
Contributions to Political Science

Simon Bauer

Citizens’ Support 
for the European 
Union
Empirical Analyses of Political Attitudes 
and Electoral Behavior During the EU 
Crisis



Contributions to Political Science



More information about this series at http://www.springer.com/series/11829

http://www.springer.com/series/11829


Simon Bauer

Citizens’ Support
for the European Union
Empirical Analyses of Political Attitudes
and Electoral Behavior During the EU Crisis



Simon Bauer
Schweich, Rheinland-Pfalz, Germany

ISSN 2198-7289 ISSN 2198-7297 (electronic)
Contributions to Political Science
ISBN 978-3-030-16460-7 ISBN 978-3-030-16461-4 (eBook)
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-16461-4

© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2020
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are reserved by the Publisher, whether the whole or part of the
material is concerned, specifically the rights of translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation,
broadcasting, reproduction on microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information
storage and retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology
now known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this publication
does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from the relevant
protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors, and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this
book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher nor the authors or
the editors give a warranty, express or implied, with respect to the material contained herein or for any
errors or omissions that may have been made. The publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional
claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

This Springer imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature Switzerland AG.
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-16461-4


Preface

The European crises between 2006 and 2015 have accompanied my personal and
academic journey when I studied economics and empirical political science at the
University of Mainz between 2007 and 2013 and continued my academic career as a
doctoral researcher and lecturer at the Technical University of Darmstadt until 2018.
Thereby, I had the opportunity to expand my knowledge of the interrelatedness of
economic phenomena, politics, and the individual political psychology during
challenging times to European integration. By the omnipresent perception to live
in extraordinary times—while studying in lecture hall, exchanging ideas in everyday
life, and travelling the European continent—I felt encouraged to develop a research
project focusing on the European citizens’ perspective on these so-called crises.

This book presents the current state of research on the Euro crisis from multiple
scholarly disciplines only to ultimately pursue the goal to understand and structure
individual patterns of attitude change to European integration during that period. I
am deeply grateful to Arthur Benz for his continuous support and helpful debates
during my years at TU Darmstadt. He always trusted me to develop independent
ideas and encouraged me to follow through with the dissertation at hand. I want to
thank Edeltraud Roller for letting me discover the potential and depth of a true
academic mind and for awakening my interest in political sociology. The encour-
agement, friendship, and implicit guidance of Nils Steiner during the past six years
has been irreplaceable. Last but not least, the endless support and confidence of my
family and friends solidly facilitated the practical challenges of the academic life.

Schweich, Germany Simon Bauer
December 2018
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Chapter 1
The Crises of the European Union
and the Persistence of Citizens’ Support

1.1 Research Programme

In light of economic downturn and rising levels of unemployment, public support for
the European Union has decreased significantly between 2009 and 2013. In the end
of 2009, still 55% of European citizens reported to trust the EU, while three years
later only 37% did so. In the southern periphery, this decline of trust has been even
more pronounced: In Italy, Spain, Portugal, Cyprus, and Greece, only 25% of survey
respondents trusted the EU—the level of EU trust was at least cut in halves within
this country group (Foster and Frieden 2017). From a public policy perspective,
preventing the sovereign default of single EU member states proved to be a double-
edged challenge for European citizens: On the one hand, financial assistance pack-
ages and the founding of new European institutions raised controversial discussions
about the citizens’ willingness to exercise European solidarity (Bechtel et al. 2014).
On the other hand, severe austerity adjustments in the southern periphery attached to
those packages drove a wedge between the societies of the so-called crisis and donor
countries. That is, protests against the austerity policy of national governments, the
EU in general and conflicts between the member states led to intense and partly
adversarial politicisation (Kriesi and Grande 2016). While the observation of sharp
decline in favourableness towards European integration is apparent, its heterogeneity
across the EU member states leads to the question of what are the underlying
mechanisms that led European citizens to at least temporarily turn against their
union. Taking the etymological inherent features of the term crisis at heart, extraor-
dinary times as well as acute and rapid fluctuations in the economic and societal
environment lead to questions of how citizens might react to them.

