role in determining support for the 

EU, there is also an element of economic utilitarianism in EU public opinion.  To some degree, 

citizens of EU states are weighing the potential benefits against the costs of membership.  Net 

recipients are more positively inclined towards the EU, compared to net donors (McLaren 2006).  

Given that the primary rationale for integration is economic, it is not surprising that perception of 

the economic costs and benefits is an important part of public support.  Gabel (1998) employs a 
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utilitarian egocentric approach to argue that low income groups, whose jobs and social welfare 

benefits are threatened, are most likely to oppose the EU.  More skilled, educated, and higher 

income individuals, better able to take advantage of educational and economic opportunities 

resulting from European integration, are more likely to support the EU.  Reducing trade barriers 

is a boon to citizens with relatively high incomes and education levels (Inglehart 1970).  In 2002, 

seventy percent of professionals and executives stated that their country’s membership in the EU 

was a good thing, while only 48 percent of manual workers felt that way (McLaren 2006).   

 

Hooghe and Marks (2005) use Eurobarometer data to measure the relative impact of 

economic calculus and community identity on European public opinion.  They find that both 

factors are important, but that identity has a stronger impact on public opinion than does 

economic self-interest.  The impact of identity on support for the EU is complex; Europeans have 

multiple and overlapping identities, including regional, ethnic, national, and European 

(Klandermans et al. 2003; Risse 2003).  In general, nationalism is positively associated with 

public support for the EU.  However, national identity has been mobilized in opposition to the 

EU in cases where political parties are polarized on the EU and the radical right is powerful 

(Hooghe and Marks 2004).  Garry and Tilley (2009) demonstrate that economic factors condition 

the impact of identity on public opinion of the EU.  Specifically, they find that living in a 

member state that receives a relatively large share of assistance from the EU acts as a ―buffer‖ 

that dilutes the negative impact of nationalism on Euroscepticism.  Similarly, living in a state 

that is relatively well off economically, and thus attractive to immigrants, results in more 

skeptical attitudes towards the EU.  Garry and Tilley conclude that the national identity and 

economic utilitarian indicators of public opinion on the EU are complementary, not 

contradictory. 

 

A lack of information about the European Union is one of the reasons why Europeans use 

their view of the nation-state as a proxy for attitudes about the EU (Anderson 1998).  Employing 

―low information rationality‖ (Popkin and Dimmock 2002), poorly informed citizens may 

naturally be skeptical about complex and distant international institutions.  Correct information 

in a variety of foreign policy issue areas has a direct impact on public opinion (Gilens 2001).  

Examining the relationship between knowledge and support of the UN in 28 countries between 

from 1989-1991, Millard (1993) finds that favorable opinion of the UN arises when the public is 

knowledgeable of the institution and substantially involved in UN matters.  It is logical that a 

public that understands the institutions, goals, and costs of the European Union will be more 

inclined to support the organization.  There is some evidence for this proposition.  For example, 

having prior experience with EU policy is positively related to support for the EU’s defense 

policy (Schoen 2008).  Analyzing European and US attitudes toward foreign aid, Diven and 

Constantelos (2009) observe that stronger support for foreign aid in Europe is related to higher 

levels of education and attentiveness to public affairs.   

 

Given its complexity, one would not expect support for the European Union to be 

consistent across issue areas.  An analysis of public opinion towards the EU, UN, and NATO 

finds that attitudes toward internationalization of governance vary by issue area (Everts 1998).   

In the context of the U.S., Gronke et al. (2009) argue that ―trust in government‖ is an overly 

simplistic phrase and that a more nuanced view is required to understand fully declining trust 

among U.S. respondents.  Specifically, they find that trust varies by government institution and 
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that institutional variations are more important than variations over time.  Although we are 

examining confidence in the EU overall, it is important to note that confidence will vary by 

policy area and initiative. 

 

IV. Using the World Values Survey to Analyze Confidence in the European Union 

  

The leading data source used to analyze attitudes toward the European Union is the 

Eurobarometer.  Although the World Values Survey does not provide the depth or specificity of 

the Eurobarometer on EU issues, the WVS is a valuable supplement to the Eurobarometer, in 

that it asks a broader set of questions about core values of citizens.  The WVS was built on the 

European Values Study, which was originally modeled on the Eurobarometer (Norris 2009).  

