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Article

Personality and European
Union attitudes:
Relationships across
European Union attitude
dimensions

Bert N Bakker
University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Claes H de Vreese
University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Abstract

We still do not fully understand why attitudes toward the European Union differ among

citizens. In this study, we turn to the Big Five personality traits: Openness,

Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness and Neuroticism as antecedents of

European Union attitudes. In a national survey, we focus on attitudes toward widening

and deepening of the European Union, trust in European Union institutions, identifica-

tion with the European Union and negative affect experienced toward the European

Union. We theorize that the Big Five traits are heterogeneously associated with the

different European Union attitudes. We confirm that the Big Five traits are indeed

associated with some but not all European Union attitudes. Accordingly, personality

is expected to shape how citizens’ respond to changes in the institutional set-up of the

European Union.
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Introduction

Citizens differ profoundly in their attitudes toward the European Union (EU). EU
attitudes influence citizens’ vote choice in elections for the European parliament
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(de Vries and Tillman, 2011), EU referendums (Hobolt, 2005) and national elec-
tions (de Vries, 2007). Extant research has documented that socio-economic status,
political sophistication and evaluations of the government and the economy are
antecedents of EU attitudes (Franklin et al., 1994; Gabel, 1998; Ray, 2003;
Tillman, 2012). Likewise, anti-immigrant attitudes, political ideology and national
identity have been shown to predict EU attitudes (Boomgaarden et al., 2011;
Carey, 2002; Harteveld et al., 2013; Hobolt, 2014; Kritzinger, 2003). Yet, we still
do not fully understand why attitudes toward the EU differ among citizens.

Recent research re-emphasizes that personality is an important antecedent of
political attitudes (Gerber et al., 2010; Mondak and Halperin, 2008). A commonly
employed model of personality is the Big Five model which isolates the traits
Openness (to Experience), Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness and
Neuroticism (Digman, 1990; Goldberg, 1992). Big Five traits shape political atti-
tudes when the attitude involves specific goals and values that relate to one or more
Big Five traits (Gerber et al., 2010; Jost et al., 2009; Mondak, 2010). In the only
study up to this point, Schoen (2007) showed that support for further integration of
the EU is associated with high levels of Openness and Agreeableness but low levels
of Conscientiousness.

The literature on EU attitudes has, however, demonstrated that EU integration
is only one of multiple EU attitude dimensions (Boomgaarden et al., 2011; Hobolt
and Brouard, 2010). For instance, attitudes toward EU integration can be divided
into (1) support for the widening of the EU by enlarging the number of member
states and (2) support for the deepening of the EU by further integrating existing
policies (Hobolt, 2014; Karp and Bowler, 2006). Others have isolated trust in EU
institutions (Harteveld et al., 2013; Lubbers, 2008), identification with the EU
(Bruter, 2003; Hobolt and Brouard, 2010; Lubbers, 2008) and negative affect
toward the EU (Boomgaarden et al., 2011) as EU attitudes. These attitudes influ-
ence vote choice in European elections and referenda (Hobolt and Brouard, 2010;
Maier et al., 2015; van Spanje and De Vreese, 2011). Accordingly, it is important to
study the antecedents of the different EU attitude dimensions.

We turn to the Big Five personality traits as antecedents of EU attitudes.
We argue, and confirm in a national survey conducted in the Netherlands,
that Big Five personality traits correlate heterogeneously with the different EU atti-
tudes. This article, for instance, shows that the Big Five trait Openness is positively
associated with the support for widening of the EU, but this trait is unrelated to
deepening of the EU. The effects of the Big Five traits on EU attitudes are inde-
pendent of commonly identified antecedents of EU attitudes such as government
evaluation, economic outlook, national identity and anti-immigrant attitudes.

The contribution of this study is twofold. First, by establishing the associations
between the Big Five traits and EU attitudes, we demonstrate that personality is an
important antecedent of EU attitudes. Second, this study has isolated a set of
personality characteristics which should interact with the environment in shaping
citizens’ attitudes toward the EU. For instance, our findings suggest that the open-
minded, agreeable and neurotic citizens will respond positively to expansion of the
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EU. Acknowledging differences in personality traits, politicians, policy makers and
the news media could tailor their messages to the motives and needs rooted in the
specific Big Five traits in order to inform the public and increase the legitimacy
of the EU.

Big Five personality traits and political attitudes

A rich body of research has studied the association between citizens’ personality
and political attitudes (Gerber et al., 2010; Jost et al., 2009; Mondak and Halperin,
2008). Often these studies employ the Big Five model of personality that encap-
sulates a wide variety of individual differences in the traits Openness,
Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Neuroticism (Digman,
1990; Goldberg, 1992). Specifically, people open to experience have a lively imagin-
ation, are curious and open-minded. Conscientious persons prefer order, adhere to
social norms, plan and organize tasks, are goal oriented and are reluctant to
change. Extraverts seek excitement, are outgoing and social. Agreeable citizens
are tender-minded, trusting, altruistic and caring. Lastly, neurotic persons are
self-conscious and have a tendency to experience negative affect such as anger,
anxiety and depression.