The subjective perspective of citizens is closely related to the debate on which
features of a democratically governed political system guarantee its effective func-
tion. Regardless of how a specific political regime is organised, it ultimately depends
on the will of its people whether it strives in its glory or ceases to exist. For
contemporary political science, Almond and Verba (1963) and Easton (1957,
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1965a, b, 1975) laid the groundwork for connecting research on institutional design
and comparative government to the empirical study of citizens’ value orientations
and attitudes—in short, the political culture. More than half a century after the
seminal study “The Civic Culture”, many empirical political scientists still draw on
the postulate of congruence, that is, the notion that a system’s stability depends on
the congruence of its structure with citizens’ political culture (Almond and Verba
1963, 21f.).

Political culture must be comprehended as the macro-level result of the aggrega-
tion of attitudes, which are measured on the individual level as survey responses.
Mostly relevant in this tradition is a group of political attitudes subsumed under
Easton’s concept of political support: “an attitude by which a person orients himself
to an object either favorably or unfavorably, positively or negatively” (Easton 1975,
p. 436). The relationship between support and persistence of a political system is
(at least) twofold: Specific support is directly linked to the evaluation of the outputs
of the political system and thus fluctuating with the short-term perceptions of
citizens. To the contrary, diffuse support is widely independent of the day-to-day
outcomes since it consists of stable and long-term orientations towards the system
enabling citizens to support political objects “for their own sake” regardless of
deteriorating outputs in the short-run (Easton 1975, p. 453). The general distinction
between types of support, which vary in their stability, and their relevance to
persistence of a political system has remained a key feature in most of the later
advancements of the support concept. For the analysis of support for the EU, diffuse
or generalized types of support are more important due to the potentially more
fundamental effect on its persistence. Changes in generalized EU support can only
result from a long-term lack of specific support or from profound and sudden
changes in the short run. To judge whether a specific crisis to a political system
introduces such sudden profound changes to its citizens and represents a threat to
diffuse or generalized support attitudes requires both theoretical clarification and
empirical tests.

This book seeks to counteract against deficiencies of contemporary research on
EU support during crisis and in general. First, early studies on EU support after 2009
have only partly differentiated between the global financial crisis and the crisis in the
EU. Second, many contributions to date assume homogeneous effects of the explan-
atory factors on generalized EU support or alternative conceptualizations by only
conducting analyses on entire EU samples. Others only shed light on country-
specific changes of support profiting from the possibility to account for national
specificities (e.g. Di Mauro 2014; Hobolt and Leblond 2009). However, the Euro
crisis presumably came with heterogeneous repercussions to different groups of EU
member states on the one hand, and at different points in time on the other hand.
Only accounting for the temporal dimension (e.g. Schell 2014) or the regional
dimension (e.g. Braun and Tausendpfund 2014), probably falls short of a profound
understanding of citizens’ attitudes during crisis.1 This book will pursue a middle

1Notably exceptions are for instance Foster and Frieden (2017) and Hobolt and Wratil (2015).
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course by examining the single country perspective, build reasonable country
groups, and aggregate to the entire EU sample. This enables the effects of explan-
atory factors to vary over time and space—and possibly to profoundly discover the
diverging effects between so-called crisis and donor countries on the attitudinal
level.

Third, I seek to integrate established families of explanation of EU support.
Research on EU support can be considered a moving target much like the evolution
of European integration itself (Marks 2004, p. 239; van Elsas and van der Brug 2015,
p. 195). The attitude object EU has been continuously changing for the last decades,
repeatedly renewing interest in individual variation of EU support. Due to method-
ological and technical advancements, research designs have changed over time as
well. Many earlier studies up until the 1990s remained on the macro level
(e.g. Anderson and Reichert 1995). Gradually, individual predictors were introduced
to closer identify micro-level mechanisms (Gabel 1998; Gabel and Whitten 1997).
The families of explanations being tested have changed over time moving away from
an exclusive focus on the utilitarian approach towards considering evaluations of
democratic performance (Rohrschneider 2002) and individual social identity (Carey
2002; McLaren 2007). However, many journal articles on EU support focus pre-
dominantly on one family of explanation, rather than developing a systematic
explanatory model that exemplifies the relative importance of the different explan-
atory ideas. In the 2000s, both the general trend in quantitative research of
conducting multilevel analysis and the increasing number of EU member states
(and therefore macro-level cases) led to the reconsideration of contextual determi-
nants such as quality of government or economic fundamentals. Therefore, in
addition to incorporating the Euro crisis into the research design on individual
attitudes, I attempt to test the main families of explanation in integrated explanatory
models (see Chap. 4).