The WVS describes itself as ―The world’s most comprehensive investigation of political and 

sociocultural change.‖  The recently published fifth wave includes several questions that allow 

researchers to test different conceptualizations of trust that have emerged in the literature.   

Another benefit to the WVS is that it allows us to compare the opinions of Europeans with the 

opinions of citizens from other nations. 

 

The fifth wave of the WVS was conducted in 57 countries between 2005 and 2008; the 

data were publicly released in 2009.
1
  Thirteen EU member states were included in the survey:  

Britain, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, Netherlands, Poland, Romania, 

Slovenia, Spain, and Sweden.  Much of the EU fieldwork was conducted in 2005 and 2006.
2
  

 

Attitudes toward the European Union are expressed in response to WVS Question 146, 

which is one of many questions regarding citizens’ confidence in major political and social 

institutions.   The text of the question follows: 
 

I am going to name a number of organizations. For each one, could you tell me how much 

confidence you have in them: is it a great deal of confidence, quite a lot of confidence, not very 

much confidence or none at all?  The European Union. 

 

A great deal (1) 

Quite a lot (2) 

Not very much (3) 

None at all (4) 

 

The WVS question on the EU most closely resembles the Eurobarometer’s Question A10.5: 

 
I would like to ask you a question about how much trust you have in certain institutions.  For each 

of the institutions, please tell me if you tend to trust it or tend not to trust it:  The European 

Union. 

 Tend to trust (1) 

                                                 
1
 We acknowledge the contribution of the World Values Survey.  Fieldwork for the sixth wave of the 

WVS is underway (see www.worldvaluessurvey.org for additional information).   

 
2
 The fieldwork for Romania took place in November 2005, thirteen months before formal accession.  The 

Bulgarian survey was completed in May 2007, after formal accession.  Both countries are included in the 

analysis. 

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/
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 Tend not to trust (2) 

 

There are two main differences between the WVS and Eurobarometer questions.   First, the 

WVS allows for greater variation of responses with its four-point scale.  The Eurobarometer 

question permits only two responses to the trust question.  Other Eurobarometer questions, 

including the standard question that asks respondents, ―Is [your country’s] membership in the EU 

a good thing?‖ allow a wider range of responses.  It is question A10.5, however, that most 

directly focuses on trust of the EU.   

 

The second major difference is that the English version of the WVS uses the word 

confidence rather than trust.  The existence of a robust literature on the multiple meanings of 

trust would argue for a careful analysis of the different conceptualizations of these terms, as 

would Crepaz’ (2008) recent work, which distinguishes the concepts when applying them to 

international institutions.  This concern is militated, however, by the observation that the 

identical terms are used for confidence and trust in the German (vertrauen), French (confiance), 

Italian, Spanish, and Dutch versions of the WVS and Eurobarometer.  Therefore, in this paper, 

we treat these concepts synonymously. 

 

V.  Confidence in the EU:  Descriptive Statistics 

 

 The WVS sample of Europeans displays a bimodal distribution in their responses to the 

question about confidence in the European Union (see Figure 1).  Nearly forty percent of the 

respondents stated that they had either ―not very much‖ (39.6%) or ―quite a lot‖ (38.6%) of 

confidence, while far fewer people selected ―none at all‖ (15.5%) or ―a great deal‖ (6.2%).
3
  

Overall, more Europeans held negative (55.1%) rather than positive (44.8%) opinions on the 

question of confidence.    

 

 

[Figure 1 here] 

 

 Descriptive statistics by country reveal patterns that agree with the popular reputations of 

many of the member states, with Italy having the highest confidence score and the UK (Britain) 

having the lowest.  Table 1 provides the mean values for the EU member states, which are rank 

ordered by confidence level, from highest to lowest (recall that the highest confidence level is 

coded with the lowest numeric value--1).  Table 1 also compares the country means in Wave 5 to 

those from the previous wave of the WVS and to the similar Eurobarometer question from the 

contemporaneous (spring 2006) Eurobarometer 65.  Compared to the fourth WVS wave in 1999-

2001, confidence in the EU declined in the oldest members, Germany, Italy, and, notably, in 

France and the Netherlands, where the constitutional treaty was defeated just eight months 

earlier.  Confidence in the EU increased the most in Finland, Spain, and Sweden, and in the 

newest members of the EU, Bulgaria and Romania.  WVS measurements of confidence in the 

European Union correlate fairly highly (0.683) with the scores in the Eurobarometer’s 2006 

survey. 

