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Abstract: This article looks at the evolution of European identification during the Great Recession
in four Southern European “debtor” countries and in Germany. Although the crisis initially had a
negative effect on European identification in the five countries, its medium-term impact was more
severe in the Southern European countries than in Germany. While we find that microeconomic
variables shed little light to account for these changes, we combine multilevel institutional and
identitarian approaches to explain changes in European Identification. Following the multilevel
institutional argument, attitudes might depend not only on citizens perceptions of institutional
performance at the European level, but also on their perceptions of institutional performance at the
national level; and they can operate through two mechanisms: citizens might transfer their positive
(or negative) evaluations from the national to the European level, or, alternatively, they may substitute
or compensate their negative national evaluations with positive evaluations of the European level. Our
results indicate that both mechanisms were at work: at the peak of the Eurozone crisis, substitution
effects—especially in the countries of the South—helped sustain European identification when it
was at its weakest. However, transfer effects were also relevant to explain the recovery of European
identification in two of the three countries in which the latter was greatest: Germany and Portugal.
Following the identitarian argument, we find that the positive effect that national identification
had on European identification previous to the Great Recession, had disappeared or weakened in
four of the five cases by 2014. Nonetheless, this positive relationship had been fully restored in
Germany and Portugal after the Great Recession, in 2017, signalling that the fading link between the
two identifications might have been only temporary, at least in these two countries.

Keywords: European identification; national identification; great recession; Eurozone crisis; national
evaluations; European evaluations; party system change

1. Introduction

The Great Recession, which began in 2008, had significant economic and political
consequences. In economic terms, it was the worst crisis in Europe since the 1930s. Po-
litically and institutionally, the European project suffered a dramatic loss of confidence,
resulting in a striking increase in negative attitudes towards the EU (Paradés et al. 2013;
Braun and Tausendpfund 2014), particularly in the Southern European member states
(Verney 2017). In the first stage, the financial crisis led to a severe economic contraction in
almost all European countries, but after 2010, it became a debt crisis characterised by the
difficulties of some Eurozone countries to continue financing their deficits in the interna-
tional financial markets. The debt crisis led to the implementation of austerity policies in
public spending in Southern European countries and Ireland, with the consequent increase
in unemployment, especially in Greece and Spain.

Genealogy 2021, 5, 51. https://doi.org/10.3390/genealogy5020051 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/genealogy

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/genealogy
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7779-6647
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/genealogy5020051?type=check_update&version=1
https://doi.org/10.3390/genealogy5020051
https://doi.org/10.3390/genealogy5020051
https://doi.org/10.3390/genealogy5020051
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/genealogy5020051
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/genealogy


Genealogy 2021, 5, 51 2 of 20

What happened to European identification as a result of the Great Recession? Did
European identification operate as a “reserve of legitimacy” in the face of the deterioration
of other attitudes, such as confidence in the EU? This question is important given that vari-
ous authors have pointed out that European identification can play a key role in correcting
the EU’s democratic deficit (Bruter 2003). The main purpose of this article is to examine
changes in European identification before, during and after the Great Recession; while also
analysing which factors have contributed to shaping it, and whether these changed as a
result of the crisis. The article focuses primarily on Southern Europe where, due to the
debt crisis, the economic crisis went for longer and was more severe; and where austerity
policies were presented by some national governments, parties and the media as harsh
impositions by the EU (Hobolt and Tilley 2014). More precisely we look at the longitudinal
evolution, and determining factors at three points in time, of European Identification in
the four largest Southern European countries: Italy, Spain, Greece and Portugal. Addition-
ally, we also take Germany as a contrasting case with Southern Europe: here, there was
also increasing opposition to the EU that grew from the perception that financial bailouts
encouraged a corrupt, inefficient culture in the southern European countries to which the
final responsibility for the debt crisis was ultimately attributed (Moravcsik 2012, p. 58).
Additionally, together with the Southern European countries, Germany received more
media attention for its relevant role during the Eurozone crisis. However, the economic
depression was much shorter in Germany and much less harmful in terms of GDP growth
and unemployment, which justifies its selection as a contrasting case with the four southern
European member states.

Previous research has found that the decline in positive attitudes towards Europe
could be due to citizens holding the EU responsible for poor national economic performance
(Serricchio et al. 2013) or to negative citizens’ evaluations of the functioning of European
institutions (Dotti Sani and Magistro 2016). Although these approaches can explain some
of this decline, we think they offer a limited picture of the factors behind the evolution of
European identification during and after the Great Recession.

On the basis of previous research and the evidence provided in this article, we argue
that the explanation for the decline (and recovery) of European identification is more
complex. On the one hand, and despite a certain parallelism between the evolution
of economic growth and that of European identification, we show that microeconomic
variables contribute very little to explain European identification or its changes throughout
the Great Recession. On the other, we argue that these changes are better explained by
the specific circumstances of the national political crises that unfolded in each of our five
countries as a result of the Great Recession. The timing, the intensity and the consequences
of these crises varied greatly; not only distinguishing Germany from the rest, but also
marking significant differences within the group of the four Southern European countries.

Following this idea of the singularity of each of the national political crises, our argu-
ment is divided into a multilevel institutional explanation and an identitarian explanation
that works as a complementary argument. For the multilevel institutional explanation,
we follow previous research that argues that citizens shape their attitudes towards the
EU in a multi-level context, so that these attitudes might depend not only on citizens per-
ceptions of institutional performance at the European level, but also on their perceptions
of institutional performance at the national level (Anderson 1998; Sánchez-Cuenca 2000;
Ares et al. 2017; de Vries 2018; Torcal and Christmann 2018). These multi-level spillover
effects can operate through two mechanisms. Citizens might transfer their positive (or
negative) evaluations from the national to the European level. Or alternatively, citizens
may substitute or compensate their negative national evaluations with positive evaluations
of the European level. Our argument in this article is that both mechanisms have been at
work during the Great Recession. At the peak of the Eurozone crisis, substitution effects—
especially in the countries of the South—helped sustain European identification when
it was at its weakest. However, transfer effects have also been relevant, in particular, to
explain the recovery of European identification after the peak of the Eurozone crisis in



Genealogy 2021, 5, 51 3 of 20

two of the three countries in which European identification recovered most: Germany and
Portugal. Nonetheless, these substitution and transfer effects did not take place in a vacuum
but were intermediated by the national institutional crises that were triggered by the Great
Recession in each of the five countries.