Fourth, when formulating the goal to identify the relevance of changes in
generalized EU support for the persistence of the political system EU, a differenti-
ated account of the sources of attitude change but also the permanency of these
changes is needed. Given the scenario that the development of citizens’ generalized
EU support would imply that the persistence of the EU might be at stake, it would be
relevant to examine whether these attitudinal changes also manifest in citizens’
political behaviour. That is why, I aspire to identify changes of citizens’ electoral
behaviour in EP elections that are explicitly driven by changes of generalized EU
support and its determinants. These four aspects build the starting point for the
gradual development of the research design and a systematic conceptualization of
attitude constructs in the subsequent chapters.

Despite a large body of literature revolving around the European crises, only few
contributions carry out a thorough systemization of the crisis dimensions from a
multidisciplinary and comparative perspective. As often with far-reaching transna-
tional economic and societal phenomena, research disciplines only slowly have
started to speak to each other. Moreover, there is disagreement and even confusion
about which specific phenomena should be subsumed under which term. This
conceptual fuzziness has been further aggravated by political elites and mass
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media that have become used to justify political decisions since 2008 by immediate
necessities in times of crisis. The plethora of crisis terms consists for instance of the
“European debt crisis”, “the eurozone crisis”, “the great recession”, “the Greek
crisis”, and “the sovereign debt crisis”.

While almost three years have passed between the first ideas and the completion
of this research project, this observation still holds even though to a lesser extent
since within singular disciplines conceptual clarity has been promoted.2 For instance,
within economics, the scholarly diversity has been consolidated by strictly differen-
tiating between international, global developments and the distinct European dimen-
sion (Frieden and Walter 2017, p. 376). Also, by shifting the perspective from the
symptoms to the roots of the crises, the interrelatedness of economic crisis phenom-
ena has been better mapped. A majority of economists explain the European crisis
dimension as a balance-of-payment crisis fostered by structural deficiencies that
have been made when introducing a currency union within the EU without
implementing a thorough fiscal coordination regime (Frieden and Walter 2017).
From an economist’s point of view, the European crisis dimension has not predom-
inantly been a sovereign debt crisis. Instead, the pressure from the global banking
crisis and the rescue strategy of European policy-makers only accelerated the
construction flaws of the eurozone and resulted in higher levels of sovereign and
private debt, which were evaluated as toxic in a far more risk-averse climate on the
financial markets (Baldwin and Giavazzi 2015; De Grauwe 2013).

This exemplary excursion to the converging economic analyses corroborates the
conceptual decision I make in this book. That is, I will define the term Euro crisis as
pointing to exceptional economic, political, and societal circumstances in the EU
since the beginning of 2010. It is to be distinguished from the earlier “global
financial crisis” or “great recession” that originated in the United States and affected
financial sectors and the real economy worldwide. I propose to predominantly focus
on the genuine European phenomena since this book is primarily interested in
citizen’s changing political support for the EU, although the Euro crisis cannot be
understood without accounting for its catalysing roots in the global crises phenom-
ena that developed in 2008 and 2009.

When it comes to approaches that span across multiple perspectives—for instance
public opinion, economic analysis, and policy choice—much work has still to be
done. Even in the presence of a scholarly consensus or a systematic synthesis of
multiple research strands, the question would remain how contextual events such as
the Euro crisis can analytically be linked to attitude formation—an individual
psychological process that is not directly observable. In this book, I draw from
Zaller’s Receive-Accept-Samplemodel that describes a process of individual opinion
formation suited for indistinct and complex environments (Zaller 1992). Politics is
often considered such an environment due to its subordinate role in average citizens’
everyday lives and its high demand on cognitive capacity. An individual receives a