Big Five traits are core characteristics that share a set of attributes which make it
possible to assume that they shape attitudes and behaviors (Asendorpf and van
Aken, 2003). Specifically, they are heritable (Yamagata et al., 2006), robust across
cultures (McCrae and Terracciano, 2005) and relatively stable over time (Roberts
et al., 2006). Accordingly, Big Five traits can be seen as ‘stable individual level
differences in people’s motivational reactions to circumscribed classes of environ-
mental stimuli’ (Denissen and Penke, 2008: 1286). The attitudes and behaviors that
are influenced by personality traits, so-called surface characteristics, are less stable
and more adaptable to cultural and social influences (Asendorpf and Denissen,
2006). Surface characteristics are likely to develop over time as the product of the
interaction between core characteristics and experiences from the environment
(McCrae, 2009).

Political attitudes are a typical example of surface characteristics. Big Five traits
are likely to shape attitudes when the issue involves specific goals and values that
relate to these traits (Jost et al., 2009). For instance, Big Five traits have shown to
be antecedents of attitudes toward moral issues (Gerber et al., 2010; Mondak,
2010) and anti-immigrant attitudes (Dinesen et al., 2014). Importantly, the strength
and direction of the associations between personality traits, such as the Big Five
traits and political attitudes is conditional upon the attitude of interest (Carney
et al., 2008; Feldman and Johnston, 2014).

Big Five personality traits and EU attitudes

The association between personality traits and support for integration of the EU
was addressed by Schoen (2007) who demonstrated that high scorers on Openness
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and Agreeableness are supportive of further integration of the EU and the intro-
duction of the Euro.1 Moreover, Conscientiousness was associated with opposition
to EU integration. Support for EU integration itself is, however, only one of mul-
tiple EU attitudes (Boomgaarden et al., 2011; Hobolt, 2014; Hobolt and Brouard,
2010). In this study, we focus upon attitudes toward (a) widening of the EU,
(b) deepening of the EU, (c) trust in EU institutions, (d) identification with the
EU and (e) negative affect toward the EU.

We theorize that the Big Five traits correlate heterogeneously with the different
EU attitudes. Importantly, formulating our expectations we observe three different
patterns. First, there are associations between Big Five traits and EU attitudes
which, supported by earlier research, lead to directional expectations. An example
is the expected positive association between Openness and support for widening of
the EU. Second, some expectations are not necessarily fueled by earlier research
but can be inferred from research outside the domain of politics. The expected
positive association between Neuroticism and the experience of negative affect
toward the EU fits within this category. Third, some expectations are necessarily
more explorative due to competing insights based upon earlier literature or the
paucity of extant research. For instance, the association between Extraversion and
most EU attitudes falls within this category. In the remainder of this section, we
develop an argument for the expected relationships between the Big Five traits and
the five EU attitudes.

Deepening and widening. We start with the association between Big Five traits
and attitudes toward the integration of the EU. Attitudes toward EU integration
can be divided into the attitude toward widening of the EU and the attitude toward
deepening of the EU (Hobolt, 2014; Karp and Bowler, 2006). Widening of the EU
taps into the attitude toward new member states in general or admission of specific
countries such as Turkey (Hobolt, 2014; Karp and Bowler, 2006; McLaren, 2007).
The deepening of the EU taps into the attitude toward further integrating the
common policies of the EU such as the implementation of a common currency
and the integration in a common foreign policy (Hobolt, 2014; Karp and Bowler,
2006). We argue that Big Five traits are differentially associated with attitudes
toward widening and deepening of the EU. We thereby expand the work by
Schoen (2007) who treated support for EU integration as a unidimensional
construct.

Persons high on Openness are more likely to support the widening of the EU
because they are imaginative, curious and tolerant. Imaginativeness and open-
mindedness increase the likelihood to consider alternatives (Hart et al., 2012).
Tolerance rooted in Openness leads to positive attitudes toward out-group mem-
bers (Dinesen et al., 2014). Lastly, the drive for new activities makes high scorers on
Openness the most likely to migrate to another country (Canache et al., 2013).
In sum, we expect that Openness is positively associated with the widening of the
EU. We do not think that policies that foster further deepening of the European
Union will resonate with the motives rooted in Openness. Therefore, we do not
expect that Openness is associated with the support for deepening the EU.
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Conscientious persons prefer order, plan and organize tasks, control impulses,
are goal oriented and reluctant to change. We could expect that Conscientiousness
is positively associated with opposition to the widening and deepening of the EU as
they are reluctant to change and prefer the status quo (Schoen, 2007). However,
conscientious individuals are also dutiful and strive for achievement (Costa et al.,
1991). In order to achieve some of their goals, they could support the widening and
deepening of the EU. Given these competing insights, we do not formulate direc-
tional expectations regarding the associations between Conscientiousness and
deepening and widening of the EU.