The identitarian explanation supplements the institutional one and is at the same time
specifically suited to what distinguishes European identification from the remaining range
of attitudes towards Europe. As we argue in the next section, European identification is at
the core of the affective dimension of attitudes towards Europe. This would explain why so
much of previous research on European identification has taken national identification as
its main explanatory factor, while also arguing—in most cases—that the two identifications
can be compatible. Following that research, our argument is that European identification
develops within national contexts so that the affective ties and loyalties that bind European
citizens together are, in turn, largely based on their respective national ties and loyalties.
The evidence that we present in this article indeed confirms that, before the Great Recession,
European identification was positively embedded within national identifications in all five
countries. The Eurozone crisis, however, shattered this positive embeddedness in Germany
and in three of the Southern European countries, at least temporarily.

Since we examine a limited number of cases, in our analysis below we cannot empiri-
cally demonstrate the connections we propose between the political and economic context
of each of the five countries, on the one hand, and the impact of our individual-level
variables, on the other. Nevertheless, we intend to systematically analyse the plausibility
of the current theories of attitudes towards the EU in the light of our data.

In order to unravel the previous arguments and findings, this article is structured as
follows. In the next section, we justify the selection of European identification and show
its longitudinal evolution throughout the Great Recession. In Section 2, we present our
theoretical framework and formulate our hypotheses. In Section 4, we describe in some
detail the political context and the national institutional crises that were triggered by the
Great Recession in each of the five countries. In Section 5, we present our data, justify our
models, and present our results. We close the article with a brief concluding section.

2. Why European Identification? The Evolution of European Identification throughout
the Great Recession

Research into attitudes towards the EU has grown exponentially since the 1990s,
coinciding with the signing of the Treaty of Maastricht, although in the first phase it
focused primarily on attitudes of support to integration and Euroscepticism (Hobolt and
de Vries 2016, p. 415). However, in this paper, we focus on European identification for
two reasons. First, apart from recent exceptions (Sanders et al. 2012; Westle and Segatti
2016; Isernia et al. 2012), European identification has been less studied than other European
attitudes. Second, we think the analysis of European identification is particularly relevant
at this time, given its potential to reinforce the stability of European institutions in the
medium and long term (Hooghe and Marks 2008, p. 117). Previous work has underlined
the importance of a common civic identity in resolving the so-called EU’s democratic deficit
(Fuchs 2011). In this respect, European identification can be a key component in the future
development of the EU, especially in the wake of the institutional crisis of recent years.

However, the legitimating potential of European identification is a controversial issue
in the literature and has not been empirically demonstrated (Fuchs 2011, p. 36). To some,
European identification constitutes the core of the affective dimension of attitudes towards
the EU (Fernández et al. 2016) that would play, in relation to European institutions, a
similar role to that of national identifications in legitimising national political systems.
For other authors, however, it is unlikely that a system of government as recent as that of
the EU could have generated a European identification clearly distinguishable from other
indicators of political support (Gabel 1998; Niedermayer and Westle 1995).

In relation to this dispute, Checkel and Katzenstein (2009, p. 216) point out how
European identification relies on factors that are too weak or too recent to replicate the
identity formation processes of the nation-state. Following this point of view, national
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identity with a shared history rooted in common experience, can become an obstacle to the
emergence of a collective European identity (Fuchs 2011, p. 28). Other works, by contrast,
argue that the two identifications can coexist, with European identification developing
within the framework of national contexts (Bruter 2005; Díez Medrano 2003; Westle and
Segatti 2016, p. 3).

With this debate in mind, we take European identification as a dependent variable.
Although European identification has been studied from different perspectives and disci-
plines without a clear consensus on its content and nature (Isernia et al. 2012) we approach
it as an affective attitude of belonging, “we-feeling”, and loyalty (Westle and Segatti 2016,
p. 96) that might have political consequences. Following Abdelal et al. (2009, p. 26), identi-
ties can affect conceptions of legitimacy, shared interests, policy options or preferences of
political leaders and parties. In a context in which the future of the European project has
been questioned more than ever before, European identification may play a key role in the
legitimacy of the EU (Cerutti and Lucarelli 2008).

The study of the evolution of European identification is not easy given the many
different questions that have been used to measure it in the main cross-national surveys.
Some of these are: thinking of oneself as European, feeling of belonging, European versus
national identification (the “Moreno-Linz question”), or feeling close to or feeling attached
to Europe (Sinnott 2005; Isernia et al. 2012). Following Sinnott (2005), who considers it as
the most appropriate measure, we take European attachment as our dependent variable.
In the Eurobarometer surveys the question is formulated as follows: “Please, tell me how
attached you feel to Europe: (1) Very attached (2) Fairly attached (3) Not very attached (4)
Not at all attached”. This we recoded into a dichotomous variable, contrasting those who
feel very and fairly attached to Europe with those who do not feel very or at all attached.

Before moving on to our theoretical framework and analysis, we examine the longitu-
dinal evolution of European attachment. Our expectation is that the Great Recession will
have had had a negative impact on European attachment in all the countries, particularly
those which suffered most from the economic consequences of the austerity policies, i.e.,
the Southern European countries. However, given that European identification develops
within national contexts, it is also important to take into account the way in which Europe
was traditionally framed—before the Great Recession—in each of our five member states.
For this reason, we introduce a short description of how Europe was presented within the
context of each country’s historical experiences and national values before looking at the
longitudinal evolution of European attachment.