2The proposal was drafted in September 2015 while its completion shortly precedes the submission
of this book as a dissertation in April 2018.
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message about a political issue, accepts or rejects the information, and samples the
available information to form an attitude statement in a survey environment. Zaller
delivers a microfoundation to clarify the steps of information processing between the
individual’s perception of a message sent by political elites or mass media and his
specific response to a survey question. However, it remains an open question which
criteria contextual events must fulfil to exert not only a unique or temporary effect on
the individual’s information processing but to also induce persistent changes of
general value orientations or more stable attitudes. Therefore, this information
processing framework that links contextual events to individual survey responses
must be extended in a research project that seeks to examine the effects of the Euro
crisis on individual political attitudes. This shortcoming of previous research on
political attitudes will be approached when I extend Fuchs’s theoretical concept of a
critical event (Fuchs 2011) with manifest empirical criteria that enables to purpose-
fully analyse the Euro crisis and its repercussions (see Sect. 2.1.4).

At the bottom line, this book aspires to contribute to theory-guided empirical
research on (generalized) EU support by conducting analyses on gradual stages of
aggregation. I rely on survey data of the Standard and Special Eurobarometer
conducted between 2006 and 2015 as well as on the European Elections Studies
of 2009 and 2014. The analyses shall be predominantly developed in relation to a
profound understanding of a genuine and distinct European crisis. The development
of reasonable contextual reference points for the analyses of political attitudes and
behaviour shall profit from considering research from (political) economics, com-
munication studies, and sociology. This multidisciplinary synthesis needs to focus
on those crisis repercussions that are relevant to the citizens’ everyday lives in
Europe and to potentially heterogeneous attitude change. This preparatory work is
needed to be able to link contexts to individual-level political attitudes. The analyses
are interested in the explanation of EU support, its heterogeneity and lastly in a
possible behavioural manifestation. The goal is to improve our understanding of
whether and how European citizens turned against their union, and to what extent the
persistence of the EU political system is at stake. The outlined starting position
culminates in the guiding research questions of this book:

1. Under which conditions could contextual events change citizens’ generalized EU
support and the underlying attitudinal mechanisms?

2. Which phenomena of the European crises can be identified as genuinely
European and distinct? In what way do these phenomena constitute a clear-cut
contextual event that is relevant to the subjective perspective of European citizens
and how can they be conceptualized for a study on citizens’ attitude change and
political behaviour towards the EU?

3. How have generalized EU support and its determinants evolved during the period
under investigation (2006–2015)?

4. Does the explanatory power of determinants of generalized EU support change
during the Euro crisis?

5. How do these changes reflect the heterogeneous nature of the Euro crisis’
repercussions on citizens in different crisis contexts?

1.1 Research Programme 5



6. Did the development and explanation of generalized EU support also manifest in
EU-sceptical and EU-supporting electoral behaviour in the 2014 EP elections
compared to the previous EP election in 2009 before crisis?

1.2 Overview of the Book

The research programme as outlined in the previous section is divided in eight
chapters. Chapter 2 introduces the basic concepts and theoretical models that lay
ground for the empirical analyses of attitudes and electoral behaviour during the
Euro crisis. The first and focal part defines the general concept of (political) attitudes
and conceptualizes political support, explains its relation to the political culture
paradigm and its adaptation to the supranational political system of the EU. After
specifying the most adequate type of political support for the EU as main DV of this
book, I introduce established families of explanation both on the individual and
the contextual level in a systematic overview of the state of research on EU support.
The first part concludes with the introduction of Fuchs’ modified version of the
Receive-Accept-Sample model to provide an overarching framework that includes
plausible analytical links between contextual events over elite and media messages
to the individual information processing by citizens—ultimately leading to survey
responses. My contribution is the expansion of the critical event concept with empir-
ical criteria that qualify a contextual event to be critical for attitude change. The second
part of Chap. 2 conceptualizes system-critical and system-supporting electoral
behaviour in European parliamentary elections. That is, the second DV of this
book is narrowed-down and embedded into the theoretical model of EU support as
the individual-level behavioural manifestation of varying regime support in the
European context.