                                                 
3
 The distributions are based on the valid responses.  Slightly over seven percent of the respondents 

provided no answer to this question. 
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[Table 1 here] 

 

 To provide some context to the EU confidence statistics, we compare confidence in the 

EU with confidence in other national and international institutions.  Confidence in the EU is 

higher than confidence in many domestic political institutions, including parliaments and 

governments, though it is lower than the confidence citizens have in churches and the justice 

system (see Table 2).   

[Table 2 here] 

 

Europeans have more confidence in the UN than in the EU and more confidence in the 

EU than in their national governments.  Does familiarity breed contempt, or do other factors 

account for the differences?  There is a relatively strong paired sample correlation (0.647) 

between confidence in the EU and confidence in the UN.  Our OLS multivariate regression 

analysis generates similar coefficients for the two international organizations, which does 

suggest that similar underlying factors account for confidence in both international 

organizations.
4
  

 

Non-EU citizens see things differently:  they have more confidence in the EU than in the 

UN.  Table 3 compares the levels of confidence in the EU and UN for citizens in EU and non-EU 

countries using paired sample means.  Overall support for the EU is actually slightly higher 

among non-EU citizens than among Europeans, which is an interesting finding, assuming that 

the EU confers greater economic benefits to its members than to non-members (even if some 

non-member states may be EU foreign aid recipients).  This surprising finding raises questions 

about the desirability of focusing primarily on national distributional outcomes to explain public 

support of the EU.  A better understanding of the relative importance of knowledge, economic 

benefits, and of other explanatory factors requires us to move to a multivariate analysis. 

 

[Table 3 here] 

 

VI. Multivariate Regression Analysis of Confidence in the European Union 

 

A. Model and variables 

 

OLS multiple regression analysis is used to examine the impact of several factors that are 

well established in the literature on EU public opinion, as well as others that have not previously 

been examined.
5
  The independent variables are grouped into four categories that for descriptive 

                                                 
4
 Only the EU model is reported in this paper. 

 
5
 We acknowledge the limitations of OLS estimation for multilevel data, specifically the inability to 

theorize about the level 2 (country) factors and the downward bias of standard errors (Steenbergen and 

Jones 2002).  Nevertheless, we use the classical OLS technique because a multilevel model introduces its 

own problems of inference when analyzing WVS data.  In particular, the small number of EU country 

cases in the WVS falls below recommended thresholds for multilevel analysis (Hox 2010, 235) and these 

cases are not randomly selected.  Therefore, it is likely that we would violate the multilevel estimation 

assumptions for the level two data. 
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simplicity we call economic, knowledge, identity, and trust.  The dependent variable, confidence 

in the EU, is an ordinal variable that approximates an interval variable, and it will be treated as 

such.  Complete descriptions of the WVS questions are provided in Appendix 1. Listwise 

deletion of missing values is used, yielding a sample of 6846 observations. 

 

The extensive literature on EU public opinion provides a strong justification for including 

economic variables that account for the costs and benefits of EU membership.  We include two 

economic variables:  the type of occupational tasks (manual vs. non-manual) and satisfaction 

with the financial situation of the household.  As Gabel (1998) argues, manual workers are 

particularly vulnerable to the negative consequences of economic liberalization.  We 

hypothesize, therefore, that manual workers are less likely to have confidence in the EU.  We 

also expect that people who are satisfied with their financial situation will be relatively more 

enthusiastic about economic developments in Europe, including European economic integration.   

 

Many studies have examined the impact of country-level economic factors, such as the 

distributive impact of the EU.  Multi-level analyses have revealed the added explanatory power 

of country-level variables (Hooghe and Marks 2005; Kritzinger 2003).  Our analysis of the 

individual level data from the WVS does not include country-level variables, with the exception 

of country dummy variables that we presume will capture but not disentangle many of the 

distinctive national level factors.  We also include age as a control variable.  Age is a variable 

that may correlate with economic self-interest (e.g., pensioners may have a strong interest in 

opposing public social spending cuts); it may also correlate with knowledge or awareness of the 

history and accomplishments of the EU. 