In Germany, European identity was seen as an enlarged national identity that would
help break up the association of German identity with the totalitarian Nazi regime
(Díez Medrano 2003), by offering a modernised and inclusive version of it (Cram 2009,
p. 105). In a similar vein, the political elites in Spain saw European integration as an
opportunity to redefine Spanish identity, by breaking with the Franco period and associ-
ating the country with political and socio-economic modernisation (Díez Medrano 2003).
Additionally, in Spain, there was also a strong pro-European consensus among elites at the
time of accession (Alvarez-Miranda 1994, p. 164). Before the Great Recession, Europe was
also framed in Italy as a key factor in the country’s economic success and political stability
(Malmborg 2002, p. 51). All in all, this is in accordance with the high levels of European
attachment we find in the three countries before the Great Recession.

In Greece and Portugal, there was no comparable consensus on European integration
to that of Spain at the time of accession, given the anti-European position that the socialists
and communists of both countries initially adopted (Alvarez-Miranda 1994, pp. 159–60).
This lack of initial consensus among the Greek and Portuguese elites helps to explain
the successive versions of Europhobia and Europhilia that have characterised the recent
political history of both countries (Tsoukalas 2002, p. 42; Soares 2007, p. 462). This is in
accordance with the lower levels of European attachment we find in these two countries
before the Great Recession.
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Figure 1 shows the negative impact of the Great Recession on levels of attachment to
Europe in our five case studies, the Eurozone and the EU. As said, Germans, Spaniards
and Italians reported higher levels of European attachment at the beginning of the series.
From that point on, the trend shown by European attachment is negative in all five cases.
However, whereas we see a sustained but moderate decline in the case of Germany, this
is much steeper in the Southern European countries. From 2014 onwards two trends can
be clearly distinguished in Southern Europe: while European attachment fully recovers
in Spain and Portugal; it stagnates at relatively low levels in Greece and Italy—the latter
being the most striking case because it moved from being the most Europeanist of the five
to one of the most disaffected.
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Figure 1. Evolution of attachment to Europe 2004–2017. Source: Own elaboration from Eurobarometer Note: Column
percentage of attachment to Europe.

3. Theoretical Approaches of European Identification: Research Hypotheses

In this article, we focus on three theoretical approaches to explain European identifica-
tion, although some of these have also been used to explain other attitudes towards the EU.
Each of these approaches underlines factors whose relative weight in the explanation of
European identification might have changed as a result of the Great Recession.

The first theoretical approach, known as rational–instrumental, has been more fre-
quently associated with the explanation of support for European integration (Hobolt and
de Vries 2016, p. 421). The greater emphasis on the economic dimension during the initial
phases of European integration justifies that the early works on attitudes towards Europe
focused on calculations of instrumental rationality on the cost and benefit of belonging to
the EU, both in individual and collective terms (Eichenberg and Dalton 1993; Gabel 1998).
Those individuals who perceive that they themselves or their respective countries benefit
from belonging to the EU will show higher levels of European identification. Following
this approach, explanatory factors may be individual characteristics such as, occupation
(unemployment), income level, or educational level, which offer individuals compara-
tive advantages to position themselves as “winners” or losers” in the integration process
(Gabel 1998); or they may be linked to economic evaluations, which will be egocentric per-
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ceptions when the individual assesses his/her personal economic situation, or sociotropic
perceptions when the calculation of cost and benefit is made with respect to the country’s
membership of the EU (Hooghe and Marks 2005, p. 421).

Generally speaking, we would expect that these factors linked to the rational–instrumental
approach will contribute to explain European identification. However, the Great Recession
restored the visibility of the economic side of the European project by underlining the
material consequences for the winners and losers of integration, particularly in countries
that had to implement austerity measures. Therefore, we expect that:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The impact of the variables of the rational–instrumental approach will be
greater or more frequent after the Great Recession (2014, 2017) than before it (2004).

Hypothesis 1 (H1.1). The impact of the economic variables following the Great Recession will be
greater in southern European countries.

Our second theoretical framework has been known as the heuristics or institutional
approach (see for instance Sanders et al. 2012, p. 12). The simplest and earliest version of
this argument is that, since most citizens lack sufficient knowledge about the European level,
they rely on national proxies or heuristics to structure their views on Europe (Anderson
1998; de Vries 2018, p. 27). Some of these heuristics include democratic governance
(Sánchez-Cuenca 2000), democratic satisfaction (Rohrschneider 2002), national institutional
trust (Anderson 1998) or partisan identification (Ray 2003).

However, there is no consensus in the literature on how and through which mech-
anisms these various heuristics operate. While Anderson (1998) suggests that people’s
evaluations of national conditions serve as a proxy to deal with information shortfalls
about the EU, Sánchez-Cuenca (2000) conceives them as a lens through which people
view the benefits of more political and economic integration. These different conceptions
lead to opposite expectations: citizens who hold positive national evaluations will also
have positive attitudes towards the EU; or alternatively citizens may perceive the EU in
a compensatory manner, so that attitudes towards the EU are more positive when na-
tional evaluations are more negative, especially in countries with low democratic quality
(Sánchez-Cuenca 2000, p. 7). Therefore, national proxies can work as either transfer or substitu-
tion heuristics which operate in opposite directions (Sanders et al. 2012, p. 12). Following this
controversy, the more recent work by Ares et al. (Ares et al. 2017, p. 1096) has updated the
concept of transfer effects with the hypothesis that dissatisfaction with European institutions
may be the consequence of a “syndrome of dissatisfaction with national governments”. Other
works find that, even if the national arena still has a predominant effect on attitudes about
the EU, “evaluations of EU performance are an important covariate, indicating that positive
EU evaluations could counterbalance the deterioration process with regard to perceptions of
national institutions” (Torcal and Christmann 2018, p. 15)

The second controversy in this approach is related to the direction of causality. While
early works assumed that it is national proxies that affect attitudes towards Europe, more
recent research argues that not only national perceptions can serve to structure peoples’
views towards Europe, but the opposite may also happen, in a game of reciprocal influences.
The greater visibility of the EU during the Eurozone crisis might have contributed to
reinforcing these reciprocal influences (de Vries 2018, p. 34). Following this idea, De Vries’
benchmark theory of EU scepticism relies on the concept of the EU differential that citizens
use as a reference or benchmark to weigh up their evaluations of the perceived benefits
from the status quo—being part of the EU—against those associated with an alternative
state—seceding from the EU (de Vries 2018, pp. 33–42). Citizens use the comparison
between their perceptions of the EU with their perception of the national arena—through
cues such as government evaluations—as a benchmark to form an opinion about their
countries’ continued membership in the EU.