Chapter 3 delivers the contextual background of the analyses in this book. Its
purpose is twofold: First, by providing an extensive and multidisciplinary literature
review on the so-called European crises, a focused and clear-cut understanding of the
genuine European dimension of the plethora of crisis phenomena is identified.
Having then differentiated the Euro crisis, which starts with the Greek debt revela-
tions in the end of 2009, from other related and unrelated crisis events, the chapter
provides a mixed-methods account on the repercussions of the crisis for citizens in
the EU member states. Ultimately, the criteria qualifying a critical event are applied
to the findings of the extensive account on the Euro crisis. This analysis shall identify
different crisis contexts for the subsequent empirical analyses on political attitudes
and electoral behaviour.

Chapter 4 unites the theoretical models and the contextual analysis of the Euro
crisis to lay out the further empirical agenda. The goal is to discuss the analytic
strategy for all empirical analyses and to emphasize the specific features of each
study. On the one hand, the relationships of main explanatory factors to the DV
gathered from the state of research are formulated as expectations. On the other hand,
I formulate hypotheses for those aspects of the respective studies that specifically
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strive to contribute new knowledge to research on EU support and EP electoral
behaviour. This especially relates to the changing relevance of established predictors
dependent on the crisis contexts and other regional distinctions. Chapter 4 concludes
with the presentation of systematic and consolidated explanatory models of the two
dependent variables in this book—generalized EU regime support as well as
EU-sceptical and EU-supporting electoral behaviour.

Chapter 5 comprises descriptive analyses on the level and development of
generalized EU support and its determinants (study I). Relying on 19 repeated,
cross-sectional Eurobarometer surveys, the entire period under investigation from
2006 to 2015 is covered. To give a comprehensive picture, means and developments
are reported for the entire EU27, groups of countries, as well as for single EU
member states.

Chapter 6 marks the begin of the explanatory analyses: Study II is the centrepiece
of the empirical agenda since it pursues a systematic test of the effects of established
predictors on the individual and the contextual level on generalized EU regime
support. It takes the longitudinal perspective since it strives to compare results of
10 SEB survey waves from 2006–2015 relying on identical measurements of pre-
dictors and methodologies. Applying various estimation techniques, the purpose of
the chapter is to identify the decisive factors driving generalized EU support and how
their effects potentially change during the period under investigation. The heteroge-
neous and multidimensional repercussions of the Euro crisis can be modelled using
multi-level models with cross-level interactions that account for the temporal and
geographical structure of the survey data and allow for direct group comparisons.

Chapter 7 (study III) conducts both descriptive and explanatory analyses drawing
from a more limited number of surveys conducted from 2011 to 2015 to the
advantage of including more detailed and crisis-specific attitudes that were not
available before the Euro crisis. These special analyses of selected SEB waves
examine citizens’ evaluations of crisis management of the respective national gov-
ernments and the EU, issue orientations regarding the general strategy of crisis
management and specific policy proposals for EMU reform, as well as subjective
responsibility attribution to the EU for austerity. In doing so, study III seeks to
answer the question of how citizens in crisis and donor countries differ concerning
these specific attitudes towards the Euro crisis, and, whether the extra survey
indicators contribute to the explanation of generalized EU support in addition to
the established determinants (of study II) and, if so, under which conditions?

Chapter 8 (study IV) examines individual electoral behaviour in the 2009 and
2014 European Parliament elections before and after the climax of the Euro crisis.
The act of voting and choosing an EU-supporting party is interpreted as a
behavioural consequence of favourable EU support (loyalty). EU-sceptical behav-
iour manifests either in abstention (exit) or voting for an EU-sceptical party (voice).
The purpose of this fourth study is to provide a behavioural corroboration for the
expectation that the individual’s stance towards European politics increasingly
matters for the persistence of the EU regime during times of crisis. To provide
behavioural evidence rather than only attitudinal is an ambitious extension of this
book’s research strategy but answers to the argument that the Euro crisis and its
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repercussions had a significant impact on citizens’ and reception of the EU in their
everyday lives.