The widening of the EU is expected to resonate with the trusting, caring and
tender-minded motives rooted in Agreeableness. We do not expect to find an asso-
ciation between Agreeableness and the deepening of the EU as the development of
these, mostly abstract, EU policies does not resonate with the motives rooted in
Agreeableness.

Neurotic persons adopt political attitudes which accommodate the experienced
negative affect. For instance, neurotic persons support left-wing economic policies
that accommodate the anxiety experienced by the competitive economic system
(Gerber et al., 2010). Widening as well as deepening of the EU would accommodate
the experienced fear caused by, for instance, globalization. Therefore, we expect to
find positive associations between Neuroticism and both widening and deepening
of the EU.

Lastly, the association between Extraversion and political attitudes is generally
not well understood (Gerber et al., 2010; Mondak and Halperin, 2008). Therefore,
we do not formulate directional expectations.

Trust in EU institutions. We expect to observe an association between
Agreeableness and trust in EU institutions. Highly agreeable citizens are trusting,
altruistic, tender-minded and value cooperation. Agreeable persons trust the pol-
itical establishment (Mondak and Halperin, 2008) and support parties that are part
of the political establishment (Gerber et al., 2011).

Trust in EU institution does not directly resonate with the motives and needs
rooted in the traits Openness, Conscientiousness, Extraversion and Neuroticism.
For instance, Neuroticism taps into the tendency to experience negative affect, self-
consciousness and insecurity. We do not expect that this trait correlates with the trust
in EU institutions. Similar arguments can be made for the other three Big Five traits.

European identity. Next, we turn to the identification with the EU. Open-minded
citizens are less likely to commit themselves to organizations such as political
parties (Bakker et al., 2015a, 2015b; Gerber et al., 2012). Moreover, Openness is
unrelated to the identification with the nation (Duckitt and Sibley, 2014; Sagiv
et al., 2012). Consequently, we do not expect an association between Openness
and the identification with the EU.

Conscientiousness is associated with a preference for structure and order. The
identification with groups, such as the EU, could accommodate this preference for
order and structure. However, the association of Conscientiousness with national
identification is inconsistent (Duckitt and Sibley, 2014; Sagiv et al., 2012).
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Accordingly, it is an open-ended question whether conscientious individuals also
identity with the EU.

Agreeable citizens might identify with in-groups as they are attracted by the
‘communal and cooperative components’ of group identification (Gerber et al.,
2012: 661). Indeed, Agreeableness was positively associated with national identifi-
cation (Duckitt and Sibley, 2014; Sagiv et al., 2012). This could imply that
Agreeableness is negatively associated with EU identification (Carey, 2002).
However, the association between Agreeableness and national identity does not
exclude the formation of a strong EU identity (Boomgaarden et al., 2011;
Hooghe and Marks, 2005). Therefore, we do not formulate a directional
hypothesis.

Turning to Neuroticism, recent research observed a negative association
between Neuroticism and national identification (Duckitt and Sibley, 2014; Sagiv
et al., 2012). This is explained by stressing that identification with an in-group
could foster emotional stability, which leads to a negative association between
Neuroticism and in-group identification. However, identification with the in-
group could also reduce the negative affect experienced by neurotic persons. If
this is the case, then we should find a positive association between Neuroticism
and EU identity. Given these competing expectations, we do not formulate a dir-
ectional expectation.

Lastly, Extraverts commit themselves to organizations (Erdheim et al., 2006)
such as political parties (Bakker et al., 2015a, 2015b; Gerber et al., 2012)
because the group membership provides them the opportunity to interact with
other people. However, identification with a nation, or supra-national entity,
does not offer the same social benefits as identification with more social groups
such as political parties. Accordingly, Extraversion was unrelated to national
identification (Duckitt and Sibley, 2014; Sagiv et al., 2012). Following this line
of reasoning, we do not expect that Extraversion is associated with EU
identification.

Negative affect. Emotions receive increasing attention in the study of political
behavior (Druckman and McDermott, 2008; Garry, 2014). Boomgaarden et al.
(2011) demonstrated that negative affect toward the EU makes up a distinct EU
attitude dimension. Neurotic citizens are prone to experience fear, anxiety, anger
and depression. Consequently, we expect that neurotic persons express negative
affect toward the EU. Neuroticism is the only Big Five trait which clearly captures
the tendency to experience negative affect. Accordingly, we do not expect associ-
ations between the other traits and negative affect toward the EU.

To summarize, we expect that personality traits are heterogeneously associated
with EU attitudes (see Table 1 for an overview). First, we believe that support for
widening of the EU is associated with high levels of Openness, Agreeableness and
Neuroticism, while support for deepening of the EU is expected to be related with
high levels of Neuroticism. Second, we put forward that Agreeableness is positively
associated with the trust in EU institutions. Third, we do not expect any associ-
ations between personality traits and identification with the EU. Lastly, we predict
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that Neuroticism is positively associated with the negative affect experienced
toward the EU.