In fact, the Eurozone crisis may shed light on how these mechanisms can work. In
Southern European countries, the EU was blamed for imposing austerity measures that
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exponentially increased unemployment rates, so EU evaluations worsened during the
Eurozone. However, evaluations of the national government in these countries may have
decreased even more if citizens held their national governments as ultimately responsible
for the debt crisis; or if, as a result of the unravelling of corruption scandals during the
Great Recession—as happened in Spain. In this case, the EU differential would be a
positive net effect for the EU which, in turn, would have a positive impact on levels of
European identification.

By contrast, in Germany, the EU might have been blamed for being too lax towards
highly indebted member states. At the same time, these perceptions of economic and
political mismanagement in the South may have worked to improve citizens’ evaluations
of their own national government and policies. The EU differential in this case would be a
positive net effect for the national level which, in turn, will have a negative impact on levels
of European identification. This would explain why support for Eurosceptic parties also
increased in Germany during this period (see below): Eurosceptic parties stress the quality
of national conditions vis-à-vis the EU as a whole and question the benefits of membership
(Otjes and Katsanidou 2017; de Vries 2018, pp. 39–40).

Thus, following the heuristics or institutional approach, we propose two sets of
different hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Citizens transfer their evaluations of the national level to the European level.
Thus, citizens with higher levels of confidence in their national government will also show higher
levels of European identification.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Citizens substitute or compensate their evaluations of the national level with
their perceptions of the EU level; and vice versa. So those who hold a positive evaluation of the EU,
but not of their national government, will show higher levels of European identification; whereas
those who hold a positive view of their national government, but not of the EU, will show lower
levels of European identification.

The argument about substitution or compensation heuristics was originally made for
countries with low evaluations of national performance (Sánchez-Cuenca 2000), so we
also expect

Hypothesis 3 (H3.1). Substitution or Compensation effects will have a greater effect in Southern
European countries, and show a greater impact during or after the institutional crisis that was
triggered by the Great Recession, than before it.

Our third and final approach, the identitarian approach, emerged in the late nineties,
after the Treaty of Maastricht, when the process of European integration began to move
from an economic to a more political sphere. Generally speaking, this approach gives
national identification a key role in the development of European identification. Nonethe-
less, we find in the literature different ways of understanding the relationship between
the two identifications. The first group of authors tended to underline the incompat-
ibility or exclusivity of European and national identity by arguing that they compete
in a zero-sum game (Carey 2002; McLaren 2006). However, most research following
the identitarian approach argues that the two identifications can be complementary, on
the premise that the simultaneous development of multiple identifications is possible
(de Vries and van Kersbergen 2007; Risse 2010, p. 45; Westle and Segatti 2016, p. 97).
Empirical evidence from political psychology tends to support the idea that national, sub-
national and European identifications are largely inclusive and can coexist with relative
ease, although it is not clear what the break-even point is for them not to come into conflict
(Sanders et al. 2012, p. 17). Following this latter research, we take as a departure point the
idea that European and national identifications are combined, which implies that European
identification can have different meanings within different national contexts (Westle and
Segatti 2016, p. 143). In the previous section, we briefly revised how Europe was framed
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with different meanings following the diverse historical legacies and national values of
each of our five case studies. This previous research suggests that the relationships between
national and European identifications are contingent and contextual, giving support to the
idea that these might have changed during and after the Great Recession.

The growth of Eurosceptic parties, which we will examine in greater detail in the next
section, placed the European project as antagonistic to what was presented as the national
interest, so our expectation is that:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). the Great Recession will have contributed to reinforcing the incompatibility
between national identifications and European identification, so where the relationship was positive
before the Great Recession (2004) it will have weakened, become not significant, or even negative
after the Great Recession (2014, 2017).

In relation to this last hypothesis, we do not necessarily expect different effects in
Germany in relation to Southern Europe. Once the Great Recession entered the phase of
the Eurozone debt crisis, it turned into an institutional and political crisis as much as an
economic one, with the emergence or strengthening of Eurosceptic parties that brought
into question the European project with varying degrees in Southern European countries
and Germany. In the next section, we argue that the unravelling of that political crisis was
different in each of our five countries, turning into national institutional crises that had
diverse implications for European identification in each of our five cases.

4. Institutional Crisis and Party System Change in Germany and in Southern
European Countries during the Great Recession

Although the Great Recession started as an economic crisis after the fall of Lehman
Brothers, it turned into an institutional crisis that led to governmental instability and the
transformation of national party systems at different paces and in varying degrees. A shift-
ing cleavage structure accompanied by growing feelings of anti-globalisation
(Kriesi et al. 2006)—and therefore of anti-EU sentiments—meant that a severe economic
crisis related to the EU was almost bound to lead to the rise or the strengthening of anti-
European, populist, parties. This new Europeanisation cleavage was reflected above all
in the good results of both hard and soft Eurosceptic parties in the 2014 European Parlia-
ment elections (Treib 2014). However, the impact of this new cleavage varied greatly from
country to country, and not all party system change was related to the growth of Euroscep-
ticism (Rama 2019). In the following paragraphs, we discuss the short and medium-time
effects of the crisis on government stability and party system transformation in each of our
five countries.

Greece, at the heart of the Eurozone crisis and the first country to need a bail-out, is
where the political effects of the Great Recession began earlier and have possibly been
most pronounced. Cabinet stability was very low from the start of the crisis, and there
were five general elections between 2009 and 2015. In 2012 the centre-left Pasok party
was substituted by the soft Eurosceptic challenger Syriza as the main party of the left.
Increased party fragmentation meant that single-party governments—predominant since
democratization—were substituted by more unstable coalitional governments. Last but not
least, several parties—including Syriza—occupy the Eurosceptic space across the left-right
spectrum, making Greece (together with Italy) the country with the greatest growth of
Eurosceptic parties.