The concluding Chap. 9 begins with outlining the main findings of all empirical
analyses on how the Euro crisis and its repercussions changed citizens’ EU support
and the underlying attitudinal mechanisms. Moreover, the chosen research design
and the results give reason to discuss what contributions this book delivers to
research on citizens’ attitudes towards the EU and where future research might fill
existing gaps and enhance the research strategy at hand. As a final aspect, Chap. 9
presents implications for policy-makers resulting from this book’s findings and
ponders to what extent the EU has been between Scylla and Charybdis in its relation
to the European citizens in donor and crisis countries.
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Chapter 2
Conceptualizing Citizens’ Support
for the European Union

The second chapter of this book introduces the basic concepts and theoretical models
that lay ground for the empirical analyses of attitudes and electoral behaviour during
the Euro crisis. This chapter is divided into two parts: The first and main section
focuses on the concept of political support, its origins in attitude research, its use in
relation to the political culture paradigm and its adaptation to the supranational
political system of the EU (Sect. 2.1). The second part examines system-critical
electoral behaviour in European parliamentary elections, which is considered to be
the most obvious manifestation of negative support/political alienation in the
European context (Sect. 2.2).

2.1 The Concept of Political Support and Its Application
to the EU

Key to the research programme at hand is the developed understanding of political
support for the European Union. To adequately derive the concept, I start by defining
political attitudes in general (Sect. 2.1.1). An introduction into the original frame-
work of political support by David Easton and its reception in succeeding works will
follow since it is the most general reference point of this book. Nevertheless, support
for the national political system is fundamentally different than for a supranational or
multilateral system. Therefore, I discuss thoroughly the particularities of the unique
attitude object EU (Sect. 2.1.2). This includes a careful review of existing models for
the explanation of EU support and its link to ambiguously related concepts such as
EU scepticism, and an extensive discussion to develop a conceptualization of
different types of EU support. In the following section, I will present the empirical
state of research on EU support and its determinants to develop a differentiated
starting point for later empirical analyses (Sect. 2.1.3). The final section (Sect. 2.1.4)
brings us full circle to social psychology literature to discuss conditions for attitude
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change during political and economic crises. Hereby, I differentiate between ordi-
nary developments and extraordinary contextual events that quite possibly shape
public opinion to prepare for later systematization of the European crises.

2.1.1 Political Attitudes

The term “attitude” is at the centre of vital discussions in social psychology, ranging
back to Allport (1935) who first denoted the concept as “our most distinctive and
indispensable” (1935, 798). Since then, it has become a major task to continuously
adjust the definition of attitudes given ongoing progress in empirical research as well
as deliberation on its theoretic dimensions. The goal of this section is to introduce
key features of the attitude concept to prepare for later arguments evolving around
conditions for attitude change (see Sect. 2.1.4).

The most memorable collection of conceptual works on the theoretical and
empirical characteristics of attitudes, which are heavily cited in neighbouring disci-
plines, stem from social psychologists Icek Ajzen and Martin Fishbein (1980, 2005,
2008; Ajzen 2001). They define attitude as the “evaluation of an object, concept, or
behavior along a dimension of favor or disfavor, good or bad, like or dislike.”
Fishbein and Ajzen (2010, p. 78). Attitudes are considered one of three types of
internal dispositions of individuals (Ajzen 2012, p. 367). There must be some
evaluative orientation towards a psychological object to qualify an internal disposi-
tion as attitude, regardless of how an individual may have conceived it. Attitudinal
objects vary in their level of generality: Evaluative orientations about values, social
groups, the individual’s position in society, political issues and policies share a high
degree of generality while any attitude towards behaviour is less general and
universal (Ajzen 2012, p. 368). Given the variety of psychological objects alone,
attitudes seem to exist in multiple shapes that most definitively have analytical
consequences. Nevertheless, the defining emphasis lies on the evaluative character
that differentiates attitudes from other psychological dispositions (see Campbell
1963).

