
 

Euroskeptics more likely to think of the EU
as less democratic than it is, study shows

September 19 2023

  
 

  

Marginal effect of political interest on EU authority perceptions. Note:
Difference in predicted probability between political interest values two standard
deviations above versus below the mean, for each answer choice and each
question, separately, using multinomial probits as specified in Table 1. Put
differently, the point estimates show how moving from low political interest to
high political interest affects the probability of each outcome. Categorical and
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numerical variables are set at their mode and mean, respectively, and the
reference country in each sample is used (typically Germany). Each model is
estimated 500 times, sampling six countries with replacement. Mean point
estimate and 95% confidence intervals are based on this cluster bootstrapped
sampling distribution. MS: power of member states vs. European Commission,
EP: power of European Parliament vs. European Commission, MEP: direct
election of the Members of the European Parliament. Credit: European Union
Politics (2023). DOI: 10.1177/14651165231193833

A significant share of voters see the EU as less democratic than it really
is and believe the European Commission can steamroll its member
states, a new study shows.

The research shows that key channels of legitimation in the EU are not
well known by the citizens of large member states. Whether people see
themselves only as citizens of their nation, or simultaneously as a
European, is linked to what they believe about the EU.

A substantial share of EU voters who took part in the study believed that
the members of the European Parliament are not directly elected. Many
assumed the European Parliament is unimportant for decision making in
Brussels.

Less than half of those who took part in the research knew which powers
the EU has and which it does not have.

Some were aware of their gaps in knowledge about EU institutions, but a
large number who had gaps in their knowledge also thought they were
informed.

Those who said they did not hold a European identity were more likely
to assume that the EU is less democratic than it is.
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The research, published in the journal European Union Politics, was
carried out by Florian Stoeckel, Jack Thompson and Jason Reifler from
the University of Exeter, Vittorio Mérola from Durham University and
Benjamin Lyons from the University of Utah.

Professor Stoeckel said, "Not knowing how a complex institution like
the EU works is completely understandable but it is problematic when
people have the wrong idea about how the institution works and assume
the organization is not as democratic as it is or has power over member
states that it doesn't have. Populist parties can mobilize or exploit such
misperceptions, or they create them in the first place."

"Our findings help elucidate the rhetorical value of 'taking back control'
from Brussels. Indeed, to voters who believe that the European
Commission can legislate against the will of a majority of MEPs or
member states, European integration is likely to appear like an absolute
loss of the sovereignty of the general will, rather than just a transfer of
authority to another level."

Researchers carried out a survey in France, Germany, Italy, Poland,
Spain, and Sweden, with approximately 1,000 respondents per country,
in February 2019. Participants were asked three questions—if MEPs are
directly elected by voters; to react to the following statement: 'the
European Commission can issue new laws even when a majority of MPs
of the European Parliament objects' and whether the following statement
is correct: 'the European Commission can issue new laws for the EU
even when a majority of member states objects."

While the exact proportions vary by country and issue, the combined
share of the uninformed and misinformed made up more than half of
respondents.

For instance, a third (35 percent) of respondents knew the European
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Commission cannot pass laws against the will of a majority of Member
States. In contrast, 40 percent of respondents wrongly believed the EC
could override the will of member states, while another 25 percent were
uninformed.

Respondents who took part in the study who described their identity in a
narrow, national way thought of the EU as an organization with more
unrestricted powers. They are more likely to wrongly believe MEPs are
not directly elected and the European Commission can rule over the
European Parliament and EU member states. They were less likely to
know legislation needs to be approved by a majority of MEPs in order
for it to become law.

Substantial portions of the public in all six countries were either
uninformed or misinformed. Pooling responses across countries showed
19 percent held the misperception that MEPs are not directly elected and
21 percent of respondents answered that they 'don't know.'

A total of 22 percent of respondents said the European Commission
could pass laws while overriding the objection of the European
Parliament, while 27 percent of the respondents selected the 'don't know'
category.

Only 35 percent of respondents correctly said that the European
Commission cannot pass laws against the will of the member states of
the EU, whereas 40 percent of respondents held a misperception and
another 25 percent of respondents chose 'don't know.'

  More information: Florian Stoeckel et al, Public perceptions and
misperceptions of political authority in the European Union, European
Union Politics (2023). DOI: 10.1177/14651165231193833
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