In Italy, Berlusconi’s government was forced out of office at the height of the debt crisis
by massive European pressure and was replaced by the technical government of Mario
Monti who initiated a program of reforms. The debate over austerity measures played an
important role in the 2013 General election in which the populist and hard Eurosceptic
Five-Star movement made an astonishing breakthrough. This led to the transformation of
the Italian party system and resulted in difficulties in government formation and cabinet
instability. The post-recession Italian party system also stands out for having a fully-
fledged anti-European segment across the left-right spectrum. The Lega Nord and other
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minor radical right-wing parties have clearly moved towards a very pronounced anti-
European position, whereas the hard Euroscepticism of the Five Start Movement occupies
an “ideologically blurred” position.

In Spain, dissent with the policies of austerity was in its first stage contained within the
party system through government alternation. In the following years, with the worsening
economic situation and the revelation of numerous cases of corruption, the traditionally
stable Spanish system began to disintegrate and two major parties, the left-wing Podemos
and the centrist-right Ciudadanos, broke through, first in the 2014 European elections and
then in the 2015 General elections (Orriols and Cordero 2016). This profoundly transformed
the mechanics of the previous system leading to difficult government formation and cabinet
instability. Spain also stood apart because of the scarce presence of Euroscepticism in the
new party system until the more recent emergence of Vox in 2018 (i.e., after our last
observation). In its initial stages Podemos might have been labelled, at the most, as “softly
Eurosceptic”, a position that the party subsequently moderated; whereas Ciudadanos’
pro-EU positions were even more explicit than those of the two mainstream parties.

Portugal is the most exceptional of the four European Southern countries in that no
successful new party emerged throughout the Great Recession. The bail-out of 2011 was
backed by the three main governmental parties of the centre right and centre left, so most
anti-austerity opposition was basically channelled through the two traditional radical
left-wing parties, the CDU and the BE, which moderately gained votes during the crisis
while they also accentuated their anti-EU stance. Although there was an alternation of
government in 2015, Portugal also stands out among Southern European countries for its
greater government stability during and in the years immediately after the crisis.

By contrast, the most striking feature of the German party system was its governmental
stability through the Great Recession. Angela Merkel and the CDU/CSU remained in
office under different coalitions throughout the entire crisis and after. There was, however,
a major upheaval with the emergence of the populist right-wing AfD. Founded shortly
before the 2013 Bundestag elections as an initially neo-liberal Eurosceptic right-wing party,
the AfD won seats in all the Land elections that it contested in 2014 and made an important
electoral breakthrough in the European Elections of that same year. The AfD gained a
second much stronger life in the wake of the refugee crisis, which reached its peak in the
latter part of 2015, moving further to the right, and finally achieved representation in the
2017 Bundestag elections.

Thus, despite some common traits, consequences in terms of government formation
and cabinet stability were different in timing and intensity: the negative effects in this
respect were manifest at a very early stage in the case of Greece, slightly later in Italy, and
only by late 2015 in Spain. By contrast, there was much greater cabinet stability in Germany
and Portugal. Since government stability is likely to be a good predictor of evaluations
of political performance at the national level we take this as a relevant contextual factor
that can influence transfer and substitution effects in explaining European identification at
different points in time.

Also, although there was a strengthening of the Europeanization cleavage across
Western Europe this reached very different degrees in each of our five cases. Its impact
was great in Greece and Italy, leading to a complete reshaping of their respective party
systems; a little milder in Germany and involving only the right-wing ideological space;
moderate in Portugal, involving only a hardening of the anti-EU positions of the parties of
the radical left; and practically non-existent in Spain (only from 2018 onwards, i.e., after
our last observation). Previous works have pointed out that the degree of politicisation of
European integration within the national party system should have an influence on diffuse
support for Europe (Ares et al. 2017, p. 1098). Equally, it should also have an impact on the
relationship between national and European identification, weakening that relationship
where the growth of Eurosceptic parties has been greater (H4).

In order to better assess the political contextual framing in which transfer or substitution
effects might have affected European identification at different times of the period assessed,
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we combined (in Figures 2 and 3) respondents’ answers to two Eurobarometer questions
(“For each of the following media and institutions, please tell me if you tend to trust
or tend not to trust: (a) The (National) Government, (b) The European Union”) to show
the evolution of citizens’ institutional confidence following four parameters: (1) those
who have confidence in their national government, but not in the EU; (2) those who have
confidence in the EU, but not in their national government; (3) those who have confidence
in neither; (4) those who have confidence in both. Figure 2 shows the evolution of these four
parameters for the four Southern European countries, whereas Figure 3 does it for Germany.
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Figure 2. Evolution of the confidence in the national government, the EU, in both, and in neither, in Spain, Italy, Greece and
Portugal (2004–2017). Source: Own elaboration from Eurobarometer Note: Column percentage of differential confidence
(variable created taking into account confidence in national government and confidence in EU).
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in neither, in Germany (2004–2017) Source: Own elaboration from Eurobarometer Note: Column
percentage of differential confidence (variable created taking into account confidence in national
government and confidence in EU).
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The first thing that stands out is the similarity between the four Southern European
countries (at least until 2013/14) in contrast with Germany. In the four southern European
countries, the Great Recession brought with it a sharp decline in confidence both in national
governments and the EU at least until 2013. Only after that year—coinciding with the
stabilisation of the Eurozone crisis—did EU positive evaluations begin to grow to the
detriment of the double lack of confidence: very clearly in Portugal and Spain, somewhat
more modestly in Italy, and very marginally in Greece. Following H3 from the heurestics
approach above, it would be from that year that substitution effects might have a positive
effect on European identity, particularly in Portugal and Spain, where confidence in the EU
recovered the most. However, from 2015 onwards the singularity of Portugal in relation
to the other three countries must also be underlined: the recovery of confidence in the
national government—either on its own or within double confidence—makes this country
more similar to Germany, after that year, than to its southern neighbours.