The second type of internal dispositions are cognitions. They stand for knowledge
about and the understanding of specific psychological objects without an evaluative
component (Ajzen 2012, 367 f.). These might manifest in stereotypes, the skill to
differentiate between ideological positions or beliefs about probable outcomes of
social processes. The third type are behavioural dispositions such as the famous Big
Five personality traits,1 self-consciousness or accustomed habits of conduct (Ajzen
2012, 367 f.). In contrast to these types of dispositions, affects resemble emotions
and mood-states that do not necessarily relate to a specific psychological object
(Fishbein and Ajzen 2010, 78 f.). Affects are considered specific patterns of the

1The Big Five personality traits are considered to be openness to experience, conscientiousness,
extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism (see Goldberg (1993)).
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valence and the activation of an emotion (see Russell 1980). Attitudes, cognitions
and affects are not independent of one another. Rather, the evaluative judgment
about a psychological object can only emerge if an individual already possesses
cognitions and affects towards it. Thus, an attitude with its evaluative nature can be
considered a summary of cognitions and affects towards a psychological object
(Crano and Prislin 2006, p. 347).

After having differentiated attitudes from the other types of internal dispositions, I
now move to specific features of the attitude concept—the dimensionality, the
strength, and the accessibility. First, an important debate about the attitudes’ dimen-
sionality has been carried out between empirical researchers and theorists: While the
former preferred one-dimensional scales to measure attitudes, a large body of
theoretical works conceptualize a three-dimensional approach that differentiates
attitudes in their function for the individual.2 Nevertheless, many attempts to sys-
tematically apply multidimensional attitude concepts in empirical research designs
failed due to high correlations or a lack of validity (see Maio and Haddock 2015,
29 ff.; Schumann 2012, 81 f.). Therefore, scholars focus on more substantial
differences that hold empirically (Eagly and Chaiken 1993, 13 f.). These prove to
exist when attitude object and strength vary (Ajzen and Fishbein 2005, p. 177).
Therefore, contemporary researchers conceptualize and measure attitudes on a
“unitary evaluative dimension [. . .] that ranges from negative to positive through
a neutral point” (Fishbein and Ajzen 2010, p. 76). Since attitudes are latent con-
structs that cannot be observed directly, scholars gather manifest survey responses
and infer to the actual latent attitude behind it (Fishbein and Ajzen 2010, p. 76).3

Second, the strength of an attitude becomes an interesting feature when compar-
ing multiple attitudes to another. Strength is considered to determine the intensity of
favourableness to an attitude object (Ajzen and Fishbein 1980, 67). It is often
associated with low ambivalence in an evaluation and with a small likelihood of
being easily persuaded by new information (Crano and Prislin 2006). The definition
of attitude strength has been widely contested given its important role in predicting a
person’s behaviour and the process of attitude change (Raden 1985). In addition, the
inconsistencies in the conceptualization have produced a multitude of empirical
indicators to measure attitude strength (Krosnick et al. 1993). While some measures
are highly correlated in empirical studies, factor analytic approaches show that
indicators of attitude strength are located on different dimensions (Crano and Prislin
2006).

Third, when interested in an individual’s evaluative responses, an alternative
suggestion to bypass the complexity of the strength concept is to focus on a more
distinct feature: the accessibility of attitudes in an individual’s memory (Ajzen
2012). The easier an individual can establish a link between a psychological object

2Three-dimensional attitude concepts differentiate between cognitive, affective, and conative com-
ponents of attitudes. Cognitive responses consist of ideas and thoughts, affective ones of evalua-
tions as well as affects, and conative ones point to intentions of behaviour Schumann (2012, p. 80).
3For a thorough discussion of this point of view, see for example Greenwald and Banaji (1995).
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and an evaluation, the shorter the time she needs to form an evaluative response. The
accessibility of an attitude depends on the role of the attitude object for the individ-
ual. Many direct experiences with the object and personal relevance increase the
accessibility while conflicting information impedes it. High accessibility leads to
stability of a specific attitude and thus facilitates its role on individual behaviour
(Ajzen 2012, p. 371). When confronted with a certain situation, an individual tends
to judge the environment by the available cognitions and attitudes. The more
accessible an attitude, the more likely it is able to bias the decision process towards
a specific behaviour (Ajzen 2012, p. 372; Fazio 1990).