Methods

To test our hypotheses we use original data from a survey conducted in the
context of the 2014 European Parliament election (De Vreese et al., 2014). The
fieldwork was conducted by the survey company TNS NIPO. The sample was
drawn from a 240,000 person database which is representative of the Dutch adult
population. High-speed internet penetration in the Netherlands is extraordinarily
enabling a high quality sample. In the first wave, 2803 respondents were invited to
participate in the study. The first wave of the study took place between 13
December and 26 December 2013. In total, 2189 panelists responded to the
survey which equals a 78.1% response rate. The first wave of the survey contained
the attitudinal variables of interest, while the Big Five personality traits were
included in the fifth wave of the survey. The fifth wave consisted of panelists
that were re-contacted after they had completed the fourth wave of the survey.
The fifth wave was fielded between 20 June and 26 June 2014. In total, 1379
respondents were contacted and 1174 responded which equals an 85.1% re-con-
tact rate. In this study, we rely upon the 1174 respondents that completed the first
and fifth wave of the survey.

A total of 14 items measured attitudes toward widening of the EU, deepening of
the EU, trust in EU institutions, identification with the EU and negative affect
toward the EU (see Table 2). Here, we discuss the operationalization of each atti-
tude briefly. Three items tapped into widening of the EU by asking respondents to
indicate to what extent they agree with inclusion of specific countries into the EU
(Hobolt and Brouard, 2010; Karp and Bowler, 2006; McLaren, 2007), in this case
Turkey, Montenegro and Iceland. Deepening of the EU was measured by asking to
what extent citizens support the further integration of the EU by asking about their
attitudes toward integration in general (Boomgaarden et al., 2011; Lubbers, 2008).
Two items measure trust in EU institutions, namely the European Parliament and

Table 1. Overview of the associations between Big Five Traits and EU attitudes.

Widening Deepening Trust Identity Negative affect

Openness +

Conscientiousness

Extraversion

Agreeableness + +

Neuroticism + + +

Note:(+) signals a positive association between the trait and the EU attitude dimension. A blank space indicates

that we expect no association between a specific EU attitude dimension and a Big Five trait.
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the European Commission (Boomgaarden et al., 2011; Gabel, 1998; Harteveld
et al., 2013). Three items encapsulate the European identity. The first item taps
into the extent to which respondents are proud to be a European (Karp and
Bowler, 2006; Lubbers, 2008). The second item asks respondents about the
extent to which they feel connected to the EU, while the third item taps into feelings
toward European symbols such as the flag (Boomgaarden et al., 2011; Bruter,

Table 2. Item wording and confirmatory. Factor analysis results for the Five EU attitude

dimensions.

# Item wording Widening Deepening Trust Identity

Negative

Affect

1 Admission of Turkeya 0.71

2 Admission of Icelanda 0.57

3 Admission of Montenegroa 0.88

4 ‘The European Union should

become one country’

0.68

5 ‘I am in favor of efforts being

made to unify Europe’

0.95

6 Trust in European Parliamentb 0.93

7 Trust in European Commissionb 0.95

8 ‘Being a citizen of the European

Union means a lot to me’

0.86

9 ‘The European flag means a

lot to me’

0.78

10 ‘I am proud to be a European

citizen’

0.82

11 ‘I am afraid of the European

Union’

0.78

12 ‘I am threatened by the

European Union’

0.82

13 ‘I am angry about the European

Union’

0.82

14 ‘I am disgusted about the

European Union’

0.83

Note: Model fit indices: Chi2¼ 337.695; RMSEA¼ 0.059 (0.053, 0.065); CFI¼ 0.972; TLI¼ 0.962;

SRMR¼ 0.040.
aFor each of the following countries, to what extent are you in favor of or against it becoming a member of the

EU? ‘This is followed by the presentation of three items measuring the admission of Turkey, Iceland and

Montenegro’.
b‘Now, thinking about political institutions for a moment. Using a scale that reaches from 1 to 7, on which 1

means that you have no trust at all and 7 means that you have a great deal of trust, how much trust do you

have in the following institutions?’ This was followed by a list of national institutions as well as the European

Parliament and the EU Commission.
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2003). Four items tapping into fear, threat, anger and disgust measure negative
affect toward the EU (Boomgaarden et al., 2011).

Results of a confirmatory factor analysis confirm that there are five distinct EU
attitudes (see Table 2). Next, we created five additive scales, one for each EU
attitude. Table 3 provides the descriptive statistics of the five attitude dimensions.2

The Big Five traits were measured using the valid and reliable 20-item mini-
International Personality Item Pool (henceforth, mini-IPIP; Donnellan et al.,
2006). The Big Five traits were included in the fifth wave of the survey. We believe
that this is not a problem, because personality traits are relatively stable over time
(Gerber et al., 2013) and robustly associated with political attitudes over time
(Bloeser et al., 2013). Participants were asked to respond to items such as ‘I get
easily upset’ scored on a seven-point Likert scale from very inaccurate (1) through
very accurate (7). Online Appendix A provides the item wording of all mini-IPIP
items. The internal reliabilities of the five personality dimensions were acceptable
(see Table 3) and we have confirmed the factor structure of the mini-IPIP (Online
Appendix B).