By contrast with the European countries, in Germany, the double lack of confidence
predominated in 2004, possibly reflecting the economic crisis that the country was under-
going at the time. In the early years of the Great Recession, this double lack of confidence
remains predominant, while the percentage of those who had confidence only in the na-
tional government gradually increases, and the percentage of those who had confidence
only in the EU decreases. From 2013 to 2017, the double lack of confidence falls in favour
of the double confidence, while those with confidence only in the national government
finish the series at moderately higher levels than at the beginning. In short, in Germany,
there was an increase in confidence only in the national government in the years following
the Eurozone crisis, but this growth was modest. From 2013 onwards, what predominates
in Germany is the increase in double confidence. Thus, for the German case—and for
the Portuguese from 2015 onwards—it is not clear what the effect of the strengthening
of national evaluations should be: on the one hand, following the transfer Hypothesis
(H2), the positive assessment of the national level might positively revert on European
identification; on the other hand, however, following the substitution Hypothesis (H3) and
De Vries’ benchmark theory, if national government evaluations grow at the expense of
confidence in the EU they might negatively affect European identification. We will revise
these expectations in our section on results.

5. Data, Models and Results

In our analysis, we examine European attachment at three different points in time. We
selected the year 2004 for the pre-crisis observation and the year 2014 as the observation
closest to the peak of the Eurozone crisis. In addition, we also added an observation, the
year 2017 (after the Great Recession) in order to test whether potential changes might be
attributed to contingent effects resulting from the peak of the crisis, or might respond to
more far-reaching structural changes. This selection was also conditioned by the availability
of data since these three points in time were the only three years of the longitudinal
series for which the dependent and all independent variables had been included in the
Eurobarometer surveys. We could not select the 2007 study as a departure point due to a
lack of data for key independent variables. On the other hand, the choice of 2014 as the
year closest to the peak of the Eurozone crisis was conditioned by the availability of data
on the dependent variable. The three surveys have been merged into a single database in
order to use the year of observation as an independent variable and to check whether or
not we observe changes for the different years analysed.

Our dependent variable is European identification measured as an attachment to
Europe recoded into a dummy variable: those who feel very and fairly attached to Europe
versus those who do not feel very attached or not at all attached (the description, measure-
ment and descriptive statistics of all variables included in our analysis can be checked in
Appendix A).

To verify our hypotheses, we included in our models the following variables. First,
expectations about the national and personal economy (those who consider that their eco-
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nomic situation or that of their country will get worse), the educational level (considering
those who were 20 or more years old when they finished their studies, which we take as
a reference of those with higher education versus the rest) as well as being unemployed,
allow us to test the hypotheses of the rational–instrumental approach.

For the heuristics approach, we use as an independent variable the institutional variable
with four categories that we examined longitudinally in the previous section. As we
mentioned before, this variable combines respondents’ answers to two Eurobarometer
questions: confidence in the EU and confidence in the national government resulting in
four categories: (1) those who have confidence in their national government, but not in the
EU; (2) those who have confidence in the EU, but not in their national government; (3) those
who have confidence in neither; (4) those who have confidence in both. In order to assess
our hypotheses on transfer or susbstitution effects, we include in our analysis this variable
with “lack of confidence in either level of government” as the reference category. In our
logistic regression results below we interpret statistically significant effects of category 1
as confirmation of transfer effects, whereas those of category 2 we read as confirmation of
substitution effects, and those of category 3 as a more ambiguous combination of both. We
assume that substitution effects will always be positive, whereas transfer effects might be
positive or negative (although, in fact, we only find positive transfer effects: see below)

Following the identitarian approach, we include in the analysis attachment to the
nation as a dummy variable: those who feel very or fairly attached to their nation versus
those who do not feel very or at all attached. Finally, we included age (as continuous),
gender (with women as the reference category) and ideology on a scale from 1 (left) to
10 (right) as control variables.

Since our dependent variable is a dummy, we carried out logistic regression analyses
in each of the five countries (Germany, Spain, Italy, Greece and Portugal) so we can
compare the results across countries. In order to check if differences are observed before,
during or after the Great Recession, we carry out interactions between our independent
variables of interest and the year of study. However, we start showing a base model
without interactions and with standarised variables, which allows us to compare the effects
between our independent variables (Figure 4).

The results confirm our expectation about the negative effect of the Great Recession
on European identification. The year 2014, compared to 2004, has a negative effect on
European attachment in all five countries with the only exception of Greece. The inclusion
of 2017 allows us to test whether the negative effects of the crisis are contingent on the
crisis itself or persist in the medium term. The negative effect vanishes in Spain and
Portugal but it appears in Greece, and it aggravates in Italy, the two countries where
European attachment stagnated at low levels after the peak of the Eurozone crisis, as seen
in the longitudinal analysis. A negative effect of 2017 is also observed in Germany, but
this is weaker when compared to those of Greece and Italy. Additionally, the non-effects
for Spain and Portugal in 2017 suggest a full recovery of European attachment in the
two Iberian countries.

To test our hypotheses at different points in time, we focus on what is the average
marginal effect (from now on, AME) of our independent variables on European identifica-
tion for each of the three observations over time (2004, 2014, 2017). Thus, the AMEs of the
regression models describe the impact of the interaction of our independent variables*years.
In order to facilitate the reading, we present our main results in Figures 5 and 6: the effect
of each of our independent variables on the probability of being attached to Europe is
positive when the value is above 0, or negative when it is below 0. If the confidence levels
overlap with 0, the effect will be understood not to be statistically significant. However,
due to space limitations, we show in figures only our most prominent results, and we
summarise all results in Table 1. (AMEs graphs for all the independent variables shown in
Table 1 are at the disposal of those interested upon request.) We test our hypotheses in the
same order as that of the theoretical framework.
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Starting with H1 from the rational–instrumental approach, we can provide very lit-
tle evidence that economic perceptions and sociodemographic variables (unemployment,
educational level) have an effect on European identification or that this might have strength-
ened after the Great Recession. Personal economic expectations only have a negative effect
in Germany (2017). H1 works slightly better for national economic expectations: we see
negative effects in Germany, Portugal, and Greece (2017) although in the latter case there
were also negative effects before the crisis. We can see changes in the effect of the educa-
tional level only in Spain (2014). Being unemployed had a negative effect after the crisis
only in Germany and Greece (but only in 2017: see Table 1 for all these results). In sum, the
effects of the economic variables on European identification are slightly more frequent after
than before the crisis; however, there is the paradox that most of these effects concentrate
in 2017, and they more frequently involve Germany than any other country (evidence that
serves to refute H1.1). All in all, microeconomic factors seem to explain very little of the
change in European identification that we observe during the Great Recession.