 

Our second category of variables is intended to evaluate the level of knowledge about the 

European Union.  For this category, the Eurobarometer offers superior questions.  Lacking direct 

knowledge questions about the EU in the WVS, we draw on two proxies, interest in politics and 

the level of education.  We hypothesize that greater interest in politics and a higher educational 

level will positively correlate with confidence in the EU.  It is possible that knowledge and 

confidence levels are negatively correlated—when it comes to the EU, ignorance may be bliss.  

Our hypothesis, however, assumes that approval of EU integration requires a basic understanding 

of European initiatives.  Numerous studies point to low levels of knowledge about the EU 

(Anderson 1998).  Confidence is built on and sustained with information.   Information must be 

available and accessible, as it certainly is in modern Europe.  The more important factor is an 

interest in obtaining information; therefore, we focus on the WVS question that asks people how 

interested they are in politics.  Knowledge also depends, of course, on education.  The WVS asks 

respondents to report their highest level of formal education.  Given the complexity of the EU, 

we hypothesize that higher levels of education will be correlated to greater confidence in the EU. 

 

Identity variables comprise a third category of explanatory factors.  We include two 

variables that measure geographic self-identity.  Respondents in the WVS provided Likert scale 

responses (on a 1-4 scale) to prompts about their level of self-identification with their nation and 

with Europe.  Although prior research has demonstrated that individuals are capable of multiple 

territorial identities, the political battles over the EU have often framed the debate as a tradeoff 

between national sovereignty and supranationalism.  Therefore, we include a straightforward test 

of the hypothesis that identification with the nation is negatively correlated to confidence in the 
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EU.  Despite earlier findings (Hooghe and Marks 2005, Risse 2003) about the overlapping nature 

of identities, we believe there may be a trade-off between national identity and support for the 

EU.  We hypothesize that citizens who identify themselves as ―European‖ will express greater 

confidence in the EU.  Also in the category of identity, we consider the respondents’ sentiments 

regarding immigrants.   Freedom of movement in the EU is perceived by some to be a threat to 

national culture and identity.  We hypothesize that antipathy toward immigrants will correlate 

negatively with confidence in the EU. 

 

Variables in the fourth category measure trust in social and political institutions.  The 

WVS offers a particularly rich set of questions in this area.  It has been suggested that a 

predisposition to trust must be considered separately from social trust (Sztompka 1998).  The 

WVS does include a question about generalized trust; however, unlike Crepaz (2008), we find 

that it offers little explanatory power on its own.  Moreover, other, more specific, trust variables 

retain their statistical significance even after we control for a general propensity to trust.  We 

argue that more important than a trusting predisposition for explaining confidence in the EU is 

confidence in social and political institutions.  We hypothesize that citizens who are 

fundamentally cynical or pessimistic about their chances for socioeconomic progress will also 

display low confidence in the EU.  To capture this sentiment, we draw on a WVS question about 

the value of ―hard work‖.  Those who believe hard work brings a better life may be more likely 

to believe that the promises of EU membership can be realized.   

 

Another factor that we examine is trust in a social institution that many analysts have 

overlooked—business.  This variable allows us to examine the longstanding and widespread 

sentiment that the EU is guided by the interests of economic elites.  We draw, therefore, on WVS 

Q142, which asks respondents about their confidence in ―major companies.‖  We hypothesize 

that confidence in major companies is positively correlated with confidence in the EU. 

 

Our third ―trust‖ variable is an individual’s confidence in his or her national government.  

As we discussed at the beginning of the paper, researchers have demonstrated the importance of 

the attitudes toward national governments as key factors in explaining public support of the EU.  

This factor may be more important in the EU, where national sovereignty is pooled, than it is for 

other international organizations.  We omit from the analysis another political variable, self-

placement on the left-right continuum, which revealed weak explanatory power in previous 

research. The wording of the WVS question V138 makes it more likely that respondents are 

thinking about the short term performance of their national governments instead of their 

underlying attitude toward the state.  In all likelihood, this variable captures a little of both.  We 

expect that the relationship between domestic trust in government and support of the EU will be 

positive and significant, demonstrating the interconnected nature of political trust. 
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B. Results 

 

 Table 4 presents the results of the OLS regression analysis.  The explanatory power of 

this model, with an R
2
 of .308, compares favorably to other studies.