To summarize, the dataset employed in this study has three advantages com-
pared to existing datasets. First, our sample is among the first studies to include an
extensive battery of EU attitude dimensions (Boomgaarden et al., 2011; Hobolt
and Brouard, 2010). Second, we use a valid and reliable personality inventory that
relied upon four items per trait. The use of a somewhat larger personality inven-
tories has the advantage that we decrease the risk to underestimate or overestimate
the influence of personality on EU attitudes (Credé et al., 2012). Third, our dataset
is unique because it combines the multidimensional operationalization of EU

Table 3. Descriptive statistics of the dependent and independent variables.

M SD Alpha 1 2 3 4 5

EU attitudes

1. Widening 0.39 0.24 0.74 –

2. Deepening 0.27 0.25 0.78 0.33* –

3. Trust 0.34 0.22 0.93 0.44* 0.51* –

4. Identity 0.28 0.22 0.85 0.34* 0.63* 0.63* –

5. Negative affect

toward the EU

0.36 0.26 0.89 –0.36* –0.32* –0.57* –0.35* –

Big Five traits 6 7 8 9 10

6. Openness 0.60 0.17 0.58 –

7. Conscientiousness 0.71 0.18 0.71 0.07* –

8. Extraversion 0.55 0.20 0.77 0.21* 0.07* –

9. Agreeableness 0.70 0.18 0.77 0.16* 0.27* 0.22* –

10. Neuroticism 0.38 0.20 0.76 –0.16* –0.16* –0.20* –0.07* –

*p< 0.05; All scales are scored from 0 to 1. N¼ 1174.
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attitudes with a personality inventory which is, to our best knowledge, not possible
using alternative datasets.

In order to isolate the effect of personality on EU attitudes, we estimate OLS
regression models in which we control for a set of variables that have been used as
predictors of EU attitudes. We control for indicators of socio-economic status,
namely gender, age, education and income (Gabel, 1998; Gabel and Palmer,
1995; Hakhverdian et al., 2013; Lubbers and Jaspers, 2011). Moreover, we control
for government approval (Anderson, 1998; Franklin et al., 1994), economic out-
look (Anderson and Reichert, 1996; Gabel and Whitten, 1997), political interest
and political knowledge (Boomgaarden et al., 2011; Gabel, 1998; Tillman, 2012),
national identity (Harteveld et al., 2013; Kritzinger, 2003) and anti-immigrant atti-
tudes (Azrout et al., 2011; De Vreese et al., 2008; McLaren, 2002).3 In order to
assess the effects of the personality traits on EU attitudes, we calculate the pre-
dicted mean EU attitude among respondents that score two standard deviations
below the mean on the personality trait and respondent that score two standard
deviations above the mean on the personality trait while keeping the control vari-
ables at their central tendencies. Moreover, we report the increase in R-squared
when including the Big Five traits into the models.

Results

Table 4 shows the results for our analyses in five columns, one model for the
association between each EU attitude and the Big Five traits. We start with atti-
tudes toward widening the EU (see Table 4, column 1) which was scored from
opposition to the widening of the EU (0) through support for widening of the EU
(1). In line with our expectations, Openness is positively associated with support for
widening the EU. Specifically, respondents that score high on Openness (e.g. two
standard deviations above the mean) are more supportive of widening the EU
(0.43; 95% CI¼ [0.39, 0.46]) compared to respondents that score low (e.g. two
standard deviations below the mean) on Openness (0.32; 95% CI¼ [0.29, 0.36])
while keeping all other variables at their central tendencies. Also in line with our
expectations, respondents that score high on Agreeableness are more supportive of
widening the EU (0.41; 95% CI¼ [0.38, 0.44]) compared to respondents that
score low on Agreeableness (0.33; 95% CI¼ [0.30, 0.37]). Likewise, we observe
that highly neurotic respondents are more supportive of widening the EU (0.42;
95% CI¼ [0.39, 0.45]) compared to low neurotic respondents (0.34; 95%
CI¼ [0.31, 0.36]). Conscientiousness is indeed unrelated to attitudes toward widen-
ing the EU. Unexpectedly we find that high scorers on Extraversion are less sup-
portive of widening the EU (0.34; 95% CI¼ [0.31, 0.37]) compared to respondents
that score low on Extraversion (0.41; 95% CI¼ [0.38, 0.44]).

The effects of the Big Five traits on the attitudes toward widening the EU are
substantive. To illustrate this, we compare the reported effects of the Big Five traits
with the effects of government approval on support for widening the EU.
Respondents that have a positive evaluation of the government (e.g. score two
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Table 4. The relationship between personality traits and deepening the EU, widening the EU,

trust toward EU institutions, identification with the EU and negative affect toward the EU.