Finally, I apply the presented state of attitude research to its use in political
science and deliver a summarizing definition of the concept of political attitudes. In
political science, the attitude concept is often applied without reaching the level of
elaborateness of social psychology (Arzheimer 2008, p. 62). Nevertheless, the
presented conceptualization can be easily transferred to attitudes towards psycho-
logical objects of political nature. Political attitude objects can be political ideas,
ideologies, parties, politicians and their actions, policies, single institutions, and
political systems as a whole. The variety of attitude objects implies different
consequences for the characteristics of specific political attitudes concerning their
formation, changeability, accessibility and power in shaping individual behaviour.4

Consequently, political attitudes are defined as latent evaluative dispositions
towards political objects that may prime political behaviour and vary in their stability
over time.

2.1.2 The Concept of Political Support for the European
Union

The central attitudinal concept of this book is political support. In the following
section, I will conceptualize political support in its general meaning. First, the
original concept by David Easton will be subject of a thorough discussion (Sect.
2.1.2.1). Due to the analytical potential of his seminal works, the concept of support
has been integrated into political culture research. In this strand of research, the
original meaning, its theoretical range, and the empirical explication of political
sup-port has been widely discussed, criticized, and further developed. Therefore, the
second step in this section is to review the continuing refinement of the conceptu-
alization of support within political culture research (Sect. 2.1.2.2). The general
concept of political support was developed against the background of national

4This overview on the primary features of the attitude concept merely scratches the surface of the
whole research area in social psychology. To illustrate the variety of progress made in social
psychology, see Hatemi and McDermott (2016) for a review on recent attempts to link neuroscience
and genetic research with the explanation of attitude formation and change. Also, they provide
considerations about the potential role of genetic factors for the prediction of attitude-driven
behaviours.
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political systems. In Sect. 2.1.2.3, I will discuss how the concept can be and has been
adapted to the supranational level. Since the European Community and European
Union have been transformed over time, this discussion needs to consider the
different stages of European integration. Moreover, I shed light on the democratic
status of the EU since political support has specific implications for democratically
organized societies. Second, I will re-evaluate the assumptions and contents of the
support framework in light of the context of European integration. This second step
is decisive since it will deliver a thorough and systematic conceptualization of EU
support (Sect. 2.1.2.4). Finally, I will take a closer look at the citizens’ perspective
on supranational politics in Europe. What implications does the varying relevance of
European politics to citizens’ everyday lives have for the analysis of attitudes
towards more distant political objects such as the EU? (Sect. 2.1.2.5).

2.1.2.1 Easton’s Original Conceptualization

Easton’s seminal work takes the perspective of system theory to develop a frame-
work for the analysis of the political system in general (Easton 1965a, b). All social
interactions evolving around the political life are systematically connected to pro-
duce and implement “binding or authoritative allocations” (Easton 1965a, p. 50) for
a society. The actors behind these social interactions remain abstract and refer only
to the functional role within the system. Thus, Easton’s framework can be consid-
ered one of the first functionalist approaches. Moreover, the political system does not
imply a specific regime type although Easton was socialized in the world of Western
liberal democracies. The normative component in his theory is negligible since it
focuses more on the coherent analytic character of the systemization of political life.

In its purpose to deliver the “authoritative allocation of values” (Easton 1965b,
p. 5) the political system is confronted by so-called inputs of the environment. This
environment channels articulated proposals (demands) towards the authorities of the
system that are responsible for implementing “an authoritative allocation with
regard to a particular subject matter” (Easton 1965b, p. 38). The political system
may produce decisions to answer to these demands. The outputs of the political
system shall comply with the demands of the environment to a sufficient degree to
keep the “essential variables” of political life within the “critical range” (Easton
1965b, p. 24). If it fails to do so, the environment may consider decisions of the
system no longer binding. Consequently, the political system may ultimately fail to
“persist whether the world be one of stability or change” (Easton 1965b, 14 f.).

The cycle between demands, the system’s compliance to them through decisions,
the resulting outputs and persistence of the system leaves a major gap that is to be
filled to unleash the potential of Easton’s framework: The second component of the
inputs of the system is considered to be support—the central root concept of this
book. Easton describes it “as an attitude by which a person orients himself to an
object either favorably or unfavorably, positively or negatively” (Easton 1975,
p. 436). This definition is clearly similar to the previously presented general under-
standing of attitudes being of evaluative nature.
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