6
  Almost all of the 

independent variables correlate with individual confidence in the European Union in the 

hypothesized direction and at the .05 significance level (two-tailed tests).  Two factors, age and 

educational level, were not statistically significant.  The other ―knowledge‖ factor, an interest in 

politics, was a statistically significant predictor of confidence in the EU. 

 

[Table 4 here] 

 

 The regression analysis of the WVS data confirms the importance of economic variables 

for an understanding of citizen attitudes about the European Union.  Manual laborers and 

respondents dissatisfied with the financial situation of the household express less confidence in 

the EU.  It is important to recall that this regression analyzes confidence in the European Union 

and does not refer to any particular economic costs or benefits from membership in the 

organization.  We expect that the economic variables would be equally if not more important in 

an analysis of opinions that are more directly related to the economic benefits of EU 

membership. 

 

 The identity variables showed a strong relationship to attitudes about the EU.  Not 

surprisingly, confidence in the EU is very strongly related to self-identification as a European 

citizen.  In our analysis, territorial self-identification with the nation was negatively correlated 

with confidence in the EU.  Unlike the results of some other studies, we find tension between 

national identity and support of the EU.  We also find that respondents who prefer a restrictive 

immigration policy have less confidence in the EU than those who favor open immigration 

policies.   

 

 The factors related to trust in social and political institutions contributed substantially to 

the overall explanatory power of the model.  Confidence in the EU depends partly on an 

underlying belief that hard work can bring a better life.  Individuals who display cynicism about 

their chances to succeed under the prevailing social structures are also less confident about the 

EU.  Two of the strongest correlates of EU confidence are related to trust in social and political 

institutions.  Europeans who have little confidence in major companies also have little 

confidence in the EU.  Trust in the EU also relates strongly to trust of national governments.  

These correlations retain their statistical significance even when a general propensity to trust is 

                                                 
6
 Standard diagnostics indicated that the OLS assumptions of the absence of multicollinearity and a 

normally distributed error term were not violated.  The R
2
 for the identical model without the country 

dummy variables is .228.  In that analysis, three variables (manual worker, satisfaction with financial 

condition, and interest in politics) lose their significance at the .05 level.  The coefficients for the other 

independent variables are similar to those in the original model. 
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included as a control variable.  Our analysis suggests that trust in social and political institutions 

has an independent effect on trust in the EU.
7
 

 

VII. Conclusion 

 

Given the current global financial and political challenges, public skepticism towards 

major economic and government institutions is understandably strong.  The bursting of the 

housing bubble and poor regulation of the banking industry, the environmental disaster in the 

Gulf of Mexico, the financial crises and bailouts in Europe and a variety of partisan and political 

scandals on both sides of the Atlantic have led to increasing dissatisfaction with current 

leadership in the board rooms and in the halls of government.  The rejection of the constitutional 

treaty in Europe and the rise of the Tea Party movement in the United States are recent indicators 

of anti-government sentiment.  What factors explain this alienation?  Is it system-based, or based 

in current events?  Is confidence in economic and governing institutions seriously undermined? 

 

The present analysis of European public opinion indicates that confidence in the 

European Union depends specifically on citizens’ trust in major social and political institutions, 

such as national governments and major companies, rather than on a general propensity to be 

trusting of other people.  We think this may be equally true for international organizations, such 

as the UN.  Other explanations of public opinion, including identity, knowledge, and the 

economic costs and benefits to individuals and member states find support in our empirical 

analysis.  However, the responses to the WVS questions indicate that citizens form their attitudes 

about the EU in part from their personal experiences with institutions closer to home.

                                                 
7
 A two-stage least squares regression analysis (using ―confidence in parliament‖ as an instrumental 

variable) indicated that there is no evidence of an endogenous relationship between confidence in the 

national government and confidence in the EU. 
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APPENDIX 1:  Variable Descriptions 
 
V68. How satisfied are you with the financial situation of your household? Please use this scale again to help with 

your answer : 

Completely dissatisfied 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Completely satisfied 

 

V95. How interested would you say you are in politics? Are you 

1 Very interested 

2 Somewhat interested 

3 Not very interested 

4 Not at all interested 

 

V120. In the long run, hard work usually brings a better life 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Hard work doesn’t generally bring 

success—it’s more a matter of luck and connections 

 

V124. How about people from other countries coming here to work. Which one of the following do you think the 

government should do? 