Widening Deepening Trust Identity

Negative affect

toward the EU

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Openness 0.15* 0.07 0.02 –0.02 –0.05

(0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)

Conscientiousness –0.01 0.11* 0.06* –0.02 –0.07

(0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)

Extraversion –0.09* 0.06 0.02 0.06 0.00

(0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)

Agreeableness 0.11* –0.14* 0.00 –0.03 –0.01

(0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)

Neuroticism 0.12* 0.08* 0.03 0.04 0.07*

(0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)

Sex –0.01 –0.00 0.02 0.03* –0.01

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Age 0.00 0.01* –0.00 –0.00 –0.01

(0.00) (0.01) (0.00) (0.00) (0.01)

Education 0.02* –0.00 0.00 –0.00 –0.02*

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Income 0.00 0.00 –0.00 0.00 0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Government approval 0.18* 0.19* 0.32* 0.19* –0.23*

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Economic outlook 0.17* 0.14* 0.30* 0.23* –0.35*

(0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)

Political interest 0.03 0.10* 0.09* 0.11* 0.02

(0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)

Political knowledge 0.02 –0.07* –0.06* –0.10* 0.02

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Anti-immigrant –0.11* –0.11* –0.14* –0.11* 0.14*

(0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)

National identity –0.08* –0.17* –0.11* –0.06* 0.18*

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Constant 0.08 0.16* 0.14* 0.18* 0.58*

(0.06) (0.06) (0.05) (0.05) (0.06)

N 1174 1174 1174 1174 1174

R2 0.20 0.15 0.41 0.20 0.31

F-test 7.82 4.47 ns ns 2.37

�R2 0.025 0.016 – – 0.007

Note: OLS regression coefficients with standard errors reported in parentheses. Weights are applied.

*p< 0.05.
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standard deviations above the mean on governmental approval) are more support-
ive of widening of the EU (0.43; 95% CI¼ [0.41, 0.45]) compared to respondents
that score two standard deviations below the mean on governmental approval
(0.32; 95% CI¼ [0.29, 0.34]). We thereby demonstrate that effects of the Big
Five traits on attitudes toward widening of the EU are comparable to the effect
of governmental approval on attitudes toward widening of the EU.4

Turning to the deepening of the EU, we observe a different pattern (Table 4,
column 2). The deepening of the EU was scored on a scale ranging from opposition
to deepening of the EU (0) through support for deepening of the EU (1). In line
with our expectations, Neuroticism is positively associated with the support for
deepening the EU. Specifically, highly neurotic persons are more supportive of
deepening the EU (0.28; 95% CI¼ [0.25, 0.31]) compared with low neurotic
respondents (0.23; 95% CI¼ [0.20, 0.26]). As expected, Openness and
Extraversion were unrelated to attitudes toward deepening the EU. We did not
formulate a directional hypothesis for Conscientiousness. Here, we observe that
Conscientiousness is positively associated with support for deepening the EU.
Specifically, we observe that conscientious respondents are more supportive of
deepening the EU (0.29; 95% CI¼ [0.26, 0.31]) compared with low conscientious-
ness respondents (0.22; 95% CI¼ [0.19, 0.25]). This could suggest that conscien-
tious persons see the EU as a way to achieve their goals.

The effects of Neuroticism and Conscientiousness on attitudes toward deepening
of the EU are modest compared with the effect of government approval on deepen-
ing of the EU. Specifically, a positive approval of the government leads to more
support for deepening of the EU (0.31; 95% CI¼ [0.29, 0.33]) compared with a
negative evaluation of the government (0.19; 95% CI¼ [0.17, 0.21]). Note that we
also find a negative effect of Agreeableness on attitudes toward deepening of the EU.

Trust in the EU was scored to range from low trust (0) to high trust (1).
Contrary to our expectations, Agreeableness was not associated with trust in EU
institutions (Table 4, column 3). Instead, we observe that the conscientious citizens
trust the EU more compared to low conscientious citizens. We discuss the impli-
cations of these unexpected finding below.

Next, we turn to the association between the Big Five traits and identification
with the EU. This scale was scored to range from low identification with the EU (0)
through high identification with the EU (1). In line with our expectations, we do
not find any associations between the Big Five traits and identification with the EU
(Table 2, column 4).

Finally, we discuss the association between the Big Five traits and the experience
of negative affect toward the EU. As expected, we observe that highly neurotic
respondents experience more negative affect (0.41; 95% CI¼ [0.38, 0.44]) compared
to lowly neurotic respondents (0.36; 95% CI¼ [0.34, 0.39]). The effect of
Neuroticism is smaller compared with covariates such as governmental approval.
For instance, positive government approval is associated with the experience of less
negative affect (0.46; 95% CI¼ [0.43, 0.48]) compared with a negative government
approval (0.32; 95% CI¼ [0.29, 0.34]).
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In sum, we find evidence that the Big Five traits are associated with some but
not all EU attitudes. The effects are substantive but generally small compared to
the effects of other antecedents of EU attitudes. This is also signaled by the modest
increases in R-squared when the Big Five traits are included in the models. Next,
we will briefly discuss the associations between the control variables and the EU
attitudes.5 First, a positive governmental approval and economic outlook were
associated with support for widening and deepening of the EU, the trust in EU
institutions and the identification with the EU. Moreover, governmental approval
and economic outlook were negatively associated with the experience of negative
affect. The effects of political interest and knowledge on EU attitudes are modest
and less consistent (see also Boomgaarden et al., 2011). Lastly, anti-immigrants are
consistently negatively associated with the different EU attitudes.

