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INTRODUCTION

Public support for the EU is at an all-time low. Especially citizens of the founding member 

states are less inclined to accept decisions of their own political leaders at the European level than be-

fore (Hix, 2008). For many decades, the idea of a “permissive consensus”  (Moravcsik, 1991; Hooghe 

& Marks, 2008)1 allowed European elites to build this unique supranational organization at a remark-

able speed. But while the European Union rapidly had become more powerful, the impact of public 

opinion increased as well. Concerns about the ‘democratic de�cit’2, initially expressed by pro- and 

anti-Europeans alike in the mid 1980s, are nowadays voiced throughout Europe (Hix, 2008). Ironi-

cally, further European integration more than ever depends on the support of EU citizens, who have 

become increasingly skeptical about the functioning of the EU (Hobolt, 2009). As a result, political 

elites are more than ever concerned about the way European citizens evaluate the democratic perfor-

mance of the European Union . The nature of these EU evaluations will be central in this dissertation. 

In this introduction, I will shortly situate the debate on the democratic de�cit and the in-

creased importance of EU evaluations in the recent history of the EU. Next, I will differentiate EU 

democratic performance evaluations3 from other dimensions of EU attitudes and introduce the three 

main antecedents of EU democratic performance evaluations. Then, the methodological approach 

will be explained. After discussing what this dissertation adds to the research �eld, I will conclude with 

a brief overview of the studies that embody the three main chapters4 of this dissertation. 

How citizens’ evaluations of the EU became important

Since the early nineties, further European integration, widening or deepening, has to deal 

with �rm protest and criticism. As early as in 1993, within the debate on the Maastricht treaty and 

the introduction of the Euro, Smith and Wanke (1993) predicted the expanding importance of public 

opinion on EU matters. “The growing importance of public opinion obviously comes at a crucial 

point in the integration process. Public support will be important if Europeans are to accept truly 

borderless trade and the economic dislocations that will come with the transition to economic and 

monetary union” (Eichenberg & Dalton, 1993, p. 508).  The performance of  European institutions 

is critically watched by those political groups who �ght against the loss of national sovereignty that 

follows from further European integration. This shift in the relation between European elites and 

European citizens can be explained by two separate processes: a general transformation in the nature 

of politics in advanced Western European industrial societies (the post material value change), and a 

speci�c transformation in European politics (towards the EMU).  

The post material value change theory, put forward by Inglehart (1977), explains the changes 

affecting the mass public in advanced industrial democracies, and has two premises: the scarcity hy-

pothesis, and the socialization hypothesis. First, the public’s basic value priorities are determined by 

scarcity: greater value for scarce goods. Second, individual value priorities are formed early in life, and 

are as such determined by the socioeconomic conditions of that period. Given these two premises, 

Inglehart argues that due to the socioeconomic changes in Western industrial societies, the value 

priorities of its people are changing, causing gaps between generations. Post material goals such as 

self-expression, personal freedom and individualism have become more important than traditional 
