1 Let anyone come who wants to? 

2 Let people come as long as there are jobs available? 

3 Place strict limits on the number of foreigners who can come here? 

4 Prohibit people coming here from other countries? 

 

Here are a number of organizations. For each one, please indicate how much confidence you have in them: is it a 

great deal of confidence, quite a lot of confidence, not very much confidence or none at all? 

A great deal (1)      Quite a lot (2)     Not very much (3)     None at all (4) 

V138. The government (in your nation’s capital) 1 2 3 4 

V142. Major Companies 1 2 3 4 

V146. The European Union 1 2 3 4 

 

People have different views about themselves and how they relate to the world. Would you indicate how strongly 

you agree or disagree with each of the following statements about how you see yourself? : 

Strongly agree (1)     Agree (2)      Disagree (3)      Strongly disagree (4) 

V212. I see myself as citizen of [country] 1 2 3 4 

V213. I see myself as citizen of Europe 1 2 3 4 

 

V237. This means you are ____ years old (write in age in two digits). 

 

V238. What is the highest educational level that you have attained? [NOTE: if respondent indicates to be a 

student, code highest level s/he expects to complete]: 

1 No formal education 

2 Incomplete primary school 

3 Complete primary school 

4 Incomplete secondary school: technical/vocational type 

5 Complete secondary school: technical/vocational type 

6 Incomplete secondary: university-preparatory type 

7 Complete secondary: university-preparatory type 

8 Some university-level education, without degree 

9 University-level education, with degree 

 

V244. Are the tasks you perform at work mostly manual or non-manual? Use this scale where 1 means ―mostly 

manual tasks‖ and 10 means ―mostly non-manual tasks‖ : 

Mostly manual tasks 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Mostly non-manual tasks



 12 

REFERENCES  
 
Anderson, Christopher J. 1998.  When in Doubt, Use Proxies.  Attitudes toward Domestic Politics and 

Support for European Integration.   Comparative Political Studies 31 (1): 569-601. 

 

Citrin, Jack. 1974.  Comment: The Political Relevance of Trust in Government.  American Political Science 

Review 68 (3): 973– 988. 

 

Crepaz, Markus M.L.  2008.  Trust beyond Borders:  Immigration, the Welfare State, and Identity in 

Modern Societies.  Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 

 

Diven, Polly J. and John Constantelos.  2008.  The Determinants of International Support for the United 

Nations.  Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the International Studies Association, San 

Francisco (March). 

 

Diven, Polly J. and John Constantelos.  2009.  Explaining Generosity:  A Comparison of US and 

European Public Opinion on Foreign Aid.  Journal of Transatlantic Studies 7 (2): 118-132. 

 

Everts, Philip.  1998.  NATO, the European Community, and the United Nations,  in Niedermayer, Oskar 

and Richard Sinnott, eds.   Public Opinion and Internationalized Governance.  Oxford:  Oxford 

University Press. 

 

Franklin, Mark N., Michael Marsh, and Lauren M. McLaren.  1994. The European Question:  Opposition 

to Unification in the Wake of Maastricht.‖  Journal of Common Market Studies 32 (4): 455-472. 

 

Gabel, Matthew. 1998. Public Support for European Integration: An Empirical Test of Five Theories.  

The Journal of Politics 60 (2): 333-354. 

 

Garry, John and James Tilley.  2009.  The Macroeconomic Factors Conditioning the Impact of Identity on 

Attitudes towards the EU.  European Union Politics 10 (3): 361–379. 

 

Gilens, Martin.  2001.  Political Ignorance and Collective Policy Preference in the US.   American 

Political Science Review 95 (2): 379-396. 

 

Gronke, Paul, James Hicks, and Timothy E. Cook. 2009. Trust in Government and in 

Social Institutions.  In Understanding Public Opinion, Barbara Norrander and Clyde Wilcox, eds. 

Washington DC: CQ Press. 