Moving now to H2 and H3 from the heuristics approach Figure 5 shows the effects of
confidence only in the national government; confidence only in the EU; confidence in both,
with lack of confidence in either as the reference category. Prior to the Great Recession,
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evidence suggests that substitution effects (H3) were more relevant than transfer effects
(H2): in 2004 confidence only in the national government had a positive effect only in Italy.
By contrast, double confidence and confidence only in the EU had positive statistically
significant effects in all countries. After the Great Recession, the results are more varied.
We can divide our five countries into three groups according to the type of effects: Germany
and Portugal, on the one hand; Spain and Greece, on the other, and Italy as somewhat in
between these two groups of countries.

In Germany and Portugal, the transfer hypothesis seems to predominate after the crisis
even more so in 2017 than in 2014 (especially in Portugal). Confidence only in the national
government has a positive effect on European attachment in both years. Although the
reference category is lack of confidence with both levels, we must remember that confidence
only in the national government is operationalised in opposition to lack of confidence in
the EU: thus, its positive effect denotes that the German and the Portuguese attachment to
Europe are very much rooted on their positive assessments of the national level, at least
after the Great Recession. As we saw in Figures 2 and 3, after the peak of the Eurozone
crisis, there was a strengthening of confidence in the respective national governments of
Germany and Portugal, so these positive effects are congruent with the higher levels of
European identification we find in the two countries at the end of the period.

In Spain and Greece, by contrast, substitution effects seem more relevant, particularly
during the peak of the crisis, in 2014. On the one hand, confidence only in the national
government does not have positive effects either before or after the crisis. On the other,
confidence only in the EU does in 2014. In 2017, however, confidence only in the EU ceases
to be significant in the case of Spain, and weakens very significantly in Greece.

Italy looks more like Spain and Greece in the sense that substitution effects were
reinforced during the peak of the crisis: confidence only in the national government has
an effect in 2004 but not 10 years later. In 2017, however, confidence only in the national
government becomes positively significant again—and in this respect, Italy resembles more
Germany and Portugal, whereas confidence only in the EU loses its statistical significance.
Nonetheless, it must be remembered from Figure 3 that—unlike Portugal and Germany—
confidence only in the national government and double confidence in Italy remained at very
low levels after the peak of the crisis, which would explain why European identification
stagnates in Italy.

Finally, doing a general revision of H3 and H3.1, we can say that substitution effects
were reinforced in Southern Europe as a result of the Great Recession. However, this was
only the case during the peak of the crisis, in 2014, and there is the partial exception of Por-
tugal where transfer effects were at least as important in sustaining European identification.
Finally, the substitution hypothesis only works with regard to positive EU evaluations and in
no case—not even in Germany—do we find confidence only in the national government to
have a statistically significant negative effect on European attachment.

We conclude this section by revising the H4 linked to the identitarian approach
(Figure 6). In 2004, the effect of national attachment on European attachment was positive
and strong in Germany, Spain, and Portugal and—although somewhat lower—also positive
in Italy. This positive effect was weaker in Greece, possibly as a result of the greater
traditional division among Greek elites with respect to the EU.

Looking at the subsequent evolution, H4 is fulfilled in four of the five cases (all but
Italy). Spain and Portugal are the two cases where the weakening of the effect of national
identification in 2014 is clearest, although in Spain the effect of national identification on
European attachment was still significantly positive. In Greece, the slight positive effect
of national attachment in 2004 is no longer significant either in 2014 or in 2017. However,
even in Germany, the effect weakens significantly in 2014, although it remains positive.
The 2017 figure for Germany and Portugal shows a trend towards the full recovery of
the positive relationship prior to the Great Recession, since the 2017 effect is no longer
significantly different from that of 2004. In Spain, by contrast, the weakening of the positive
relationship still continued in 2017. Finally, Italy is the singular exception insofar as the
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effect of national attachment on European attachment was positive in 2004 and does not
undergo major changes afterward.

6. Discussion and Conclusions

In this article, we examined the effects of the Great Recession on European Identifi-
cation in the four Southern European countries and in Germany. Since we examined a
limited number of cases, we were not able to empirically demonstrate the connections we
suggest between the economic and political context of each of the five countries, on the one
hand, and the statistical effects we show for our individual-level variables, on the other.
However, as we warned in the introduction, we think that these connections are plausible
under the light of the current theories of attitudes towards the EU that we revised here.

The Great Recession had a negative impact on European identification in the five
countries under study: more moderate in the case of Germany, and deeper, especially
during the peak of the Eurozone crisis, in the four Southern European countries. However,
from 2014 onwards, European identification began to recover in Germany Spain and
Portugal, reaching by 2017 levels similar to those prior to the crisis, while it stagnated
at low levels in Greece and Italy. In order to explain these changes in attachment to
Europe we resorted to three theoretical models: the rational–instrumental, the heuristic or
institutional, and the identitarian approaches. Despite a certain parallelism between the
evolution of the GDP and the patterns of recovery of European identification—this recovery
is weaker where GDP growth has also been weaker: Italy and Greece, the microeconomic
variables associated to the rational–instrumental approach, contribute surprisingly little to
the explanation of European identification or its changes throughout the Great Recession.

