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Europe Divided?

Elites vs. Public Opinion on European
Integration

Liesbet Hooghe

University of North Carolina, USA

A B S T R A C T

This article compares preferences for Europeanizing 13

policies among European elites, national elites, and public

opinion. Elites are more willing to cede national authority in

sovereignty areas, but citizens are more favorable to EU

social policies. Are there contrasting logics at work? The

answer is two-sided. Elites and public preferences are

similar in that both are least enthusiastic about Europeaniz-

ing high-spending policies. Here is a common distributional

logic: shifting authority could destabilize vested interests.

However, as the single market intensifies labor market

volatility, the public seeks to contain this distributional risk

through selectively Europeanizing market-flanking policies.

In contrast, elite preferences are consistent with a functional

rationale that conceives European integration as an optimal

solution for internalizing externalities beyond the national

state.
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Time and again, political pundits and scholars stress that the general public
is less keen on shifting authority to the European level than are elites. Elites,
it is said, have pushed European integration beyond the will of the people.

How real is the divide between elites and public opinion? There is an
extensive literature on public perceptions of European integration (Anderson,
1998; Dalton and Eichenberg, 1998; Gabel, 1998a,b, 2002; Gabel and Anderson,
2002; Handley, 1981; Hewstone, 1986; Inglehart, 1970; Inglehart and Rabier,
1991; Shepherd, 1975; Vaubel, 1994; Wessels, 1995). But there are few compari-
sons between public and elite views (Vaubel, 1994). The few data on elites
usually pertain to a small sector of the elite, and they employ different ques-
tions: Schmitt and Thomassen (2000) on European parliamentarians, Egeberg
(1999) and Beyers and Dierickx (1997) on national representations, Hug and
König (2002) and Aspinwall (2002) on government elites, and Hooghe (2001)
on top Commission officials. Here is a case where conventional wisdom rests
on a weak empirical base. Elite data were rare until the 1996 national elites
survey conducted by EOS Gallup Europe on behalf of the European
Commission. The entire data set has not been officially released. However, an
unofficial version, together with my own survey of Commission elites, allows
comparison of public opinion and elites.

The standard questions tapping general support for European integration
indicate that the gap between public and elites is wide. A more nuanced
picture emerges, however, when one disaggregates European integration into
its policy components. Elites and citizens desire to shift different policy
bundles to the European level.

Why is that so? Are there separate logics at work? Drawing from recent
work in political economy, I explore three lines of argument, and I test these
using three sets of data. Data on European elite preferences come from a
survey among top Commission officials, which I conducted between
February 2001 and February 2002,1 data on national elites from a special elite
survey (fieldwork between February and May 1996),2 and public opinion
data from Eurobarometer 54.1, released in 2002 (fieldwork in fall 2000;
Hartung, 2002). The European and national elites’ surveys are one of a kind
and, because they were conducted five years apart, some caution in
comparing the results is warranted. The national elites were questioned
when the future of economic and monetary union (EMU) and enlargement
was still uncertain, whereas the European elite data set and Eurobarometer
54.1 were collected after the introduction of EMU and with the European
Union on course to include eight new members from Central and Eastern
Europe (plus Cyprus and Malta).3
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The citizen/elite divide

The conventional wisdom is that elites are more in favor of European inte-
gration than is public opinion. The standard measures of support for
European integration substantiate that view: 93% of national elites but only
53% of the public think that their country’s EU membership is on balance a
good thing; 89% of national elites believe that their country has benefited from
EU membership, whereas only 52% of the public do so. There is a gulf
between the public and elites.

These are aggregate questions measuring something akin to Easton’s
(1965) notion of affective support or Scharpf’s (1999) notion of input legiti-
macy (Gabel, 1998a; Green, 2001). From time to time, Eurobarometer also
carries a more concrete question, which asks respondents how they want to
distribute authority between the European Union and national governments.
This question is posed for individual policies. It is also included in the
national elite survey and in the survey of top Commission officials. The virtue
of this question is that it provides a more fine-grained measure of preferences.
Rather than affective support, it taps policy-specific, utilitarian support, or,
in Scharpf’s terms, the European Union’s output legitimacy.4

Let us start by averaging preferences across the 13 policies for which we
have comparable data (Table 1). There is a difference between elites and the
public, but it is not large. The mean level of support among Commission
officials is 65%, against 56% for national elites and 53% for the public. This
overall difference is significant for Commission elites and public opinion, but
not for national elites and public opinion.

Once one disaggregates European integration into its component policies,
the conventional view that elites lead citizens in support for integration
dissolves. Commission officials and national elites lead public opinion in
seven policy areas, whereas public opinion is more favorable to the follow-
ing policy areas: social inclusion, regional policy, health, research, and
education. The public also leads Commission elites (but not national elites)
on employment policy, and it leads national elites (but not the Commission)
on foreign policy. This is illustrated in Figure 1. In immigration policy, at the
extreme left, the difference between national elite support (67.9%) and public
support (44.4%) is 24%. In regional policy, at the extreme right, the public
(65.3%) leads national elites (32.4%) by 33%. These differences are significant.5

Can one summarize these differences in a meaningful way? One bundle
of policies stands out on the left of Figure 1: most of these policies are ‘high
politics,’ that is, they are concerned with core sovereignty, including immi-
gration, foreign policy, defense, and monetary policy. Public support for inte-
gration in these policy areas is exceeded by national elites (14%) and by
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Commission elites (33%). The policies that dominate on the right of Figure 1,
where public support for Europeanization is higher than elite support,
concern market regulation and redistributive policies. The citizen lead in
redistributive policies (agriculture, regional policy, and social inclusion)
ranges from 5% with Commission officials to 16% with national elites. For
social model policies (environmental regulation, employment policy, social
inclusion, regional or cohesion policy, and research and development), the
citizen lead varies between 6% for Commission and 8% for national elites.6

The label ‘social model’ summarizes policies identified by former
Commission president Jacques Delors as policies flanking the single market,
which, if implemented at the EU level, would distinguish ‘Europe’s social
model’ from Anglo-Saxon liberal capitalism (Delors, 1992; see also Ross, 1995).
Figure 2 shows that there is considerable structure in the differences between
elite and public preferences.

European Union Politics 4(3)2 8 4

Table I Support for EU policies: Proportion of Commission elites, national elites,
and public opinion in favor

Commission National Public 
elites elites opinion

Mean for all policies 64.7 55.6 53.0

Currency 97.8 78.4 57.5
Humanitarian aid/ third world 93.5 70.9 65.1
Foreign policy 92.4 64.3 71.6
Immigration and asylum 90.3 67.9 44.4
Environment 89.1 75.2 58.8
Agriculture 82.4 56.0 48.5
Defense 68.8 64.5 43.6
Research & development 64.5 64.6 69.2
Regional policy 50.0 32.4 65.3
Employment 41.3 52.0 49.6
Social inclusion 29.3 40.7 62.1
Health policy 22.8 29.6 30.2
Education 18.3 25.7 29.8

High politicsa 88.6 69.2 55.1
Social modelb 54.8 53.0 61.0
Redistributionc 53.9 43.0 58.6

Notes:
a High politics issues consist of currency, humanitarian aid/ third world, foreign policy, defense

policy, and immigration and asylum.
b Social model policies consist of environment, employment policy, social inclusion, regional

policy, and research.
c Redistribution consists of agriculture, regional policy, and social inclusion.
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