 

Hardin, Russell.  2002. Liberal Distrust.  European Review, 10 (1): 73-89. 

Hooghe, Liesbet and Gary Marks.  2004.  Does Identity or Economic Rationality Drive Public Opinion on 

European Integration?  PS Online  July 2006. 

 

Hooghe, Liesbet and Gary Marks.  2005.  Calculation, Community and Cues:  Public Opinion on European 

Integration.   European Union Politics 6 (4): 419-443. 

 

Hox, Joop J.  2010.  Multilevel Analysis:  Techniques and Applications, 2
nd

 ed.  New York:  Routledge. 

 

Inglehart, Ronald F.  1999.  Trust, Well-Being and Democracy.  Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press. 

 



 13 

Kentmen, Cigdem.  2008.  Determinants of Support for EU Membership in Turkey:  Islamic Attachments, 

Utilitarian Considerations, and National Identity.  European Union Politics 9 (4): 487-510. 

 

Klandermans, Bert, Jose Manuel Sabucedo, and Mauro Rodriguez.  2003.  Inclusiveness of Identification 

among Farmers in the Netherlands and Galicia.  European Journal of Social Psychology 34: 279-

295. 

 

Kritzinger, Sylvia.  2003.  The Influence of the Nation-State on Individual Support for the European.  

European Union Politics 4: 219-241. 

 

Levi, Margaret and Laura Stoker.  2000.  Political Trust and Trustworthiness. Annual Review of Political 

Science 3: 475-507. 

 

McLaren, Lauren M.  2006.  Identity, Interests and Attitudes to European Integration.  Basingstoke: 

Palgrave. 

 

McLaren, Lauren M.  2010.  Public Opinion and the EU.  In European Union Politics, 3
rd

 edition, 

Michelle Cini and Nieves Pérez-Solórzano Borragán, eds.  Oxford:  Oxford University Press. 

 

Millard, William J.  1993.  ―International Public Opinion of the United Nations:  a comparative analysis.‖  

International Journal of Public Opinion Research 5(1):92-99. 

 

Niedermayer, Oskar and Richard Sinnott, eds.  1998.  Public Opinion and Internationalized Governance.  

Oxford:  Oxford University Press. 

 

Newton, Kenneth and Pippa Norris.  2000.  Confidence in Public Institutions:  Faith, Culture, or 

Performance?  In Disaffected Democracies:  What’s Troubling the Trilateral Countries?  Susan 

Pharr and Robert Putnam, eds.  Princeton:  Princeton University Press. 

 

Norris, Pippa.  2009.  The Globalization of Comparative Public Opinion Research.  In Neil Robinson and 

Todd Landman, eds., Handbook of Comparative Politics.  London: Sage Publications. 

 

Nye, Jr., Joseph S.  1997.  In Government We Don’t Trust.  Foreign Policy 108 (Autumn): 99-111. 

 

Popkin, Samuel and Michael Dimock.  2002.   Knowledge, Trust and International Reasoning, in 

Elements of Reason:  Cognition, Choice, and the Bounds of Rationality, Arthur Lupia, Matthew 

D. McCubbins, and Samuel L. Popkin, eds.  Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 214-239. 

 

Risse, Thomas.  2003.  Nationalism and Collective Identities.  Europe versus the Nation-State?  in 

Development in West European Politics.  Paul Heywood, Eric Jones, and Martin Rhodes, eds.  

London:  Palgrave Macmillan. 

 

Schoen, Harald.  2008.  Identity, Instrumental Self-Interest and Institutional Evaluations.  European Union 

Politics 9 (1): 5-29. 

 

Sztompka, Piotr.  1998.  Trust, Distrust and Two Paradoxes of Democracy.  European Journal of Social 

Theory 1 (1): 19-32. 

 

Tanasiou, Cosmina and Constantin Colonescu.  2008. Determinants of Support for European Integration, 

European Union Politics 9 (3): 363-377. 

 



 14 

Uslaner, Eric M.  2002.  The Moral Foundations of Trust.  Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press. 

 

van der Eijk, Cees and Mark N.  Franklin.  1996.  Choosing Europe? The European Electorate and 

National Politics in the Face of Union.  Ann Arbor:  University of Michigan Press. 