By contrast, political and identification variables are more relevant to explain changes
in European identification. However, these effects do not take place in a vacuum but were
intermediated by the institutional crises that were triggered by the Great Recession in each
of the five countries. These crises were very different in timing, intensity, and political
consequences: it was very moderate in Portugal; somewhat greater in Germany and quite
radical in Greece, Italy and Spain, even if in the latter case the negative consequences in
terms of government instability were somewhat delayed. The impact of Euroscepticism has
also varied greatly from country to country: it was largely irrelevant in Spain; moderate in
Portugal; very relevant in Germany—but somewhat delayed and also linked to the 2015
refugee crisis—and great, affecting the whole spectrum of their respective party systems, in
Italy and Greece. The particular traits of each case should be kept in mind in the following
summing up of the multilevel evaluation effects and national identification effects across
time and countries.

One the one had, in the observation closest to the peak of the Eurozone crisis, in 2014,
substitution effects seemed to have played a key role in sustaining European identification
when the latter was at its lowest level, particularly in Southern Europe. This key role
of substituting effects in strengthening European identification is worth highlighting: it
demonstrates that, even during the most serious institutional crisis suffered by the EU, a
number of citizens were capable of evaluating the EU differently from their perceptions
of national institutional performance and that such capacity reverted positively in their
affective attachment to Europe. It ultimately also reflects some capacity by the EU to draw
some legitimacy that is different from the legitimacy that it derives from its member states.
This capacity might be due to the greater visibility of the EU during the Eurozone crisis,
although did not provide any evidence in this chapter to confirm or refute this claim.

On the other hand, in Germany and Portugal—the two cases where the evaluations
of the national government improved substantially, especially at the end of the period we
examined—transfer effects were reinforced after the Great Recession, and particularly so
in 2017, when European identification reached its highest level in these two countries. In
other words, the relatively high levels of German and Portuguese affective attachment to
Europe seems well entrenched on their positive evaluations of their national level, several
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years after the Eurozone crisis. Thus, to counterbalance the assertion made above, the EU’s
capacity to raise affective bonds on its own still seems rather limited.

Spain represents a singular case at the end of the period. Here, confidence only in
the national government remained low, although there was a certain increase in double
confidence that served to sustain European identification. Furthermore, in the absence of
relevant Eurosceptic parties, there were fewer impediments for the recovery of European
identification in this case. By contrast, in Italy and Greece, not only were government
evaluations in the form of double confidence even lower than in Spain, but there were
several relevant Eurosceptic parties that possibly also played a role in the stagnation of
European identification in these two countries.

In this respect, our results also underline that despite the similar negative effect that
the Great Recession initially had on European identification in the four Southern European
countries—at least at the aggregate level—these followed quite different patterns in the
years after depending on their own political and institutional trajectories, to the extent that
the pattern shown by Portugal after 2015 resembles more that of Germany than those of its
three Southern European neighbours.

Finally, the radical transformation of party systems with the emergence of new Eu-
rosceptic parties in Greece, Italy and Germany, as well as the radicalisation of previously
Eurosceptic parties in Portugal, could not leave the positive embeddedness of European
identification within national identifications unscathed. Here the effects are again greater
in 2014, as the previous positive relationship disappears or weakens in four of the five
cases. Thus the Great Recession shattered the reliance that the affective attitudes to Eu-
rope previously have had on their citizens’ national ties and loyalties to their respective
member states. This happened in Germany as it did in Southern Europe, revealing once
again that changes in European identification during the Great Recession reflect varied
political factors as much or even more than they do the economic consequences of the
austerity policies. By 2017, the positive relationship had been fully restored in Germany
and Portugal, signalling that the fading link between the two identifications might have
been only temporary, at least in these two countries.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Description and measurement of the variables.

Variables Original Variable Recodification

European identification
Please tell me how attached you feel to
Europe? 1 not at all attached; 2 not very

attached; 3 fairly attached; 4 very attached

Binary variable recoded as:
1 fairly attached and very attached; 0 not at all

attached and not very attached

National economy worse

What are your expectations for the next twelve
months: will the next twelve months be better,

worse or the same, when it comes to the
economic situation in your country

Binary variable recoded as:
1 will be worse; 0 will be the same and will be

better

Personal economy worse

What are your expectations for the next twelve
months: will the next twelve months be better,

worse or the same, when it comes to your
personal job situation

Binary variable recoded as:
1 will be worse; 0 will be the same and will be

better

Unemployed Did you do any paid work in the past? What
was your last occupation?

Binary variable recoded as:
1 unemployed; 0 employed, self-employed,

student, retired and housekeeper

Higher education How old were you when you stopped
full-time education?

Binary variable recoded as:
1 twenty years or higher; 0 individuals with no

full-time education and 19 years or lower

Confidence in the national government, the
EU, in both, and in neither

For each of the following institutions, please
tell me if you tend to trust it or tend not to

trust it: (a) The National Government. (b) The
European Union

1 trust in National Government and not trust
in EU; 2 trust in the EU and not trust in

National Government; 3 trust in National
Government and trust in EU; 4 not trust in
National Government and not trust in EU

National attachment Please tell me how attached you feel to your
country?

Binary variable recoded as:
1 fairly attached and very attached; 0 not at all

attached and not very attached

Age How old are you? 15–99

Woman Gender Binary variable recoded as:
1 woman; 0 man

Ideology
In political matters people talk of “the left”

and “the right”. How would you place your
views on this scale?

1–10 scale: 1 left; 10 right

Year Year of the survey 2004; 2014; 2017

Source: Own elaboration based on Eurobarometer.

Table A2. Descriptive statistics of all variables.

Variables Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

European identification 16,724 0.593219 0.491248 0 1
National economy worse 16,330 0.38316 0.486172 0 1
Personal economy worse 15,851 0.178664 0.383083 0 1

Unemployed 16,974 0.093025 0.290476 0 1
Higher education 16,654 0.271106 0.444544 0 1

Confidence in the national government, the EU, in both,
and in neither 14,978 3.000134 0.882039 1 4

National attachment 16,927 0.933361 0.249403 0 1
Age 16,974 49.27407 18.36506 15 95

Woman 16,974 0.531519 0.49902 0 1
Ideology 13,397 4.937374 1.990956 1 10

Year 16,974 2011.714 5.541954 2004 2017

Source: Own elaboration based on Eurobarometer data.
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