Discussion and conclusion

In this study, we have established that Big Five personality traits are antecedents of
a diverse set of EU attitudes. The widening of the EU is associated with high levels
of Openness, Agreeableness and Neuroticism and low levels of Extraversion.
Deepening of the EU is positively associated with Neuroticism as well as
Conscientiousness. Trust in EU institutions is positively associated with
Conscientiousness, whereas we expected Agreeableness to be an antecedent of
this trait. The identification with the EU is unrelated to personality traits.
Lastly, the experience of negative affect toward the EU is associated with high
levels of Neuroticism. We thereby demonstrate that the Big Five traits do not
correlate homogenously with the EU attitudes. The effects of the personality
traits on EU attitudes are smaller compared to the other antecedents employed
in this study. Yet, this might not be surprising as other antecedents of the EU
attitudes, such as governmental approval, economic outlook, anti-immigrant atti-
tudes and national identity, are conceptually closer related to EU attitudes.

We observed some unexpected associations between personality traits and EU
attitudes. Specifically, the absence of the expected association between
Agreeableness and trust in EU institutions could have at least two alternative
explanations. First, this could imply that the trust in supranational level institu-
tions is too distant or abstract compared to, for instance, trust in national polit-
icians. Second, our null finding could also be driven by the operationalization of
the dependent or independent variable. The dependent variable is operationalized
in line with earlier research (Harteveld et al., 2013; Lubbers, 2008) which makes it
unlikely to underlie the null finding. Personality traits were measured using the
20-item mini-IPIP which is a reliable and valid instrument of the Big Five traits
(Donnellan et al., 2006). Future research could turn to more elaborate personality
inventories in order to explore associations between trust in EU institutions and the
sub-dimensions of Agreeableness (Osborne et al., 2013). To conclude, future
research will have to address the association between Agreeableness and the
trust in EU institutions. Similarly, the unexpected positive association between

Bakker and de Vreese 37



Conscientiousness and trust in the EU needs to be replicated before conclusions
can be drawn.

This study opens up for a few agenda’s for further research. First, we build upon
the commonly made assumption that personality traits shape attitudes toward the
EU. Yet, political attitudes are also relatively stable over time (Ansolabehere et al.,
2008) and also develop before adulthood (Hatemi et al., 2009). Moreover, twin
studies find that personality traits and political attitudes are correlated but point
out that the influence of genes on political attitudes is only to a limited extent
mediated by personality traits (Funk et al., 2013). These insights raise awareness
that not all studies support the assertion that personality traits shape political
attitudes and further research is necessary to address the nature of this relationship
(Feldman, 2013).

Second, future research should assess the association between personality and
EU attitudes across political contexts. Generally, personality traits are distributed
similarly across, western, countries (McCrae and Terracciano, 2005). However, the
associations between personality traits and EU attitudes could vary across different
political contexts (see for instance, Malka et al., 2014). Comparative research
should therefore theorize and assess whether the associations between Big Five
traits and EU attitudes are moderated by the political context. For instance, the
associations between Openness and attitudes toward widening of the EU might
only be present among current member states but not among candidate member
states. These and other hypotheses could be explored in future research.6

Third, Maier et al. (2015) demonstrate that implicit attitudes toward the EU
influence Eurosceptic voting. Future research could theorize and assess whether Big
Five traits are also correlates of implicit attitudes and whether these associations
differ from the associations between Big Five traits and explicit measures of EU
attitudes.

Fourth, the EU is an ongoing project which has been marked by large changes in
the institutional set-up which influence the attitudes of citizens toward the EU
(Hakhverdian et al., 2013; Semetko et al., 2003). Future research could explore if
and to what extent personality traits shape the response to changes in the institu-
tional set-up of the EU. For instance, personality traits could condition how
citizens respond to the admission of new member states or the further deepening
of the EU.

Fifth, personality traits should interact with the political environment in shaping
EU attitudes. Page and Shapiro (1992) argued that media are likely to shape per-
ceptions of international and foreign policy issues. Zaller (1992) noted that per-
sonality shapes how citizens respond to situational stimuli. Citizens are especially
influenced by situational stimuli such as campaign adds or frames when the content
of the stimuli resonates with the personality trait (Dinesen et al., 2014; Gerber
et al., 2013). When it comes to EU attitudes, Schuck and De Vreese (2006), for
instance, demonstrated that a frame which stresses the risk associated with further
EU integration make citizens less likely to support EU integration. It is possible
that this frame is especially effective among low scorers on Openness who are
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reluctant to try new activities and unlikely to take risks. Future research could
theorize and assess whether personality traits interact with news frames in shaping
EU attitudes.