 15 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  
Figure 1:  Confidence in the European Union 

World Values Survey, 5
th
 wave (2005-2008) 

(n = 14154) 

15.5% 

39.6% 38.6% 

6.2% 

0% 

10% 

20% 

30% 

40% 

50% 

None at all Not very much Quite a lot A great deal 



 16 

 

 

Table 1:  Confidence in the European Union, by country and survey 
     (rank-ordered by WVS 5 means, from highest to lowest confidence) 

 

  

WVS 5 

2005-2008 

WVS 4  

1999-2000 

Change 

Waves 4 to 5 

EB65 

2006 

Italy 2.28 2.21 0.07 56% 

Romania 2.37 2.76 -0.39 68% 

Bulgaria 2.37 2.62 -0.25 57% 

Spain 2.38 2.49 -0.11 50% 

Cyprus 2.59 -- -- 61% 

Poland 2.61 2.66 -0.05 58% 

Slovenia 2.73 2.72 0.01 63% 

Finland 2.75 2.93 -0.18 41% 

Sweden 2.75 2.90 -0.15 39% 

France 2.79 2.62 0.17 41% 

Germany 2.88 2.74 0.14 41% 

Netherlands 2.91 2.78 0.13 48% 

Britain 2.97 3.00 -0.03 31% 

Mean (pooled) 2.64     48% 
 

Notes:  The WVS scale uses a code of 1 for ―a great deal‖ of confidence and 4 for 

―none at all‖.  Changes from the WVS 4 that are positive indicate a decreasing confidence. 

The Eurobarometer statistics are frequency distributions, indicating the percentage of  

individuals who ―tend to trust‖ the EU. 
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Table 2:  Confidence in Domestic and International Institutions 

(rank-ordered from highest to lowest confidence) 

 

 

 
Codes:  A great deal of confidence (1), Quite a lot (2), Not very much (3), None at all (4) 

 

             N Mean Std. Dev. 

Confidence: Churches 14778 2.41 .980 

Confidence: Justice System 14680 2.52 .848 

Confidence: The United Nations 13990 2.52 .823 

Confidence: The European Union 14154 2.64 .815 

Confidence: Television 14972 2.67 .749 

Confidence: The Civil Services 14432 2.71 .764 

Confidence: Major Companies 14035 2.77 .763 

Confidence: The Press 14853 2.78 .751 

Confidence: Labour Unions 13799 2.79 .804 

Confidence: The Government 14832 2.83 .806 

Confidence: Parliament 14698 2.85 .792 

Confidence: The Political Parties 14704 3.08 .727 
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Table 3:  Confidence in International Organizations,  

               EU and Non-EU Citizens 
                 (paired-sample statistics) 

 

 
Respondents in: 

Confidence in the  

European Union 
Confidence in the  

United Nations 
EU countries 
  (n=13803) 

mean 

s.d. 

 

 

 

2.64 

.815 

 

 

 

2.52 

.823 

 

Non-EU countries 
  (n=20295) 

mean 

s.d. 

 

 

 

2.60 

.918 

 

 

 

2.54 

.952 

 

 
Codes:  A great deal of confidence (1), Quite a lot (2), Not very much (3), None at all (4) 
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Table 4:  OLS Regression Analysis of Confidence in the European Union 

 

R
2
 = .308; n = 6846 

 

 

 

Variable and hypothesized sign 

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

        t Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

(Constant)  .853 .079  10.799 .000 

Age  .001 .001 .016 1.481 .139 

Economic       

Nature of tasks: manual vs. cognitive - -.008 .003 -.032 -2.671 .008 

Satisfaction with the financial 

situation of household 
- -.009 .004 -.025 -2.273 .023 

Knowledge       

Interested in politics + .023 .009 .027 2.488 .013 

Highest educational level attained - -.005 .005 -.015 -1.118 .264 

Identity       

I see myself as citizen of the nation - -.052 .013 -.043 -3.940 .000 

I see myself as citizen of the EU + .245 .011 .265 23.256 .000 

Immigrant policy + .033 .011 .031 2.910 .004 

Trust       

Hard work + .011 .003 .035 3.298 .001 

Confidence: major companies + .221 .011 .210 19.450 .000 

Confidence: the government + .233 .011 .235 20.864 .000 