Finally, EU attitudes influence the likelihood to cast an Eurosceptic vote
(Hobolt and Brouard, 2010; Maier et al., 2015; van Spanje and De Vreese,
2011). Political psychology research has shown that political attitudes, at least to
some extent, mediate the association between Big Five personality traits and vote
choice (Mondak, 2010; Schoen and Schumann, 2007). Future research could study
the associations between personality traits, multidimensional EU attitudes and vote
choice. The tendency to vote for Eurosceptic parties could, at least partly, be
explained by the fact that closed-minded voters oppose the widening of the EU.
The association between personality, multiple EU attitude dimension and vote
choice could help to refine the understanding of Eurosceptic voting.

To conclude, this study offers three implications for the study of the public
opinion toward the EU. First, we started out with the observation that we still
do not fully understand why attitudes toward the EU differ among citizens. It is
important to understand the determinants of EU attitudes because they support, at
least partly, the legitimacy of the EU. We have theorized and demonstrated that
Big Five traits are to different degrees and regularities associated with EU attitudes
independent from well-known antecedents of EU attitudes. This implies that public
opinion toward the EU, and thereby the legitimacy of the EU, is at least partly
influenced by citizens’ personality. In doing so, this study contributes to the under-
standing of the dynamics of public opinion toward the EU and accordingly its
legitimacy.

Second, we have shown that personality traits are to different degrees and
regularities associated with the different EU attitudes. Accordingly, the decision
to include the Big Five traits in the study of EU attitudes will depend on the EU
attitude of interest. This study, as well as the work by Schoen (2007), could thereby
serve as the starting point for decisions to focus upon personality. For instance,
scholars interested in attitudes toward widening of the EU should take the Big Five
traits into account, whereas most Big Five traits are unrelated to the identification
with the EU. Yet, at this point it will be important that the here documented
pattern of associations will be replicated in other samples across political contexts.

Third, the results of our study imply that personality traits are likely to condi-
tion citizens’ responses to changes in the institutional set-up of the EU. Media
increasingly pay attention to the EU (Koopmans, 2007). Accordingly, personality
traits could condition the effects of the media on EU attitudes. For instance, the
open-minded, agreeable and neurotic will respond welcoming to the admission of
new countries to the EU. In the short run, this insight will, hopefully, raise aware-
ness among politicians, policy makers, the news media and European citizens that
personality traits, at least partly, underlie the roots of political conflict. In the long
run, politicians, policy makers and the news media could utilize the knowledge that
personality underlies EU attitudes in order to tailor their communication more
effectively to the motives rooted in personality traits.
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Tailoring information to the personality traits of voters could have positive as
well as negative consequences for the democratic legitimacy of the EU. On the one
hand, elites can better inform citizens about the upcoming changes in the institu-
tional set-up of the EU. The positive consequence of an informed public is that this
will increase the democratic legitimacy of the EU (Trenz, 2008). On the other hand,
the increased tailoring of information to the personality traits of citizens could have
negative consequences for the legitimacy of the EU. The shared information envir-
onment will become smaller and voters will be less exposed to information that
challenges their beliefs. As a consequence attitudes could polarize (Taber and
Lodge, 2006). We believe that, eventually, research addressing the association
between personality and EU attitudes could play a key role in the discussion of
the democratic legitimacy of the EU. Our study just marks the starting point.
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Notes

1. Tillman (2013: 573) showed that high scorers on authoritarianism tend to experience

more ‘fears about the building of the European Union’. Authoritarianism is, however,
associated with low levels of Openness and Agreeableness (Sibley and Duckitt, 2008).
This confirms that high scorers on Openness and Agreeableness should support EU

integration.
2. Online Appendix C provides the correlations between the dependent variables and the

independent variables.

3. See Appendix C for the item wordings and descriptive statistics of the control variables.
4. Throughout the study we will compare the effects of personality with governmental

approval. See Online Appendix E for the predicted EU attitudes of all independent
variables that were associated with the EU attitude dimension at two standard deviations

above and below the mean.
5. One might put forward that personality traits influence EU attitudes via their effect on

other political attitudes (Mondak, 2010: 5). We have assessed the possibility of these

indirect associations between personality traits and EU attitudes using a structural equa-
tion model. In Online Appendix F, we demonstrate that personality only directly influ-
ences EU attitudes and that the effects are not mediated or suppressed by the control

variables.
6. Some existing datasets could be utilized in this regard. Yet, these studies are not without

limitations when it comes to the measures of EU attitudes and the operationalization of
personality. Some samples only contain measures of some but not all Big Five traits
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(i.e. European Social Survey), while others measure the Big Five traits but only contain a
limited number items tapping into EU attitudes (i.e. World Values Surveys).
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